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Critically evaluate the factors that affect the formation of identity in early childhood and adolescence

What is Identity? Identity is everything a person is made up of, including their race, gender or their ethnic background. Our identity is what is unique about ourselves, defining who we are, our beliefs and what we stand for. Identity can shape a child in their early childhood and continuing to develop or change during their adolescent years. This may affect a child’s identity when developing in their early years as they may base it on family beliefs and not necessarily their own, or even in today’s society, believing what they feel they are perceived as due to what they may see on social media and what they read. During this essay, the writer will be discussing different topics which may affect a child’s identity including their race, gender and ethnicity. The writer has chosen these specific topics as the writer feels they play a big part in one’s identity and how they are shaped into the person they become. 

“Race and ethnicity are two concepts related to human ancestry. Race is defined as a category of humankind that shares certain distinctive physical traits. The term ethnicities are more broadly defined as large groups of people classed according to common racial, national, tribal, religious, linguistic, or cultural origin or background” (Blakemore, 2019). The writer feels as though Race and Ethnicity have a link to each other, however ethnicity has more of a broad range of features included in itself, which can be chosen by the individual of whom they may belong to or what their beliefs are, where-as your race is linked more towards your physical characteristics, it is more often associated with biology and the traits you carry. Although there are specific cultures and ethnic identities linked to different race, the writer feels as though it doesn’t specifically mean that that individual has to be a part of the culture if they do not feel they are belonging. The writer feels that even though the child has originally come from a specific ethnic group, their identity may change when they become a particular age, due to more information surrounding other ethnicities and what they find themselves more interested in or what they may strongly believe in. The writer feels that as the individual becomes older, they may either form strong opinions and a sense of belonging to the ethnic group they have been brought up in to, or after developing a larger insight of other ethnic groups, they may find themselves wanting to become a part of another group, practicing a different religion or feeling strongly towards those specific beliefs and practices. The writer strongly feels that one’s race does not define the type of ethnic group they belong to and find that people of a specific race are often categorised and stereotyped in to belonging to a specific ethnic group. According to Connolly, 2019, children developing an understanding of their ethnicity and their ethnic background may not necessarily always come from their parents or family, but by their community or what they may see on television. He adds that sometimes, a child’s perception of their ethnicity may be influenced by what they have seen, heard or experienced due to community events, forming their own opinion of their background and learning opinions of how they may be perceived. The writer feels that when it comes to a child’s identity forming around their ethnicity, their idea and opinion of this can be widely influenced by the culture they are brought up in to or by what they may witness in their early years, forming more of an opinion based around the beliefs of the people closest to them, rather than really understanding what their ethnic background is about and having an opinion of their own. The writer feels this may cause them to have a negative look on other ethnicities as they may feel that some aren’t as important as their own or have a lack of understanding of others and their own cultures, so it is really important that they are taught about other ethnic groups and cultures, and what their traditions may be, in order for them to have a wider variety of information, than being so closed off and only taking the time to understand their own. The writer feels that when developing more knowledge and having a wider variety of information on different ethnicities and different beliefs, cultures, languages etc, during their adolesant years they could find themselves having a change of opinion or may develop an even stronger feeling towards their original ethnic group and of who they belong to, sticking to what they know and what they have been brought up with. One theorist, Erik Erikson, who was a German American psychologist, came up with a three-stage model surrounding ethnic identity development, however, did not create them on a specific age, but explained how it may develop between early years and those of adolescence. He even described how an individual could spend the majority of their lives developing on their ethnic identity, according to ACT, 2021. The three ethnic identity development stages are: Unexamined ethnic identity, moratorium and achieved. According to ACT, 2021, ‘Unexamined ethnic identity’ is when the individual has not yet truly categorised themselves with being in a specific ethnic group or have yet to form a sense of ethnic identity, mainly when the individual is part of a dominant culture - ‘Moratorium’ is when an adolescent becomes more interested in their own ethnicity, searching for the meaning and what their ethnicity may involve, for example their ethnic group history, the language they speak or taking time to participate in cultural activities and it is said that the reason behind their interest in their ethnic group may be triggered by a death of a family member or maybe by a world event that has relations to one’s ethnic group -  ‘Achieved’ is the last stage, where after researching and studying their ethnicity, the adolescent feels a sense of secure of who they are and what their ethnic identity entails, where this becomes an important part of their identity, according to ACT, 2021. 

