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Abstract 

We present a new and integrative approach to identity content that has 
important implications for its conceptualization and measurement. In this 
approach, we view identities as carriers of meaning that encapsulate an individual’s 
social understandings of his or her social world. However, there is a strong focus 
on the quantitative aspect of identity across quite diverse social-psychological 
literatures. Nevertheless, understanding the qualitative part of identities (their 
identity content, defined as the semantic space associated with an identity) is 
absolutely pivotal to understanding what identities mean to individuals. We 
therefore aim to move toward integration across these different literatures in terms 
of a comprehensive conceptualization of what identity content is and how it should 
be measured. As such, we develop not only an integrative conceptualization of 
identity content, but also a new measure that follows from it. We divide this 
integrative enterprise into three steps: First, we review five diverse literatures from 
which we extract seven key criteria of identity content, which we then integrate into 
a new approach. Second, we review the empirical promise of a new measure based 
on this approach. Finally, we discuss the implications of this new look and measure 
of identity content for the diverse field of theory and research on identity content 
in social psychology.  
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An Integrative Approach to the Conceptualization and 
Measurement of Identity Content 

 
Social psychological theories of the self often study identities to gain an 

understanding of how people see themselves and will interact with their social 
world. For instance, who I am and what I do may be defined by one’s identity as a 
psychologist, a parent, and a soccer fan. But, if we want to understand how an 
individual really thinks, feels and behaves (Allport, 1937), an important step is to 
look inside these identities, to their contents. Social identities (defined as the part of 
an individual’s self-concept which derives from the knowledge of one’s 
membership in a social group (or groups) together with the emotional significance 
attached to that membership; Tajfel, 1974) are crucial carriers of information and 
meaning. This system of meanings comprises the identity’s content through which an 
individual’s social understandings of his or her social world are encapsulated. Thus, 
social identity content is sometimes metaphorically described as lenses through 
which individuals view their social world, and therefore helps individuals make 
sense of, and respond to, their social environment.  

However, empirical research into identities has focused primarily on the 
psychological strength of an identity (often referred to as group identification), rather 
than on the content associated with it. As such, we know much about the many 
and important consequences of identifying with groups (a quantitative aspect of 
identity), but relatively little about its qualitative aspect – its content, or in Ashmore, 
Deaux, and McLaughlin-Volpe (2004, p.94) terms the ‘semantic space within which 
an identity resides’. In our view, this is a major concern for identity research, 
because content is absolutely pivotal: identifying with a group (e.g., women) does 
not tell us necessarily about the meaning and direction of influence of this identity. 
For example, strongly identifying with being a woman does not tell us much about 
whether this person interprets the meaning of this social category as being more 
about traditional or modern notions of womanhood (e.g., Becker & Wagner, 2009). 

This is not to say that identity content has not been studied at all; this is 
certainly not the problem (Osgood, Suci, & Tannenbaum, 1964; Peabody, 1967; 
Turner, 1985; Stryker, 1968; Mead, 1934). Rather, the problem seems to be that 
several different lines of theory and research (e.g., gender studies, group norms, 
self-complexity) have conceptualized and operationalized identity content in very 
different ways (e.g., Kuhn & McPartland, 1954; Linville, 1987; Becker & Wagner, 
2009; Livingstone & Haslam, 2008; Jetten, Postmes, & McAuliffe, 2002). This is 



T
W

O
 

	

AN INTEGRATIVE APPROACH TO IDENTITY CONTENT 
 

23 

partly because identity content appears to be much harder to operationalize than 
identity strength. As a result, we do not just see different conceptual approaches to 
identity content, but also very different measures of it. Therefore, we believe that 
one way to move toward integration across those literatures is to focus on the 
development of a new measure of identity content that unites different 
conceptualizations of identity content. The two main aims of this paper are 
therefore to (1) review which aspects of identity content are crucial to include in a 
new measure, which enables (2) a much broader and integrative conceptualization 
of identity content that has many and diverse implications for researchers studying 
self and identity. 

This integrative approach to identity content is important for a variety of 
reasons. First, although all these different literatures capture important elements of 
the study of identity content (e.g., some study traits, norms or stereotypes), 
isolating one specific element ignores the many different forms of identity content 
and how these may be related. This segmented vision of identity content therefore 
cannot offer a complete representation of the role of identity content. So, although 
the investigation of one specific field provides vital knowledge of how, for 
example, norms function, we subscribe to the view that “the whole is greater than 
the sum of its parts” (Asch, 1952), to argue that an understanding of overall identity 
meanings should not necessarily limit itself to one theoretical or empirical base. 
Second, such theoretical integration promotes a more complete and dynamic 
construal of what identity content is, which may be better suited to explain the 
increasingly complex social phenomena approached by recent identity research, 
including identity change and development (Amiot, De la Sablonniere, Terry, & 
Smith, 2007; Drury & Reicher, 2000; Livingstone & Haslam, 2008), how groups 
can emerge out of the unique contributions of its members (Postmes & Jetten, 
2006; Jans, Postmes, & Van der Zee, 2011, 2012) and real world identities (Huddy, 
2001). And finally, we hope that together this will help to support research to move 
beyond descriptive and predictive theories of what identities do, to enabling an 
understanding of underlying processes of why they do this (cf. Livingstone, 2014; 
van Zomeren, Leach, & Spears, 2012).  

In what follows, we will first elaborate on the theoretical background to the 
study of identity content, before progressing to review the literature. In this review 
we will focus on five different literatures which focus around the study of identity 
content but do so in different ways. This includes, early identity content measures 
(e.g., Katz & Braly, 1933), identity content research in the social identity tradition, 
gender/feminist identity research, social norms research and self-complexity 
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research. The main aim of this review is to extract the key lessons which have been 
learnt so far about what content is and how we can measure it. Specifically, we will 
argue that content entails at least seven criteria that should be captured in theoretical 
conceptualizations and empirical methods in identity content research. Through 
this review we aim to recognize the inter-relations between the different fields that 
have focused on identity content - illuminating where they complement and what 
they can learn from each other – culminating in the presentation of a set of criteria 
which can guide the study of identity content. We will then present our new method 
and integrative conceptualization of identity content, before discussing its 
applications and implications for the field.   

 
Identity strength and content 

 
 Many approaches to identity promote the idea that identities are carriers of 

meaning within the self (Tajfel & Turner, 1979; Turner, 1985; Stryker, 1968; Mead, 
1934). We align ourselves with William James’ (1890) definition of the (social) self 
as a flexible and diverse umbrella housing as many “selves as there are individuals 
who recognize him”. According to a social identity perspective (social identity 
theory, Tajfel & Turner, 1979; Self categorization theory, Turner, 1985), social 
understandings can become internalized into the self in the form of a social 
identity. This social identity is therefore fundamentally a carrier of intersubjective 
meaning: there is a (tacit) understanding among group members of what the 
group’s norms, ideologies and values are (amongst others), and such perceived 
group attributes in turn have the ability to guide what they think, see, and do. But 
importantly, these group attributes are also internalized into the self. Social 
identities (and their corresponding content) become part of the self through a 
process of self-stereotyping (Turner, Oakes, Haslam, & McGarty, 1994). In 
technical terms, such perceptions are “depersonalized”: group members no longer 
see themselves in terms of uniquenesses and differences from others (i.e., personal 
identity) but instead see themselves in terms of their shared similarities with 
relevant others (i.e., social identity). This recognition of one’s sharedness with 
others allows the group to become personally meaningful and relevant to the 
individual: This means that people do not distinguish between themselves as an 
individual and their group, instead they see “my group’s beliefs” as their own. 
Importantly, this means that social understandings are also personal understandings 
(e.g., both I as an individual and we as a group believe that education is important). 
These identity contents can then be used to construct a sense of self which not 
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only enables an understanding of one’s social world, but also one’s position in it. 
Thus, identity content is central to theories about social identity.  

But although theories about social identity are primarily concerned with identity 
content and its implication(s) for meaning, influence and so on, most of the research 
of social identity focuses on something quite different. The bulk of research in the 
social identity field focuses on what we call the quantitative part of identities: the 
strength of one’s attachment to and relationship with the group (Postmes, Haslam, 
& Jans, 2013). There are a number of reasons for this focus, ranging from 
methodological (e.g., there is consensus about how to operationalize the 
quantitative part of social identity), to pragmatic (e.g., measures of identity strength 
tend to be useful in practice as they correlate highly various group outcomes and 
processes) and theoretical reasons (e.g., measures of identity strength add 
understanding to research domains which tend to consider individual-centric 
predictors only).  

One of the most well explored quantitative parts of identity is group 
identification. Group identification (or identity strength) has grown to be a central 
variable in identity research. Its wide application is perhaps not surprising given 
that group identification turns out to be a good proxy for an individual’s relation 
with their group (Ashforth & Mael, 1989; Ellemers, Spears, & Doosje, 1999; Leach 
et al., 2008; Postmes et al., 2013): it should then predict people’s tendency to use 
this group’s understandings. This not only shapes how an individual behaves (e.g., 
determining the extent that group norms and values are applied), but also how they 
perceive a given situation (e.g., if they see a gender divide or income inequality). 
Indeed, research has shown that group identification predicts a broad and varied 
set of group outcomes across a spectrum of measures, such as tendencies to take 
individual or group based action in organizational contexts (Ashmore et al., 2004), 
intergroup contexts (Ellemers et al., 1999), and for them to be influenced by group 
members or leaders (Haslam, Reicher, & Platow, 2013). The successful (and easy) 
empirical application of identification, confirms that it is a valuable tool 
substantively and theoretically. This has led to substantial amounts of research 
focusing on the consequences of the strength of one’s relation with their group. 

But the empirical success of measures of identification has typically been at 
the expense of interest in social identity content (e.g., group norms and values). 
Theoretically, this is problematic. The origins of the Social Identity Perspective 
were rooted in a close integration of quantitative and qualitative components of 
identity. Turner (1999, p.23, emphasis added) explained individual differences in 
identification as reflecting “the centrality of some group membership in a person’s 
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understanding of their place in the social order and their relationship to others and 
also their commitment to that identity as a consequence of that understanding and 
their social values.” Turner explains that identification reflects the extent that an 
individual finds meaning in a group and also uses that meaning to understand their 
(social) world better. Thus, the strength of one’s relation with their group is 
contingent upon their understanding and application of group meanings. Similarly, 
it is possible that qualitative identity components of content, means little or 
nothing when an individual does not have a (strong) relation with the group: In this 
case, this content exists only outside of the self and should, in general, not strongly 
influence an individual’s behavior. So, without strength content has no impact on 
behavior, and without content strength has no meaning. Thus, originally the 
quantitative and qualitative components of identity were thought to be 
fundamentally interdependent. 

In the present review, we focus on the less well explored qualitative factor of 
identity content. Although identity research - focusing on quantitative aspects such 
as identification - has made great progress in the understanding of identities, it can 
only provide part of the story. Beyond questions of identity strength and its 
consequences are considerations of how individuals act out their identities, how 
these identity meanings (of different identities) fit together, and how this influences 
the individual. However, these questions tend to be comparably less explored. This 
is perhaps the case because the ease of conducting quantitative identity analyses has 
meant that qualitative identity focused methodologies are comparatively more 
challenging to conduct and as such are less developed. Furthermore, and perhaps 
partly to do with the depth and complexity of measurement, where identity content 
is studied, it tends to be approached using diverse theories and methods. In this 
review we aim to develop an integrative approach to the study of identity content 
which could help researchers to refocus on this comparably less explored 
qualitative part of identity. In what follows, we will first review the literature 
exploring the different ways in which identity content has been conceptualized and 
researched, with a special focus on the methodologies used to capture it. From this 
we will develop and present our integrative approach which seeks to capture and 
represent the key beliefs about identity content presented in the literature.  
 

The seven criteria of identity content 
 

The key questions to start with are; what exactly is identity content and how 
has it been measured? We use these questions to guide our literature review in 
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order to illuminate the theoretical and methodological bases of the construct of 
identity content, and the alignment between them (i.e., does identity content 
research measure what they theoretically seek to measure?). In order to do so, we 
will review five diverse literatures that have focused on identity content. We begin 
with the early identity content measures (e.g., Katz & Braley, 1933), before moving 
to gender/feminist identity research, identity content research in the social identity 
tradition, social norms research and self-complexity research. The ultimate aim of 
this is to derive a list of the core criteria of identity content which are present in the 
literature. This should help make sense of the ways in which identity content has 
been studied in different empirical literatures, whilst clarifying what the key 
characteristics of content are. Moreover, these criteria expose the common ground 
existing between these diverse literatures. We aim to utilize these criteria of identity 
content to develop a more parsimonious approach to studying identity content, 
which incorporates key lessons learnt from each of these literatures and unifies 
them in an integrative approach.  

To help our readers navigate what follows, we will already reveal what is, in 
some sense, the conclusion of our literature review: That there are seven criteria of 
identity content (see Table 2.1). We will briefly summarize what these seven criteria 
are. This provides structure for readers throughout the review, helps to guide 
interpretation, and informs us what aspects need to be considered if we want to 
fully understand identity content. The first criterion is the simple observation that 
content tends to be attached to identities, which are part of our self-concept (Tajfel 
& Turner, 1975; Turner, 1987; McConnell, 2011). The second is that the self-concept 
is composed of personal and social identities, all of which are defined by content 
(Tajfel & Turner, 1975; Turner, 1987). The third characteristic is that content tends 
to be semantic in nature, for example content may consist of several qualitative 
concepts that describe who an individual is (e.g., traits or adjectives; Kuhn & 
McPartland, 1953; Drury & Reicher, 2005). The fourth is that these different 
concepts which, together, make up identity content tend to be related to one 
another: there are both connections within and between identities (Linville, 1985, 
1987; Thoits, 1983). A fifth is that the content of social identities does not merely 
exist within the heads of individuals (i.e.,  subjectively internalized identity content), 
it also exists somewhat external to the self as inter-subjective knowledge of how 
people generally see a certain group, and therefore reflects the prevailing belief 
within the group that there is a shared understanding (i.e., socially shared identity 
content; Swaab, Postmes, van Beest, & Spears, 2007). A sixth is that although some 
identity content may be relatively stable, it also responds to social context, and 
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develops over time (Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher, & Wetherell, 1987; Amiot et al., 
2007). Finally, the seventh criterion of identity content is that it influences an 
individual through perceived self-relevance: if content is perceived to be self- 
relevant, it will have a stronger impact on how an individual sees themselves or 
behaves (e.g., Ellemers et al., 1999). 
 
 
Table 2.1 
Seven core criteria of an identity content framework according to the literatures 
they are derived from.  

 

 
The five different literatures selected for our review, from which the seven 

identity content criteria emerged, were chosen because they satisfied two key 
conditions. First, and most important was that a main focus of this work was to 
study identity content. Second, they also had a central focus on the role of the self 
in these content based processes: They view the role of individuals separate from 
context in their ability to (re)construct meaning.1 We selected the five fields that we 

																																																													
1 This can be contrasted from research such as that concerning ideologies, which tend to 
focus on social structure (i.e., the wider and more enduring features of society which form 
	

Core criteria
Early 

measures Gender 
SIT 

research Norms
Self-

complexity
1 Content is nested in identities ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

2 Content describes: 
   (a) personal identities ✓

   (b) social identities ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

3 Content is semantic ✓ ✓ ~ ~ ~
4 Content is related ~ ~ ✓ ✓

5 Content is: 
   (a) subjectively internalized ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

   (b) socially shared ~ ✓ ~
6 Content responds to context ✓

7 Content influences the 
individual via self-relevance

✓ ✓ ✓

Research literature

Note . '✓ ' indicates that this characteristic of identity content is explicitly supported by or proposed in 
this literature, '~' indicates that this characteristic is assumed in theory and/or methods (or only 
investigated in a limited set of papers) and is therefore implicitly present, but not a key foucs this 
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thought best fulfilled these criteria and which did not overlap too strongly in their 
aims: early identity content measures (e.g., Katz & Braly, 1933), identity content 
research in the social identity tradition, gender/feminist identity research, social 
norms research and self-complexity research. From these five literatures we 
extracted a selection of papers which were influential, and functioned as good 
example of how its field approached the study of identity content. Although some 
of this diverse literature under review here has been reviewed previously (e.g., 
Rafaeli-Mor & Steinberg, 2002) our analysis will differ in a crucial way: Our review 
is conducted with a specific focus on theory and methods focusing on identity 
content, from this we sought to develop a list of the core criteria of identity 
content. Our literature review reveals that these literatures touch on several 
different aspects of the seven characteristics of identity content research, but none 
of them encompasses all seven. 
 
1. Early measures of identity content. 

The group content measure (Katz & Braly, 1933) and the Twenty statements 
Test (TST; Kuhn & McPartland, 1954) are probably the first measures that we can 
consider measures of identity content, even though the developers never referred 
to the concept of “identity” per se. These measures focus on semantic content, 
which is subjectively internalized into an individual’s understanding of their 
persona and groups (i.e., personal and social identities). As such, this literature 
provides lessons about three key identity content criteria: They suggest that content 
is semantic (criteria 3), that it should be applicable to personal and social identities 
(criteria 2a & b), and can be measured as subjectively internalized (criteria 5a). In 
addition to this, the methods and results in this research also have implications for 
our understanding about the relations between identity content (criteria 4). In what 
that follows we will review the group content measure and TST, first outlining the 
approach that Katz and Braley and Kuhn and McPartland utilized in their research 
before discussing the implications this has for our understanding of the four 
content criteria above, and how they can be measured.  

