Literature review on adolescent’s social identity, focussing on the impact of Covid 19
Social identity refers to how individuals perceive themselves in relation to the groups they belong to.  Whilst the development of a social identity occurs throughout an individual’s childhood, many psychological theories specify adolescence as the most significant period in that development.
Adolescence is ‘the period of human development that starts with puberty (10 to 12 years) and ends with physiological and neuro biological maturity at around 25 years’ (APA Dictionary of Psychology, 2023).  During adolescence, individuals begin to ask questions like ‘who am I’, ‘what type of relationship or career do I want’  and ‘what are my beliefs’  (Archer, 1982), imagining new and different possibilities for their future selves.
Studies have shown that where social identity development in adolescence is impaired or disrupted there are adverse consequences for an individual’s long-term wellbeing, with issues including identity distress (Berman et al 2020) and identity confusion (Erikson et al, 1968).
This paper will explore how the COVID-19 pandemic affected adolescents’ abilities to complete this crucial period of social identity development. During the pandemic normal day-to-day life was halted, social gatherings were cancelled and, for many adolescents, schools, colleges and universities were shut down limiting the amount of time they could interact with others in a face to face context. This was a time of fear and uncertainty – fear of being infected or infecting others and uncertainty about the future.  
The effects of COVID-19 restrictions have been widely researched through relatively short term studies using participants from different countries. These studies have been informed by existing theories of social identity development. 
James Marcia’s Theory of identity statuses (1966) proposed that an individual must go through stages of development which he termed ‘statuses’: identity diffusion, identity foreclosure, identity moratorium and identity achievement.  In ‘moratorium’, adolescents are in exploration but have not yet made any commitment.  Marcia believed this to be an anxious time as the adolescent experiments with different roles and explores various beliefs.  COVID-19 curtailed much of this exploration.
Identity versus role confusion is the fifth of eight stages in Erik Erikson’s Theory of psychosocial development (Erikson, 1968) and has be used to explain internal struggles during COVID-19 lockdowns, especially with identity distress, and how this was heightened during this period.  Erikson defined identity distress as being when an individual experiences severe feelings of worry and upset over their inability to resolve issues surrounding identity, including career choices and long-term goals. An individual who struggles with identity distress lacks a direction or purpose in life and that can be detrimental (Berman, 2020).
Tajfel and Turner’s Social identity theory (1979) has it that individuals draw part of their concept of self from membership or association with social groups, which are sources of pride and self-esteem.  COVID-19 severely restricted opportunities for these social groups to function.
‘Navigating identity uncertainty: identity distress during the COVID-19 pandemic’, a quantitative  study by Meca et al, 2023, was conducted with a demographic of 1,627 US college students with the aim of investigating how COVID-19 affected identity development.  The measurements taken to quantify identity distress used the ten item identity distress survey (Berman et al, 2004) to explore the duration and severity of recent upset, distress or worry about long-term goals, career choice, friendships, sexual orientation, religion, values and group loyalty. To measure COVID-19 related worries they used the five item Coronavirus anxiety scale (Lee et al, 2020) and the seven item COVID-19 student stress scale.  The researchers also measured the student’s adjustment of psychological and academic situations. Due to the nature of the measurements the analysis that took place was to test direct and indirect relationships between any worries that the college students had about COVID-19 and affects on their recorded identity distress.  Finding from the study showed that 33% of the participants reported high identity distress.  The findings also highlighted strong negative associations between COVID-19 worries and psychological adjustment.  This was very marked for identity distressed long term goals, career choices and friendships. This research has strong theoretical groundwork as its foundations are built upon Erik Erikson’s theory as described above.  However, the participants were not surveyed again and so there is no concrete way of knowing if their identity distress decreased over time after the end of the pandemic.  The research method relied completely on the students’ self-reporting their own degree of distress.  This could have caused a self-report bias and introduced a confounding variable making the results less reliable.  Context could also have affected the results as the study does not touch upon any other factors such as any pre-existing mental health issues amongst the participants. 