“The social construction of racial identity can be referred as a sense of group or collective identity based on one’s perception that he or she shares a common heritage with a particular racial group” (Wiki, 2020). Another psychologist, William Cross, developed the model racial identity development. According to Cross, 1978, he explained how his development referred to identity statuses rather than referring to them as stages as he felt stages were more understood to being steps that all take, whereas this may not always occur for all adolescents. He adds that the four identity statuses could occur at any time during adolescence and isn’t at a set stage in their lives. The four identity statuses are: ‘Pre-encounter’ ‘Encounter’ ‘Immersion’ and ‘Internalization and Commitment’. ‘Pre-encounter’ is where the adolescent is not yet aware of their race and therefore does not know how this may affect their life – ‘Encounter’ is where the adolescent experiences a thought in regard to their role of racial identification in their life, which may be a negative or positive experience in regard to their race, but the experience is often negative and this is where they may experience racism for the first time – ‘Immersion’ is somewhere that forces the adolescent to confront their racial identity, where they may search for information regarding racial identity or learn through interaction with peers who are of the same race – ‘Internalization and Commitment’ is where the adolescent has developed a sense of racial identity, becoming comfortable socialising with the race of whom they identify with as well as individuals outside of their racial group, according to ACT, 2021. “Psychologist Beverly Tatum argues that it is important for racial minority youth to learn the meaning of their racial identity and be with others who share their experiences. Rather than seeing this as a self-segregation, Tatum points out that this can teach them to cope as a member of a racial minority within a dominant culture” (Tatum, 2003). The writer feels that it is important for a child or adolescent to understand their racial identity. Today, social media plays a big impact in all lives, but has a major impact on the younger generation, not always in a positive way. What they may read or see on the internet or even sometimes things that have been shared by their peers, may have a negative effect on how they see themselves and how they see their racial group. The writer strongly feels that any child, no matter what race, does not deserve to be brought up feeling picked on, categorised or stereotyped just by the colour of their skin. For example, during 2020 we as a nation saw the BLM (black lives matter) protests take place, after seeing a black man living in America killed by Police. As a black child growing up, seeing this going on within their communities, witnessing the effect it had on everyone, the writer feels that this may have a negative effect on a child or adolescent who has witnessed their race being discriminated against as they may feel a sense of threat, feeling as though they constantly have to defend themselves and having an outlook that other communities may judge them on their colour of skin, feeling a sense of shame towards their identity. The writer feels that it is so important for children from a young age to learn about the History of their racial identity and to realise the importance of their belonging, regardless of where they may come from or what racial identity they belong to. 

The last topic the writer has chosen which they feel has an impact on a child’s identity is gender. The writer feels that even from a young age, children are taught about specific gender roles and what is seen as the ‘norm’. However, not all children or adolescents may feel they identify as the gender they were born as. Lawrence Kohlberg, an American psychologist developed ‘stages of gender’. According to The Open Learn Team, 2019, Kohlberg’s development included 3 stages – Gender Labelling, Gender Stability and Gender Consistency. “Stage 1 – Gender Labelling – Children can identify themselves and others as girls or boys (mothers and fathers), however gender is not seen as stable over time or changes in physical characteristics, e.g length of hair and clothes – Stage 2: Gender stability – children recognising that gender is stable over time, boys grow up to be fathers, and girls grow up to be mothers, however the unchanging nature of gender – that it remains the same regardless of changes in superficial appearance or activity choice – is not yet appreciated – Stage 3: Gender consistency – Children have a full appreciation of the permanence of gender over time and across situations” (The Open Learn Team, 2019). However, according to The Open Learn Team, 2019, theorists Martin et al and Halverson’s gender schema approach is said to suggest that a child will form ‘cognitive schemas’ regarding gender as soon as they have discovered their own sex – the schemas are said to pilot gender development, where it will guide a child’s attention and memory where they focus around gender-typed information a lot more than they focus on counter stereotypical information. The writer feels that gender identity has become a big part in today’s society, with their being either influential celebrities or people a child surround themselves with or look up to, media, news, and whereas the ‘genetic make-up’ of a child is what they were born as, it doesn’t necessarily determine what gender they decide to identify as. According to Rafferty, 2018, what determines a child to be a boy or girl is the sex or assigned gender they are given at birth, which is based on their physical characteristics, whereas gender identity is something an individual senses which may come from interaction of biological traits, developmental influences or environmental conditions. The writer feels that a child of any age, or even going into their adolescent years should be able to identify as the gender they choose to be, which like the writer explained previously may not match their ‘genetic make-up’. 

In conclusion, the writer feels that in particular, race, ethnicity and gender as well as other factors play an important part in regard to the formation of a child’s identity. The writer feels that a child is easily influenced during their younger ages of development and feel that sometimes the identity they form up until their adolescent years may not necessarily be their true form of identity. The writer feels that it is not until they reach adolescent years do they start to discover information regarding their race and around different ethnic groups along with gender identity to determine what they think and how they may perceive themselves. The writer feels that adults such as parents, guardians and other influential adults play a big part in the formation of a child’s identity, in which it is important that a child is able to express themselves and their own opinions and to be taught information that will benefit their growth and their well-being. 


Reference List

(Blakemore, 2020) 
https://www.nationalgeographic.co.uk/history/2019/02/race-and-ethnicity-explained 

(Connolly, 2019)
https://www.open.edu/openlearn/body-mind/childhood-youth/childhood-and-youth-studies/childhood/children-and-ethnicity 

(ACT, 2021) 
http://actforyouth.net/adolescence/ethnic_racial.cfm 

(Cross. W, 1978) ‘The Thomas and Cross models of psychological nigrescence: A literature review. Journal of Black Psychology, 4, 13-31’  
http://actforyouth.net/adolescence/ethnic_racial.cfm 

(Wikipedia, 2020) 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ethnic_identity_development 


(Tatum. B, 2003) ‘Why are all the black kids sitting together in the cafeteria?: A psychologist explains the development of racial identity. New York: Basic Books’
http://actforyouth.net/adolescence/ethnic_racial.cfm 

(Team, 2019) 
https://www.open.edu/openlearn/body-mind/childhood-youth/childhood-and-youth-studies/childhood/cognition-and-gender-development 



(Rafferty, 2018 ) 
https://www.healthychildren.org/English/ages-stages/gradeschool/Pages/Gender-Identity-and-Gender-Confusion-In-Children.aspx 




1