Katz and Braley (1933) presented the first empirical tool developed to directly 
measure identity content. Although it focused mainly on stereotypes of other 

																																																																																																																																																						
the background against which individual behavior unfolds; for a discussion on the 
structure/agency (self) debate see e.g., Giddens, 1979). Although the self is the starting 
point of our proposed research approach, we hope to show that the interaction between 
self and social structure, is crucial for the development of identity content.  
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groups (e.g., Germans, Italians, Chinese), it also applied the measure to ingroups 
(e.g., American). Thus, Katz and Braley’s study can be considered to be measuring 
both ingroup social identity content (i.e., perceptions of one’s own group memberships) 
and outgroup stereotype content (i.e., perceptions of other groups to which one is not a 
member).2 Katz and Braley first conducted a pilot to find relevant content before 
presenting this to participants. This resulted in a list of 84 traits which were 
presented to participants. Participants were then asked to list as many of these traits 
as they felt necessary to adequately characterize ten groups presented, but were also 
permitted to add traits which were necessary for ‘adequate description’. After this, 
participants highlighted five traits most typical of each group. These top five traits 
formed the basis of analyses of the content of these group identities, providing 
information about the frequency of trait reports and consensus across participants 
about the group’s meaning. Kuhn and McPartland’s (1954) TST comprises a 
distinct, yet similar measure of qualitative identity content, which differs from the 
group content measure in two ways: First, it sought to measure individual’s 
subjectively internalized personal identity content (i.e., participants’ own individuated 
perceptions of the self); secondly, it allows for a wider array of content to be 
reported. Specifically, without a pre-selection of traits, the TST simply asks 
participants to list in twenty numbered blanks the answer to the question “Who am 
I”. Participants were therefore able to freely write any answer that came to mind 
when they thought about this question. We classify this as a measure of the identity 
content associated with personal identity, because of its focus on what makes an 
individual unique and different from other individuals. TST data was used by the 
researchers to explore questions about personal identity content, such as what 
proportion of this content is social (e.g., about group memberships) or 
idiosyncratic? 

																																																													
2 Although social identity content and stereotype content are both forms of identity content 
which can therefore be measured in comparable ways, it is important for researchers to 
consider theoretical difference between these contents which may influence how they 
emerge and develop over time. Most notably, stereotype content, as an image of the ‘other’ 
is likely to be formed in reference to one’s own identity. Thus, if sporting is important to 
one’s identity then the stereotype content one forms of the outgroup may be formed in 
reference to this group, perhaps describing the outgroup as ‘athletic’ if there is a positive 
intergroup relation or ‘lazy’ if there is a negative intergroup relation. Thus, ingroup identity 
content forms a lens through which outgroup stereotype content develops, and may 
consequently form with relatively little experience or direct contact with the group in 
question. In this way, stereotype content may always be considered as some form of 
reflection of what one’s own group finds important or valuable. 
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Interestingly then, both the group content measure (Katz & Braly, 1933) and 
TST seek to assess personal and social identity content using similar methodological 
procedures. Specifically, they converge on the measurement of identity associations 
(either freely listed or trait-presentation and self-reported choice), encapsulated in 
semantic concepts such as traits and adjectives, and made accessible via 
introspective questioning. This points to fundamental similarities in the form and 
organization of personal and social identity content. Concerning form, this research 
promotes the idea that the qualitative content which defines identities is stored in 
specific semantic concepts, generally operationalized as traits (e.g., industrious; 
criterion 3). Notably, this limitation that content should only refer to traits was 
relaxed in TST which, as an unconstrained measure, frequently featured more 
diverse content such as nouns (i.e., social categories; e.g., gender). With regards to 
the organization of content, both research methods assume that content is 
organized within identities (criterion 1), so that asking an individual what words 
they associate with that identity provides access to the content located therein. In 
this way, this research is valuable in exposing the comparable form and 
organization of personal and social identity content, emphasizing their fundamental 
similarities, and the ability to access them using comparable identity content 
measures (criteria 2a & b).  

Perhaps the core difference between these two measures of personal and 
social identity content is their framing: Either personal or social identity content 
was recalled depending on instructions directing participants. But the actual 
content recalled, was substantively comparable. Moreover, Kuhn et al. (1954, 1960) 
show that social identity content (such as being a woman or American) is 
frequently cited as personal identity content. This suggests that there is a 
fundamental relation between personal and social identity content, in that it is not 
the case that one type of content is fundamentally unique or shared, but that any 
content can be considered as either unique or social contingent upon framing (e.g., 
when an individual thinks about themselves as a unique person they may think 
about themselves as caring, but when they think of their profession as a nurse they 
may think about themselves as the member of a group that is caring). In this way, 
both Katz and Braley (1933) and Kuhn and McPartland (1954) promote the idea 
that personal and social identity content can be measured via an individual’s 
subjectively internalized contents (criteria 5a). Thus, the personal or social nature of 
identity content (criteria 2 a & b), is not a stable attribute of the content, but varies 
according to context and (social) comparison. 
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Notably, Katz and Braley (1933) and Kuhn and McPartland’s methods give 
respondents different levels of freedom in what subjectively internalized identity 
content they can report. While Katz and Braley used a pilot to extract 84 traits 
which were predetermined as being relevant in the context of the groups under 
measurement, Kuhn and McPartland utilized a completely unconstrained, free 
listing procedure in which participants simply wrote any answer which came to 
mind when they thought about the question “Who am I”. Although a weakness of 
Katz and Braley’s pre-constraint of content for participants is that it primes certain 
concepts and therefore strays somewhat from precisely capturing an individual’s 
own unique perceptions of groups, such constraints allowed for a more accurate 
assessment of key constructs analyzed in their results: consensus (in preselected 
content); in what would have been a relatively small group of participants for 
assessing consensus on unconstrained content (N=100). In contrast, Kuhn and 
McPartland’s completely unconstrained, free listing procedure is better suited for 
capturing subjective internalizations. Indeed, their procedure gives participants the 
space to generate their own identity content (i.e., content they associate with the 
group), and are not given any guidance towards the type of content expected to be 
listed. So, although free-recall data also comes with issues of interpretation which 
need to be tackled in order to provide valid results,3 this research demonstrates that 
a completely unconstrained measure of identity content is more ideally suited to 
capturing individual variation in how the self is subjectively perceived by the 
individual (criterion 5a). 

A positive consequence of the completely unconstrained nature of the TST’s 
measurement of individual-identity content is that we get some insight into the 
relations amongst identity content. Specifically, by allowing participants to generate 
their own answers, we are given access to the salience dimension of identity 
content (i.e. an individual’s readiness to respond in a certain way), by looking at the 
																																																													
3 The diversity of such open questions means that structure needs to be imposed 
somewhere (e.g., via coding responses into set categories) in order to appropriately 
summarize and interpret this diverse data. As such, TST has come under fire, because 
although it measures subjectively internalized identity content, analysis of such free content 
necessitates the imposition of researcher meanings rather than those potentially intended by 
the subject themselves (Tucker, 1966). One potential way to alleviate such concerns has 
been proposed as asking participants themselves to code their own data with a pre-
determined coding scheme (Franklin & Kohout, 1973)– thus maintaining some element of 
the participant’s own interpretations within the boundaries of the coding scheme 
developed. Nevertheless, this critique highlights the inherent complexities of working with 
such qualitative data, and potential pitfalls for inference. 
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ordering of self-descriptions. Kuhn and McPartland argued that self-descriptions 
that are listed first are likely to be more salient and therefore more central to an 
individual’s view of the self than those that are listed later, or after prompting. Such 
inferences about salience are not possible when participants are asked to respond 
to direct questions. Free-recall data can thus give access to additional information 
which forced-choice cannot: (1) qualitative data corresponding to the semantic 
content (criterion 3), and (2) structural data about the organization of that 
content/relations amongst content (criterion 4), which may be determined by 
factors such as content importance or salience.  

Together these early measures of identity content teach us three key lessons 
about the core content criteria. First, identity content can be both personal and 
social (criteria 2 a & b), a quality which not a stable attribute of the content but 
varies with context. Importantly, these contents are therefore fundamentally 
comparable and may be stored and accessed using similar methods (with different 
framing). Second, both personal and social identity content can be studied as 
content which is subjectively internalized into the self (criterion 5a), this allows the 
study of individuals personal and idiosyncratic perceptions of themselves as an 
individual or their group memberships. Notably however, measuring subjective 
content brings with it obligations to appropriately represent the idiosyncrasies of 
individual’s perceptions (most likely with a free-recall paradigm), or risk straying 
from the construct it seeks to access. Third, identity meanings are at least partly 
informed by the different semantic contents associated with an identity: Importantly 
then (especially when the target is subjectively internalized identity content), 
content should be conceived of broadly a including not only traits, but also nouns 
and beyond (criterion 3). Fourth, methods and findings also had implications for 
our understanding of the organization of identity content: The methods utilized 
focused on content associated with identities, alluding to their organization of 
content being nested within specific identities (criterion 1); Furthermore, because 
content can be associated with multiple (personal and social) identities - with 
centrally defining identity content also potentially being more strongly related to 
the identity and to other (important) content within the identity - a picture begins 
to emerge of an underlying web of associative content interrelations (criterion 4).  

 
2. Identity content in Gender identities.  

Identity content measures have been developed to better understand specific 
groups such as gender. As a large social category that is contested, historically 
evolving and personally relevant to all researchers, it is not surprising that gender 
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identity content has gained special attention. Thus, the study of gender identity 
content is both theoretically and societally valuable. With regards to our core 
identity content criteria, the salience of gender and its necessary enmeshment with 
societal gender conceptions emphasizes the importance of socially shared 
perceptions for individuals. As such, two key criteria are central to the field, first 
the distinction between socially shared- and subjectively internalized-identity content is 
crucially highlighted in this research (criteria 5a & b), second, the field seeks to 
characterize different types of (e.g., male and female) semantic content and diversity 
therein (criterion 3). We review these criteria in turn, beginning with one of the first 
and most influential measures of gender identity content. 

Bem (1974) developed one of the first measures of gender identity content: 
The Bem Sex Role Inventory (BSRI). It operationalizes gender identity as a list of 
40 personality traits, half of which measure female identity and half which measure 
male identity. This measure is designed to assess the extent that an individual has 
“internalized society’s sex-type standards of desirable behavior for men and 
women” (p. 155). It therefore necessarily draws a distinction between societal (i.e., 
socially shared) and individual (i.e., subjectively internalized) identity content. 
Actual socially shared identity content was attained by presenting N=40 (sample 1, 
1972) and N=60 (sample 2, 1973) male and female participants with a list of 400 
personality characteristics to rate from 1 (not at all desirable) to 7 (Extremely 
desirable) according to, “In American society, how desirable is it for a man 
[woman] to be truthful”.4 Each participant only rated the characteristics once, for 

																																																													
4	Although Bem’s (1974) method of assessing socially shared identity content through wider 
sampling is apt, it highlights the importance of questioning the generalizability and 
durability of socially shared identity content measures: Who does this content apply to, and 
has this socially shared identity content changed over time? First, the researcher should 
consider if the identity content applies to different groups (e.g., does identity content from 
an American population reflect identity content from a Chinese population?), or different 
sub-groups within the same superordinate group (e.g., do American business women and 
American housewives see the female identity the same?). Indeed, the BSRI’s female 
characteristics seem to be developed with a clearer reference to the stereotypical mother, 
with items such as “Tender”, “Warm”, and “Loves children”. Although sub-group 
differences are not inevitable (see Duncan 2010, who showed that feminist identity content 
was consistent over different generations of Baby-Boomers and Generation X-ers, 
measured at the same time-point), applications to different societal groups should be 
checked rather than assumed. Secondly, is the consideration of whether socially shared 
identity content is relevant over longer time-periods, or has changed? Cultural changes can 
lead to differences in identity meanings (Moghaddam, 2006). Over the last 40 years it is 
possible that BSRI traits that were initially considered to be ‘positive in value’ (e.g., 
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one gender. The final 40 characteristics were selected if they were independently 
judged by both men and women to be more desirable for a man than a woman for 
a masculine trait, or vice versa for a feminine trait. Subjectively internalized identity 
content is then assessed by asking participants to rate these 40 characteristics (plus 
20 neutral) for the extent that they describe the self (from 1= Never or almost 
never true, to 7= always or almost always true). If an individual endorses many 
masculine traits and few feminine traits they are classified as having a ‘masculine 
sex role’, or in our terms having more masculine identity content. Those with the 
opposite pattern have strong female identity content. Finally, those equally high or 
low on both are androgynous. The BSRI therefore tests an individual’s subjective 
tendency to describe themselves in terms of content which is societally endorsed as 
desirable for men or women. In this way, this measure is based around, and 
highlights the distinction between subjectively internalized and socially shared 
identity content. This demonstrates two key lessons about subjectively internalized 
and socially shared identity content: First, methodologically, these contents can be 
accessed in different ways, subjectively internalized content focuses on the 
individual and socially shared content aggregates to consider a collectives 
perceptions. Second, these contents can crucially differ from one another, forming 
distinct and constructs with potentially distinct psychological implications, for 
groups and individuals.  

Notably however, the BSRI’s measurement of an individual’s internalization 
of traits perceived to be masculine or feminine by Americans in general (i.e., 
American’s gender identity) highlights a potential mismatch between what BRSI 
measures and seeks to measure. Although BSRI measures an individual’s identity 
content in terms of the items they perceive as self-descriptive (e.g., I am 
aggressive), it does not necessarily measure their subjective gender identity content, 
in terms of what they think it means to be a man/woman (e.g., men are aggressive). 
Thus we do not know if the content is tied to the gender identity for the individual 
(i.e., do they also think that the trait ‘aggressive’ is masculine?). As such, BSRI 
measures personal identity content which may or may not be part of an individual’s 
gender identity content. Instead, it tells us the extent an individual’s personal 
identity content aligns with the identity content that the Americans generally see as 

																																																																																																																																																						
“Childlike” , “Gullible”, and “Yielding” being descriptive of women) may no longer be 
desirable characteristics for women in general, and for specific subgroups (e.g., working 
women) in particular. Thus, the applicability of socially shared measures of identity content 
may wane over time.	
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masculine or feminine: Does an individual’s identity content fit with America’s 
societal conceptions of femininity or masculinity? Because this conceptualization 
focuses on the relation between the individual and their group, the empirical 
applicability of this measure therefore shifts towards having implications one’s 
relation with and ability to perform in that group, including social factors such as 
popularity (e.g., do I behave the way my group expects me to?; Marques, Yzerbyt, 
& Leyens, 1988). 

This detailed consideration of the distinction between subjective and shared 
identity content is important in identity content research. It can be the case that 
being unclear, or confounding which type of content (i.e., subjective or shared) is 
the focus of the research can complicate (or mislead) the interpretation of results. 
Becker and Wagner (2009), for instance, investigated an individual’s internalized 
identity content and ambitiously sought to experimentally manipulate it by priming 
either a progressive or a traditional gender role (thereby increasing its short-term 
cognitive accessibility).5 However, their first manipulation manipulated shared 
identity content (i.e., describing the prominence of the feminist movement and 
(non)traditional gender roles in society according to how women in general live 
now) assuming that this would prime the corresponding subjectively internalized 
content. We argue that instead reactance and identity threat (Branscombe, 
Ellemers, Spears, & Doosje, 1999; Ellemers et al., 1999) may have been induced, 
causing the traditional gender roles prime to fail (Study 1), whereby individuals with 
a progressive identity content were threatened by the presented failure/decline in 
progressive gender roles in society and therefore rejected this traditional role. Their 
more successful manipulation asked participants to think about the 
advantages/disadvantages of progressive/traditional of gender identity content. 
Although it will always be the case that trying to manipulate the identity content of 

																																																													
5 However, they did so with varying levels of success. Their first manipulation was an 
excerpt describing the prominence of the feminist movement and (non)traditional gender 
roles in society according to how women in general live now. We argue that this is a 
potentially problematic manipulation of individual content because it focuses purely on 
collective content evidenced through the descriptive norms of what women in general do. 
It is unlikely that such a manipulation presenting the prominence of classic gender roles in 
society would prime a traditional gender identity in women with a strong progressive or 
feminist identity. Instead, it would likely cause an identity threat (Ellemers, Doosje, Spears) 
due to the apparent failure or decline of progressive identity content in one’s society, and 
thus cause reactance. Indeed, this is precisely what Becker and Wagner’s results show, as 
priming the traditional identity did not lead to more traditional behaviors in women with a 
strong female identity.  
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high group identifier may be difficult -- given that these individuals are likely to 
have a more well informed image of what the group means to them – this 
approach is likely to be much more functional because it highlights the value of 
certain content, which is in turn may become (temporarily) more prominent in 
one’s recalled group identity content. Especially when researchers want to prime a 
type of identity content that is at odds with an individual’s pre-existing identity 
content, this may well be a highly useful method. In contrast, more direct 
manipulations may be possible when the researcher seeks to manipulate content 
that is congruent with pre-existing identity content, for example, priming other 
progressive or more political identity content in feminists.  

Together this work shows how central the distinction between subjectively 
internalized and socially shared identity content is to gender identity research. 
Indeed, the use of both types of content is visible across measures and 
experimental manipulations. Being aware of how the group generally sees itself- 
what is viewed as feminine or masculine by relevant others - can crucially influence 
what an individual subjectively internalizes and how they behave (Becker & 
Wagner, 2009). However, it important to be aware of the precise distinction 
between these types of subjective and shared content, as clouding this may limit the 
validity of research findings and alter the interpretation of results (criteria 5a & b).  

A key aim of gender identity content studies is to explore and represent the 
semantic content which characterizes gender identities. Indeed, in order to determine 
if individuals are masculine/feminine/androgynous schematics, the BSRI 
investigates how frequently and to what extent an individual describes themselves 
in terms of a diverse set of gendered semantic content. Markus, Crane, Bernstein, 
and Siladi (1982) expanded on this by demonstrating that endorsement of feminine 
(masculine) BSRI items (i.e., having female v. male identity content) was also 
related to increased recall of female (male) identity content, more and faster 
endorsement of female (male) identity content, more confident judgements, and a 
greater recall of behavioral illustrations of that identity content. This implies that 
strong male or female identities may house a wider and more diverse array of 
semantic identity content, which individuals can utilize with increasing confidence. 
When identities are (highly) self-relevant, individuals become (increasingly) 
sensitive to relevant information. This can both increase the frequency with which 
some content becomes active (i.e., content repetition and consolidation) and 
exposure to new information (i.e., content expansion), resulting in larger stock piles 
of semantic content. Furthermore, these findings seem to have implications for the 
relations between content, pointing towards a representation of identities as 
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knowledge structures wherein semantic identity content is associatively related, so 
that identity content is not only linked to a diverse array of other content, but also 
more widely to information associated with that content (e.g., behavioral examples; 
i.e., ‘caring’ might be connected to a memory of nursing). Thus, semantic identity 
content can be thought of as diversely composed, and associatively related.  

