Literature review on adolescents’ social identity development

Social identity is an ongoing process that develops throughout your entire life, for some individuals they gain a strong perception of who they are and where they belong early on in life and for others it may take longer to accept or understand areas that make up their social identity. One of the most significant factors that play a role in the development of social identity would be the adolescent years, Erikson (1968) described the identity formation process of adolescent as a “slow process of ego growth, whereby identifications of childhood are gradually replaced by a new configuration that is greater than the sum of its parts”  suggesting that once childhood has ended and your brain has begun the next stage of development your becoming more conscious in a sense with understanding more of the world, yourself and others surrounding you, therefore altering your perceptions and developing your ego which is essentially the main factor of your social identity. Erikson’s theories of social identity have become a “popular means of assessing the exploration of the identity formation concept” and have led to other researchers elaborating on this such as Marcia et al (1993) whereby she described four styles by which late adolescents and young adults undertake identity defining decisions in vocational, ideological and sexual domains. The four being, identity achievement, moratorium, foreclosure and diffusion. (Jane Kroger, 2010) 
Erik Erikson's psychosocial development theory has significantly contributed to understanding adolescents' social identity development. During the stage of identity versus role confusion, which typically occurs from ages 12 to 18, adolescents battle with questions of self-identity and their place within society. Erikson posited that successful navigation of this stage leads to a strong sense of identity, while failure results in confusion about one’s role in life (Erikson, 1968). Erikson emphasized that this developmental stage is influenced by several factors, including peer relationships, family dynamics, and cultural context. Peer relationships become increasingly important as adolescents seek acceptance and validation from their friends, often experimenting with different identities in the process. This exploration is crucial, as it allows for the development of a coherent self-concept (Schwartz C. a., 2013). Family support also plays a pivotal role; adolescents who feel secure and accepted by their families are more likely to develop a stable identity (E., 1980).
 Moreover, Erikson's framework highlights the impact of societal expectations and cultural backgrounds on identity formation. Adolescents often navigate conflicting messages from their families, peers, and broader society, which can complicate their identity development (Phinney J. S., 1990). For example, minority adolescents may face unique challenges as they strive to reconcile their cultural heritage with the dominant culture's expectations, impacting their social identity (Phinney J. S., 1990). Erikson's research provides a foundational understanding of how adolescents develop their social identities through a complex interplay of personal, social, and cultural factors. It underscores the importance of supportive relationships and the challenges posed by societal expectations during this critical developmental stage. 
Furthermore, Researcher Marcia et al work on adolescent social identity development builds upon Erikson's foundational theories, particularly the stage of identity versus role confusion. While Erikson emphasized the psychosocial crisis that adolescents face, Marcia introduced a more nuanced framework that categorizes identity development into four statuses: identity diffusion, identity foreclosure, identity moratorium, and identity achievement (Marcia, 1966). These statuses reflect varying levels of commitment and exploration, providing a more detailed understanding of how adolescents navigate their social identities. Erikson posited that successful resolution of the identity crisis leads to a coherent sense of self, while failure results in confusion. In contrast, Marcia's model allows for the recognition that identity development is not a linear process. For instance, an adolescent may experience identity moratorium, characterized by exploration without commitment, before achieving a stable identity (Marcia, 1980). This perspective acknowledges the complexity of adolescent development, where individuals may oscillate between different identity statuses as they encounter new experiences and challenges. Both Erikson and Marcia agree on the significance of social relationships in identity formation. Erikson highlighted the role of peer interactions and family support, asserting that these relationships provide essential contexts for self-exploration. Similarly, Marcia's framework acknowledges that social influences, including peer dynamics and cultural contexts, play a crucial role in shaping an adolescent's identity (Schwartz et al., 2013). However, Marcia's model places greater emphasis on the active role of the individual in navigating their identity, suggesting that adolescents actively engage in exploration and commitment rather than passively experiencing identity crises. In conclusion, while both Erikson and Marcia contribute valuable insights into adolescent social identity development, Marcia's framework offers a more detailed and dynamic understanding of the processes involved. By highlighting the interplay of exploration and commitment, Marcia's research complements Erikson's theories, enriching our understanding of how adolescents forge their social identities. 
