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Abstract

For decades, scholars in organizational and social psychology have distinguished between 

two types of identity: social and personal. To what extent, though, is this dichotomy useful 

for understanding identities and their dynamics, and might a different approach facilitate 

deeper insight? Such are the guiding questions of this article. I begin by reviewing framings 

of the social/personal identity dichotomy in organizational psychology, and tracing its origins 

and evolution in social psychology. I then evaluate the strengths and limitations of this 

dichotomy as a tool for understanding identities. In an attempt to retain the dichotomy’s 

strengths and overcome its limitations, I present a modified conceptualization of the social 

and personal dimensions of identity, one that defines these dimensions based on 

psychological experience (not identity content), and treats them as two independent continua 

(not two levels of a dichotomy, or opposing ends of a continuum) that any given identity 

varies along across contexts.

Keywords: identity; identification; social identity; personal identity; social/personal identity; 

social identity theory, self-categorization theory; optimal distinctiveness theory; work-related 

identity; organizational identification; organizational identity; work identity; professional 

identity; team identification; team identity; multiple identities
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A Dynamic Reframing of the Social/Personal Identity Dichotomy

Identities are central to human psychology. Recent decades have seen organizational 

scholars embrace this notion, leading to much research on the work-related influences on and 

consequences of identities, from a range of philosophical positions (for reviews, see 

Alvesson, Ashcraft, & Thomas, 2008; Ashforth, Harrison, & Corley, 2008; Brown, 2014; 

Caza, Vough, & Puranik, 2018; Miscenko & Day, 2016). Amongst those adopting a more 

realist ontology (Lincoln & Guba, 1985), the notion that individuals have multiple identities 

comprising their overarching self-concept has garnered much empirical support, with 

research showcasing the plurality of people’s identity sets, and the consequences of these 

various identities for individuals and organizations (e.g., Ramarajan, 2014; Ramarajan, 

Berger, & Greenspan, 2017).

In recognizing that individuals have multiple identities, scholars have sought to 

classify these into meaningful categories, such as positive/negative (Dutton, Roberts, & 

Bednar, 2010), work/non-work (Ramarajan & Reid, 2013), and visible/invisible (Clair, 

Beatty, & McLean, 2005). One particular approach to classifying identities has been 

especially prominent in organizational psychology: the social/personal identity dichotomy 

(SPID). Scholars typically invoke the SPID to distinguish between identities with external, 

“social” content on the one hand – such as groups, organizations, and social categories – and 

identities with internal, “personal” content on the other, such as traits, preferences, and 

attitudes (e.g., Ashforth & Mael, 1989; Brown, 1997; Ibarra & Barbulescu, 2010; Petriglieri, 

2011). In social psychology, the SPID is also a conceptual cornerstone of social identity 

theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979) and self-categorization theory (Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher, 

& Wetherell 1987), both of which have significantly influenced understandings of identity 

within organizational psychology (e.g., Ashforth & Mael, 1989; Hogg & Terry, 2000). 

Indeed social identity theory has been invoked by organizational scholars to explain 
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phenomena as diverse as work-related commitment (Meyer, Becker, & van Dick, 2006), 

social entrepreneurship (Pan, Gruber, & Binder, 2019), corporate mergers (Giessner, Ullrich, 

& van Dick, 2011), stress (Steffens, Haslam, Schuh, Jetten, & van Dick, 2017), and 

transitions to retirement (Froidevaux, Hirschi, & Wang, 2018).

Given this centrality to much research, one would presume the parameters of the 

SPID (i.e., what exactly distinguishes social from personal identity) have been subject to 

much discussion amongst organizational scholars. Surprisingly, however, this issue remains 

largely unexplored (though see Ashforth, 2007). The institutionalization of the SPID also 

means that more critical questions about its utility as a tool for understanding the nature, 

dynamics, and consequences of identities are rarely raised. A notable exception in this regard 

is Vignoles’s (2019) recent critique, which integrates a range of evidence to argue that most, 

if not all identities have both social and personal elements. Still, other important issues with 

the SPID remain uncovered, and importantly, the field is yet to consider the possibility of 

alternative, more theoretically fruitful ways of understanding the social and personal 

dimensions of identities.