Recent work in this field has sought to further represent the diversity of 
semantic identity content associated with, especially female gender identities (e.g., 
Becker & Wagner, 2009; criterion 3). Specifically this work seeks to recognize and 
represent different types of female identity and its corresponding content. Through 
this research it has been recognized that some women do not identify with the 
more traditional content (i.e., orientated to traditional gender relations and a view 
of women as homemakers) in BSRI. The most researched alternative to traditional 
gender identity content is progressive identity content (Condor, 1984; van Breen, 
Spears, Kuppens & de Lemus, 2016), which entails rejecting traditional gender 
identity and redefining gender. These different types of traditional and progressive 
content are therefore generally viewed as either independent (van Breen et al., 
2016) or opposed (Becker & Wagner, 2009). Furthermore, a politicized subgroup 
within the progressive branch of the female identity is often explored, with a focus 
on the feminist identity (including content such as, outspokenness, rights, 
organization, commitment, intelligence; Duncan, 2010; Zucker & Bay-Cheng, 
2010). This work emphasizes that the distinction between different forms of 
gender identity content is crucial, because it allows for a more valid classification of 
gender identities. For example, women scoring low on BSRI are classified as low 
feminine schematics or potentially as masculine schematics, but they may actually 
have a different form of (strong) progressive female identity. Moreover, these 
different forms of gender identity are also associated with different attitudes and 
behaviors (e.g., feminists may engage more readily in political action than 
progressives, and this action may be readily opposed by traditional; Duncan, 2010). 
Thus, not appropriately accounting for different forms of semantic identity content 
can increase unexplained variance, and, more worryingly, mislead conclusions.  

How can these different forms of (e.g., progressive/traditional) semantic 
identity content be measured? Distinct from the trait based approach applied by 
Bem (1974), this female identity research typically uses multi-item scales in an 
attempt to reliably tap into a single latent factor of (e.g., progressive/traditional) 
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identity content.6 One approach is to present a gender group label and assess an 
individual’s relation with it (i.e., has an individual internalized this identity/content), 
most predominantly adapting group identification scales (e.g., Leach et al., 2008; 
Postmes et al., 2013) to different ‘types’ of gender identity (e.g., I identify with 
women/feminists). An alternative approach presents actions or attitudes and 
assesses an individual’s ideological position from their (dis)agreement. For example, 
Becker and Wagner (2009) developed an eight-item measure of 
traditional/progressive gender role preference (e.g., I prefer to stay at home instead 
of getting ahead). These approaches both offer an indication of how strong an 
identity type is, but content-based conclusions are somewhat indirect. In the 
former case, we know the strength of the identity, but not what that means. 
Especially with broad categories (such as ‘men’ or ‘women’) or groups with low 
consensus (e.g., environmentalism) this may be problematic, as one group 
member’s image of the group may be very different from another. In the latter 
case, we know more detail about the sorts of attitudes an individual holds towards 
certain targets and, by inference, the sort of identity content that she is likely to 
identify with, but not whether she arranges that content within specific frameworks 
of, for example, traditionalism or progression. Indeed, individuals sometimes share 
similar ideological views, but do not themselves identify with the group, a 
difference which has consequences for individual behavior (Zucker & Bay-Cheng, 
2010; Duncan, 2010). So, although both these measures are suggestive of the kind of 
sematic identity content an individual is likely to identify with, they do not measure 
the precise identity content itself. Consequently, they may overlook potentially 
important differences between their index and the individual’s internalized identity 
content. A more accurate assessment of individuals’ varying semantic identity 
content may be obtained through such self-description measures such as those 
offered by BSRI, especially those that accommodate a range of content beyond 
traits (e.g., aggressive, ambitious, compassionate, gentle), to more nuanced phrases 
referring to motivations (e.g., Eager to soothe hurt feelings) or behaviors (e.g., 
Does not use harsh language; Defends own beliefs).  

In sum, gender identity content research has made progress in two key criteria 
of identity content: The measurement of semantic identity content (criterion 3), 
and considering socially shared and subjectively internalized content (criteria 5a & 
																																																													
6 Notably this projects a level of uniformity on the identity content which may not exist in 
reality. Again, we would argue that this is an empirical assumption which should be tested 
rather than assumed. 
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b). Firstly, gender identity content research has illuminated the measurement of 
different types of gender identity content in traditional, progressive and feminist 
types. Such research builds a clearer idea of what membership in these categories 
entails (e.g., Agronick & Duncan, 1998; Duncan, 2010; van Breen et al., 2016). It is 
important then, that identity content measures are capable of capturing both 
diversity between- (e.g., men and women) and within-groups (e.g., progressive and 
traditional women), as such contents can lead to very different outcomes (e.g., 
hostile/benevolent sexism or support for female political action). This diversity 
may be expressed in diverging semantic contents (criterion 3) and more numerous 
relations between content (criterion 4; e.g., some identities may have richer 
informational underpinnings), resulting in different networks of semantic content 
nested within identities. Thus, this literature also has some potential implications 
for our knowledge about the associative structure of identities (criterion 4). Finally, 
crucial in this gender research is the distinction between socially shared identity 
content (i.e., what society thinks) and subjectively internalized identity content (i.e., 
what I think): How the group in general is perceived can influence an individual 
cognitively (e.g., their identity content; criterion 5), practically (e.g., how they fit in 
the group) and relationally (e.g., feminists might consolidate their ideologies when 
they recognize the traditional identity content of women in society).  

 
3. Identity content research in the social identity tradition. 

In the social identity tradition (SIT), a number of papers have directly sought 
to tackle the concept of identity content, and associated processes. This research 
broadly speaks to three identity content criteria. First, is the dynamic and context-
sensitive approach to identity content (criterion 6; Drury & Reicher, 2000; 
Livingstone & Haslam, 2008). Research within this tradition underscores key 
propositions from self-categorization theory that identities are context dependent 
(e.g., Turner, 1985). More specifically, it focuses on how identities change and 
develop over time as a function of context. Second, concerns the structure of 
identity in the relations between content (criterion 4), and how this can reflect the 
level of importance of the identity, especially concerning its centrality in the self 
(Amiot et al., 2007; Thomas, McGarty, & Mavor, 2009; Turner-Zwinkels, van 
Zomeren, & Postmes, 2015; van Veelen, Otten, & Hansen, 2011, 2013). This 
research tends to focus on the inclusion of new identities into the self and how this 
influences the organization and relation between identities. And finally, there is 
research which studies how the semantic content (criterion 3) of different types of 
groups can have implications for the behavior of group members and the value of 
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the group (Bliuc, McGarty, Reynolds, & Muntele, 2007; Brambilla & Leach, 2014; 
Ellemers, Pagliaro, Barreto, & Leach, 2008; Jans et al., 2011, 2012; Leach, Ellemers, 
& Barreto, 2007; McGarty, Bliuc, Thomas, & Bongiorno, 2009). Each of these 
research areas will be addressed in turn below. 

 
Identity content and context in the social identity tradition. 

Research concerning the role of context in the development of identity content 
largely considers context as being inherently social. It therefore focuses on the role 
of groups in creating this context. As such inter-group relations tend to be a key 
point of theoretical focus in this research theme. Research associated with the 
elaborated social identity model of crowd behavior (ESIM; Drury & Reicher, 1999) 
may be the best example of this: It argues that identity content can develop in 
context, as a function of intergroup relations. ESIM promotes the idea that 
individuals act in terms of their identities and content located therein (criterion 1). 
Crucially, they claim that inter-group interactions can develop and change identity 
content (e.g., types of actions endorsed) if, during intergroup encounters there is: 
an asymmetry in identity representations of in- and out-groups, and an asymmetry 
in power relations between groups, whereby one group can enact its 
understandings over the other. Using qualitative methods, including in depth 
interviews before, during and after demonstrations, Drury and Reicher demonstrate 
that, especially in situations where group members were treated differently than 
they expected, identity content developed, and facilitated new behaviors in 
response. For example, if individuals were surprised at aggression shown towards 
them by police, they may feel legitimate in retaliating, and subsequently incorporate 
this into their identity (e.g., ‘apparently I am the sort of person who...’). Thus, 
identity content is not static, but develops as a function of contexts it is exposed to. 
This emphasizes the importance of identity content measures which capture how 
identity content can change, in order to be shaped by context (criterion 6).  

Livingstone and Haslam (2008) built upon ESIM’s research using quantitative 
methods to show that some elements of context can be internalized into an 
individual’s identity. Specifically, they explored and empirically confirmed that an 
inter-group conflict may not only be a consequence of ingroup identification (e.g., 
if an outgroup threatens a valued group then high identifiers should react more 
strongly). They showed that in contexts of chronic intergroup conflict in Northern 
Ireland, group members increasingly see ingroup and outgroup identity contents as 
being opposed. Although the authors do not directly measure internalized identity 
content, they use a new 14-item scale to assess the extent that identity content is 
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perceived to be antagonistic or in conflict with the outgroup identity content (e.g., 
The values of [outgroup members] are opposed to those of [ingroup members]). 
This can be considered as an evaluation of the position of ingroup content relative 
to outgroup content (i.e., not measuring group values per se, but the relation 
between ingroup and outgroup values). Innovatively, they demonstrated that 
individuals who experienced more intergroup conflict also tended to see the 
ingroup-outgroup identity content as more antagonistic and thus evidence more 
negative behavioral intentions towards the outgroup. The value of this work for the 
measurement of identity content is that it demonstrates that identity content of the 
ingroup is sensitive to conflict with outgroups: Identity content is not only reactive, 
but also reflective of its context (criterion 6). 

In sum, this literature portrays identity content as responding dynamically to 
context, and especially intergroup relations (criterion 6). It demonstrates that 
identity content does not only change in context (shifting according to which 
identity is salient at the time) but changes through contexts as a function of group 
(inter-)action. This shows that identity content is not only a product of the group 
which it defines, but that it can also be molded by the social context, including the 
relations with out-groups. Concretely, this means that features which might be 
considered as external to the group (e.g., its relation to another group), can be 
internalized into the ingroup’s identity (e.g., as a group in an antagonistic context 
comes to see itself as aggressive). This moves identity content away from a static 
conception towards something that is dynamic and changes over time. This stands 
in contrast to research, for example on gender identity, which is generally studied as 
if it is stable over time (e.g., the application of BSRI developed with identity 
content from the 1970’s; Bem, 1974). Moreover, because identity content also 
shapes behavior, it feeds back into and subsequently shapes context too. Thus, 
identity content becomes part of a feedback cycle whereby it both shapes and is in 
turn shaped by the social context. 

 
 Identity content and their relations in the social identity tradition. 

A second theme of study concerns identity content structures or relations (i.e., the 
organization of content built from the relations between content). This research 
has explored structures both within (Thomas et al., 2009) and between identities 
(Amiot et al., 2007; van Veelen et al., 2011, 2013a), exploring the consequences of 
this for individual behavior (e.g., collective action; Thomas et al., 2009) and an 
individual’s relation with the group (e.g., van Veelen et al., 2011), respectively. We 
will review both strands of research and consider their implications for how 
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identity content should be measured, evaluating why the assessment of relations 
between identity content is important for content measures (criterion 4). 

Thomas et al. (2009) theoretically explored how alignment of identity content 
within identities had implications for the sustainability of identities. They do so, with 
a specific focus on collective action groups, with a view to promoting identities that 
can lead to enduring behavioral change. Their key proposition is that the alignment 
of different emotion, efficacy and action content within an identity creates a 
sustainable identity which can promote collective action over a long period of time. 
As such, their focus is on subjectively internalized identity content. In the context 
of collective action identities this means that group members feel outraged 
(emotion), capable of enacting change (efficacy), and want to take action (action), 
for instance to fight against world poverty. This research resonates with Goethe’s 
thought-provoking concept of elective affinities (see also Jost, Federico, & Napier, 
2009), promoting the idea that certain identity contents seem to privilege other 
related types of other content. This has structural implications for an identity 
because it means that some types of content ‘want’ to occur together or are 
attracted to each other. Thomas et al. therefore point attention to the importance 
of considering how identity content structure can help build meaningful social 
identities, the content of which (e.g., emotions, efficacy and action) should be 
constructed to facilitate the aims of the identity (e.g., to achieve societal change); an 
idea which has also received some empirical validation (Thomas & McGarty, 2009). 
This suggests that it is important for measures of identity content to also account 
for the structure of identity content within identities because the relations between 
different semantic contents can have concrete consequences for group outcomes 
(e.g., group behavior and efficacy; criterion 4).  

Considering the structure between identities, a lot of work has been done within 
the framework of identity acquisition, exploring the processes of self-stereotyping 
and self-projection. This research promotes the idea that, because identity strength 
is an important variable in group research, we should not neglect the processes that 
bring this about (van Veelen, Otten & Hansen, 2015): In order to understand why 
individuals identify with groups, we need to first understand what these identities 
mean and how they become part of the self (van Veelen, Otten & Hansen, 2015). 
Some of this research has focused on the role of self-stereotyping to bring group 
traits into the self (Smith, Coats, & Walling, 1999; Smith & Henry, 1996). Others 
have proposed the opposite process; new (and unfamiliar) identities can become 
part of the self via a process of projecting characteristics of the self onto the group 
(van Veelen et al., 2011, 2013a). Moreover, some work has sought to integrate both 
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processes into models. Van Veelen, Otten, Cadinu and Hansen (2015) incorporated 
both self-projection and self-stereotyping processes into models of social 
identification development, focusing in detail on the development of relations 
between personal and one social identity. While Amiot and colleagues (2007) 
incorporated both self-projection and categorization processes into a larger 
cognitive developmental model of social identity development and integration into 
the self. They propose that self-projection takes place in a stage of initial 
anticipatory categorization, which is followed by three further stages of 
categorization, compartmentalization and integration. This model therefore 
incorporates developing relations between the personal identity and social identity 
and amongst multiple social identities, which should ultimately overlap to some 
extent, or at least not be in conflict with each other. Thus, for groups to be part of 
the self and for individuals to feel commitment to them, it is important that 
relations develop between the identity content of the new identity, and other 
(personal or social) identities which are already part of the self. Interestingly, this 
implies that measuring relations between identity contents in different identities can 
potentially be utilized as a signal of the identity’s self-relevance or an individual’s 
commitment to them (criterion 4).   

To empirically test these self-stereotyping/projection processes, this research 
focuses on the structure of identities (e.g., if a trait describes both the individual 
and their group) independent of semantic content: Overlap between the self and 
group shows that the group has become part of the self and therefore indicates a 
relation with the group. This research often uses a trait-based method to investigate 
overlap between personal (i.e., traits that describe me) and social identities (i.e., 
traits that describe my group). Elegant and advanced methods have been applied 
here (e.g., rating traits in multiple identities and recording response latencies to 
traits), which shows strong evidence for overlap between the self/group existing 
(e.g., Smith & Henry, 1996). However, the pre-selection of traits by the researcher 
(in conjunction with practical limitations of difficulties of being present at the 
precise moment of identity acquisition) can leave uncertainties concerning the 
origins of this overlap, being that of self-projection rather than self-stereotyping.7 

																																																													
7 Although procedural precautions help to reinforce the most likely explanation for 
self/group trait overlap as self-stereotyping/self-projection (e.g., in van Veelen’s work traits 
rated were established to be generally seen as non-stereotypical for the target group), the 
alternative explanation remains that the individual’s subjective representation of the group 
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Thus, although trait-based methods provide detailed and valuable information 
about structural relations between identities within an individual, pre-selection of 
traits by the researcher limit the strength of conclusions, especially regarding the 
processes leading to this overlap. 

In sum, we learn from this work that the relations among content within and 
between identities are important and can offer researchers valuable information 
about identities. Stronger relations amongst content within identities can have 
consequences for group outcomes, supporting group action over long-term periods 
(Thomas et al., 2009). Stronger relations between identities helps integrate an 
identity into the self-concept, becoming more central to one’s sense of self. In this 
way identity content relations can give more depth of understanding about 
processes previously taken for granted: Within identity content relations can tell us 
something about whether identities should, for instance, be (un)successful in 
promoting sustainable behavior While between identity content relations, can tell 
us about importance and value of these identities for an individual, and specifically 
illuminate precisely how individuals come to develop strong identities (i.e., high 
identifiers). 

 
Identity content and semantic content in the social identity tradition. 

The third theme of SIT research explores the varying consequences of semantic 
identity content for group members. Perhaps the most notable example of this is 
the universal dimensions of social cognition in person-perception: benevolence and 
conscientiousness (often studied as warmth and competence, respectively; 
Rosenberg, Nelson, & Vivekananthan, 1968; Fiske, Cuddy, & Glick, 2007). Later 
research shifted its focus to whether these dimensions are part of one’s own 
identity content. Leach, Ellemers and colleagues (Leach et al., 2007; Ellemers, 
Pagliaro, & Barreto, 2013; Ellemers et al., 2008; Brambilla & Leach, 2014) apply 
these ideas to the domain of ingroup definition, splitting the benevolence 
dimension into two separate but related components: warmth and morality. Their 
research argues that moral group-definitions are more important for ingroup action 
and perceptions of ingroup value, than both competence and warmth, because 
morals demonstrate the ‘goodness’ of the group and the value of membership 
(Leach et al., 2007). This idea was tested through observational and experimental 

																																																																																																																																																						
may differ from this. Thus, in cases with preselection of traits, large and representative 
samples are increasingly important. 
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paradigms using an adjective based approach to studying identity content using 
specific moral (e.g., moral, trustworthy, sincere), competence and warmth traits: 
Adjectives are presented and participants are asked if they are considered to be 
characteristic of and/or important to the group. This provides a useful and 
empirically easy way of assessing the relative importance of the traits to the group. 
But, it is arguable that the explicit presentation of these different concepts (and 
consequent conscious comparisons drawn) means it remains uncertain if such traits 
truly define groups or are, for example, an identity motive (alongside other identity 
motives of continuity, belonging, etc.; see Vignoles, Regalia, Manzi, Golledge, & 
Scabini, 2006), which is satisfied through content. Overall then, a key lesson of this 
research is that when it comes to the measurement of different types of trait based 
semantic identity content, benevolence (warmth/morality) and conscientiousness 
(intelligence/motivation) may be important dimensions of analysis.  

