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 a common social-identification or are members of the same social category. Using a social comparison process, individuals who are similar to the self are categorized with the self and labelled the in-group; whereas individuals who differ from the self are categorized as the out-group. 
The self-categorization and social comparison process produce different 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 consequence of the social comparison process is the selective use of the accentuation effect caused by the self-categorisation process. By using this effect selectively on the properties discussed earlier, will result in self enhancing outcomes for the self. For example, by evaluating the dimensions of the in-group and the out-group which conclusively lead 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, 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, is 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. 
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