Critically evaluating the SPID is worthwhile because certain underdeveloped areas of 

the identity literature within organizational psychology are potentially associated with its 

prevalence. Perhaps the most significant of these is the notion that theorizing on identity with 

a work focus, while often espousing the dynamic nature of identities, tends to portray them as 

fairly consistent in their psychological impact on individuals over time (Bednar, Galvin, 

Ashforth, & Hafermalz, 2019; Miscenko & Day, 2016). The SPID is by no means the only 

cause of this lack of dynamism, but is arguably a contributing factor: as I discuss in this 

article, the enduring framing of the SPID in organizational psychology portrays identities as 

inherently, exclusively, and permanently of one type or another, and therefore consistent in 

their impact on individuals over time. 
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In addition, by dividing identities into two types, the framing of the SPID that 

predominates in organizational psychology forces scholars to decide what types are worthy of 

research attention — potentially at the expense of a more holistic, integrated understanding of 

identity writ large. Indeed organizational research to date has largely focused on the 

development and impact of social identities (Sluss & Ashforth, 2007) — a concept embedded 

in the SPID — presumably because social identities are seen as more relevant to the types of 

outcomes typically prioritized in the field (i.e., those concerning the pursuit of collective or 

organizational goals). By contrast, less research has directly explored the dynamics and 

consequences of personal identities in organizations (though the wealth of organizational 

research on related phenomena such as personality, attitudes, and values indirectly touches on 

this issue), as well as those identities that do not cleanly fit in either category (e.g., 

identification with physical places or objects). This is a theoretically undesirable situation 

given that such identities have significant work-related consequences (e.g., Cable, Gino, & 

Staats, 2013; Elsbach & Flynn, 2013; Rogers, Corley, & Ashforth, 2017).

In light of the SPID’s potentially limiting influence on theorizing about identity, I 

have three aims in this article. First, to show that the typical framing of the SPID in 

organizational psychology over the past three decades, while aligned with how it was 

originally conceptualized in social identity theory (Turner, 1982), is misaligned with the 

more dynamic, experiential conceptualization of the SPID that emerged later in self-

categorization theory (Abrams, 1999, Simon, 1997; Turner et al., 1987). Second, I aim to 

evaluate the conceptual strengths and limitations of the SPID — in all its various framings. 

Third, I aim to overcome the limitations of the SPID uncovered through this evaluation, and 

ultimately facilitate deeper understanding of how individuals dynamically experience their 

identities, by presenting an alternative conceptualization of the social and personal 

dimensions of identity.
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Specifically, the approach I outline in this article does not assume that any given 

identity is inherently and/or permanently social or personal, as is common in framings of the 

SPID in organizational psychology. Instead, the approach assumes that all identities vary 

over time in the extent to which they are psychologically experienced socially (i.e., make an 

individual see themselves as part of a corresponding social entity) and personally (i.e., make 

an individual see themselves as an individual entity). While this approach shares an emphasis 

on dynamism and psychological experience with self-categorization theory (Simon, 1997; 

Turner et al., 1987), it diverges in that it conceptualizes the social and personal dimensions of 

identities as two independent continua, rather than two levels of a dichotomy, or opposing 

ends of a single continuum. As I will show, these two modifications enhance researchers’ 

ability to capture the way people psychologically experience their identities within and 

beyond organizations, and also reveal new lines of inquiry for identity scholars.

For example, by acknowledging that the psychological experience of the same 

identity can vary across social situations, the approach facilitates exploration of the 

intrapersonal dynamics of identities in organizational contexts, something which others have 

recently highlighted as a priority for identity research in organizational psychology (e.g., 

Bednar et al., 2019; Miscenko & Day, 2016). In addition, by treating the social and personal 

dimensions of identities as two continua, the approach encourages scholars to acknowledge 

that a single identity often has both socializing and individualizing consequences (Hornsey & 

Jetten, 2004; Jetten & Postmes, 2006), which raises new questions about identities that have 

to date been considered “social” (e.g., how and when might identities derived from 

organizations make individuals think and behave selfishly?) and “personal” (e.g., how might 

identities based on traits or preferences catalyze collective action in organizations?).