Social identity is a complex concept about how an individual sees themselves in relation to the world and their sense of belonging. The development in identity comes from different stimuli, but  theories such as Tajfel and Turner’s Social identity theory and the social cure hypothesis state that these developments come from social interaction and alignment with a social group.  The idea behind a social cure is that identifying with social groups develops social identity, improves well-being and can also help individuals with stress management.  A study published in 2023 by Andreadis and Marshall took 356 undergraduate university students, all from the same campus, was conducted with the objective of exploring the relationship between a strong social identity and COVID-19.  The researchers wanted to know if a strong social identity would provide a protective effect against COVID-19 related stress.  All the participants were recruited in spring 2021 which because of lockdown restrictions meant that all the students were remote working.  As a result, the data had to be collected through an online survey, in a questionnaire format where 8 key measurements were taken.  Social identity was measured by assessing the participants’ sense of belonging and how they felt being identified with being a university student.  Belongingness was measured using a generalised belonging scale where the researchers focussed specifically on acceptance and connection to others. A 9 point scale was used to calibrate how important being a member of the university is important ‘to me’ (belongingness) and ‘I feel happy that I belong to this group’ (social identity).  These 2 scores were then combined to give a single measure of social identification and belongingness.  Loneliness was also measured on a scale again with specific focus on the individual’s feelings of social isolation and/or lack of companionship.  Mood was measured by rating their experiences of different emotions as positive or negative on a 5 point scale.  The main finding from the study was ‘social identification/belonging was significantly associated with lower loneliness, higher positive affect balance and higher academic motivation’ (Andreadis and Marshall, 2023).  COVID-19 related worry was captured using 2 questions: ‘how much do you feel worried that you or your loved ones have or will have COVID-19’ and ‘how much do you feel worried about the social, educational or economic impact of COVID-19 on you or your loved ones’.  The research found that COVID-19 related worry was ‘not significantly associated with social identification/belongingness.   Group identification has more of a positive impact, especially during ‘difficult times’ and this can be used to improve stress and academic performance in the context of remote or hybrid learning.  There are some design flaws in the study that could have had a confounding impact on these results.  The cross-sectional design is shown to be good at finding correlations between variables; however, it is harder to use the design to see whether the relationships are actually causal.  The participants could have caused an issue within the study due to bias around self-selection.  This is because highly motivated students were more likely to sign up for the study over less motivated students.  This could cause less variation in the types of participants included in the study, hence the potential for bias.  Too much generalisation was another issue where the idea of belongingness had only one definition attached to it (being a member of the university) and other types of groups and relationships in groups was not explored.  For example, membership of sports groups could have a different dynamic.
To develop a social and personal identity during an individual must go through stages. During adolescence much of this involves the idea of identity exploration and adaptation, through areas such as gender, creativity or personal values.  The idea of identity exploration and adaptation can be related to the 4 statuses of James Marcia’s Identity status theory.  During COVID-19, social situations that adolescents could go to and explore their social identity – such as school, friendship groups outside school, social and sports clubs - were halted by restrictions imposed by governments and institutions.  In this period, an adolescent who was prevented from participating in one of these types of groups would fall under the ‘moratorium’ status described by James Marcia. Identity moratorium is labelled as active exploration without commitment, and during COVID-19 many adolescents who were actively exploring their identity through social settings were unable to commit to this exploration due to the imposed restrictions.  Although many studies found that adolescents’ social identity development was hindered by the lockdown restrictions, Hainsworth et al, 2024, identified benefits that had come to specific groups from these unique conditions. Their research explored the impact of COVID-19 on the identity of ‘trans and gender diverse youth’.  They used a single open ended survey question addressed to 295 trans gender and gender diverse youths: ‘how has the Covid pandemic changed or affected your understanding of your own gender identity’.  This qualitative research design allowed researchers to conduct a thematic analysis and the results found that for many trans gender adolescents the lockdown was an opportunity to reflect on their membership of ‘trans/non-binary communities’.  During the pandemic, access to online platforms was increased and this led to better knowledge and connection.  This meant that their identity moratorium status was enhanced by the pandemic.  More than half (56.3%) reported using time in lockdown for enabling a deeper understanding of their gender identity.  The study not only brought focus to an under-represented group, but it also filled a gap by exploring how COVID-19 affected the gender element of social identity development.  The qualitative design allowed for in-depth answers that related to real world experiences but it lacked both breadth (there was only one question asked) and depth (there was no information about potential contextual mediators).  In addition, the data was collected after lockdown had ended which brought issues of recall bias that the study did not consider. Wider application of the study is of limited use because the study is biased towards western culture. 

COVID-19 represented a massive disruption to society. According to social identity theory, this disruption was magnified for adolescents.  In summary, all 3 studies considered in this paper helped to develop a deeper understanding of how COVID-19 affected adolescents and especially how their social identity development has been impacted. COVID-19 provided a unique opportunity to assess previously developed theories of social identity.  The media has generally portrayed COVID-19 as having a predominantly negative impact on adolescents.  This perception seems to be confirmed in the study conducted by Meca et al.  However, as this paper has shown, the impact may have been more balanced, with research by Andreadis and Marshall suggesting that COVID-19 worries were less significant,  and research by Hainsworth et al showing positive impacts on a specific demographic.  Each of these studies has flaws and so further research is required to provide better confirmation of the results. Moreover, COVID-19 is still relatively recent; further studies would benefit from a longitudinal perspective.  The UK Office for National Statistics reported that 16 to 24 year olds sense of belonging to their neighbourhood fell from 57% to 48% in the three years prior to the outbreak of COVID-19 (ONS, 2020).  It will be interesting to see how this trend changed during the pandemic and what has happened to since.
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