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Critically Discuss Whether the Development of Social Identity is Primarily Driven by Universal Psychological Processes or Shaped by Cultural and Social Context.
Combining unique traits, attributes and personal relationships specific to an individual provides an understanding of identity from the perspective of the self (Gergen, 1971). Humans share fundamental psychological processes involving motivation, emotion and cognition, suggesting that some aspects of identity development may be universal across cultures (Boyd et al., 2011; Smith et al., 2006). However, Tajfel and Turner (1979) distinguished between two broad dimensions of identity; personal identity and social identity (Gross, 2020; Tajfel & Turner, 1979).
Despite the presence of potentially universal psychological processes, there is a considerable debate regarding the extent to which social identity is shaped by social and cultural context. Markus and Kitayama (1991) propose that conceptions of the self are influenced by cultural context, distinguishing between independent and interdependent self-construals. Their framework suggests that individuals may understand and interpret their identities differently depending on the culture and social contexts that shape their development. Traditionally, Western cultures have been characterised as more individualistic and Eastern cultures as more collectivistic (Hofstede, 1980; Vignoles et al., 2016). However, such distinctions have been challenged for presenting cultures as overly homogeneous and dichotomous (Crenshaw, 1989; Huang et al., 2025), which has led to contemporary research indicating that cultural differences have been a widely stereotypical concept regarding social identity development (Akaliyski et al., 2026). 
This essay will critically discuss whether the development of social identity is primarily driven by universal psychological processes or shaped by social and cultural context. While theory provides evidence for understanding psychological processes, this essay will consider the extent to which these processes can be regarded as universal (Henrich et al., 2010). In contrast, the expression and meaning of social identity is influenced by cultural self-construals, as demonstrated by Markus and Kitayama’s (1991) independent and interdependent framework (Matsumoto, 1999). However, it will be discussed that there are aspects of limitations to this theory that question how universal overall findings are (Akaliyski et al., 2026). 

Social identity refers to the sense of who an individual is in relation to their prior knowledge and membership of a social group alongside the significance and values attached to that membership (Gross, 2020; Tajfel & Turner, 1979). According to Tajfel and Turner (1979) Social identity is based on in-group bias and favouritism compared between two groups whereby an individuals’ main aim is to achieve positive identity. Tajfel and Turner (1979) propose that an individuals’ motivation for being a member of a group is self-esteem and self-enhancement. 
Social Identity Theory (SIT) is a social psychological framework developed by Tajfel and Turner (1979) that explains how individuals develop their self-concept. The framework suggests that being part of a group offers individuals a sense of belonging and purpose which will fundamentally create a psychological ‘Us’ (in-group) versus ‘Them’ (out-group) mentality (Harris & Orth, 2020; Tajfel & Turner, 1979). This theory suggests that when an individual transitions into a group member, a universal psychological process occurs which involves self-categorisation, social identification and social comparison (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). This ultimately shapes individual identity by acting as a psychological reflection from the individuals’ self into a shared collective with their in-group members (Tajfel & Turner, 1979).
Self-Categorisation Theory (SCT) focuses on the cognitive processes in an individual as they transition into a group member, subsequently, adopting the norms, values and behaviours of other in-group members (Turner et al., 1987). This is an extension of the SIT as it examines how individuals relate to society and mentally categorise themselves into groups dependent upon similarities with their in-group members (Trepte & Loy, 2017). These categories do not exist in isolation, they rely on cognitive schemas, the mental framework that stores shared expectations and attitudes (Kruegar & DiDonato, 2008) while maintaining their aim for positive social identity. 
Tajfel et al. (1971) provides empirical evidence to support the SIT when an investigation into the Minimal Group Paradigm was carried out. The experiment took place in a laboratory setting which involved participants being randomly assigned to groups based on trivial criteria, such as preference to paintings. Although participants had no meaningful connection to other group members, participants allocated rewards in ways that favoured other members within their group. The findings suggested that categorising individuals into groups can encourage in-group favouritism, even with very little personal significance. 
A strength of the Minimal Group Paradigm is that it has been used across different countries, suggesting it is globally replicable (Falk et al., 2013). By ruling out confounding variables such as self- interests, the effect of in-group favouritism was caused by categorisation. However, there are several limitations to the study such as demand characteristics, as participants may show bias to comply with experimental expectations and low generalisability due to WEIRD (Western, Educated, Industrialised, Rich, Democratic) participants (Baumeister & Bushman, 2017). Consequently, it is difficult to establish whether these findings represent universal psychological processes or reflect characteristics of the population studied because Tajfel and Turner (1979) did not include non-WEIRD participants within their study (Henrich et al., 2010). 
The Culture and The Self Theory, proposed by Markus and Kitayama (1991) argues that individuals in different cultures have obvious distinctions in how a person interprets themselves, the world around them and the behaviours of others. The theory states that these self-construals determine the individuals’ cognition, emotions and motivations. Markus and Kitayama (1991) propose that individuals in Eastern cultures are collectivists who are more likely to conform and show loyalty to religious communities and extended family, subsequently, being interdependent on those within their culture (Akaliyski et al., 2026). In contrast, Western cultures place priority on personal freedom and equal opportunities (Akaliyski et al., 2026). This strengthens the limitation on the Social Identity Theory. However, Hogg and Vaughan (2014) suggest both collectivists and individualists define the ‘self’ in relation to their surroundings and values, such as loyalty and integrity.