I organize this article according to each of my three aims noted above. First, I provide 

an overview of the typical framing of the SPID in organizational psychology and its origins 
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and evolution in social psychology. I then evaluate the theoretical strengths and limitations of 

the SPID, and in light of this evaluation, make the case for a shift to a dynamic, two-

dimensional conceptualization of the social and personal dimensions of identity. I conclude 

by discussing implications of this reframing for theory and research on identity.

Framings, Origins, and Evolution of the Social/Personal Identity Dichotomy

In what follows, I present an overview of the SPID’s typical framing in organizational 

psychology, its origins in social identity theory, and evolution in self-categorization theory. 

This historical exploration is important for three reasons. First, it shows that the static, 

content-based framing of the SPID that has endured in organizational psychology for 

decades, while consistent with the early framing of the SPID in social identity theory, is 

misaligned with the more dynamic, context-based framing that emerged later in self-

categorization theory. Second, as is not uncommon with seminal concepts and frameworks 

(e.g., Bridgman, Cummings, & Ballard, 2019), the exploration shows that the SPID 

originated from a source to which it is not typically attributed. Finally, the review highlights 

that the SPID did not emerge to account for a consistent pattern of findings across a large 

number of studies. Rather, it was a hypothetical framework redeployed so often that it 

eventually became a taken-for-granted means of classifying identities. By exposing these 

origins, we begin to see the SPID not as the way of understanding the social and personal 

dimensions of identities, but rather one possibility.

Content-Based Framing in Organizational Psychology

Scholars have long been interested in the role of individual identities in organizational 

life (Albert, Ashforth, & Dutton, 2000; Ashforth & Mael, 1989; Ashforth et al., 2008). 

Researchers have explored identity from a variety of ontological and epistemological 

standpoints (Alvesson et al., 2008), and in relation to many “targets”, such as organizations 

(Ashforth et al., 2008; Lee, Park, & Khoo, 2015), work teams (Van Der Vegt & Bunderson, 
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2005), relationships (Sluss & Ashforth, 2007, 2008), specific individuals (Ashforth, Schinoff, 

& Rogers, 2016), and professions (Ibarra, 1999; Pratt, Rockmann, & Kaufmann, 2006). The 

work-related consequences of identities have also been a popular focus, with scholars linking 

identity to outcomes such as organizational citizenship behavior (van Dick, Grojean, Christ, 

& Wieseke, 2006), motivation (van Knippenberg, 2000), reactions to justice failure (Zhu, 

Martens, & Aquino, 2012), creativity (Hirst, van Dick, & van Knippenberg, 2009), and even 

employees’ use of alcohol (Walker & Bridgman, 2013).

In articles comprising this literature, researchers commonly introduce the SPID as an 

established way of categorizing the various identities that individuals hold. This tendency is 

noticeably common in articles published in the Academy of Management Review journal, a 

prominent outlet for theoretical work on identity in and around organizations. To illustrate 

this point, Table 1 lists the 19 articles published between 1989 and 2020 in the Academy of 

Management Review that 1) include either the term “identity” or “identification” (or the 

plurals “identities” or “identifications”) in the title (n=74), and 2) make reference to the SPID 

(some implicitly, others explicitly).

What is clear from the excerpts in Table 1 is that scholars in organizational 

psychology typically frame the distinction between social and personal identities as a matter 

of identity content: identities are social if they have ostensibly extrinsic, “social” content (i.e., 

are based on social group or category membership) and personal if they have ostensibly 

intrinsic, “personal” content (i.e., are based on individual traits or characteristics). It is also 

notable that 5 of the sources in Table 1 (Ashforth, Schinoff, & Brickson, 2020; Bolinger, 

Klotz, & Leavitt, 2018; Cooper & Thatcher, 2010; Piening, Salge, Antons, & Kreiner, 2020; 

Sluss & Ashforth, 2007) refer to a trichotomy rather than a dichotomy, distinguishing 

between personal (or individual), interpersonal (or relational), and social (or collective) 
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identities. I elaborate the significance of these sources later when evaluating the strengths and 

limitations of the SPID.

