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Critically evaluate the contributions of Tajfel and Turner’s social identity theory and Turner’s self categorisation theory to explaining the development and maintenance of social identities.
Social identity is defined as the sense of belonging to a group, while the development of self-concept is dependent on the knowledge obtained from social group membership and the emotional value associated with it Tajfel, (1985, as cited in Evans et al., 2024). Primarily, two divisions of social identity exist in psychological literature; firstly, Tafjel & Turner (1979) Social Identity theory (SIT), while the other includes Turner et al. (1987) Self-Categorisation theory (SCT) (Demirdan, 2021). SIT argues that individuals experience self categorisation in belonging to different groups such as religious groups, professional workplace groups etc (Trepte & Loy, 2017). Cognitive factors of comparison and evaluation of belonged groups (in groups) and groups with a lack of belonging is experienced (out groups) occur, which lead to greater efforts to maintain a positive self-identity and increase self-esteem (Demirdan, 2021; Hogg et al., 2004; Trepte & Loy, 2017; Trepte, 2006). Therefore, it can be suggested that an individual develops self-esteem based off their social identity and evaluation as a member of an ingroup to additional groups. 
Turner & colleagues argued that self-categorisation relates to the self-concept of an individual, referring to the set of cognitive representations an individual obtains regarding their self during the process of grouping e.g., grouping oneself and additional members into a similar category, opposite to members of another category (Reimer et al., 2022). Turner (1987) argued that individual social identity differentiates from personal identity, where both represent various levels of self-categorisation (Trepte, 2006). Categorisation levels include interpersonal, intergroup or superordinate categorisation, where the behaviour emphasised, whether collective similarities or individual differences are displayed is dependent on the significance and accessibility of a particular situation (Cargile, 2017). 
SIT and SCT illustrate crucial theoretical efforts to elucidate social psychological processes for action and community membership (Sindic & Condor, 2014). Both theories have contributed to real-life applications when explaining the development and maintenance of social identities. However, both theories have obtained criticism across psychological literature. The aim of this essay is to critically evaluate the contributions of Tajfel & Turners' social identity theory and Turner’s self categorisation theory when explaining the development and maintenance of social identities. 
A key principle of Tajfel & Turner’s (1979) SIT is that an individual’s social identity is adaptable to various situations and the degree of salience of an in-group context can shape and change identity, indicating that identity is not fixed. This claim has been empirically supported by Thoits (2020), where situational factors governed the salience of identities in which the formation of an identity was dependent on the reinforcement related to the particular performance context and the level of significance to the individual. The finding validates the notion that social identity is flexible and can change across different situations. However, the study relied on self-reported data which may risk the presence of biases and errors when reporting identities. Holtgraves (2004) supported this claim, where it was identified in a study that adult participants frequently change responses to correspond with the expectations of others, increasing social desirability bias. The limitations of Thoits (2020) study indicate the need for future research exploring identity to utilise longitudinal methods to avoid inaccuracies and improve understanding of social identity and salience within a range of situational contexts. In contrast, a meta-analysis by Hu & Cheung (2024) of thirty-three studies, indicated the presence of a strong categorisation process of in and out-groups that enhance social integration and identification of a positive relationship between social identity and social inclusion. The findings correspond to SIT indicating that increased social inclusion is developed from strong social identity that actively guide social connection and participation in various contexts. 
Additionally, SIT has contributed to a range of real-world contexts such as organisational environments to improve understanding of workplace behaviour. This was empirically supported in a literature review by Zacher et al. (2019) and identified the development of age-related identities in workplace environments by workers and evaluation of different groups (young-aged, older-aged and middle-aged employees). A strong and high age identity (positive outlook on age) was found to positively impact a worker's organisational satisfaction, engagement and performance which supports SIT in which a strong perception of an in-group increased self-esteem and guided workplace performance (Zacher et al., 2019). The findings indicate that SIT can contribute to explaining the development and maintenance of social identity in an organisational context and be utilised to improve organisational outcomes tby staging an age inclusive work culture. 