Although this two-dimensional model comprises an excellent organizing 
principle of trait content, other group products, such as opinions and emotions 
can, also become centrally defining identity content. Smith and Mackie (2006) 
argued that emotions can become part of the mental representation of the group 
when it is experienced repeatedly over time in response to the particular group (p. 
182). In line with connectionist principles, Smith and Mackie argue that repetition 
plays a crucial role in the development of identity content: As group products 
become increasingly closely associated with a group, they are no longer considered 
a consequence of the group, but are perceived to be an inherent property of the 
group and thus part of its identity content. Similarly, Bliuc, McGarty and colleagues 
(Bliuc et al., 2007; McGarty et al., 2009) have studied the implication of group 
memberships in which opinions become centrally defining of its members. They 
propose that opinion based groups no longer consider their opinion as personal, 
but instead see it as central to the group’s definition (e.g., we are all pro-animal 
rights). Moreover, experimental evidence  confirms that such opinion based groups 
have strong consequences for individual action tendencies (Bliuc et al., 2007).8 
Most prominently, this demonstrates that diverse contents can become central to 

																																																													
8 Methodology-wise, this research paradigm relies on first providing individuals with a 
group definition and then forming the group around this. This is a useful tool reflecting the 
psychological mechanisms at work when, for example, individuals sign up to collective 
action groups such as PETA (i.e., in which group members are all pro-animal welfare), but 
arguably, speaks less clearly to the development of identity content or emergence of new 
movements which are yet to find their shared meaning. 
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group definition and have consequences for group action. As such, this emphasizes 
that measures of identity content should be capable of accommodating diverse 
forms of semantic identity content.  

Such diverse approaches to identity content measurement can be best typified 
by qualitative assessments of identity content via in-depth interviews. Drury and 
Reicher (1999, 2000, 2005) use interviews in their study of ESIM. This allows the 
study of more complex models of understanding than those encapsulated in traits 
alone. This can be observed in the authors definition of identity content, as a 
“model of one’s position in a set of social relations along with the actions that are 
possible and proper (legitimate) given such a position”  (Drury & Reicher, 2000, 
p.581). They conclude that participants rarely characterized themselves in terms of 
traits, but instead talked in ‘positional terms’ about their identity. We propose an 
adaptation of this argument, promoting a balance between these more exclusive 
and inclusive approaches to the study of identity content. We expect that the 
qualitative method applied in ESIM data collections have concrete implications for 
the ways that individual communicate about the identity content. Specifically, 
interviews evoke identity content via more complex self-narratives. In contrast, 
free-recall evokes identity content through a mixture of unitary words/concepts 
and sentences. As such, it is likely that both methods comprise different ways of 
accessing different forms of content-based information: Self-descriptions vs. self-
narratives. Thus, we argue that inclusive trait based approaches should be suitable for 
the study of self-definitional identity content; not as only traits, but expanded to 
incorporate verbs, nouns, and more complexly built propositions, including ideas 
about a group’s position relative to another.  

This research demonstrates the importance of capturing semantic aspects of 
identity content (criterion 3). These contents can have implications for how 
individuals see the self and their group(s), how they act and how they are perceived 
by others. Coding of data can be helpful in giving access to this information, but 
notably, the interpretability of such diverse semantic data may hinge on the 
application of good theory. Key types of benevolence and conscientiousness 
content has been applied with great success in empirical research, but further SIT 
literature also makes us critically aware that group-definitions can include a much 
wider array of characteristics (e.g., emotions and opinions), which should not be 
overlooked. Thus, from this literature we can learn the importance of capturing 
and not truncating our understandings of identity content by pointing individuals 
towards traits, but allowing free content flows to accommodate all manners of 
semantic content.  
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Overall, these three themes reviewed in research in the social identity tradition 
show the importance of using an approach to studying identity content which 
accounts for the underlying processes inherent in identity content development. 
Identities are both products of and producers of context, and as such, can develop 
in conjunction with context to incorporate new contents into the identity. This has 
the implication that any kind of diverse semantic content – be it emotions, 
opinions or behaviors – can become identity content. Moreover the structure of 
identity content has been shown to influence the meaning and strength of the 
identity, whereby the identities which are more important to us become more 
integrated into the self-concept, and into other identities. Overall, this means that 
identity content should not be studied in isolation from context (criterion 6), and 
changes in diverse forms of semantic identity content (criterion 3) should be studied 
in conjunction with structural changes in the relations of this content within and 
between identities (criterion 4).  

 
4. Identity content and group norms.  

Within a group, norms define acceptable ways for group members to think 
and act: Descriptive norms outline what people do, and injunctive norms outline 
what they should do (Cialdini, Kallgren, & Reno, 1991). Together, this research on 
group norms provides amongst the strongest evidence that varying group contents 
can exert a strong influence on group members’ thoughts and actions (e.g., 
Berkowitz, 1954; Jetten et al., 2002): Norms often influence group members’ 
behavior because members want to maintain a positive identity in (and for) the 
group (which provides intrinsic rewards and avoids punishment or exclusion; Tajfel 
& Turner, 1979). So, although norms are a distinct psychological construct from 
identity content, the study of these norms can carry important lessons for identity 
content research in general. First, norms not only have content themselves, but this 
content gives direction. For example, it has been found that if a group prescribes 
high productivity then group members are more likely to work hard, while a group 
norm for low productivity leads to the opposite effect (Berkowitz, 1954). Second, 
to the extent that norms become properties which define and delineate a group 
(e.g., these are our norms, values or customs; these are the behaviors which group 
members ought to display) they can become a central part of identity content too. 
Indeed, the content of group norms create group definitions of appropriate 
behavior that in turn shape the way that a group identity is enacted and is 
subsequently characterized (which potentially reaffirms the group norm). Thus, 
even descriptive norms can become an important part of one’s self-definition (e.g., 
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Turner et al., 1994). Concretely, we believe that this rich literature highlights three 
key lessons about identity content criteria that we will subsequently review: That 
content is socially shared and subjectively internalized (criteria 5a & b), that 
semantic content can be conceived broadly (criterion 3), and that this content 
influences the individual principally though self-relevance (criterion 7).  

The study of normative identity content tends to involve two types of identity 
content: Socially shared and subjectively internalized content. The socially shared 
aspect is apparent in both theory and methods in this literature which views group 
norms as based around some (perceived) group consensus. Indeed, research on 
norms tends to frame norms as having a content which is generally shared between 
a group of people (and may in turn characterize the group as an entity). Crucially, 
this presents norms as existing to some extent outside of the self, in one’s social 
environment, shared amongst the collective. Notably however, although sharedness 
of content plays an important role in research on group norms, it is not a focus of 
this research, so its impact is not empirically tested: In general, research does not 
manipulate the sharedness of normative content, but assumes that normative 
content is shared in the group and manipulates the type of norm being prescribed 
(e.g., warmth v. competence, individualism v. collectivism, etc.; Jetten et al., 2002; 
Ellemers et al., 2008). This literature therefore tends to utilize socially shared 
identity content as the independent variable, but studies the concrete consequences 
of subjectively internalized normative content in terms of individual behaviors, 
which comprises the dependent variable. For this research it is therefore critical to 
recognize that group members share certain content amongst each other, which in 
turn characterizes the group, and subsequently influences the content that 
individuals’ subjectively internalize (e.g., it provides some degree of reality 
constraint). Additionally, the variation in subjectively internalized content is of key 
interest to this research because it carries important implications for how 
individuals fit in the group and subsequently behave. In this way, research into 
group norms teaches us that both socially shared identity content and subjectively 
internalized identity content are crucial to understanding how content functions 
(criterion 5). 

The focus of experimental manipulations in group norms as varying types of 
content therefore focuses on semantic variations in socially shared content: Group 
norms are presented as either warmth or competence, individualism or 
collectivism, etc. (Jetten et al., 2002; Ellemers et al., 2008). Norms are often 
operationalized using a descriptive sentence or short paragraph outlining the type 
of behavior that the group normally evidences or approves of (e.g., “The group can 
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be described as quite [individualistic/collectivist]… it is believed that maintaining 
the [individual’s/group’s] well-being is the best guarantee for success...’; Jetten et 
al., 2002). Such operationalizations tend to be quite broad in the sense that 
researchers do not test the influence of local norms for specific behavior (e.g., we 
wear ties at dinner parties), but instead focus on norms that determine general or 
broad behavior (e.g., we promote (in)equality; Jetten, Spears, & Manstead, 1997). 
This broad content tends to be illustrated using a variety of linguistic formulations: 
Feedback is provided on what group members generally do (e.g., Spears, Lea, & 
Lee, 1990), diverse illustrative examples are provided (Jetten, McAuliffe & Spears, 
2007) and a broad range of descriptors of the same underlying values or norms is 
provided (e.g., illustrating efficiency as; efficient, rational, to solve, work, measure, 
etc.; Postmes, Spears, Sakhel & DeGroot, 2001). The outcome of this is that these 
manipulations often suggest that such group norms are highly stable and enduring 
across diverse types of group action. One explanation for this aspired breadth 
might be that it reflects the desire of scholars to generalize their findings across 
contexts. But it might also be the case that such operationalisations reflect the way 
that these authors think about identity content: As a broad construct that widely 
shapes diverse forms of group thought and action. 

This trend towards viewing identity content as semantically diverse can also be 
seen in the dependent variables measuring the consequences of normative identity 
content for group members using multiple items therein. A closer inspection of 
these items often shows substantial diversity in multiple item, but single-construct 
scales. For example, often applied measures of individualism include items 
pertaining to independence from others, following advice, and group 
abandonment, among others (e.g., One should be independent from others as 
much as possible, When faced with a difficult personal decision it is better to 
decide yourself rather than follow the advice of friends, If the group is slowing me 
down it is better to leave it). Of course we expect that those who ascribe more 
strongly to individualism norms to score higher on each item than those who 
ascribe more weakly to such norms. But the pooled tendency for individuals to 
score highly on these diverse items not only tells us about stronger individualism 
subscriptions, but about the diversity of situations in which they apply these 
individualism norms. Thus, it seems that strong individualists may be interpreting 
and applying group norms of individualism more widely when they respond to 
multiple items with a higher average score than low individualists. So, although the 
field explicitly uses scales to account for variation in the quantitative strength of 
one’s adherence to group norms, they also capture qualitative variation in the 
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norm’s expression and generalizability across multiple (somewhat related) 
behaviors or beliefs. Thus, these measures tap into both strength and diversity of 
agreement with the content of group norms. It could therefore be argued that in 
measuring content as semantically diverse, the field also alludes to the associative 
nature of identity content. More importantly, putting this together we can observe 
that consistent across the way norms are conceived, manipulated and measured in 
research, the content of norms is considered to be semantically diverse (criterion 3).   

A key finding in this research is that an important way for identity content to 
influence an individual is though self-relevance. Research has demonstrated that - 
across diverse observational and experimental contexts - identity content and 
identification jointly determine group outcomes, by defining (1) what the group 
means, and (2) how important this is to the self, respectively. Such research has 
reliably shown that high identifiers are more likely to act in line with group norms 
than low identifiers. An interesting example of this can be found in Jetten, Postmes 
and McAuliffe (2002), who demonstrated the counter intuitive finding that high 
group identification need not only need to lead to ‘groupy’ forms of behavior, but 
can also lead to more individualistic behavior if group norms prefer to 
individualism. If the group norm prescribes collectivism (e.g., group cooperation) 
then high identifiers exhibit behavior traditionally associated with high levels of 
group connectedness, in that they show stronger levels group orientation and 
preferences for group harmony and loyalty than low identifiers. However, if the 
group prescribes individualism then, in line with group norms (but counter to 
mainstream definitions of group loyalty), high identifiers show more individualistic 
behavior, higher levels of personal orientation than low identifiers. Thus, setting a 
group norm for individualism can attenuate what may otherwise be perceived to be 
general group tendency for high identifiers to act collectively (Jetten et al., 2002).  
This research has therefore not only shown that varying normative content 
influences group behavior in high identifiers, but that it can do so in the context of 
processes which might be perceived to be generically produced by group 
categorization (e.g., that high identifiers show groupy/collective behavior). This 
suggests that processes which may have been thought of as generally applicable to 
groups (e.g., ingroup favoritism or collectivism; Turner et al., 1987) cannot be 
accurately explored without considering how they interact with the content of the 
group’s identity (e.g., is group favoritism considered a good thing within the 
group?). 

Moreover, this research provides strong evidence for the claim that while 
content defines the normative direction of group action (e.g., protect or change the 
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status quo), identification is a key psychological factor which defines its self-relevance 
(Leach et al., 2008; van Zomeren, Leach, et al., 2012). If a group is of low 
importance to an individual then group definitions of the right way to behave will 
simply apply less to group members. In contrast, for high identifiers the alignment 
of individual behavior with group norms is much more important, because they not 
only care about their position in the group, but also about how their group is seen 
by others (Branscombe et al., 1999; Ellemers, Spears, & Doosje, 1997). In this way 
it is important to them to enact the group’s norms, to facilitate positive assessments 
of one’s group membership. So, assuming that low identifiers do not wish to 
change their connection to or position in the group (Jetten, Branscombe, Spears, & 
McKimmie, 2003) then group norms and prescriptions are not experienced as such 
relevant guides to their behavior as they are for high identifiers. Importantly then, 
we learn that the impact of identity content is crucially determined by its interplay 
with self-relevance (criteria 7), and identification if one key example of a way in 
which a group identity can be made self-relevant. The value of this work for the 
measurement of identity content is that it demonstrates a key factor that should be 
included in content research: the interaction between identification and content. 
While identity content defines the meaning of the group (e.g., we prescribe 
equality), identification defines if this content means anything to the self (i.e., Do I 
care to behave in line with these equality norms?). 

Together, this research suggests three important lessons about the 
conceptualization and measurement of identity content. First, content exists both 
within the group (i.e.., as socially shared content) and the individual (i.e., as 
subjectively internalized content; criterion 5). This can have implications for the 
group (i.e., how the group is characterized) and the individual (how the individual 
fits in the group). Secondly, content is generally considered to be semantic 
(criterion 3) and is both viewed and measured broadly. Norms are an 
encompassing form of content which should be capable of being applied by the 
individual to guide their action in diverse situations which the person may find 
themself. In this way, this research tends to implicitly recognize the associative 
nature of human representation, but does not explicitly explore this or the relations 
between content. An implication of this for the study of content is that semantic 
content can itself be diverse and may be capable of generalizing to new traits and 
actions, depending on the needs of group members. Third, content becomes 
influential for an individual’s thoughts and actions when it is self-relevant in some 
way (criterion 7). By accounting for both identity strength and content one should 
be able to more fully account for what an individual does: Identity content defines 
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what an individual might (be expected) do, whereas identity strength defines how 
likely it is that this identity content is activated and acted upon. 

 
5. Self-complexity approaches to identity content.  

In contrast to the literatures reviewed above, self-complexity research takes a 
structural approach to studying identity content. It therefore focuses on the 
organization of, or relation between identity content, rather than the semantic 
content itself, and explores the consequences of these cognitive relations for an 
individual’s psychological outcomes (Linville, 1985, 1987). For example, Linville 
(1985, 1987) posits that when an individual possesses more identities which contain 
more differentiated identity content (i.e., greater self-complexity), this buffers 
against stressful events because stress is contained within and only applies to a 
limited set of identities rather than all identities. So, although the field assumes that 
identity content is semantic, it usually utilizes this only as a tool with which to study 
the presence or absence of relations within and between identities, addressing 
questions such as: How many different contents are there within an identity (i.e. 
differentiation), and how much consistency or overlap is there between the 
contents of different identities (i.e., integration)? This literature therefore informs 
us about five key criteria of identity content: The nested structure of content within 
identities (criterion 1), the relation between content (criterion 4), how semantic 
identity content (criterion 3) can be used to access this (structural) information, and 
the influence of these structures on the self (criterion 7), which takes place with a 
special focus on subjectively internalized identity content (criterion 5a). The field’s focus 
on intra- and inter-identity content relations means that it was among the first to 
build a research repertoire around the quantification of qualitative meanings. 
Consequently, the review that follows will focus on these quantitative measures, 
their alignment with theoretical concepts of interest to the field, and how this 
informs the lessons about identity content criteria.  

The theory of self-complexity is built on the premise that knowledge about 
the self is nested in cognitive structures, such as identities (criterion 1; termed self-
aspects in Linville’s research), which are part of a larger associative network of 
identity content (Linville, 1987, p. 664). Identity content is thus studied as the 
relations between (semantic) concepts that an individual associates with their 
different group memberships (criterion 4). Importantly, each individual is assumed 
to have multiple social identities within the self, referring to multiple groups with 
which he/she is a member (criterion 2b). Thus, an individual’s sense of self is built 
up from the specific content associated with various social identities that the 
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individual identifies with. Self-complexity research tends to focus on subjectively 
internalized identity content (criterion 5a): how an individual sees the group, and 
what specific words they see as central to it (criterion 3). This is used to explain 
individual level psychological phenomena, for example reactions to stress, by 
exploring if and how the individual’s subjective organization of identity content 
interact with exposure to stressful events (criterion 7) to influence well-being.  