———————————
Insert Table 1 here

———————————

I chose to begin the list of articles in Table 1 in 1989, as this was the year in which 

one of the most seminal articles on identity in organizational psychology was published — 

Ashforth and Mael’s (1989) “Social Identity Theory and the Organization.” At the time of 

writing, Google Scholar has recorded over 13,000 citations of this article, easily making it the 

most cited work on identity published in a management or organization studies journal. As 

indicated by the title, Ashforth and Mael (1989) sought to incorporate social identity theory, 

which by 1989 was a well-established theory in social psychology, into theorizing about 

identity in organization studies. Of direct relevance to the current discussion, Ashforth and 

Mael state early on that:

“According to [social identity theory], the self-concept is comprised of a personal 
identity encompassing idiosyncratic characteristics (e.g., bodily attributes, abilities, 
psychological traits, interests) and a social identity encompassing salient group 
classifications.” (Ashforth & Mael, 1989, p. 21, emphasis in original)

While brief, this statement seems to have had a lasting impact on understandings of 

the SPID within organizational psychology. Indeed, in examining subsequent framings of the 

SPID in Table 1, most closely reflect Ashforth and Mael’s (1989) initial, content-based 

framing of the dichotomy. It is important to emphasize, though, that Ashforth and Mael 

(1989) were not claiming the SPID as their own creation, but instead introducing it to 

organizational psychology from the social identity approach1.

Origins in Social Identity Theory

1 Following Hogg and Abrams (1988), I herein use the umbrella term “social identity approach” to refer jointly 
to social identity theory and self-categorization theory. Where I focus on just one of these more specific 
theories, I use the focal theory’s name instead.
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Driven by a desire to better understand the social and psychological mechanisms of 

intergroup behavior, Henri Tajfel and colleagues developed social identity theory throughout 

the late 1960s and 1970s, (e.g., Tajfel, 1970, 1974 ; Tajfel, Billig, Bundy, & Flament, 1971). 

In 1971, John Turner joined Tajfel’s research programme as a doctoral student (Turner & 

Reynolds, 2012), and would become a key figure in the social identity approach. Importantly 

for current purposes, Turner also appears to be the first social identity researcher to propose 

the SPID as a key conceptual element of the approach. In a 1982 chapter entitled “Towards a 

Cognitive Redefinition of the Social Group,” Turner makes the following statement, which, 

given its centrality to the current discussion, I quote in full:

"We shall hypothesize that [social identity] represents one of the two major 
subsystems of the self-concept. Gergen (1971) distinguishes between the self-concept 
as a set of psychological processes and the self-concept as a cognitive structure. The 
latter he defines as 'the system of concepts available to a person in attempting to 
define himself' (1971, p. 23). He further reports that these concepts fall into two main 
classes (basing himself on Gordon's, 1968, research). Firstly, there are terms that 
denote one's membership of various formal and informal social groups, i.e., social 
categories such such as sex, nationality, political affiliation, religion and so on. 
Secondly, there are terms 'that are more personal in nature and that usually denote 
specific attributes of the individual' (p. 62) such as feelings of competence, bodily 
attributes, ways of relating to others, psychological characteristics, intellectual 
concerns, personal tastes and so on. It is evident that the first set of self-descriptions 
corresponds as a whole to our concept of social identity; the second set, similarly, we 
shall equate with and define as personal identity. Thus, social and personal identity 
are conceptualized as hypothetical, cognitive structures which together account for 
most of the self-concept." (Turner, 1982, p. 18) 

This statement is pivotal for several reasons. First, based on my review of the social 

identity literature published before this chapter, it appears to be the first instance where social 

identity is explicitly juxtaposed with personal identity – an observation consistent with 

Turner’s own comments on this chapter over two decades later (Turner, Reynolds, Haslam, & 

Veenstra, 2006, p. 13). 

