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

Identity is a legal concept within the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. Identity is every child’s entitlement from birth and will have the right to name, acquire a nationality and the right to know and be cared for by their parents (United Nations, 1989, Article 7.1). The most visible evidence therefore, of each and every child’s identity is a birth certificate. However, regardless of the formation of legal identity immediately, a child’s personal, cultural and social identity changes. 
Sets and Burke (2000) explain their concepts of identity in a Social Identity Theory and Identity Theory. According to them,
 “... the self is reflective in that it can take itself as an object and can categorize, classify, or name itself in particular ways in relation to other social categories or classifications.” (Sets and Burke, 2000. Pg. 224)
In Social Identity Theory this process is called self-categorization, and in Identity Theory it is called identification. Through both processes, an identity is formed.
Hogg and Abrams (1988) understand a person’s social identity as their knowledge of belonging to a social category or group. Such groups are defined to be individuals with similar social-identifications or belong to the same social category. Using a social comparison process, individuals who are most like the self are then classified with the self and are known as the in-group; whereas individuals who are dissimilar to the self are known as the out-group. 
The self-categorization and social comparison process construct opposed consequences. The consequences of the self-categorisation process are a heightened understanding of the similarities between the self and other in-group members, which then leads to a heightened understanding of the differences between the self and the outer group members. “This accentuation occurs for all the attitudes, beliefs and values, affective reactions, behavioural norms, styles of speech, and other properties that are believed to be correlated with the relevant intergroup categorisation.” (Sets and Burke, 2000. Pg. 225). Interestingly, the repercussion of the process of social comparison is the selective use of the accentuation effect caused by the self-categorisation process. By using this effect selectively on the properties discussed earlier, it will conclude with better personal outcomes for the self. For example, by evaluating the dimensions of the in-group and the out-group, which conclusively prompt the in-group to be judged with a positive view and the out-group to be judged with a negative view, will specifically enhance an individual’s self-esteem. 
Hogg and Abrams (1988) make it clear that structured society is made up of social categories in which individuals place themselves, but only in relation to other contrasting categories do they exist. This is a structural factor of identity, a factor that cannot be controlled. The agency factor, a behaviour as a reaction to the structure, are the social categories which the individual derives their identity and sense of self from.
Identity Theory, however, is the categorization of the self as a role – the incorporation of the meaning and expectations of the role as well as performance (Burke and Tully 1977). The meanings and expectations of said ‘role’ guide an individual’s behaviour. The activity within a role, is governed by the self’s identity, which has been influenced by the control of surrounding resources – this defines the social structure of a person’s identity.  

The social psychological tradition of sociology called “social structure and personality perspective” (House, 1977) incorporates three interrelated levels of analysis for the theory of human social behaviour – this analysis is recognised as a necessary perspective for understanding the culture-identity link. The three levels are: (1) Social Structure; (2) Interaction; (3) Personality. At the interactional levels, patterns were identified in regard to socializing institutions, f.e. family and school. Margaret Mead (1970) denoted the effects of social change on the relationships between socializers and socializees, thus influencing cultural continuity. 
Mead records the patterns as models which represent three kinds of culture – “postfigurative, in which children learn primarily from their forebears, configurative, in which both children and adults learn from their peers, and the prefigurative, in which adults learn also from their children” (Mead, 1970, p.1). 
Postfigurative cultures are associated with the pre-modern societies. Traditional norms, beyond questioning, influence and govern the relationship between parent and child. This culture is stabilized by the existence of three generations and the acknowledgement of the self’s role when each generation becomes of age. 
The cofigurative culture sees an insubstantial linkage between generations and the child turns to the non-traditional sources for the elements of their adult identities. As a result, a fundamental change occurs between the parent-child relationship, notably, the parents’ authority is questioned, and the child is seen to be directing the parent. Consequently, the eventual adult identity of offspring is no longer taken for granted by either parent or child. 
In the prefigurative culture, the perception of what the future holds for the child is minimized, as with the use of the parent’s life-experiences, which results in a lesser regarded guidance from the parent. Interestingly, this type of culture allows the child to teach and guide the parent, sometimes even to the point of the parent becoming compliant to them. The gap between parent and child which opened in the configurative culture is therefore further opened in the prefigurative culture. In sociological terms, this culture allows the child, when coming of age, to solely establish their own identities. This framework by Mead (1970), suggests that by the social influence of institutions, certain cultures nurture certain personality characteristics, thus, encourage certain character-types to develop. 