One could argue that the theory of self-complexity and the methods used to 
study it, however, are not completely aligned. This is perhaps best illustrated by a 
short review of the most popular measure of identity complexity: The H-Index 
(Linville, 1987). This index asks participants to list the groups they are a member of 
and organize which of a set of (33) predetermined traits describe these groups 
(where traits may be used, ignored, or repeated across the different groups listed). 
In addition to weaknesses of this measure discussed by Rafaeli-Mor and Steinberg 
(2002; e.g., it ignores the necessity to assess semantic content by considering 
valence of content), we add two additional potential limitations. Firstly, this 
measure presents a departure from the theoretical, subjectively internalized content 
of interest. In order to use the H-index the maximum number of traits must be 
known. So although participants can generate the name and number of groups they 
wish to present in this task, the design of the measure typically means that the 
index is necessarily limited to the sorting of predetermined traits to these self-
generated categories. This can be leading: for example, individuals with a positive 
view of the group may simply associate otherwise unrelated positive words with the 
group. Consequently, the H-index functions as a rough proxy of subjective content 
because participants may not be able to closely represent the contents of their 
identities. Perhaps this explains why later research found that the H-index seems to 
be a good index of number of different group memberships an individual possesses 
(Brown & Rafaeli-Mor, 2000), but may be a less valid indicator of overlap between 
the contents of these identities (Rafaeli-Mor, Gotlib, & Revelle, 1999; see Rafaeli-
Mor & Steinberg, 2002). Secondly, this pre-definition of identity content has 
notable consequences for conclusions drawn about identity content because it 
restricts the content down to the specific measurement of adjectives, and excludes 
(ad)verbs, nouns, etc. While adjectives are generally conceived of as representing 
more stable self-attributes, (ad)verbs and nouns can be used to represent goals or 
more transient states (Semin & Fiedler, 1991). In this way, it is possible that self-
complexity research may be missing a vital segment of semantic identity content 
with which it can accurately assess identity content relations. In sum, it seems that 
the H-index suffers from the weakness that it pre-defines a rather narrow range of 
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possible semantic identity contents (criterion 3); this has the potential to create a 
structural bias in analyses because the traits provided may drive the complexity 
results. 

This divergence between theory (focused on the individual-level content) and 
method (tailored to researchers’ desire for a neat metric) can also be seen in some 
new scales which have been developed to measure contemporary conceptions of 
the organization of identity content. Perhaps most notably, Roccas and Brewer 
(2002) explored in more detail how multiple  identities might fit together. In line 
with Linville, they argued that the subjective representation of identities can range 
from simple (where memberships in different groups converge to form a single 
ingroup identification) to complex (multiple ingroups are not fully convergent or 
overlapping): Intersection (i.e., two identities intersect to make one more specific 
ingroup), dominance (i.e., one group identity dominates others), 
compartmentalized (i.e., multiple different, yet separate identities) and merger (i.e., 
different identities are represented in their most inclusive form). Although these 
descriptions add useful nuance to the way inter-identity relations may be 
considered, no measure has yet been developed to measure these types. Instead, 
Brewer et al. introduced a measure that taps into general perceptions of fit rather 
than the subjectively internalized content relations (cf. Linville, 1987). Specifically, 
they measured an individual’s subjective representation of the degree of overlap in 
group membership (e.g., how many members of group X are also members of 
group Y) and similarity (e.g., how similar are typical members of X and Y). 
Although the latter measure of similarity gets closer to the notion of the underlying 
identity content that gives group members their prototypical status, it does not 
probe the actual subjectively internalized content itself. Brewer et al.’s measure 
therefore falls short of measuring an individual’s own cognitive representation 
(criterion 5a).  

Notwithstanding these limitations, we can learn a lot from the self-complexity 
literature about how the organization of identity content can influence the 
individual, if it becomes self-relevant. Research has demonstrated the importance of 
the cognitive structure of content (i.e., the intra-individual relations between 
content) for psychological outcomes such as well-being (Linville, 1987; Thoits, 
1983) and discrimination (Brewer & Pierce, 2005; Miller, Brewer, & Arbuckle, 
2009). Importantly, Linville showed that higher self-complexity buffers against 
negative consequences of stressful events through the interaction between self-
complexity and stressful events. This means that having certain structures of 
identity content does not have a generic influence on an individual’s well-being. 
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Instead, the structure of the identities can be detrimental or beneficial to the 
individual’s well-being depending on the amount and intensity of stress 
experienced: Only in stressful contexts does a more differentiated self-concept 
buffer against stress (in comparison to a self-concept built from more similar 
identities). This teaches us that it is not only identity strength which determines the 
self-relevance of an identity’s content to an individual, but stress is another factor 
which can determine whether and to what extent identity content influences and 
individual (criterion 7). 

Notably however, it is not always the case that the self-complexity research 
has confirmed the importance of such interactions between identity content and 
self-relevance determining factors as stress. For example, Iyer, Jetten, Tsivrikos, 
Postmes, and Haslam (2009) showed that both number of group memberships and 
their compatibility aided life-transitions, but they did not test a combined effect. 
We would expect that only when numerous identities are also compatible should 
they help life-transitions, because many incompatible identities means that the 
resources that groups provide for one’s transition are either irrelevant, or negatively 
impactful. It is arguable that the lack of tested interaction effect leaves the paper 
open to alternative explanations that, for example, simply listing more (compatible) 
identities means that an individual is more likely to easily think themselves part of a 
new group. So, ultimately the role of compatible identities remains in question. From 
this, we learn that it is important to account for how content influences the 
individual in order to be able to explain individual-level psychological phenomena. 
Content alone should only have limited consequences for an individual, and 
regardless of this, not accounting for how it becomes self-relevant (i.e., to influence 
the individual) may leave research open to alternative explanations. It is therefore 
important for researchers to also define and check the self-relevance of content to 
the individual or variables of interest (criteria 7). Taken together, self-complexity 
research presents a novel structural perspective on the study of identity content. In 
doing so, it teaches us five key lessons about identity content. First, this research 
shows that identity content can be conceptualized as the words associated with 
(and nested within) an identity (criterion 1). Secondly, although semantic content 
has been suggested to play a role in self-complexity related processes, in order to 
do so accurately semantic measures should not be constrained to refer only 
adjectives (criterion 3). A related, third lesson, is that pre-definition of semantic 
identity content can introduce limitations, especially when it comes to the 
measurement of subjectively internalized identity content that is complex and/or 
unknown a priori. As such, a more optimal way to measure subjectively internalized 
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identity content may be instead to allow the individual to generate the content that 
is relevant for them (criterion 5a). Fourth, self-complexity research confirms that 
there is empirical merit in quantifying this qualitative content to describe intra- and 
inter-identity relations amongst identity content (criterion 4). Finally, this literature 
shows the importance of considering self-relevance (criterion 7) whenever the 
impact of identity content on the self is considered. It adds to prior literature 
reviewed to show that stress (in addition to identity strength) can play a role in 
activating the influence of identity content.  
 

Interim summary 
 
Each of the five fields of research under review presents novel insights into 

identity content. In the review above, we drew lessons from the different 
theoretical perspectives on identity content as well as from the different ways in 
which identity content has been operationalized. We sought to extract the key 
lessons from each of these literatures and bring them together in a unified list of 
identity content criteria that can be used to direct an integrative measure of identity 
content. All five literatures reviewed take as a starting point the assumption that 
identity content is nested in identities (criterion 1). All five literatures also recognize 
that identity content is semantic (criterion 3). The question of how semantic 
variation affects individuals has been the focus in research on early identity content 
measures and in gender identity research. The self-complexity literature has 
demonstrated the importance of the structure of this content (criterion 4). All five 
literatures recognize that identity content can define the entire self-concept. The 
majority of the approaches focus on social identity content (criterion 2b). However, 
the TST (Kuhn & McPartland) focused on understanding personal identity content 
(criterion 2a). Similarly, the majority of research focuses on identity content that is 
internalized by individuals (criterion 5a), while gender identity research has also 
explored socially shared identity content (e.g., content shared among a group; 
criterion 5b). Finally, social identity research has devoted a lot of attention to the 
influence of the social context (e.g., out-groups) on identity content (criterion 6). 
This line of research has also examined the conditions under which certain identity 
content becomes salient, for example through self-relevance of the identity for the 
individual (criterion 7). Notably, although we highlighted a number of factors 
which may make identity content self-relevant so that it influences the self 
(including identification and stressful events), this is a non-exhaustive list, and 
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other factors, such as personal motivation are also likely to have an important 
impact. 

If we put these pieces together, we can see that although each research area 
presents its own coherent vision of identity content, and they often share much 
common ground, but no one single research area has accounted for all seven 
characteristics of identity content. However, by putting these elements together, we 
can already see the outlines of a comprehensive and integrative approach to identity 
content. Thus, we argue that a new integrative approach to studying identity 
content may help to promote a unified approach which can account for multiple 
identity content characteristics in one paradigm, synthesizing these five 
complementary perspectives (Fararo & Skvoretz, 1987).  The construction of this 
integrative approach is the subject of the remainder of this chapter. 
 

Outlining our integrative approach to identity content 
 
The seven identity content criteria that we extracted from our literature 

review are the building blocks for our integrative identity content approach. This 
approach attempts to unify the different perspectives on and approaches to identity 
content. This is a challenge, because the diversity of approaches demonstrates both 
the breadth and the complexity of doing research on identity content, and the 
challenge to derive reliable and valid data about this multifaceted aspect of human 
cognition. However, the complementarity of theoretical approaches described 
above suggests that unification in one integrative approach should be valuable. 
Indeed, such unification has been argued to be fundamental to theoretical science 
(Fararo & Skvertoz, 1987). In brief, this approach views identities as being built up 
from pools of identity content which are both semantically diverse and related to 
other identity content, which is organized as an associative network of identity content 
(see Figure 2.1; cf. connectionsim; Kunda & Thagard, 1996; Smith, 1996). Identity 
content then becomes activated contingent on the context the individuals finds 
themselves in at the time, and theidentity which is active (which may be influenced 
by a wide variety of factors including identity strength, and individual motivations). 
Below we present our definition and conceptualization of content and we outline a 
new method of measurement that will help us to explore this important qualitative 
part of identities better. 
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Definition and conceptualization 

Identity content comprises the qualitative building blocks of identity 
meanings, which come together to inform how the individual sees the self and their 
group. Specifically, we build upon Ashmore et al.’s definition of identity content 
(i.e., ‘as the semantic space in which an identity resides’, p.94) to define identity 
content as the semantic space associated with an identity, comprising one’s self- and group-
definitions. Our definition conveys the idea that when researchers want to tap into a 
holistic sense of identity meanings, they must conceptualize a semantic content 
broadly. Moreover, researchers should also consider the associative nature of this 
content. This definition reflects some of the key criteria of identity content (see 
Table 2.1): Identity content is nested in (or in this definition associated with 
specific) identities (criterion 1), applies to personal and social identities (criteria 2 a 
& b), is semantic (criterion 3) and (associatively) related (criterion 4). In addition to 
these four criteria which are already hinted at in the definition, we further specify 
that content can be measured as subjectively internalized identity content or 
socially shared identity content (criteria 5 a & b), and varies with context (criterion 
6), and influences the individual when it is self-relevant (criterion 7). We will 
discuss each component of this definition in some detail, in order to lay out the 
foundations of the integrative approach to identity content that can satisfy these 
seven criteria. 

First, we argue that if we want to understand what an identity means, we need 
to understand a broad conceptualization of content, including all its possible 
expressions. Thus, the ‘semantic space’ highlighted in our definition refers to all 
semantic content that an individual associates with an identity (criterion 3), including traits 
and dispositions. Practically this can range from traits/attributes, to verbs, nouns 
and qualified phrases or sentences. So, identity content can consist of any (string of) 
semantic concept(s) which is associated with an identity. Identity content can 
therefore contain potentially large and diverse amounts of qualitative information 
about an identity including: characteristics, norms, values, ideologies, behaviours. 
Crucially, this does not mean that we see these constructs as synonymous with 
identity content (as self- and group-definitions): We view these constructs as 
distinct, but important creators of meaning. For example, sometimes norms will be 
separate from identity content (e.g., a sports team may have a norm for drinking a 
lot on a night out, but the meaning of the group may be comradery and 
athleticism), but sometimes they will become central to the meaning of the group 
(e.g., a sports team with a norm for being healthy who critically distinguish 
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themselves from others on this basis). So while each of these constructs can give 
meaning to a group and therefore become part of content, it is not necessary that 
they do so. Thus, there can be a varying level of overlap between identity content 
(i.e., as group/self-definitions) and norms, values, ideologies and behaviours. 
Facilitating the inclusion of all types of semantic content in our definition allows 
unique expressions of identity content which may exist within groups (i.e., 
bolstering our accuracy of subjectively internalized identity content measurement; 
criterion 5a) and avoids truncating group- or self-meanings by placing constraints 
around the types of content allowed.  

Next, we see the associative nature of identity content as having three key 
consequences for our definition and its relation with the identity content criteria. 
One consequence of this associative nature is the simple observation that identity 
content is associated with specific identities, reflecting a modification of the nested 
characteristics of content in identities in criterion 1. We introduce this modification 
in order to more accurately reflect our structural view of the self-concept, moving 
somewhat away from the implied hierarchical nestedness of identities (e.g., Turner 
et al., 1987) towards a perspective of identities as an associative network (Kunda & 
Thagard, 1996; McConnell, 2010). 

Another consequence of this associative nature of identity content is that, in 
line with connectionist models, we see identity meanings as emerging out of an 
associative network of identity content (Kunda & Thagard, 1996), not the isolated 
content itself: Content obtains much of its meaning from the content it is 
associated with. As such, mapping out the associations is important if a complete 
image of identity content is desired. Limiting the focus of identity content to 
isolated elements or lists of content may only show part of the story or potentially 
distort it. For example, the trait ‘laid-back’ may be considered a positive thing in 
association with a manager, but may be negative in association with the black 
identity. As such, we want to not only know the semantic content, but what other 
content it is related to and how strongly. Thus, understanding the relations between 
identity content is a crucial part of exploring identity content (criterion 4). 

A final consequence of this associative nature of identity content is that this 
helps us better understand contextual variability. In line with the connectionist 
principle that concepts that fire together wire together, we can understand that 
particular situations are likely to activate particular types of content. Importantly, 
this variability induced by context dependence can easily co-exist with relative 
stability among associations themselves. Specifically, we view identity content as 
the pool of all semantic content associated with an identity. So although one 



T
W

O
 

	

CHAPTER TWO 
 
 

62 

specific context may enhance the salience of one specific element of content (e.g., 
in a conflict the content ‘assertive’ may become more centrally defining), this may 
recede into the background in other contexts (e.g., in a harmonious setting the 
content ‘considerate’ may become more centrally defining). Importantly, in this 
approach the associative structure between elements of content remains relatively 
stable, changing gradually over time, so that repeated activation of particular 
content may lead one particular element to become more central to one’s definition 
of the group/self (e.g., if conflict becomes chronic the ‘assertive’  content will be 
more frequently repeatedly activated). The context dependence of identity content 
is therefore facilitated within this perspective by considering the wider associative 
pool from which identity content in specific contexts is extracted. Thus, awareness 
of the associate network of identity content accommodates stability and malleability 
of identities. 

Third, our definition refers to “self- and group-definitions” because identity 
content encompasses unique characteristics of individuals as well as self-aspects 
that are socially shared with others (intimates and relatives, groups, cultures, etc.). 
First, we argue that self- and group-definitions concern a focus on personal or social 
identities (criteria 2a & b), respectively. Obviously, this means that identities may be 
personal (i.e., the unique me) or social (i.e., shared amongst others), and that 
identity content applies to both of these. Importantly, the same content can be 
considered social or personal depending on context. Indeed, prior evidence has 
shown that individuating information is often built up from the content of group 
identities (Kuhn & McPartland, 1954). Thus, strictly speaking, content in itself is 
not inherently personal or groupy, but is ascribed these characteristics through its 
active associations (e.g., if ‘caring’ is active in association with personal identity 
then it is seen as a unique characteristic but if it is active in association with the 
group identity of nursing it is seen as a shared characteristic). Secondly, we further 
specify that the ‘semantic space’ both refers to subjectively internalized identity content or 
socially shared identity content (criteria 5a & b). Subjectively internalized identity content is 
internalized as self-descriptive and therefore acts as a guide for individual action. 
By studying individual-level content we can see what an identity means to an 
individual, how an individual sees themselves, and what consequences it might 
have for their behaviour.  Importantly, because this content can vary from person 
to person, individual-level content can vary somewhat from collective-level content 
(e.g., a woman may recognize the cultural stereotype that women are sensitive but 
may not apply the trait to herself, because she sees herself as tough). Socially shared 
identity content refers to group-descriptive content which exists to some extent 
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outside of the self, in terms of widely held social content. This is the content we 
seek access to when we want to understand how groups see themselves, and how 
their meanings change over time. Both crucially inform how groups and individuals 
behave. 

Finally, we additionally specify that identity content influences an individual 
through self-relevance (criterion 7). While content defines what an identity means, 
the extent that an individual takes that meaning into account when they act is 
informed by crucial determinants of self-relevance. Some of the most prominent 
determinants of self-relevance which we reviewed were the strength of relation 
with the group, however other determinants are, for example, how many stressful 
events an individual experiences (see self-complexity research; Linville, 1987), and 
personal motivation is also likely to impact when and to what extent identity 
content influences an individual. We argue that it is important to consider self-
relevance of identity content to an individual when we want to understand when 
and how strongly they will be influenced by this content. Thus, together our 
definition promotes the idea that when researchers want to tap into a holistic sense 
of identity meanings, they must conceptualize a holistic sense of semantic content, 
including the associative relations between this content, and measure it accordingly.  
 
How can we measure content?  

We propose that the optimal way to access the semantic space associated with 
an identity is by using a free-recall paradigm. We have developed a method called 
the ‘Associative Recall Task’ (ART; Turner-Zwinkels, Postmes, & van Zomeren, 
2015). Through this task participants are simply asked to list the words that they 
associate with a specific identity – be it personal or group. This results in a list of 1-
n identity associates per participant, per identity. In this way, ART elaborates the 
twenty statements task (Kuhn & McPartland, 1954) and Katz and Brayley’s group 
(stereotype) content measure (1933), but deviates somewhat from this, in that we 
encourage the recall of content beyond traits and adjectives alone (which are the 
most likely outcome of ‘I am…’/‘we are…’ questions). Instructions encourage 
participants to associate broadly around the identity. This facilitates the capture of 
wider behaviours, ideologies and norms which can also be vital elements of identity 
content. Furthermore, instructions can be easily directed to measure subjectively 
internalized identity content (e.g., what do you see as the important group content) 
or socially shared identity content (e.g., what do you think other group members 
generally see as important group content), by varying the framing of the target.  
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This free-recall method gives participants the space to express their own 
unique visions of an identity. This allows an unconstrained insight into the wide 
variety of semantic identity associations that different individuals could potentially 
associate with a specific set of identities. This is valuable, because it allows 
researchers to capture variation in semantic identity content which we both expect 
theoretically (Turner, 1985), and see practically (Turner-Zwinkels et al., 2015). 
Although this individual variation may be larger and more important in certain 
groups (e.g., those more strongly influenced by the individuality of its members, 
such as friendship groups; Jans et al., 2011), such variation is likely to exists in all 
groups (e.g., even those with strong shared images of what it means to be a group 
member, such as the army; i.e., deductive groups). Indeed, not all group members 
are prototypical, and as such not identify with all elements of their group’s identity 
content (e.g., a short NBA basketball player is unlikely to identify –or self-
stereotype- as tall despite this being a typically defining trait of basketball players). 
A free-recall approach therefore captures crucial additional value which is missed 
by a large proportion of the identity content measures, which constrain content 
down to a number of pre-defined dimensions. Thus, free-recall acts as an optimal 
window into the self-concept capturing the both semantic content and the relations 
between content which vary amongst individuals. 