However, Zacher et al. (2019) identified the presence of in-group bias during evaluation of groups to maintain positive self-esteem, e.g., a perception of a younger worker being inexperienced by an older worker. Likewise, Aberson et al. (2000) identified greater self-esteem individuals displayed greater in-group preference and were more likely to devalue outgroups than low self-esteem individuals. Both studies correspond to SIT, where individuals are influenced to maintain a positive self-identity and self-esteem through supporting their in-group and in turn commit prejudiced behaviors towards out groups. Empirical support could be applied to construct interventions to minimise prejudiced behaviour between groups as explained by SIT. For example, a study by Gaertner & Dovidio (2000) demonstrated that application of SIT of inclusive identity (superordinate identity) can reduce ingroup favoritism and bias, facilitating positive intergroup attitudes and behaviours. 
However, the explanation of identity development based centrally on group membership by SIT has been criticised in psychological literature. Empirical support by Charles et al. (2023) identified that being a member of a range of diverse groups enhanced well-being and self-efficacy, where it was suggested that memberships with various quality groups develop social identity. Although the study utilised self-report scales to measure well-being, it can be praised for the use of longitudinal analyses which identify key events, changes or experiences of participants related to their group memberships over time rather than relying on self-reported data for analysis. Additionally, two field experiments by Blader & Tyler (2009) identified that social identity formation is based on the quality of treatment and connections and the economic outcomes received in groups within organisational contexts. The findings from both studies indicate that social identity is not solely due to group membership but how individuals experience treatments in various interactions in which SIT failed to account for and therefore, a weakness in fully explaining identity development. 
Moreover, Charles et al. (2023) identified individuals can belong and contain a membership to more than one group. This perspective is further validated by Jetten et al. (2015) in series of studies across US, Chinese and Australian populations and identified that multiple salient group memberships enhanced self-esteem in participants which contributed to formation of social identity. The findings indicate that individuals can belong to several groups and develop multiple identities which SIT does not explain. Therefore, it could be argued that it would be more beneficial to combine SIT with additional theories of identity to better explain identity development in modern periods. 
SIT has been criticised for insufficient explanations of long-term maintenance of a secure social identity. It was argued by Hogg & Terry (2000) that more recent theoretical developments extend SIT’s explanation and consider motivational processes and factors of intragroup processes associated with group norms. This perspective is further validated in a study by Zhang et al. (2020) identified that value and perception of diverse identities as a group member enhanced motivation of an individual to trust and engage more closely with group members. It was indicated that identity maintenance occurred due to these factors which increased group connection (Zhang et al., 2020). However, the study did not utilise a control group, which future research could employ to fully investigate the impact of diverse identity perception on group cohesion, identity maintenance and achieve improved comparability. Nevertheless, while investigating various identity motives, Vignoles (2011) identified in a review that individuals are motivated by culture during group interactions to achieve identity maintenance. The findings from both studies, therefore, challenge the claim of SIT of relying on primarily intergroup comparisons for identity maintenance.
A claim of Turner’s SCT theory (1987) proposed that maintenance of identity is a result of accordance with groups norms. Longitudinal empirical support by Rathbone (2023) identified interactions between social identity and norm adherence which strengthened the connection to the categorised group. The findings emphasised the stronger the group identification, the stronger the norm adherence (Rathbone, 2023). Therefore, the findings support SCT’s claim that group norms are associated with maintenance of identity, in which individuals will align their behaviour with the norms when the identification and categorisation is strong.
Turner (1987) indicated that individuals could change the way in which they self-categorise due to recognition of values of a group. Experimental and cross-sectional support by Cehajic-Clancy et al. (2020) emphasised that group moral similarity enhances in-group identifications in a socially salient context which develop more inclusive social categorisations. The contribution of SCT could therefore be applied in real-world situations to promote understanding of appropriate approaches towards movements of social justice. The theoretical framework and empirical support can contribute to guide governments to design policies and become aware of possible disobedience from dominant groups that perceive changes as conflicting to their identity. 