Vygotsky’s (1978) theoretical framework of social learning theory emphasises the social context of learning and construction of knowledge, by stressing the importance of collaboration, interaction and socio-cultural activity. His main suggestion for teaching children was emphasised on opportunity – giving the child the opportunity to learn from a teacher and more-skilled peers. In agreement, Piaget (1956) understands the significance of play for a child’s cognitive development, it increases exploration and allows the child to practice their skills in a relaxed setting. Erikson (1980) agrees that a play-based learning environment is vital for a child to develop their self. “The understanding of the concept of identity has changed, in two aspects. The first is that children acquire a unique and simple identity in their early years, one which remains stable throughout their lives and in different circumstances. The second arises from cross-cultural research, which has shown how identities are acquired or constructed in different ways in different societies.” (Raburu, 2015) 

Erik Erikson (1959) describes the eight psychosocial stages of development; each stage consists of both physical and psychological development in a social context. Each eight stages represent a development task which everyone faces in their lifetime, including identity – the primary psychosocial task of adolescence. Erikson describes the process of identity as “being built upon the childhood processes of introjection and identification – that during childhood we incorporate the image of our parents (or other significant relations) and their roles, values and beliefs” (Bergh & Erling, 2005).  He believed that each necessary part of an identity is not present until the adolescent stage of an individual’s lifetime – at this stage, the child experiences physiological and cognitive changes as well as a growing social expectation. “Identity, for Erikson, is the individual’s personal organization of experiences of biological and psychological development in relation to the recognitions and regulations the individual receives in the social context” (Bergh & Erling, 2005). 
In an effort to define and investigate Erikson’s construction of identity, Marcia (1996) developed the identity status paradigm. Interview studies conducted by Marcia, found that participants of the studies had different ways of forming an identity, and showed diverse outcomes of the formation. With reference to exploration and commitment, the two processes deemed most important in an identity formation, the differences were explained. As a result of the criteria of the studies, Marcia defined four differential statuses which describe the contrasting methods of identity formation: Identity Achievement; Moratorium; Foreclosure; Identity Diffusion. Identity-achieved individuals are known to have identity-defining commitments and are assumed to have completed the psychosocial responsibility of adolescence. Some attributes of an identity-achieved individual include being able to express how and why they made certain choices, these individuals perform well under stress and reason at high level of moral development. Whilst no intellectual differences are present between each status, identity-achieved individuals seem to be more creative and rational. Moratoriums are a step down; their commitments are vague and experience a struggle to complete. However, they alternate between rebellion and conformity, and have a more anxious experience. The Foreclosure status, although, the least anxious and very goal-directed and well-behaved, are stringent and opposing. Whilst they are devoted, their commitments aren’t a product of exploration, this status adopts their goals and beliefs from parents and authority figures – they seek approval. Lastly, is Identity-Diffusion. This status consists of a heterogeneous group who lack commitment and drift aimlessly and carefree. Extreme psychopathology as a result of social isolation and unhappiness is not uncommon. 
“The identity statuses are generally regarded as representing different levels of sophistication… The development assumptions are that the amount of identity achieved by individuals increases with age, and that relatively few late adolescents should be diffused.” (Bergh & Erling, 2005). 


The main factor of an identity formation, without a doubt, is the social factor. The social group of which the self identifies with, within the social category influences the way an individual sees themselves. From a young age, according to Vygotsky, Piaget and Erikson, a child develops their own identity, through the play-based learning and creative imagination. Whilst the child may not understand the importance of forming an identity, the way in which the child is encouraged affects the form. Whilst an informative educational setting is key for a child to form an identity, it is also effective for the adolescent. Erikson (1968) suggests a “safe zone” for young people to express and engage with their identity in school whilst also undergoing tasks which are also valued by adults, activities such as these provide a means to reach developmental needs, psychosocial development and improve academic achievement. 
The personal and cultural factors described in Marica’s process defines the different stages of an adolescent’s formation as a result of their cultural identity. 
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