Functionally, a free-recall approach relies on the introspective capacities of 
participants. But a key principle of a free-recall method, as we see it, is that it is a 
product of the underlying cognitive systems in which the content is stored. 
Theoretically, this means that free-recall can capture at least part of the semantic 
content associated with particular identities, in addition to their structure or 
organization (although probably not the complete pool of identity associates, e.g., 
given that identity associations may vary between different –data collection- 
contexts). In line with connectionist principles (Kunda & Thagard, 1996), we 
subscribe to the idea that identity content can be represented as interconnected 
nodes in a spreading network of activation, which can be connected through 
positive (excitatory) or negative (inhibitory) relations (see also, Macrae, 
Bodenhausen & Milne, 1995). When an individual thinks about the group ‘women’ 
a number of related concepts become activated through excitatory connections, for 
example ‘caring’, ‘nurturing’, and ‘strong’. So the words which are recalled together 
tend to be cognitively related. Thus, in contrast to hierarchical classes analysis 
methods (Rosenberg & Gara, 1985) we do not ask participants to arrange content 
as an index of structure, but assume that recall ordering is an expression of 
structure. In this way we rely on comparatively more implicit processes to function 
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as structuring principles. Notably, although we anticipate that it is highly unlikely 
that in a single time-point/measurement a complete list of identity content 
associates can be gathered from an individual, by aggregating content recalled 
across multiple identities, we can start to construct a cognitive map of an 
individual’s identities and corresponding content, structuring relations between 
identities and content as a function of the proximity of the content recalled.  

We are enthusiastic about the application of ART for multiple reasons. First 
and foremost, we believe that this approach to measuring identity content maps 
well onto our definition of content and conceptualization of it as an associative 
network of identity content. Second, it is very easy to administer, and applicable to 
all (personal and group) identities in all contexts. Indeed, even if the researcher 
seeks to apply scale measures, in any case, the initial application of ART may be 
highly functional as a pilot to ensure that content focused scale items measure 
practically relevant domains rather than those assumed by the researcher. So 
although free-recall data comes with some additional data management challenges, 
the richness of information available is a great advantage. In the next section, we 
will discuss the analytic tool box which can be used to get different types of 
information out of ART data. Following that we will review the applications of this 
integrative approach and associated method in our work. Importantly, we believe 
that this demonstrates the utility of using this free recall measure, and that it 
produces relatable, theoretically valid results.  
 
How can we utilize free-recall identity content?  

Content gathered through a free-recall method such as ART can be used in a 
number of different ways, giving access to different information. Although the 
qualitative data gathered through free-recall is a rich source of information, it can 
be complex and time consuming to analyze. In what follows we will discuss the 
different analytic strategies which can utilize data gathered through ART, with an 
emphasis on how this complex qualitative data can be quantified. This means that 
the input for the strategies reviewed below is 1-n identity concepts (i.e., from unitary 
words to more nuanced sentences) for each identity measured, per individual. We 
have selected two key analytic strategies to discuss, encapsulating both quantitative 
and qualitative modes of analyses, which give access to different information about 
inter-identity relations and intra-identity composition (i.e., integration and 
differentiation, respectively; cf. Rafaeli-Mor & Steinberg, 2002). In doing so, we 
recognize that it is not always necessary to study both semantic content and the 
relations between content, indeed the necessity of this depends on the research 
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question at hand. So, although these analysis strategies all use the same (ART) 
input, they utilize this in slightly different ways, and their output is therefore crucially 
different. These differences will form the focus of the review below.  
 

Quantification of qualitative content. Quantification of qualitative data 
offers researchers a route to data analysis which is relatively fast, and produces data 
which explains variance which is unique from that explained by descriptive content. 
This may involve counts of concepts listed in ART, or counts of concepts 
overlapping multiple identities. Although some of these analyses require some data 
cleaning (e.g., correction of spelling errors) this is generally quicker than developing 
and applying a coding scheme which is required for qualitative analyses.  

The quantification of content can give only limited information about the 
differentiation within an identity. It utilizes ART input of the total count of content 
listed (per identity). This could be considered an index of size (e.g., more content 
suggests a bigger and more detailed view of an identity). However, assessing 
complexity (e.g., more content counted suggests more diversity), is more difficult 
because we have no real information about the differentiation amongst different 
types of content. Although in general, listing more content may suggest a more 
diverse vision of an identity, an individual may also list a lot of content which refer 
to one only type of identity content (e.g., caring, nurturing, considerate). This detail 
is lost when only total counts are used. Arguably, quantified content is better at 
measuring inter-identity relations or integration. In order to do so, content must 
obviously be measured for two or more identities. As you can imagine, when 
participants write the list of words associated with different identities, sometimes 
words are repeated across lists. This repetition between identities can be summed 
as an index of identity content overlap or integration, which forms the input of 
such analyses. A higher overlap count shows greater integration between multiple 
identities. This continuous, summed count data can be easily applied in 
comparative group analyses or regressions to give information about the individual-
level consequences of increased integration between identities, for example for 
tendencies towards group behaviour or feelings of personal self-esteem.   

Notably, integration can also be assessed in socially shared identity content 
with semantic network analysis. This can be achieved by aggregating multiple group 
members’ identity content of their two or more identities. As such, the input for 
this analytic strategy is multiple, complete lists of identity content, aggregated 
amongst all participants. This is combined to create a cognitive map of socially 
shared identity content (see Figure 2.2), which shows how the groups are really 
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seen by their members, how varied the content is, and how integrated it is with 
other identities. In order to do so, each identity concept listed becomes a node in 
the network (i.e., the circles in Figure 2.2), this node then become linked to other 
concepts (i.e., the lines between the circles in Figure 2.2) it was recalled next to 
during the free-recall task. Notably, this (windowing) method of drawing links 
between concepts recalled closely together reflects our belief that recall ordering is 
an expression of cognitive structure. These nodes and links are aggregated across 
multiple participants’ lists to make a cognitive map of the identities under study, 
which allows you to statistically test this structure. This offers us insight into the 
overall organization of multiple identities, not only illustrating how integrated they 
are (e.g., by providing indices of the interconnectedness of the identities) but also 
highlighting specifically what identity associates are important in bridging multiple 
identities (i.e., which concepts facilitate integration). Additionally, such semantic 
network analyses can help to test how meanings of groups are constructed (cf. 
intersectionality research; Cole, 2009; McCall, 2005). For example, ART makes it 
possible to assess if the intersections between identities are additive or 
transformative by comparing (1) the combined X|Y identity (e.g., the combined 
female activist identity), with (2) the intersection between the identities of X and Y 
(i.e., the overlap between the female and activist identities). If there is no difference 
between the two then the identity intersection is additive, but if there is a difference 
between the two then the intersection is transformative. Thus, semantic network 
analysis of identity content may be a versatile tool for learning about what exactly 
identity content is, how it is organized and how meanings emerge. 

Qualitative analyses of content. Here we focus on how qualitative 
information provided by ART can be utilized also in conjunctions with quantitative 
methods. The content recalled via free-recall can be coded for different types of 
content of interest to the researcher (e.g., warmth, competence, morality). This 
allows researchers to move beyond the idiosyncrasies of content through the 
application of theory. So, if a researcher is interested in measuring the presence of 
specific types of attributes in identity content, then they can code this content using 
a coding scheme directly informed by prior research. If, for example, the researcher 
wants to assess the extent that the individual endorses moral traits as self-
descriptive, then they can code the number of times participants lists words which 
prior theory tell us are moral, including the terms; moral, honest, sincere and 
trustworthy (Turner-Zwinkels, van Zomeren, Postmes, 2016a). Because coding 
occurs after the fact, analyses circumvent possible experimenter biases as the true 
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purpose of the study can remain completely hidden: Morals need not be mentioned 
in the study itself but can simply be coded later. This can consequently provide 
potentially strong evidence supporting the importance of an emergent (e.g., moral) 
factor.  

Coding identity content lists allows individual identities to be analyzed and 
compared in order to give information about the qualitative composition of the 
identity. In this case data might consist of counts of different types of identity 
content (e.g., an identity’s content might be 40% moral, 25% warmth, 10% 
intelligence, 25% other). This data on the identity’s composition can be analyzed to 
explore the differentiation between different types of content within an identity, or 
if the integration of content varied with type of content. When a single identity is 
explored we can gather information about their compositional differentiation, including 
the degree to which the identity contains multiple different cognitive domains (e.g., 
moral, competence or warmth), what proportion of the identity content this takes 
up, and what precisely these different cognitive domains are. This can be compared 
over participants either within subject (e.g., to explore changes in composition as a 
function of time or context) or between subjects (e.g., to explore different groups 
in order to assess differences in identity composition; e.g., comparing rich and poor 
people for their recall of competence/warmth content). Alternatively, if the 
content of two or more identities have been measured and coded, then compositional 
integration can be assessed. The input of such analytic strategies would therefore be 
counts of different types of identity content overlapping multiple identities. This 
gives information about the specific types of semantic content which tend to 
overlap between identities or integrate them (e.g., do identities principally overlap 
on moral words). This potentially speaks to the similarity or compatibility of 
multiple identities or the universality of specific ideologies or behaviours that an 
individual may espouse. This type of compositional integration can be studied for 
example to explore if different types of people/groups relate to their (other) group 
memberships in different ways (e.g., if overlap between identities in individuals 
with a strong moral self-image tends to be more moral).  

In sum, by outlining qualitative and quantitative analytical strategies for 
assessing identity content, we can distinguish between different aspects of 
traditional analytical constructs of integration and differentiation (Rafaeli-Mor & 
Steinberg, 2002). We have argued that integration can be captured quantitatively and 
qualitatively. Quantitative measures of integration concerns the number of exactly 
overlapping constructs occurring across the identity associates of multiple 
identities. Qualitative measures of integration concerns the compositional integration of 
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semantic fit between identity associates (in this case exact overlap is not required, 
simply overlap in the type of semantic space occupied by different identities; e.g., 
identity 1 contains content such as ‘honest’, and identity 2 contains the content 
‘sincere’ then these identities might be considered to be related through the moral 
domain). Similarly, differentiation can be captured quantitatively – via counts of 
identity associates listed - and qualitatively – giving compositional differentiation 
information about what semantic constructs make up the identity. Although it 
remains unclear to what extent a correspondence between qualitative and 
quantitative components of integration or differentiation can be expected, it is clear 
that by being aware of the different conceptualizations of core content measures, 
we can be more precise about our measurements and their implications. Together 
this should ensure more thorough and appropriate methods are applied to answer 
our research questions. But more than this, our integrative identity content 
approach offers a close alignment between theory and method, which not only 
helps to advance our knowledge but may reconceptualize our understanding of 
important psychological phenomena. 
 
 

 
 
 
Figure 2.2. Semantic networks mapping the integration between the Christian 
identity and female identity. Panel (a) maps these identities for individuals (n=22) 
who are strongly devoted to Christianity and shows high levels of integration; 
Panel (b) maps these identities for individuals (n=21) who are weakly devoted to 
Christianity and shows comparably low levels of integration.  
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Review of empirical work 
  

So far, the discussion about the operationalization of identity content has 
remained rather abstract and academic. To illustrate how this can be applied 
fruitfully in practice, this last section of the review will illustrate how we applied 
this integrative identity content approach in our own research, studying 
politicization. We argue that studying identity content is central to politicization 
because politicization concerns the change processes that an individual goes 
through as they come to see themselves as an activist. Politicization therefore 
entails a transformation of the self as the individual shifts from seeing the self as 
apolitical to political. As such, research in this area is often concerned with 
fundamental questions about what political identities are and how they come about 
(e.g., Klandermans, 2014). Importantly, the conception of politicization as a 
process of personal transformation puts the spot light on qualitative changes in 
who an individual is. As such, it is an ideal context in which to apply the integrative 
identity content approach, which is fundamentally interested in quantitatively 
understanding the qualitative self-definitions that make up people’s sense of self.     

 Key theory and definitions of politicization reflect the idea that becoming 
politically active requires qualitative changes in an individual’s identity. Indeed, 
important theoretical models of politicization have sought to represent the 
different stages that individuals’ go through as their identities change from 
passively accepting traditional identities and disadvantages associated therewith, to 
active commitment to achieving societal change (Downing & Roush, 1985). 
Furthermore Simon and Klandermans' (2001) widely applied definition of 
politicized group identities revolves around changes in identity content, involving 
the achievement of an individual’s awareness of shared grievances, resulting in their 
conscious engagement in a power struggle in the wider societal context of 
intergroup relations. Thus, this definition illustrates that individuals need to 
reconceptualize who they are as a function of how they relate to other powerful 
groups and how they relate to wider society.   

Research in the field of politicization has however had limited success in 
capturing these qualitative changes. The clearest evidence of these fundamental 
changes in self-definition is generally derived from qualitative research and in depth 
(but often post hoc) interviews with activists (e.g., Aronson, 1993; Drury & 
Reicher, 2005). However, quantitative research which has sought to gain 
substantive empirical support for the qualitative changes in identity content has 
often struggled. Indeed, attempts to operationalize scales that measure identity 
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change are often vulnerable to slippage towards measuring attitudes instead. For 
example, Rickard's (1989) Feminist identity scale – a measure developed to tap into 
the five stages of Downing & Rousch’s (1985) model of feminist identity 
development -  was criticized for being a closer proxy of feminist attitudes than 
feminist identity (Zucker & Bay-Cheng, 2010; Duncan, 2010). So, rather than 
assessing the endorsement of descriptive content, they often measure preferences 
regarding behaviours (e.g., I feel angry when I think about the way I am treated by 
men and boys; Revelation item, Rickard, 1989).  

Due to such struggles in quantifying identity change, the major focus of 
politicization research consequently gave way to researching the implications of the 
strength of political identities, rather than their content. This research has robustly 
shown that high identifiers are more likely to act on behalf of the group than low 
identifiers (Klandermans, 2002; Stürmer & Simon, 2004a, 2004b; Klandermans, 
2014). Thus we can predict if an individual is likely to participate in group action, 
such as signing a petition or joining a demonstration based on the strength of their 
identity. Crucially, robust evidence has demonstrated that identification with 
politicized identities (i.e., social movement organizations; e.g., the women’s 
“Equality Now” movement) is a much more powerful predictor of action on behalf 
of women than is identification with the wider gender group (Stürmer & Simon, 
2004b). Moreover, stronger politicized identification predicts other important 
group-based predictors of collective action: group anger, and efficacy (Van 
Zomeren, Postmes, & Spears, 2008; van Zomeren, Postmes, & Spears, 2012; 
Thomas, Mavor, & McGarty, 2011). This further reinforces the effectiveness of 
politicized identities in promoting collective action: Politicized identities not only 
directly predict action engagement, but also do so indirectly via other group 
motivators. In this way, politicized identification has become a key predictor of 
action engagement and a central feature in popular models of action engagement 
motivators (Social identity model of collective action, SIMCA, van Zomeren et al., 
2008, 2012; Encapsulated model of social identity in collective action, EMSIMCA, 
Thomas et al. 2011).  

Although this research focuses on the strength of identity, it indirectly 
highlights the role of content. Specifically, the literature in political psychology 
shows that there is something special and different about politicized group 
identities (e.g., feminists; Duncan, 2010), also in comparison to the more general 
social category from which the movement identity may have grown (e.g., gender): 
Although, for an individual, the strength of these identities may be similar, the 
former is a much better predictor of engagement in collective action than the later. 
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This indicates that a qualitative difference between these groups exists. We know 
from their definition, that politicized identities normatively prescribe action, but 
research also suggests further content-wise differences in, for example, the 
emotions and efficacy beliefs stimulated by or encapsulated within politicized 
identities (Zomeren, 2013; Thomas et al., 2011). However, their precise contents 
remains a black box. So, although politicization research offers robust evidence 
about the crucial importance of strong identification with a politicized group, we 
know very little about what these groups are like content-wise and how they differ 
from their unpoliticized counterparts. 

In our research we apply an identity content approach to directly study the 
qualitative changes which take place in individuals’ self-definitions as they 
politicize. In this research we seek to develop quantitative methodologies which 
can tap into the qualitative identity change processes which sit at the center of key 
politicization theory. As such we focus on the measurement of both the semantic 
content of identities and their structure (e.g., in how this content relates to different 
identities), in order to gain a fuller understanding of the consequences of 
politicization. We therefore conceptualize politicization of identity as a process in 
which identity content changes so that political self-definitions develop to become 
integrated through the self-concept. In what follows, we review four research 
articles as an illustration of how identity content methods can be put into practice.  

Our first two papers sought to explore how identities, such as activist 
identities, can become central in an individual’s life. A lot of qualitative evidence 
has attested to the idea that politicized identities  involve substantial change in an 
individual (e.g., “Our lives have been changed by this”; Drury & Reicher, 2005, 
p.50) so that they become an especially self-defining identity, which influences all 
areas of life, not only specific behaviour in specific contexts (e.g., “[The movement] 
is always on my mind”, “I try to incorporate it into my lifestyle—so it is not an 
issue, it is a fact”, Herzog, 1993, p106, 107). We sought to explore how an identity 
can define the whole self, in the context of the multifaceted self-concept (i.e., a self 
which is made up of many different identities). It has been argued that in a 
multifaceted self-concept, the influence of multiple identities shifts: An activist 
identity may influence an individual while they are at a demonstration, but their 
worker identity may guide their behaviour while at work. We propose that to 
enable a potentially self-defining identity - such as an activist identity – to truly 
influence all areas of an individual’s life, it needs to become positively related to 
other identities within the self. Because prior research indicates that individuals can 
be members of many different groups, we focused this research on exploring the 
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relations between multiple social identities. We argue that a positive relation 
between multiple social identities, which can be practically thought of as overlap in 
identity content, should allow activist identity content to influence other areas of 
life through other identities its content is related to. For example, if an activist 
identity prescribes ‘voicing one’s beliefs’, and so does one’s work identity, then this 
behaviour will not only be present in activist meetings, but also when one is at 
work. Thus, we expected that the more self-defining the identity (i.e., the more 
devoted an individual is to applying it in all areas of life), the more positively it will 
be related to the content of other social identities within the self-concept. 