In Markus and Kitayama’s (1991) paper, they aimed to challenge the preconceived assumptions that psychological processes are universal, they argued that a person’s culture fundamentally shapes how an individual perceives themselves. Markus and Kitayama (1991) generated existing evidence to observe how individuals in Western cultures identified with themselves in comparison to individuals in Eastern cultures. Their findings showed cognitive differences, evaluating that individuals with an independent self (Western culture) focused on internal traits, such as “I am creative”, whereas interdependent selves (Eastern culture) value meaningful relationships and group harmony (Baumeister & Bushman, 2017). 
Despite the widespread acceptance of the Culture and Self Theory (Markus & Kitayama, 1991), contemporary research carried out by Akaliyski et al. (2026) opposes the Eastern and Western cultural debate, claiming it was stereotyping individuals. Akaliyski et al. (2026) found major defects in Hofstede’s (1984) study which led not only to the assumptions of Western versus Eastern culture, but to the development of the Cultural Self Theory. The authors analysed data from 102 countries, covering 88% of the world’s population. The findings showed that the United States and Japan, theoretically, cultural opposites, scored a difference of only 2.2 points in a 100-point scale of individualism (Akaliyski et al., 2026) suggesting that Markus and Kitayama (1991) did not take into consideration individual differences when carrying out the analysis on the data. 
Akaliyski et al. (2026) provide strong evidence in their research which highlights the significance of individualism, ultimately limiting the reliability of Markus and Kitayama’s (1991) theory as they failed to consider the importance of individualistic traits within bicultural or multicultural individuals (Siy & Cheryan, 2012). Therefore, Markus and Kitayama (1991) cannot establish that social identity is primarily driven by cultural and social context because individual differences were not adequately considered, consequently limiting the generalisability of how individuals would express their social identity across cultures. Furthermore, by evaluating classical theories, universal psychological processes and social and cultural context do not work in isolation, rather in collaboration (Hanek et al., 2014). 
In addition to Tajfel and Turner’s (1979) and Markus and Kitayama’s (1991) debate, Crenshaw’s (1989) framework challenges the idea that researchers categorised social and cultural context into isolated categories such as race, religion, gender and class, proposing that single identities cannot be generalised for complex intersectional human experience, rather they are intersecting dynamics (Bauer et al., 2021; Crenshaw, 1991; Long & Zhang, 2014). Crenshaw (1989) introduced the concept of Intersectionality after recognising a black woman’s experience got dismissed in a discrimination case on the basis that the company had previously employed black men and white women. Therefore, identifying the importance that individuals cannot be categorised into a single identity. This demonstrates that social and cultural contexts can shape social identity as established by Markus and Kitayama (1991) however, not taking individual identity into consideration limits the reliability of Markus and Kitayama’s (1991) findings which argued that social and cultural context fundamentally shapes social identity. 
Demonstrating the importance of accounting for single identities, Bauer et al. (2021) carried out research to investigate how different aspects of identity intersect and how these combinations can influence health. The researchers focused primarily on four characteristics, race and ethnicity, income levels, sexual orientation and disability status and used Intersectionality as their theoretical framework. Bauer et al. (2021) aimed to compare the experiences of a disabled person, living in poverty who belonged to an ethnic minority to an individual who may experience only one of these characteristics. The researchers, (Bauer et al., 2021) wanted to determine whether statistical methods that examine these characteristics together provide a better understanding of health inequalities than methods that examine characteristics separately. 
The findings from the systematic review demonstrate that the combination of social circumstances and individual characteristics provides a deeper understanding of individuals’ experiences than examining characteristics separately. The researchers conclude that examining each characteristic in isolation can overlook important differences between individuals’ experiences. Therefore, providing evidence to suggest that by not considering variables within individuals across cultures, Markus and Kitayama’s (1991) Culture and The Self Theory may not fully account for individual differences and variation within culture, which limits how broadly the framework can explain social identity. As a result of this, universal psychological processes help understand the basis of social identity development, and social and cultural context shape how those identities are formed, experienced and expressed, however, individual differences cannot be ignored when determining whether the development of social identity is primarily driven by universal psychological processes or shaped by cultural and social context. 
Ultimately, the development of social identity cannot be exclusively explained through universal psychological processes or social and cultural context without considering individual differences across a larger demographic. Although there is research to provide evidence that psychological processes are present in the development of social identity, (Tajfel et al., 1971; Tajfel & Turner, 1979; Turner et al., 1987) social and cultural context influence how identity is shaped and expressed (Markus & Kitayama, 1991). Therefore, neither explanation works completely in isolation.
The findings from Social Identity Theory and the Minimal Group Paradigm (Tajfel et al., 1971; Tajfel & Turner, 1979; Turner et al., 1987) demonstrate that categorisation and in-group favouritism can occur even with minimal personal experience involvement. Equally, Markus and Kitayama (1991) evidenced that the meaning and expression of the self can differ depending on cultural context, albeit further research exploring individual differences and social identity across cultures could provide a better understanding (Akaliyski et al., 2026; Bauer et al., 2021; Crenshaw, 1989). Furthermore, alongside Crenshaw’s framework (1989), Bauer et al. (2021) established that identity is even more complex as multiple social characteristics and circumstances can interact and depending on psychological processes, can have a profound effect on an individuals’ social experience and development.
Overall, psychological processes help explain how social identity occurs. However, the findings presented by Tajfel and Turner (1979) lack evidence to suggest these processes are universal. Social and cultural context helps develop and shape an individuals’ identity, however, it can be argued that although Markus and Kitayama’s (1991) theory was not empirical, it still demonstrates a clear difference between Western and Eastern cultures in how individuals develop their social identity. As a result of the research, it can be evaluated that psychological processes and social and cultural context intersect, ultimately working together to primarily shape social identity. 
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