Despite consideration of recent social contexts during self-categorisation, SCT rejects early socialisation and how overtime it may influence identity formation. Prioste et al. (2020) indicated that positive family cohesion encouraged healthy and committed identity formation and maintenance in emerging adults and adolescents, while family conflict contexts fostered difficulty during maintenance and commitment of identity. However, the study utilised a cross-sectional design which does not allow clear investigation of long-term relationships between developmental processes with identity development in emerging adults, meaning that causal conclusions cannot be drawn. A more recent study by Larson & Frisen (2024) concluded that life events and relationships with parents are significant during identity development and maintenance in emerging adults in a longitudinal study, meaning that patterns and changes were observed overtime due to the method employed, fostering causal relationships to be drawn. Therefore, empirical evidence has supported that social upbringing is significant to identity formation and maintenance, in which SCT does not consider. Therefore, it could be suggested that theories of Bandura's (1977) social learning theory or Erikson’s (1968) psychosocial development theory maybe more applicable to explain identity formation and maintenance which consider the role of family upbringing. 
Additionally, SCT does not directly explain identity formation during early years and adolescence and concentrates only on adult identity formation. Therefore, it could be argued that SCT lacks generalisability during explanations of identity in children due to lack of consideration of factors specific to the development of the population. For example, large emphasis is placed on cognitive salience during categorisation, however, cognitive theories of Piaget (1936) have argued that child cognitive development is rigid (Sanghvi, 2020). Kinzler et al. (2007) supported Piaget’s theory, where pre-school children experienced rigid and difficult flexible categorisation of social groups across experiments. Therefore, it could be argued that SCT can’t contribute to explanations of childhood identity due to a lack of consideration of such childhood processes which may intervene and instead other theories such as Bigler & Liben (2006) Development Intergroup Theory (DIT) maybe more effective as the theory regards the developmental process of children. 
The purpose of this essay was to critically evaluate the contributions of Tajfel and Turner’s SIT and Turner’s SCT when explaining the development and maintenance of social identities. It can be concluded that both theories contribute to explanations of social identities with empirical evidence supporting the claims made by both Tajfel & Turner, for example, situational factors direct the salience of in-group contexts and interactions that further shape identity in SIT (Hu & Cheung, 2024; Thoits, 2024). Empirical evidence showcased support for evaluations of in and out groups in organisational contexts, in which SIT has congtributed to improved work performance outcomes (Zacher et al., 2019). Additionally, contemporary and historical empirical evidence has supported in-group bias claims of SIT to achieve self-esteem (Aberson et al., 2000; Zachler et al., 2019). Turner’s SCT contributed to explaining maintenance of social identity as a result of accordance with group norms (Rathbone, 2023). Additionally, SCT’s claim of identification of group morals during categorisation has been empirically supported, indicating theory contribution to government developments during social justice movements (Cehajic-Clancy et al., 2020). 
However, both theories contain criticisms. Charles et al. (2023) & Jetton et al. (2015) demonstrated that individuals can belong to more than one group, develop several identities, however SIT does not consider this notion. SIT does not fully contribute to explaining the maintenance of a stable identity overtime. Empirical evidence has emphasised the role of motivational processes and culture during interactions to maintain identity (Vignoles, 2011; Zhang et al., 2020). However, SIT rejects these factors, relying on intergroup comparisons. Likewise, SCT rejects early socialisation, meanwhile empirical evidence has observed association with social identity (Larson & Frisen, 2024; Prioste et al., 2020). Therefore, alternative theories may be more applicable due to consideration of such factors or Development Intergroup Theory which fully considers the childhood and adolescence developmental processes when explaining identity which contrasts to both SIT & SCT. 
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