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Identity is the single and most apparent factor that distinguishes people from others, it represents individuality and characteristics that are unique to oneself. According to the Collins English dictionary (n.d.), identity showcases who you are as a person. There are many theories relating to the development of identity, all of which determine diverse stages in one’s life as to when the formation of identity truly occurs. The objectives of this paper are to explore the relationship between social identity development and meaningful connections, basing the findings of this paper upon four previous studies that researched the correlation between social identity development and three key areas for meaningful relationships; romantic connections, family attachments and peer relations.
 	As previously discussed, there are many theories relating to the development of identity, one of the most prominent theories associated with this period of adolescence, is that of Erik Erikson’s (1959). Erikson’s theorem proposed that identity forms during the adolescent period of a child’s life because of self-awareness regarding feelings of confusion as to who that child is becoming and what their role is. According to Erikson, the most favorable outcome for this phase of life would be to possess the ability to accept one’s individual diversity and establish comfort in one’s uniqueness. However, an unfavorable outcome because of delayed or disrupted identity formation may result in role diffusion, prolonging confusion and providing the need for withdrawal from a child’s environment, and additionally, creating opportunities for rebellion and the misunderstanding of interactions.
 	Another leading theory relating to identity development is that of James Marcia (1980), who examined the periods of times during one’s life that predict obstacles that require an individual to maneuver around by utilizing active exploration and commitment. Marcia extended Erikson’s theory and proposed that identity is determined by the choices one makes in relation to social and personal attributes. Such choices and determination can be showcased within Marcia’s theory with utilization of the four sub-categories of identity development; these four sub-categories include diffusion, foreclosure, moratorium and achievement. The first sub-category detailing diffusion is a result of the lack of motivation for both exploration and commitment to achieving individual identity that an adolescent may experience when in an environment that provides little incentive and sense of direction. The second sub-category represents the moratorium phase, a phase when an adolescent is motivated to explore stimuli and environments, but without a clear sense of direction. The third sub-category in Marcia’s theorem is that of foreclosure, this sub-category illustrates the lack of exploration whilst simultaneously having a strong sense of direction and commitment. The fourth and final sub-category of Marcia’s concept of identity development is that of achievement, this is displayed in adolescent individuals who are both highly motivated to explore their individual interests, whilst concurrently committing themselves to attaining their goals, Marcia suggests that an ideal life is based upon the repetition of the moratorium and achievement stage, also known as the MAMA concept. 
This paper aims to explore the effects of meaningful connections on social identity development, four previous studies have been reviewed to explore any existing associations between identity and significant relationships, chosen specifically for their findings in four key areas of relationships: romantic, friendly, family and peer relations. According to Uchino et al, (1996), relationship formation and social connection play a crucial role in promoting psychological and physical well-being and meaningful connections can improve many factors of an individual’s welfare, including providing a base for emotional support and building on resilience, acting as a buffer against stressors, and encouraging personal development. The ability to form meaningful relationships is connected to an individual’s social identity, as an individual creates these connections based on the limitations of the groups of which they are associated with and with whom they share the same individual values and beliefs (Tajfel & Turner, 1978).
The first study, carried out by Al-zoubi (2020) was in relation to romantic attachment styles and social identity development. The study predicted a relationship between the formation of identity and attachment styles amongst university students in Jordon, whilst additionally aiming to revise the correlation between diverse demographics and the impact this factor has upon such formations. The participant sample consisted of 203 first, second, third- and fourth-year students at the university of Balqa’a, Jordon. Two scales accompanied the research: the psychological identity status scale (Ersanli, Sanli, 2015), and the objective Measure of Ego Identity Status scale (Adams et al, 1979), the psychological identity status scale is a valid and reliable scale of measurement of self-perceived identity, and it measures both positive and negative perceptions. The second scale used within the study is a self-reporting scale consisting of 24 items and answers are displayed via a Likert design, it follows on from Marcia’s theory and considers the four phases of social identity development: diffusion, foreclosure, moratorium and achievement. 
The study unveiled a statistically significant difference in both the foreclosure and diffusion phases of Marcia’s theory amongst the different age categories of participants, with students from the first year evidently remaining in this phase for longer than students from the other year groups, additionally, the study discovered a significant relationship between the formation of social identity and healthy attachment styles, with a secure attachment style being closely linked to the fourth phase of Marcia’s theory, the achievement phase, and an avoidant attachment style being linked to the lack of exploration for social interaction, negatively impacting social identity development.