Moreover, Adolescent social identity development is a multifaceted process influenced by several factors, including cultural contexts, peer relationships, and individual psychological factors. While Erikson and Marcia have made significant contributions to understanding identity formation, alternative perspectives have emerged that offer distinct insights into how adolescents construct their social identities. One such perspective is the social identity theory proposed by (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), which posits that individuals derive part of their self-concept from their group memberships. This theory emphasizes the importance of social categorization, social comparison, and the need for positive distinctiveness. Adolescents, during this formative stage, are particularly sensitive to group dynamics and often engage in in-group and out-group comparisons. This process can lead to a stronger identification with peer groups, influencing their social identity development. Research indicates that adolescents who have a strong sense of belonging to a group often experience increased self-esteem and well-being (Cameron, 2004). Another significant contribution to the understanding of adolescent social identity is the concept of intersectionality, which examines how overlapping social identities, such as race, gender, and socioeconomic status, interact to shape individual experiences (Crenshaw, 1989). This perspective highlights that identity development is not a monolithic process; rather, it is influenced by the complex interplay of various social identities. For instance, a study by Syed and Azmitia (2010) found that adolescents from marginalized backgrounds navigate their social identities differently than their peers from more privileged backgrounds, often facing unique challenges and opportunities that shape their identity development. Furthermore, the role of digital environments in adolescent identity formation has garnered attention in recent years. The advent of social media platforms has transformed how adolescents explore and express their identities. Research by Valkenburg and Peter (2011) indicates that online interactions can facilitate identity exploration, allowing adolescents to experiment with different aspects of their identities in a relatively safe space. However, this digital landscape also poses challenges, such as online bullying and the pressure to conform to idealized representations of identity, which can negatively impact self-esteem and social identity (Frison & Eggermont, 2016). Additionally, the ecological systems theory proposed by Bronfenbrenner (1979) offers a comprehensive framework for understanding adolescent social identity development. This theory posits that an individual's development is influenced by various environmental systems, including family, peers, schools, and broader societal contexts. Research applying this framework has shown that supportive family environments and positive peer relationships significantly contribute to healthy identity development during adolescence (Kroger, 2007). In conclusion, while Erikson and Marcia provide foundational insights into adolescent social identity development, alternative perspectives enrich our understanding of this complex process. Social identity theory, intersectionality, the influence of digital environments, and ecological systems theory each offer unique lenses through which to examine how adolescents navigate their social identities. These perspectives underscore the importance of considering the diverse factors that shape identity development, highlighting that it is a dynamic and multifaceted process influenced by a myriad of social, cultural, and environmental factors. 
Another significant primary source that explores great insights into Adolescents social identity development is a qualitative study conducted by (Schwartz S. J., 2013). The study emphasizes the role of peer relationships, family dynamics, and cultural background in influencing adolescents' social identities. The strengths of Schwartz et al.'s study lie in its comprehensive qualitative approach, which allows for an in-depth understanding of adolescents' lived experiences. By employing interviews with a diverse sample of adolescents, the researchers captured a wide array of perspectives that reflect the complexities of identity formation. This method enables the identification of nuanced themes, such as the impact of peer acceptance and rejection on self-esteem and identity exploration. Additionally, the study's focus on cultural context provides valuable insights into how cultural backgrounds inform adolescents' social identities, highlighting the intersectionality of identity development. However, the study also presents limitations. One notable concern is the potential for self-report bias, as participants may present socially desirable responses rather than their authentic feelings and experiences. This limitation can affect the reliability of the findings, as the data may not fully encapsulate the intricacies of adolescent identity development. Furthermore, the sample size, while diverse, may not represent all cultural and socioeconomic backgrounds, limiting the generalizability of the results. The study primarily focuses on Western adolescents, which may overlook the unique challenges and identity processes experienced by adolescents in non-Western contexts. In analysing the findings, Schwartz et al. (2013) highlight the significance of peer relationships as a driving force in social identity development. Adolescents often navigate complex social hierarchies, where acceptance among peers can enhance self-worth and influence identity choices. The study reveals that adolescents who experience strong peer support tend to develop more positive self-identities, while those facing peer rejection may struggle with identity confusion and lower self-esteem. This finding underscores the critical role of social connections during adolescence, suggesting that fostering healthy peer relationships can positively impact identity development. Moreover, Schwartz et al. emphasize the influence of family dynamics on adolescents' social identity formation. The study indicates that supportive family environments contribute to adolescents' exploration of identity, allowing them to experiment with different roles and self-concepts. Conversely, families that impose rigid expectations may hinder this exploration, leading to identity foreclosure. This insight aligns with existing literature that emphasizes the importance of family support in facilitating healthy identity development during adolescence. This qualitative study provides a valuable contribution to the understanding of adolescent social identity development. While it offers rich insights into the roles of peer relationships and family dynamics, researchers must consider its limitations, such as potential self-report bias and the need for broader cultural representation. Future research should aim to expand on these findings by incorporating diverse populations and exploring the impact of social media and technology on identity formation. By addressing these gaps, scholars can further illuminate the intricate processes that shape adolescents' social identities in an ever-evolving societal landscape.  
To conclude this literature review, the development of social identity during adolescence is a multifaceted and dynamic process that is shaped by a variety of internal and external influences. Erikson’s conceptualisation of identity formation underscores the importance of this developmental stage, where individuals battle with self-perception and societal roles. As adolescents transition from childhood, they encounter new experiences that challenge their previous identifications, leading to a more nuanced understanding of themselves and their place in the world. Marcia’s elaboration on identity styles further validates and signifies this, illustrating the diverse pathways through which young individuals navigate their identity formation. The interplay of peer relationships, family dynamics, and cultural contexts serves as a significant factor, influencing the choices adolescents make as they begin to figure out who they are and where they belong in the world. This ongoing journey of self-discovery lasts a lifetime with significant life events altering their perceptions in various ways with implications for personal well-being and social integration. Future research should continue to explore these dimensions, particularly considering contemporary challenges such as social media and globalisation, to deepen our understanding of social identity development across the lifespan.
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