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Social Representations Theory (SRT) by Serge Moscovici is an interesting theory to understand how collective meaning in culture influences identity and social position. Divergent from both individualistic or cognitive models, SRT highlights collective as well as communication-based nature of knowledge and posits that humans develop identities by developing interactions with shared social beliefs. Wagner (2020) posits that social representations are developed through communication in interpersonal contacts as well as through media communication, which notably foregrounds their function in generating collective knowledge as well as collective identities. Representations, created in media, in institutions, as well as in everyday conversation, shape how individuals perceive themselves as well as how others perceive them.
This essay critically assesses how useful SRT is in accounting for identity, as part of recent controversies in social psychology. SRT is contributing significantly to understanding how meaning systems shape processes of constructing self, but by doing so, in turn, is criticized as overlooking dynamic, interactive construction of identity as dictated by Discursive Psychology (DP). Social Identity Theory also critiques SRT's emphasis upon cultural content to promote group-based identification processes of comparison.
Building upon empirical evidence from studies by Aim et al. (2020), Galli and Fasanelli (2020), and Šuľová and Popper (2023), this essay investigates how SRT explains identity construction in different environments. It will also discuss its shortcomings as well as complementarities with alternative theories. Through such discussion, this essay presents an argument in favors of an integrative, multi-faceted conceptualization of identity in complex social environments.
Social Representations Theory (SRT) by Serge Moscovici (1961) is a theoretical framework that explores how groups construct and exchange knowledge to comprehend complex social phenomena collectively.  Essentially, SRT is based on the idea that collective beliefs, norms, and values, which are referred to as social representations by Moscovici, are constructed through interaction and are embedded in historical and cultural contexts. Such representations shape how humans perceive their world, interact with others, and inhabit their identities.
Anchoring and objectification are two essential processes involved in social representation. Anchoring is about inserting novel or dangerous information in existing cognitive frameworks in order to facilitate comprehension of novel phenomena through known categories (Silva et al., 2020). Objectification transforms abstract thinking to concrete or symbolical forms, to be incorporated in order to facilitate comprehension as much as communication (Hanson et al., 2021). Through these processes, concepts such as health, gender, morality, and science become collectively represented in forms both emotionally as well as culturally resonant. Such collective understandings are the backdrop to which one formulates their sense of themselves and negotiates life in society.
SRT's understanding of identity is totally linked to collective meaning-making. People absorb dominant representations circulating in their culture and position themselves in response. Their positioning is both interactive—how others categorize them—and reflective—how they themselves perceive themselves. Therefore, in addition to being an individual or psychological phenomenon, identity is also socially negotiated (Howarth & Shose Kessi, 2020).
Social positioning in SRT is used to refer to oneself and others, and to an evaluation of competing representations' validity (Biddau et al., 2023). Representations of health norms or gender roles, for instance, will dictate whether a person is considered responsible, deviant, powerful, or marginalized. Through this framework, identities can be examined as being structured by representations in culture, but also capable of being changed by collective discourse and negotiation.
Aim et al. (2020) demonstrate this clearly in their work examining French youth and gendered health representations. They established that health attitudes and behavior were engaged through socially embedded gender norms—boys tended to take on representations of strength and invulnerability, with girls placed in frameworks of emotional openness and vulnerability. Not only did these shared representations directly impact how young people acted, but also how they represented themselves and others in terms of the gender binary. This work showcases how SRT accounts for identity and positioning as emanating through culturally specific frameworks that facilitate and circumscribe individual agency.
By doing so, SRT offers an important perspective for elucidating the development and construction of identity. It recognizes that actors are embedded in multifaceted webs of meaning that frame their perceptions and action. Yet, with this comes concerns regarding how far actors are able to resist or subvert dominant representations—a debate that will be discussed in greater depth in response to alternative theories such as Discursive Psychology.
SRT's power comes from the ability to describe the ways in which collective meaning influences personal and collective identity. The theory provides important insight into the role of collective meaning, constructed through communication, tradition, and symbol use and interpretation, on individuals' self-conceptions and their positions in the world (Bowes, 2024). The utility of SRT can be seen in a number of recent empirical studies, each of which depicts various identity and positioning dimensions in social contexts.