In our first paper, we began by testing an identity which may be perceived as 
being a more common example of a self-defining identity: the religious identity 
(Turner-Zwinkels et al., 2015). We conducted three studies (in addition to a pilot) 
testing whether religious identities would become more positively related to the 
ancillary social identity of gender the more it was devotedly applied to an 
individual’s life in general, as strongly self-defining. In all studies we focused on 
Christian women (in order to limit the variation in identity content, which differs 
between men and women; Bem, 1974). Two studies focused on subjectively 
internalized identity content. First we used a regression analysis to confirm that 
individuals’ personal perception of fit between their religious and gender identity 
(example item: Characteristics typical of Christians are similar to those associated 
with being a woman) was positively related to their perceived level of self-
definingness: The more the individual applied religion to their life in general, the 
more she perceived her religious and gender identity to positively fit together. 
Next, we used an adapted response latency analysis (see Smith & Henry, 1996) to 
test if the more strongly self-defining one’s religious identity the more quickly 
individuals responded to self-descriptive traits which also described their religious 
and gender identity. So, if the individual perceived the trait ‘caring’ to be defining 
of both their religious and gender identity then they should respond faster to that 
trait, than if they thought that is was defining of their gender identity but not their 
religious identity. Although in this study individuals did not choose their own traits, 
but responded to pre-determined traits, we selected these on the basis of a prior 
study in order to capture a selection of traits that individuals would perceive to 
match and mismatch their religious and gender identities. Participants were then 
free to choose whether and to what extent they thought that each pre-determined 
trait was defining of their religious and gender identity. Using this approach we 
found support for our hypothesis that traits which matched religion, gender and 
self were responded to faster to the extent that an individual’s religion was strongly 
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self-defining. Thus, across two studies and diverse methods we found support for 
the idea that stronger self-definingness was associated with positive inter-identity 
relations between subjectively internalized content.  

The third and final study used our ART method, and allowed participants to 
think freely about how they saw their identity. This identity content was then 
explored on the individual-level (i.e., subjectively internalized identity content), and 
was also aggregated amongst participants to explore socially shared identity 
content. First, we explored individual-identity content, by counting the number of 
times an individual repeated content (e.g., caring) on the list of Christian identity 
content and female identity content. This dependent variable was entered into a 
regression and found to be positively related to the predictor of religious self-
definingness: The more devoted an individual was to applying Christian 
philosophies to life in general the more overlap existed between identities. Next, we 
explored socially shared identity content. We used semantic network analysis to 
draw a cognitive map of the Christian and female identity content, to explore how 
strongly they overlap, and if this varies in groups of strongly and weakly devoted 
Christians (see Figure 2.2). In order to do so we split the sample into two based on 
whether they were strongly devoted or weakly devoted Christians. We then 
aggregated the ART data within these groups, making one semantic network with 
the identity content from devoted Christians and one network with the identity 
content from non-devoted Christians. Within these networks, the content listed 
became the nodes, and the links between them showed the content that was closely 
associatively related (i.e., recalled next to each other in free-recall). Links were 
coded between content occurring within a window of four adjacent words 
(reflecting the connectionist idea that content which is encoded together is recalled 
together; Smith, 1996). Analyses of the networks revealed that the devoted network 
was significantly more integrated than the non-devoted network. Moreover, there 
were more overlapping concepts in the devoted network which were marginally 
more overlapping than those in the non-devoted network.9  

Across three diverse methods, this study demonstrates that certain group 
identities may be capable of being more centrally defining of the self, even within a 

																																																													
9 Additionally, analyses also allow a detailed investigation of the content which is central in 
the different networks: Within the devoted network overlapping identity content (e.g., 
strong, caring, hard-working, loving), while uniquely female (e.g., strong) and Christian (e.g., 
Believers) content was also important in the non-devoted network, in addition to some 
(rarer) overlapping content (e.g., smart, kind). 
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multi-faceted self-concept. Moreover, we demonstrate one psychological 
mechanism that facilitates such wide-spread influence: increased inter-identity fit, 
or overlap between multiple identities within the self. Thus, the identity content of 
highly self-defining religious participants, comprised a web weaving together 
otherwise orthogonal facets of the self by increasing inter-identity fit. In this way, 
our findings converged across three studies to suggest that the group of religion 
may resolve modern day identity complexities (e.g., juggling multiple identities, 
which may be potentially independent, or even in outright conflict with each other) 
by promoting a more harmonious fit between potentially conflicting identities 
(such as gender).  

We followed this up, in a second paper, by more directly exploring the 
consequences of devotion to a political identity (Turner-Zwinkels et al. 2016b): We 
investigated the relation between the environmental identity and gender and 
nationality. We expected that, as with the religious identity, the more devotedly an 
individual applies their environmental identity to their life in general, the more 
positively it becomes related to other social identities (i.e., gender and nationality) 
in the self-concept. Crucially, in this paper we also sought to explore the 
consequences of environmental self-definingness and positive inter-identity fit for 
behaviour. Specifically, because we expected that self-definingness of an identity 
helps to facilitate the wider influence of this identity across life in general, we 
expected that individuals with a more strongly self-defining environmental identity 
and higher associated positive inter-identity fit (of their environmental identity with 
their gender and national identity) would show increased engagement in pro-
environmental behaviour. We tested these two main hypotheses in two studies: The 
first conducted in a Dutch context, the second in the US context.  

As in our prior paper, we used ART to gather identity content data to test our 
hypothesis. We did so using both the subjectively internalized identity content and 
socially shared identity content. Subjectively internalized identity content were 
investigated using (a) self-reported inter-identity fit, and (b) individual-level analysis 
of ART data (i.e., each participants’ environment-gender, environment-nationality 
overlap count). These variables were entered into separate regressions as the 
outcome variable, and self-definingness of environment as a predictor. Across 
Dutch and US contexts we found support for the expectation that environmental 
self-definingness is associated with positive inter-identity fit between environment 
and gender. Although the self-reported fit was negatively related to environmental 
self-definingness in the Dutch sample, self-reported fit in the US sample, and all 
individual ART data (in both Dutch and US samples) showed positive relations 
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with environmental self-definingness. Results for the relation between environment 
and national identity content were therefore less straight forward. It seems that 
inter-identity fit varied according to national context: In the Netherlands, self-
definingness was sometimes negatively associated with fit with nationality. This 
may be because they perceive a conflict between their environmental and Dutch 
identity (e.g., because the Dutch population sued their government for 
environmentally unfriendly policies). In the US, relations between environmental 
self-definingness and inter-identity fit were positive as expected (which may have 
been due to the Democrats being in power at the time of data collection). 
Importantly, our analyses showed support for the idea that environmental self-
definingness was positively related to engagement in environmental behaviour. In 
the Dutch context, environmental self-definingness was positively associated with 
pro-environmental behaviour. Moreover, in the US context, a positive relation 
between inter-identity fit and pro-environmental behaviour also emerged, 
suggesting that self-definingness may lead to more consistent environmental action 
through achieving positive inter-identity fit with other identities in the self-concept.  

Socially shared identity content was investigated using semantic network 
analyses. These analyses probed deeper into what inter-identity relations with the 
environmental identity look like, and how integrated strongly (vs. weakly) 
environmentally self-defining identities really are. These analyses use socially shared 
identity content, to assess how the overall identities are structured and relate to 
each other. To do so, we aggregated individuals’ ART data to form a cognitive map 
of the semantic content of environment and gender/national identities and the 
relation between them. We made one map for strongly self-defining individuals and 
another for weakly self-defining individuals to statistically test, compare and 
contrast how integrated environmental identity content is with other 
gender/national identity content. Counter to expectations, analyses showed that 
consistent across Dutch and US contexts the strongly self-defining environmental 
network was less integrated with the ancillary female and national identity than the 
weakly self-defining environmental network. Although we expected that the 
environmental identity would be a vessel for diverse forms of environmental 
content, we expected that the drive for its integration with other the identities 
would counteract this. But this was not the case, instead we saw that amongst more 
strongly self-defining individuals there was a greater diversity in how they see the 
environmental identity, indicating less consensus in what they thought it meant to 
be environmental. Despite this, we found support for our second expectation that 
identity content which was overlapping the environmental and ancillary identity 
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was more integrated with the rest of the strongly self-defining network than the 
weakly self-defining network. (There was one expectation to this: The 
environment-Dutch identity content network, which aligns with the other 
unexpected results for individual-level analyses in the Dutch sample.) So, despite a 
diverse pool of environmental identity content, strongly self-defining 
environmental identities still shared more overlapping content with other ancillary 
social identities which strongly weaved them together.   

Following up our unexpected networks finding showing the lack of consensus 
in what people think it means to be environmental, we conducted a cluster analysis 
to more thoroughly explore what the environmental identity actually means to 
group members. To do so, we first coded environmental identity content using a 
five level, hierarchical coding scheme: Level 1 included five all-encompassing 
categories: Classifications (n=164; e.g., Green, hippy), traits (n=277; e.g., caring, 
intelligent), states (n=343; e.g., concerned, conscious), actions (n=256; e.g., active, 
recycle), and non-classifiable (n=6; e.g., rth, spic). Levels 2-5 were hierarchically 
nested within these five, coded down to an increasingly specific level (e.g., ‘defends 
wildlife conservation’= Action-Activism-Environment-Animals-Protect; ‘Animal 
lover’ = Classification-Environment-Animals). Second, distance scores between all 
units of content provided per participant counted the number of matching codes. 
This was entered into a fuzzy clustering analysis. Findings exposed two main 
clusters of environmental identity content (and one rest category): We characterize 
the first cluster as a moral cluster which appears to outline how to be 
environmental; we characterize the second cluster as an action cluster, which 
appears to outline what environmental people do. Subsequent analyses suggested 
that these cluster had implications for both how individuals saw themselves and 
how they behaved, suggesting that clusters capture a substantive difference 
between at least two of the different types of environmental identity content that 
individuals might have. 

Findings presented in our environmental paper therefore offer support for the 
idea that environmental self-definingness can build sustainable environmental 
identities, which leads to durable environmental behaviour across diverse times and 
contexts. The more strongly one seeks to apply their environmental identity to life 
in general (i.e., environmental self-definingness) the more an individual engaged in 
pro-environmental action and the more they perceived positive inter-identity 
relations between the environment and other social identities in the self-concept, 
which was in turn also positively related to action. This suggests that sustainable 
environmental identities may be organically grown from the integration of the 
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environmental identity not only into the self, but also throughout the self-concept. In 
this way, environmental self-definingness may have a direct impact on 
environmental behaviour through the environmental identity, and also an indirect 
effect, promoting environmentally friendly behaviour through other social 
identities in the self-concept. 

Together, our first two papers have theoretical and methodological 
implications which we will discuss in turn. Theoretically, this work illustrates that 
exploring the structure of relations between identities can give valuable information 
about how an (activist) identity can be centrally defining in an individual’s life. 
Across a number of studies conducted with multiple social identities, we found 
robust evidence for the existence of positive relations between religious and 
environmental identities with gender and national identities. Moreover, we found 
that a key factor determining the strength of these relations was self-definingness 
of the religious and environmental identities: The more strongly an individual 
sought to apply the identity to their life in general, the more positively it was related 
to other social identities. By understanding the way that content relates between 
multiple (social) identities, we can better understand how an identity fits into the 
self and why the influence of certain identities can spread through the self. So, even 
when only one identity can be active at any one time (e.g., metacontrast; Turner, 
1987), a positive relation between the content of multiple identities, means that it is 
possible that an activist identity can influence the individual through other identities 
its content overlaps with. As such, positive inter-identity relations may have 
sustainable implications for the individual’s (political) thoughts and actions across 
diverse contexts and times. Thus, these two papers present evidence that self-
definingness may offer an important psychological pathway to achieving greater 
consistency over multiple and distinct self-aspects; a factor which we think may 
facilitating activist identities to become centrally defining in an individual’s life. 

Methodologically, these two papers therefore demonstrate that ART offers a 
valuable and unconstrained insight into identity content and the relation between 
content. We believe that this work illustrates at least three empirical contributions 
of the application of the integrative identity content approach. First, at the 
individual level, the robustness of ART data analyses were supported by our 
application of traditional scale measures asking for participants perceptions of 
inter-identity fit. Notably however, although our results demonstrate that 
traditional scales can ultimately tap into the same sort of information as ART, the 
identity content data attained through ART has the potential to more directly test 
cognitive overlap and offer more information about precisely where the overlap 
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exists, should the researcher be interested in this. Second, we believe that the 
network analysis used to assess socially shared identity content offers a novel 
contribution, in its ability to represent and test both descriptive content and its 
structure. This method offers insight into socially shared representations of identity 
content, how identities fit together, and where their bridges are found. This may 
pave the way for how meaning can be extracted from such a network of content. 
Finally, it is also possible to utilize coded ART data in cluster analyses to provide 
further evidence about not only distinctions between different types of identity, but 
different psychological representations of the same social identity (cf. Deaux, Reid, 
Mizrahi, & Ethier, 1995). Thus, this approach to the study of identity content 
illustrates another potential tool in a researcher’s repertoire with which to gain 
insight into the diverse semantic meanings of identities. So together, our analysis of 
individual’s subjectively internalized identity content and aggregated, socially shared 
identity content offer unique, but mutually reinforcing insight into the structure of 
identity content in self-defining identities.  

Two subsequent papers focused specifically on politicized identities; exploring 
what it means to be politicized in a sample of 760 participants recruited in the 
context of the U.S. 2012 Presidential elections. Because we conceptualize 
politicization as a process we conducted our study longitudinally, across four 
months: two months before (T1), immediately before (T2), and two months after 
(T3) the election. The longitudinal nature of this study was crucial in allowing us to 
study the processes associated with politicization, as the repeated observation of 
individuals allowed us to track whether and how their identity contents developed 
in this period. Moreover, the U.S. election context is arguably ideal for studying 
(intrapersonal) political change, given the increased salience of politics in that 
period (e.g., through political campaigns, debates, interpersonal and group 
discussions) and the psychological and political processes that this evokes (Grant, 
Mockabee, & Monson, 2010). In this research we wanted to explore the individual 
psychological changes induced by politicization, so therefore focused on subjectively 
internalized identity content. In our third paper, we explored whether and how 
politicized identity content changes by studying its developing structure of relations 
with personal identity. In our fourth paper we investigated what type of content 
characterizes these identities by focusing on their descriptive content. As such we 
asked participants to recall their personal and (separately, after a break) politicized 
identity content via ART: This subjectively internalized identity content was a key 
variable in our analyses. In order to map onto key psychological definitions of 
politicized identities (as engaging in a power struggle on behalf of one’s group and 
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trying to triangulate societal support; Simon & Klandermans, 2001), we did not 
focus on political identities (e.g., whether an individual supported the Democrats or 
Republicans) but on politicized identities, which we defined in the questionnaire as 
someone who actively promoted the political party that the participant themselves 
supported, in order to convince others to vote for them (i.e., party activists). 
Importantly, identity content accessed via ART was quantified using different 
methods (e.g., coding and counting; specified below), this allowed for statistical 
analyses often applied in psychological research.  

Our third paper explored the qualitative changes that take place during 
politicization by investigating whether politicized identity content becomes central 
in an individuals’ self-definition when they politicize (Turner-Zwinkels et al., 2015). 
From our total sample of 760 participants, we were fortunate to find a group of 28 
individuals who actually politicized during the period of observation. This meant 
that we captured a rare event affecting only 3.68% of our sample, who at the first 
time point all said that they did not see themselves as an active party promoter, but 
at later time points indicated seeing themselves as a party activist. Our study sought 
to compare this group of politicizers with a group of comparable non-politicizers. 
These non-politicizers were political in the sense that they both supported and 
voted for a political party in the elections, but crucially, they did so passively (i.e., 
they did not actively promote their party). Thus, from a group of individuals who 
were all political in some way, we sought to investigate if the development in 
relations between personal/politicized identity content (i.e., identity structure) 
would predict politicization. We expected that there would be greater overlap (i.e., 
repetition of content) in self- and group-definitions when the individual was 
politicized. This increased overlap would show that political understandings 
become incorporated into what the individual sees as the unique part of him or 
herself. 

In order to focus on the development of the relation between personal/ 
politicized identity content, we needed a dependent variable that could tap into 
whether and to what extent such a relation existed. As such, we used utilized ART 
data by counting the amount of overlap between personal/politicized identity 
content. This overlap concretely means that an individual listed the same word as 
being descriptive of both the personal self and a politicized individual. This can be 
considered to be a strict measure of relation, in not only showing similarity or 
complementarity between identities, but exact overlap of identity content between 
two identities. This results in a quantitative index of the inter-identity relations 
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between personal/politicized identities, existing within an individual, allowing for 
(parametric and non-parametric) statistical analysis of qualitative ART data.  

Analyses revealed that identity content of personal and politicized identities 
indeed became significantly more integrated in politicizers over the course of the 
U.S. Elections. Although for politicizers, identities were already marginally more 
overlapping at T1 (before individuals even saw themselves as politicized) this 
overlap became markedly (and statistically) stronger at T2 and T3 (i.e., when 
individuals did politicize), revealing a significant increase in overlap. In contrast, 
there was no discernible development in the relation between personal and 
politicized identities in non-politicizers. Importantly, the extent of this overlap 
actually predicted how the individuals saw themselves later: When overlap between 
personal/politicized identities at T1 was entered into a logistic regression it 
significantly and positively (causally) predicted if someone self-labelled as 
politicized at T2 and T3. Moreover, identity content overlap also (cross-sectionally) 
predicted the extent that an individual engaged in action on behalf of the party. 
Thus, this paper presented the first statistical confirmation that politicization is 
related to qualitative changes within the self-concept. Specifically, results showed 
that the shift in self-categorization from unpoliticized to politicized was 
accompanied by qualitative changes in the meaning of politicized and personal 
identities, and the relation between the two.  