A potential issue of this study is that it generalized the findings to the wider population with the responses from only 203 participants from one cultural background, further research would need to be conducted in a range of diverse cultural and educational systems to establish the hypothesis of this study. The findings from the study relate to Marcia’s theory of exploration and commitment, as both foreclosure and diffusion were more prominent in the first-year students than the fourth-year students, this suggests that the lack of experience in the first-year students compared to that of the fourth-year, was negatively impacting the need for exploration and the motivation to commit to goals, resulting in the first-years being more prone to a prolonged period within the diffusion and foreclosure phases. Further relations to Marcia’s theorem within the findings was a secure attachment style being closely linked to the achievement phase, this showcases that those individuals who are content within themselves and motivated to commit to their individual interests, were also content within their attachment to others.
The second study carried out by Bakermans-Kranenburg and IJzendoorn (2021), was in relation to diverse family attachment styles and the development of a prosocial identity. The objectives of the study were to explore the dispositions amongst participants to behave benevolently and to further explore the evolution of such behaviors. The study sample consisted of 3000 children, including twins, and considered the collaboration of genetic, environmental and neuroscientific approaches for the exploration of the hypothesis. The environmental approaches used within the study consisted of painting eyes on a wall to explore the effectiveness of perceived observation by a child and the impact this had on honesty, the genetic approach used for the study was that of genome-wide SNP data to explore the heritability of pro-social behavior from a parent-reported and self-reported questionnaire. The neuroscientific approach investigated transcutaneous vagus nerve stimulation (tVNS) and oxytocin levels. All approaches were utilized to examine the correlation between positive results and prosocial behaviors. 
The research failed to determine a significantly strong link between prosocial behavior and healthy attachment styles, as it can also be assumed that prosocial behavior may be linked to anxious attachment and the need to seek recognition and validation from others. The genome-wide SNP data discovered a 21% link to heritability and prosocial behavior, and mixed results were discovered with the utilization of tNVS and oxytocin levels, despite the fact that oxytocin was more prominent in individuals whom displayed prosocial behavior, it seemed to be predominantly determined by individual characteristics. The study did have a generous participant sample, however, it may have benefited more if the focus was of the same size participant pool but investigating individual age groups, as the study hypothesis was based on the results of 3000 children of diverse ages, further research may suggest adding depth to the findings by exploring specific age groups whilst maintaining the breadth of the sample size. 
The study reflects similarities to that of Eriksons theory, as it describes how a child as young as 14 months acknowledge when another individual is in need, however, with the possibility of role diffusion taking place during stages of social identity development, this may witness a decrease in prosocial attributes and a child may emerge as a bystander, thus referring to the importance of healthy family attachment and the role this plays on determining a positive or negative social identity, it can be assumed that supportive and patient parenting can provide a child with the environment it needs to develop a positive social identity.
The final study reviewed was conducted by Jensen (2011), and in relation to peer attachment and social identity; the objective of this study was to investigate the experiences with peers on a cultural basis and explore the role of interactions and connections with peers and how this related to cultural and societal identity development. The study consisted of 96 Korean American adolescents and used a cross-cultural research method, whilst simultaneously analyzing existing research regarding behavioral characteristics and peer acceptance or rejection, with consideration placed on the varying cultural values and expectations within diverse societies. 
The findings of this study clarified the importance of peer interactions and the impact on social identity development, whilst highlighting the cultural differences between peer interaction and relationship expectations. One finding that showcased how cultural diversities influence the development of social identity, was with shy adolescents in China receiving more positive interactions from their peers than those shy individuals in Canada. Another example that the study showcases of the impact peer interactions have on social identity development, is how the repercussion of behavior diversifies within culture, one culture may not have such negative consequences for displaying aggressive behavior as another culture may have.
To summarise this study, it is evident that cultural norms play a crucial role in both the development of peer relationships and social identity, and an individual may experience a positive reaction regarding their peers and their identity within one culture that may not be acceptable in another, therefore, it can be stated that when assessing the development of one’s social identity, cultural considerations should be made. Further research should consider exploring how adolescents from diverse cultural backgrounds engage in peer interactions with those from a different culture. Another consideration for further research would be to incorporate a multimethod approach to achieve a greater understanding of the complexities involved within the cultural processing of identity development and peer relationships. This study contradicts both Erikson’s and Marcia’s theorem, as both theories were generalized to individual age groups, whereas this study adds a confounding variable of culture to consider.
To conclude on this review of existing literature, all of which have affiliation with the theories of both Erikson and Marcia, it can be stated that social identity development is a complex process that is influenced by a broad range of factors, including culture, attachment styles and social influences. The three studies reviewed, underline the dominant key areas that relationships play in determining the development of a secure social identity, whilst Erikson’s and Marcia’s theories provide a framework to understand the phases of identity formation and how these may interact with a particular relationship or connection, with emphasis on the impact on an individual’s levels of self-awareness, self-acceptance and self-esteem, the theories should only be considered as a baseline for social identity development, further research may be beneficial to explore the impact of confounding factors that are not accounted for in these theories, variables such as culture.  
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