Aim et al. (2020) examined, in their research, how young French people construct gendered social representations of health. The findings indicated that young men tended to associate health with control, strength, and rationality, while young women associated health with vulnerability, emotion, and social interconnectedness. Such representations did not have a static nature but acted as active participants in how one positioned oneself and others—men being pushed to be stoic, whereas women were to be expressive of care and sensitivity.
This is in accordance with SRT's perspective that identity is formed through shared narrative culture and fields of representation. The gendered representations affect not only personal identities but also how one enacts their gender role in public. The research is in accordance with SRT's argument that representations mediate both the individual and collective through fixing identity in culturally widespread symbols and values (Aim et al., 2020).
Nonetheless, one of SRT's main limitations, revealed in this work, is that it marginally neglects resistance and individualism (Castorina, 2020). Whilst SRT accounts for how powerful representations circulate, it is less concerned with how individuals subvert or resist them. Discursive Psychology (DP), in contrast, is concerned with how identities are negotiated and constructed in everyday language use in face-to-face interaction. DP would seek to understand how such young people speak of health and gender in interviews, possibly to elicit micro-resistive challenges to dominant norms missed by SRT.
Galli and Fasanelli (2020) studied how scientists and non-specialists depict the human microbiome. What their research showed was that whereas scientific experts defined the microbiome in technical and systemic terms, non-experts rooted it in everyday concepts like hygiene, disease, and digestion. These differing constructions in turn produced distinct social positions: scientists positioned themselves (and others positioned them) as experts, with laypersons frequently being positioned as accepting recipients or even doubters of expert knowledge.
This research highlights how SRT accounts for group-based identity and positioning concerning epistemic authority. Representations by lay public help to render complex science concepts familiar in accordance with common sense thinking (Galli & Fasanelli, 2020). Experts, at the same time, practice objectification intending to preserve professional status and to mark off their institution. The "expert" versus "non-expert" boundary takes on a position-taking nature, influenced by enactments in their rival representations.
Again, SRT's applicability is in part constrained by its macro orientation. While theory nicely uncovers representational meaning and how it is implicated in society, it does not necessarily address in depth how such representations are constructed and negotiated in discourse. Discursive Psychology might add more about how talk is used as an arena for negotiating identity, enabling more dynamic and interactive analysis of positioning.
Further, Social Identity Theory (SIT) would also contribute to this argument by looking at the manner through which membership in groups (scientists and non-scientists) influences in-group and out-group relationships. SIT's emphasis on group borders, self-categorization, and social contrast is another strength over SRT by locating identity as socially represented and intergroup-directed.
Šuľová and Popper (2023) analyzed how Slovak context represents surrogate motherhood, noting that there are opposing social representations which presented surrogacy as an altruistic act or commercial exploitation. The two representations organized the moral identities of surrogate mothers: those who were represented as being selfless helpers bringing good to family life, contrasted with those who appeared as transactional agents in pursuit of profit.
This example illustrates how SRT reflects moral uncertainty and cultural tension in constructing identities. The double nature of surrogacy representations mirrors greater social tensions regarding motherhood, body agency, and economic agency (Šuľová & Popper, 2023). Such meanings have profound impacts upon how those who are part of surrogacy construct their identities and are constructed by others—hence underpinning the work of SRT in capturing positioning in moral worlds.
Where this research is particularly strong is in how it illustrates that representations are unstable but also contested—we are being directed to consider a more sophisticated understanding of SRT in which polyphagia is present, or in which contradictory elements exist as part of the same figural field. This counters one of the criticisms of SRT: that in emphasizing dominant representations, SRT neglects internal contradictions or hybrid meanings (Šuľová & Popper, 2023).
However, such pluralism in representation may still be supplemented with discursive methods that involve how individuals discuss surrogacy and how to align with or resist specific positions by means of rhetoric. Finally, SIT might conceptualize this as boundary negotiation—altruistic surrogacy advocates versus those opposing commercial motives might constitute identity-based subgroups with different moral codes.