Second, Turner’s (1982) comment implies that social and personal identity are 

superordinate repositories (“sets”) of more specific identities, and that determining the 

repository in which any given identity falls is a matter of content: those identities comprising 
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one’s broader social identity are based on self-perceived membership in social groups, 

categories, and so on, while identities comprising one’s personal identity are based on 

individual traits, characteristics, and so on. We therefore see clear alignment between this 

statement and the content-based framing of the SPID that Ashforth and Mael (1989) later 

introduced to organizational psychology.

Turner’s (1982) framing of social and personal identity as a dichotomy is also 

significant given that just four years earlier, Tajfel (1978, p. 41) dedicated several pages of a 

book chapter to outlining his view of intergroup and interindividual behavior as opposing 

ends of a continuum. Whilst acknowledging Tajfel’s focus on behavior versus Turner’s focus 

on identity, we see something of a conceptual misalignment here between these key figures in 

the social identity approach: Tajfel viewing behavior as more-or-less social or personal, and 

Turner viewing identities as either social or personal (as I show shortly, though, later work 

would see Turner reprise his mentor’s notion of a continuum).

Finally, it is important to highlight that just as Ashforth and Mael (1989) introduced 

the SPID to organizational psychology from the social identity approach, so too did Turner 

(1982) introduce the SPID to the social identity approach from earlier work. Despite Gergen 

(1971) being the primary source Turner (1982) and some later researchers (Abrams, 1996; 

Hogg & Abrams, 1988) drew on to validate the SPID, it is largely an extended summary of 

Gordon’s (1968) more substantive treatment of the issue. In a relatively obscure chapter 

entitled “Self-Conceptions: Configurations of Content,” Gordon (1968) reviews different 

approaches to categorizing the various elements of the self-concept, with a particular focus 

on how scholars can empirically capture the substantial variance in an individual’s set of 

identities (or “self-conceptions,” in Gordons’s terms). In an early section of the chapter, 

Gordon proposes a two-pronged approach for classifying identities, which has clear parallels 

with the SPID as it is typically framed in organizational psychology to this day:
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“These considerations argue for a comprehensive view of self-conception. This must 
include both social identity represented by the combination of primarily noun-like 
social categories telling what the individual shares with others in those categories and 
the personal attributes that distinguish him from others.” (Gordon, 1968, p. 119, 
emphasis in original)

Gordon (1968) draws on various sources in building up to this statement, but cites 

none in the statement itself. This lack of citations suggests Gordon believed he was 

introducing a novel approach for classifying identities. As with Turner’s (1982) outline of the 

SPID, however, Gordon does not present the dichotomy as an empirically validated given, 

nor as a means for accounting for a large body of established findings. Rather, Gordon 

introduces the dichotomy more as a conceptual heuristic for structuring the various identities 

any one person can hold.

Evolution in Self-Categorization Theory

Despite its tentative framing, Turner’s (1982) introduction of the SPID to social 

identity theory had a lasting impact, and would become a central assumption of self-

categorization theory. Turner developed self-categorization theory with various colleagues 

and doctoral students from the mid-1980s onwards, in an effort to better understand the 

precise psychological mechanisms involved in self-categorization, social identity, and 

intergroup behavior (e.g., Turner, 1985, Turner et al., 1987, Turner & Reynolds, 2012). 

Conceptualizations of the SPID in self-categorization theory, however, changed substantially 

over the course of the theory’s evolution.

Specifically, the late 1980s and 1990s saw proponents of self-categorization theory 

shift away from a content-based framing of the SPID, to a more dynamic, experiential, and 

context-sensitive view of social and personal identities (e.g., Abrams, 1996, 1999; Reicher, 

Spears, & Postmes, 1995; Turner, Oakes, Haslam, & McGarty, 1994). As part of this shift, 

social and personal identities came to be viewed more as dynamic psychological states, 

which individuals move between as they navigate different social contexts — a contrast to 
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the earlier view in Turner (1982), which described them as stable “cognitive structures.” 