Our fourth and final paper zoomed in on the descriptive content that defined 
politicized identities in this elections context, in contrast to unpoliticized identities 
(Turner-Zwinkels et al., 2016a). Thus, while our third paper focused on the structure 
of politicized identities in relation to personal identities, our fourth paper focused 
on the semantic content, to explore what type of content (if any) best characterizes 
these identities. In order to do so, we selected a group of individuals who self-
labelled as consistently politicized or unpoliticized throughout the whole election 
period. We considered consistency to be crucial here, given that our first paper 
highlighted the marked differences which can exist in changing identities, and thus 
believed consistent identifiers to offer the cleanest comparison. This resulted in the 
selection of 20 politicized and 40 unpoliticized Democrats, who were included in a 
longitudinal analysis. It is important to emphasize that all participants in this 
sample were therefore considered to be ingroup Democrat supporters; but one 
group were active (i.e., actively persuading others to vote) and the other was 
inactive.  

Our interest was to test the presence of moral content in politicized identities. 
Although bountiful research has highlighted an important role of morality in 
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motivating collective action, this has almost always looked at morals indirectly (e.g., 
in the study of inner obligation to act) or as something in the personal identity (e.g., 
personal moral convictions, van Zomeren et al. 2012), rather than something that is 
truly internalized into the politicized identity. Thus, in our study of politicized 
identity content we sought to directly assess the role of morals within the activist 
identity. Furthermore, and in line with Fiske et al. (2007), we also studied the role 
of competence and warmth words, and two other important dimensions of self-
descriptions, but ones for which we did not theoretically expect to find relevance in 
politicized identities. As such, we took the ART data provided by participants and 
coded their personal and politicized identity content for the presence of moral (e.g., 
sincere, trustworthy), competence (e.g., smart, intelligent) and warmth (e.g., kind, 
caring) words (using a coding scheme developed on the basis of expert definitions 
within the literature). This resulted in count data, indicating the number of moral, 
competence and warmth words listed by each participant (for each identity, and 
overlapping both identities).  

In support of our hypotheses, we found that moral content was much more 
prominent in politicized identities for politicized individuals that those who were 
non-politicized. Importantly, no substantive differences existed for competence, 
and only marginal or inconsistent differences existed for warmth traits. Crucially, 
these differences in moral content were not contextually induced by heightened 
salience or action in the election period, but were consistent across the whole four 
month period, in the comparatively more quiet moments two months before and 
after elections. In line with prior analyses, overlap between the personal and 
politicized identities predicted seeing the self as politicized, but crucially, moral 
overlap explained this effect. In contrast, competence and warmth had no 
substantive effect. Thus, results suggested that especially moral content is centrally 
defining of politicized identities. 

Somewhat surprisingly, moral traits had a weaker, though still positive relation 
with engaging in collective action on behalf of one’s party: Reporting more moral 
traits within your politicized identity was associated with a slightly higher 
engagement in party activism. Although this weak relation may be due to low 
power, it may also suggest that the moral traits under study in this paper play a 
stronger role in defining who an individual is and how they see themselves, than 
what they do. However, explorative coding of moral stances (e.g., pro-equality) in 
participants’ ART derived identity content showed stronger tendencies to predict 
collective action, suggesting that some types of moral content may indeed be more 
motivational. Together, results showed that politicized identities are not only action 
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focused identities, but are also moral identities. Moreover, results generally 
replicated in a (cross-sectional) sample of 64 Republicans (of which we had few in 
our sample), suggesting that the role of moral traits in politicized identities may be 
more widely applicable. We therefore conclude that politicized identities do not 
distinguish themselves in terms of their content by being exceptionally warm or 
competent, but do distinguish themselves by being distinctively moral.  

Together, this work demonstrates the precise qualitative changes that 
individuals go through when they politicize: Not only does the structure of 
politicized identities change, but also their semantic meaning. Our findings 
therefore demonstrate that politicization is accompanied by triadic change of (a) 
internalization of a “new”, politicized identity into the self, and subsequent 
transformation of (b) (intrapersonal) inter-identity relations, and (c) moralization of 
semantic identity contents. Thus, results demonstrate that politicization is a 
psychological process through which the political becomes both personal and 
moral: What it means to be “me” and to be “politicized” becomes more closely 
aligned, so political goals can be taken on as personally meaningful and moral, so as 
to be agentically pursued. Importantly, this work also demonstrates that there is 
empirical mileage in exploring the structure and semantic content of subjectively 
internalized personal and social identity content. Although admittedly we did 
observe substantial diversity among these identities (and perhaps especially within 
personal identity) our analyses utilized and empirically demonstrate the existence of 
meaningful overlap between these identities and tamable semantic variation. Once 
quantified in terms of counts of codes, familiar statistical methods could be applied 
to analyze data, including multiple-, logistic- and Poisson-regressions, and t-tests 
and their non-parametric (e.g., Mann Whitney U) equivalents. Crucially, our 
quantitative approach to the study of qualitative content means that this research is 
the first to statistically verify that politicization is a process of change in meaning.  

In sum, these four papers offer fresh insight into politicization processes. 
Crucially, ART analyses align well with theoretical concepts of interest to 
politicization research, allowing the statistical testing and confirmation of 
phenomena long assumed to be present when individuals politicize. By using ART 
to directly access the content that individuals themselves associate with their 
political identities, we have been able to more closely map the identity based 
processes associated with politicization. Our research comes together to 
demonstrate that politicization is a long-term process of qualitative change in the 
self-concept, which is accompanied by qualitative changes in the semantic meaning 
of politicized-, personal- and other social-identities, and the relation between them. 



T
W

O
 

	

CHAPTER TWO 
 
 

84 

We believe this points to a process in which multiple identities within the self-
concept are gradually adjusted and tessellated together to make a coherent and 
politically oriented whole. In this way, identity content emerges as a precursor to, 
and expression of, one’s changing relation to political groups. This has the 
implication that it reconceptualizes the way we view politicization. At present, key 
definitions of politicization, such as that offered by Simon and Klandermans’ 
(2001), are strongly action-orientated (e.g., “group members should intentionally 
engage…in a mindful power struggle” p.323), focusing on the consequences of 
politicization for behaviour, but are relatively silent on the psychological processes 
involved. Our results shift the focus to the intra-identity processes which are 
associated with this behaviour. Specifically we have explored what politicized 
identity content actually is (rather than infer its content from what it does; i.e., its 
consequences), by looking at both semantic content and structure.  

More generally, this work demonstrates why it is important to have a measure 
of identity content that fits with a broad and inclusive conceptualization. It shows 
the diverse ways in which ART can be utilized to form different indexes of 
semantic identity content and the relations between (personal and social) identity 
content, in the study of both subjectively internalized and socially shared identity 
content. As a rich source of data, ART can be exploited in different ways to 
facilitate different depths and focuses of analyses. Indeed, the various modes 
available for quantifying this qualitative data means that this identity content 
approach facilitates the application of familiar statistical methods to new forms of 
qualitative content data, allowing for substantive quantitative conclusions based on 
larger samples of data than can be managed with interviews or qualitative analyses 
alone. 

 
Implications of an integrative identity content approach 

This integrative identity content approach seeks to promote a more unified 
approach to the study of identity content. In this review, we combined the 
contributions of five diverse literatures to provide greater oversight of what 
content is and how it can be approached in research. A key contribution of our 
integrative identity content approach is therefore that it both explicates and seeks 
to accommodate seven key criteria of identity content highlighted in this diverse 
psychological literature. This not only helps to identify what areas of knowledge are 
especially well developed, or comparably under-developed in the literatures under 
review, but it highlights common ground amongst these fields and research areas 
which have been relatively overlooked (see Table 2.1). Indeed, large degrees of 
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agreement emerged around the importance of most of the key identity content 
criteria. A key assumption exposed in much of this research is that content is 
semantic, and is nested in identities, which can be both personal and social in 
nature. A lot of this research studied identity content as something internalized into 
the self, also alluding to or sometimes explicitly referencing that identity content 
also exists ‘out there’ as socially shared. Finally, the importance of self-relevance 
and context dependence of identities and their content was recurrently present in 
the literature. 

Bringing these insights together, we propose that identity content is the 
semantic space associated with an identity, comprising one’s self- and group-
definitions, this therefore comprises all semantic content that an individual 
associates with an identity, which is stored in associative networks of meaning. As 
such, we not only utilize a broad representation of semantic identity content 
(including a potentially wide array of traits, verbs, nouns and complex sentences; 
criterion 3), but also consider the structure of this content (criterion 4). We argue 
that an understanding of what an identity is and what its consequences for an 
individual might be, can be attained by a joint consideration of descriptive content 
and their relations. For example, if a specific element of content is present across 
multiple identities then it is likely to have more substantial consequences for the 
way that an individual thinks, behaves (see also McConnell, 2011) or for their well-
being (e.g., Linville, 1987). Moreover, pre-existing identity content, may have 
consequences for other identities which may be internalized into the self in the 
future. For example, if being political is important to the self, then the individual 
may be more likely to internalize a new anti-fracking identity. This promotes an 
appreciation of how content fits together to integrate certain identities into the self, 
and throughout the self: Content can be interpreted by the individual (i.e., 
subjectively internalized) and negotiated (e.g., so that it fits with other identities 
already within the self).  

Our integrative approach also promotes a dynamic image of identities. It 
paints a picture of identity content which is not static, but is dynamically 
constructed in response to contextual demands. There are two dimensions of 
context’s influence on identity content: Short-term, and long-term. With regards to 
the short-term context dependence of identity content, we propose that identity 
meanings may shift somewhat between contexts, in the same way that the salience 
of identities themselves are said to shift between contexts. For example, certain 
conflictuous contexts may evoke different types of identity content than a 
harmonious context, all contained within the larger pool of the identity’s content. 
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This leads to short term variability in content. Long-term variability emerges, most 
likely in connection with chronically emerging contexts (Livingstone & Haslam, 
2008), but potentially also with regards to unexpected or unusually important 
events (Drury & Reicher, 2005). This means that identity content interacts with 
context such that certain contexts evoke certain forms of action which 
subsequently become part of identity: Context (e.g., contested election issues) leads 
to the emergence of different identity associates, and as such leaves its fingerprints 
on the identity itself (e.g., become internalized as part of the group’s identity 
content). This means that identity content can be studied as a ‘stock pile’ of social 
experiences, holding vast and rich information about the group’s history, goals, 
values and social relations. Thus, identity content itself, and associated processes 
could potentially hold relevance for many different branches of research. 

Notably, this approach also highlights two criteria which are comparably less 
explored. First, the consideration of the structure between identity content is 
relatively new. Although some areas of research have explicitly focused on the 
structure of identity content (e.g., self-complexity), in more general research on 
identity content, the semantic aspect of this content tends to occupy the central 
focus. Even prior models which explicitly consider the self to reflect an associative 
framework (McConnell, 2011) tend to focus on the relation between content and 
identities, rather than the relation between the content itself. We believe that one 
ideal method for studying these dual content relations (i.e., of content being related 
to both identities and to other content) is using semantic network analysis. This 
allows and improved insight into what content is central to specific identities, 
bridges multiple identities and is central to the self in general. Thus, we build on 
this prior research to draw attention to how identities themselves are constructed 
from content, the consequences that this has for the identity’s meaning, and its 
ability to connect with other identities in the self-concept. We hope that by 
promoting a mutual consideration of semantic content and relations (e.g., Turner-
Zwinkels et al., 2015b) we can advance our knowledge of how and when 
individuals relate themselves to content and action.    

A second, comparably underexplored criterion of identity content, is socially 
shared identity content. Little research has focused on the social shared (or inter-
subjective) identity content which exists to some extent outside of the self. Indeed, 
a group’s shared identity content can also have concrete consequences for 
individuals in terms of their ability to fit in the group. While it is not surprising that 
the subjective part of identity content has gained a large amount of attention, given 
psychology’s focus on the individual as a unit of analysis, it is also clear that the 
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socially shared nature of reality and the impact of this on the inherently embedded 
individual is an important influence in the construction of this individual 
knowledge. As such, socially shared identity content may be a form of reality 
constraint for individuals (i.e., if people in general tend to see women as caring, you 
may be less likely to see them as being aggressive), and may also have concrete 
psychological implications. In this way, the junction between subjective and socially 
shared identity content could have consequences for group schisms and 
radicalization. For the individual, it could also have implications for feelings of 
distinctiveness, belonging and prototypically. As such, our content approach could 
potentially enrich research areas, with the measurement and analysis of actual 
identity content could add a new (observational) dimension to this (often 
experimental) research. For example, by building networks of a group’s shared 
identity content and testing the centrality of an individual’s identity content in this 
space, we can explore the concrete consequences of identity content prototypically, 
which implications for group and leadership research. This means that network 
analyses have the potential to join other methodological innovations such as the 
possibilities offered by multi-level analyses (see Jans et al., 2015), to tell us more 
about how identity content (semantics and structure) interact with individuals’ 
psychology to produce group outcomes.  

More generally, our integrative identity content approach contributes to the 
literature by reminding us of the importance of the role of identity content in 
addition to that of identity strength. Indeed, returning to the earlier writings of 
Turner (1999), it becomes clear that the early awareness of the interdependence 
between identity content and strength became somewhat lost in research practice. 
We hope to have demonstrated in our review of the politicization literature that it 
is an example of a literature in which knowledge about both identity content and 
strength is necessary to fully understand how and why individuals politicize, but in 
which a focus on identity strength was nevertheless dominant. While a focus on 
identity strength alone may be empirically appropriate for some research questions 
(e.g. about identity commitment), it misses out on key questions of what an identity 
actually is, which may be useful for some research questions and crucial for others 
(e.g., seeking to understand how identities emerge and become part of the self-
concept). Thus, an identity content approach not only offers the potential to get 
deeper, quantitative (and statistically verified) insight into qualitative phenomena, 
but also allows a greater alignment between research practices and theory.  

Applying an identity content approach can also have implications for the way 
particular phenomena are studied. Specifically, it encourages a focus on intra-



T
W

O
 

	

CHAPTER TWO 
 
 

88 

identity processes that lead to observable psychological phenomena, of for example 
the shift from seeing the self as apolitical to seeing the self as an activist. 
Consequently, this analytical approach facilitates progressing beyond descriptive 
research towards that which focuses on processes, how, when and why they occur. 
In this way, a consideration of identity content can also help to reconceptualize 
phenomena under study, promoting a more detailed focus on the content-based 
processes which bring certain psychological phenomena about. This paves the way 
for more complex analyses on questions such as when intersections between 
identities transform into new identities or simply combine meanings, when do 
groups schism, how do groups induce and deduce group meanings? Thus, we hope 
that an integrative identity content approach will help to support research to move 
beyond descriptive theories of what identities do, to enabling an understanding of 
underlying processes of why they do this. 

This focus of the identity content approach on intra-identity processes maps a 
more detailed level of analysis onto macro-meso-micro-levels of analysis applied in 
the social sciences. In this conceptualization, macro refers to society, meso refers to 
smaller scale groups, and micro refers to identities. At the micro-level research has 
focused on general perceptions of the identity, such as its evaluation and one’s 
perceived relation with it, including popular measures of collective self-esteem and 
identification. Our integrative identity content approach adds a more detailed level 
to this: the nano-level, where the focus is on the elemental content that makes up 
the identity. This might include what this content is and what an individual’s 
evaluation of each specific unit of content is. This means, for example, that 
collective self-esteem can be studied in terms of general perceptions of the identity 
or in terms of the value of specific identity content (cf. McConnell, 2011). By being 
conscious of the different bases of identity esteem, it may be possible to isolate 
more specifically which domain of an identity feeds the positive or negative esteem.  

Furthermore, identity content analyses can also map onto the higher meso- 
and macro-level research questions, by utilizing socially shared identity content. At 
the meso-level subjectively internalized identity content of certain social groups 
(e.g., a choir) can be aggregated in order to explore the extent this content is 
socially shared and how that relates to group-level outcomes, such as intergroup 
relation. While wider sampling of content can be applied to assess macro-level 
institutions and social structures, in order to explore how people relate to big 
societal groups (e.g., nationality) and how this might develop on the basis of 
international affairs or election outcomes. Furthermore, it could also be utilized to 
explore lesser known concepts such as the imagined community, for example 
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assessing how consensus affects the feeling of connection amongst individuals 
people never expect to meet but with whom they share a social category. 
Altogether then, we believe that our identity content approach helps to consolidate 
knowledge already acquired in the field and highlight new avenues for future 
research. 

 
Conclusion 

 
Identity content is central to the way that identity researchers think out 

identities: Identity content is the carrier of an identity’s meanings, which the 
individual uses to understand who they are and how they relate to the world 
around them. Although the focus of identity research has generally been on the 
quantitative strength of identities, our literature review also illustrates that 
substantial and diverse research has been conducted into identity content, the 
qualitative meaning of identities. This work covers many different applications of 
identity content, but also tends to speak to different features of identity content. 
Indeed, none of the literatures reviewed accounted for all seven criteria of identity 
content (presented in Table 2.1): Identity content is nested within identities, applies 
to personal and social identities, it is subjective and socially shared, semantic, 
structured, changes over time, and influences an individual via self-relevance. 
Instead there tends to be a division in research that focuses on semantic aspects of 
identity content and that which focuses on structural aspects of identity content. In 
response to this we have presented an identity content approach and associated 
methods which accounts for all seven characteristics of identity content, and whose 
application in research can be utilized flexibly to focus on specific characteristics of 
interest. This integrative approach to identity content highlights the role of intra-
identity processes that can used to explain complex phenomena under study in 
modern identity research. Importantly, by putting an emphasis on identity content, 
we hope to promote a renewed interest in this construct, so that future research 
will be able to flexibly apply both identity content and strength analyses. We hope 
that by promoting research which accounts for both the qualitative and quantitative 
part of identities (and their interaction) we can better understand the complex 
identity dynamics that shape an individual’s self-concept. 