While Social Representations Theory (SRT) offers a compelling framework for understanding identity and positioning as shaped by shared cultural meanings, its strengths and limitations become clearer when compared to other prominent approaches—namely, Discursive Psychology (DP) and Social Identity Theory (SIT). Each of these frameworks approaches identity differently, offering unique insights into the relationship between individuals, groups, and society.
Discursive Psychology (DP) arose out of criticism of fixed cognitive models of identity, such as parts of SRT. Where SRT is interested in content of common knowledge, DP is interested in how that knowledge is put together, sustained, and negotiated in conversation and in interaction (Voelklein & Howarth, 2005). According to this perspective, identity is not fixed or internal in nature, but something which is done through discourse—it is dynamic, context-dependent, and interactional.
One of the central criticisms that DP directs at SRT is overdependence on relatively fixed representations. DP researchers claim that SRT does not sufficiently explain how fluidity, or contestability, exists in everyday conversation. For example, in studies such as that conducted by Aim et al. (2020) on gendered health representations, an excerpt would include how boys and girls push back or subvert those gendered representations in interactions with peers or online. DP would focus on how language is used strategically to position oneself in desirable positions, emphasizing agency that might be downplayed by SRT.
Nonetheless, SRT presents a wider set of considerations that are sometimes lost in DP. It can account for why specific dominant discourses exist and how they arose in the first place—historical configurations, media coverage, and collective remembrance. Thus, SRT and DP are not necessarily in competition. A more integrative framework would be stronger with SRT's macro-level analysis of shared meanings coupled with DP's micro-analysis of performance and interaction.
Social Identity Theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979) offers another point of comparison. SIT is mainly interested in how persons define themselves in terms of group memberships (Khadka, 2024). Such as nationality, gender, occupation, and how these shape intergroup behavior. It focuses on self-categorization, ingroup bias, and social comparison as processes of identity construction.
In contrast to SRT, SIT attempts to provide more psychological and intergroup explanations of identity. For instance, in the case of the work discussed by Galli & Fasanelli (2020), SIT would describe experts' versus laypersons' differences in terms of group boundary maintaining—an ingroup's epistemic authority is asserted by asserting their ingroup status, with laypersons potentially disengaging due to absence of perceived expertise.
Nonetheless, SIT has also been criticized for oversimplifying group content. SIT tends to presume that group identities precede communication, inasmuch as they are enacted through communication through narrative processes that are culturally embedded (Rathbone et al., 2023). The lacuna is where SRT is particularly useful—it offers an avenue to grasp which meanings are attached to which identities (such as the moral framing of surrogates in Šuľová & Popper, 2023) and how such meanings are distributed throughout groups and organizations.
SRT also accounts for identity formation in more fluid group boundaries, supporting more complex and hybrid identities influenced by polyphasic representations. SIT, by contrast, generally deals with identity as being fixed to an appreciable degree in group-based categories with less room for accepting internal contradictions or intersecting social positions.
This essay critically examined whether Social Representations Theory (SRT) is useful in accounting for identity and positioning. SRT offers an insightful tool to understand how collective cultural meanings construct individuals’ concepts of themselves and their social roles. It describes how identity is constructed and sustained through collectively shared beliefs inculcated in institutions, discourse, and practice. The work of Aim et al. (2020), Galli and Fasanelli (2020), and Šuľová and Popper (2023) demonstrate how gendered health perceptions, scientific authority, and moral appraisals of fertility practices are influenced by representations.
While powerful, SRT is not without limitations. Discursive Psychology critics would argue that SRT downplays performance and interactional elements involved in constitution of identity. Social Identity Theory counters SRT's focus on culture with an explanation of group identification and intergroup processes based in psychology. SRT's capacity to map how historical, ideological, and symbolic meanings constitute social position, however, offers depth that is not always represented in other models. Though SRT can be improved through concurrent use with discursive and collective strategies, it is still a rich framework. Its focus upon shared meaning and cultural context makes it of great utility to help us understand dynamic connections among individuals, their communities, and larger societal frameworks.
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