Abrams summarizes this shift in perspective as follows:

“Early writings on social identity (e.g., Turner and Giles, 1981; Hogg & Abrams, 
1988) described social and personal identity as broadly consisting of category 
memberships and traits, respectively. However, more recently (e.g., Abrams and 
Hogg, 1990a), particularly with the development of self-categorization theory (Turner 
et al., 1987), this view has been modified and developed; personal and social 
identities are representations of self at different levels of abstraction relative to both 
one another and the social frame of reference. Theoretically, only one self-image can 
be salient at any particular time. There is no requirement to specify the content of 
personal and social identifications, and indeed it is impossible to do so without 
knowledge of the subjective context (e.g. contrasting categories).” (Abrams, 1996, pp. 
147-148)

Here we see social and personal identity described not as “cognitive structures” 

(Turner, 1982), but rather “representations of self at different levels of abstraction.” Although 

still slightly vague phrasing, the implication seems to be that social and personal identity 

represent two lenses through which an individual construes and ultimately views themselves 

at any given moment (Simon, 1997). When social identity is salient (i.e., psychologically 

activated), an individual is thinking of themself as a member of whatever collective their 

social context has made salient (e.g., “we, the Germans”). When personal identity is salient, 

however, an individual is thinking of themself as an individual entity (e.g., “me, the 

German”). Indeed this view of social identity as a dynamic psychological state is at the core 

of the concept of “depersonalization” from self-categorization theory (Turner et al., 2006), 

which refers to an individual being in a psychological state where they “define and see 

themselves less as differing individual persons and more as the interchangeable 

representatives of some shared social category membership” (Turner et al., 1994, p. 455).

In addition to this change in how social and personal identities were conceptualized, 

the evolution of self-categorization theory also saw growing equivocality regarding the 

supposed dichotomous relationship between these two identities. For example, Abrams notes 

in the quote above that social and personal identities are necessarily mutually exclusive levels 
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of abstraction, such that “only one self-image can be salient at any particular time.” Yet over 

a decade earlier, John Turner, in something of a return to his mentor’s perspective (Tajfel, 

1978), describes them as opposing ends of a single continuum, stating that “social self-

perception tends to vary along a continuum from the perception of self as a unique 

person…to the perception of self as an ingroup category…” (Turner et al., 1987, p. 49). Still, 

in more recent work, Hornsey (2008, p. 208) and even Turner et al. (2006, pp. 13-14) talk of 

the continuum being replaced in the late 1980s by “the idea of different levels of self-

categorization”, suggesting a categorical rather than continuous view of the SPID. Finally, it 

is important to highlight that none of these conceptual developments in self-categorization 

theory seem to have substantively affected framings of the SPID in organizational 

psychology, which as evidenced by Table 1, continue to adopt a largely content-based, 

dichotomous perspective (though see Ashforth, 2007).

Summary

Four key insights emerge from this exploration of the SPID’s framing in 

organizational psychology, and its origins and evolution in the social identity approach. First, 

the SPID originated from a source other than those it is typically linked to in contemporary 

identity research. While sources such as Ashforth and Mael (1989), Tajfel and Turner (1979), 

and Turner (1982) are often linked to the dichotomy, my review suggests that a little-cited 

chapter by Gordon (1968) is likely the original source of the SPID2. Second, while the 

enduring, content-based framing of the SPID in organizational psychology is consistent with 

early views of the SPID in social identity theory (Turner, 1982), it lacks the emphasis on 

context and dynamism that characterizes later conceptualizations of the SPID in self-

2 It is worth noting that at the time of writing, Google Scholar has recorded only 
434 citations of the Gordon (1968) chapter – a vastly lower figure than the 4,765 
and 13,676 citations recorded for the Turner (1982) chapter and Ashforth and Mael 
(1989) article, respectively. 
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categorization theory (Abrams, 1996; Simon, 1997; Turner et al., 1994). Third, there appears 

to be significant equivocality in the self-categorization literature as to the precise nature of 

the relationship between social and personal identity, and in particular, as to whether they 

exist in dichotomous relationship with one another, or occupy opposing poles of a continuum. 

Finally, while contemporary references to the SPID in organizational psychology (see Table 

1) typically present it as the way of classifying identities, by tracing its origins and evolution, 

I have shown that the SPID first emerged as a hypothetical heuristic, and seems to have 

endured without ever being subject to serious empirical testing. If, as I argue, the SPID is but 

one way we might categorize a person’s various identities, it is incumbent on scholars to 

critically evaluate its value for understanding the nature, dynamics, and consequences of 

identities.

Strengths and Limitations of the Social/Personal Identity Dichotomy

As explained in the preceding section, two broad framings of the SPID are common in 

the identity literature, with a content-based framing predominating in organizational 

psychology, and a more dynamic, context-based framing evolving in social psychology. 

Below, I critically evaluate both of these framings of the SPID, focusing first on the content-

based framing and subsequently on the context-based framing.

Strengths and Limitations of a Content-Based Framing of the SPID

A content-based framing of the SPID has several advantages, chief among these being 

face validity. As Vignoles (2019) observes, classifying an individual’s various identities as 

either social or personal according to their content is heuristically appealing: each of us 

intuitively recognizes that we sometimes define ourselves with reference to those features 

that we think are unique to us as individuals, and other times, with reference to broader 

groups or collectives. In this sense, a content-based framing of the SPID provides a 
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seemingly logical and efficient means of drawing broad-but-meaningful distinctions between 

two types of identity, each of which appear to have different sources and consequences. 

A content-based framing of the SPID is also helpful in emphasizing that people 

construct identities around a variety of types of self-knowledge. Given the complexity of 

identity as a phenomenon, scholars must necessarily limit their focus to certain aspects or 

forms of identity in order to make research feasible. This selective focus on certain identities, 

however, can mean that we neglect other identities in our research, particularly newer ones 

that have emerged due to social and cultural changes (Walker & Caprar, 2020). A content-

based framing of the SPID emphasizes that identities can be sourced from a diverse range of 

phenomena: some of which are seemingly external, “social” phenomena, such as social 

categories, groups, and networks, as well as seemingly more internal, “personal” sources, 

such as preferences, patterns of behavior, attitudes, and physical appearance. In this way, a 

content-based framing of the SPID harnesses what has always been a crucial strength of 

identity as a construct: its ability to facilitate consideration of both the self-aware individual 

and the social environment they occupy, along with the reciprocal impact of each on the other 

(Cooley, 1902; Blumer, 1969; Mead, 1934; Turner et al., 1987). 

Despite its strengths, however, a key limitation of a content-based framing is that it 

does not definitively address what exactly distinguishes social from personal identities. 

Instead, this question is replaced with one that is equally conceptually thorny, albeit slightly 

more specific: what constitutes social versus personal identity content? Scholars tend to be 

ambiguous on this point, and as illustrated by the representations of the SPID in Table 1, 

often try to circumvent the issue by using multiple synonyms, so as to roughly triangulate 

what constitutes social identity content (e.g., self-knowledge concerning group membership, 

social roles, social categories, and so on) versus personal identity content (e.g., self-

knowledge concerning traits, attributes, characteristics, and so on). The rationale for such a 
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definitional approach is understandable, but this tendency to list many synonyms also means 

that we never arrive at a definitive answer as to what precisely constitutes social versus 

personal identity content.

One of the more robust approaches to distinguishing between social and personal 

identity content is to classify identities built around idiosyncratic self-knowledge as personal 

(e.g., “I am the first ever CEO of Company X”), and identities built around non-idiosyncratic 

self-knowledge as social (e.g., Thoits & Virshup, 1997). The logic of this approach is 

somewhat problematic, however, because paradoxically, some knowledge of social group or 

category membership (i.e., non-idiosyncratic self-knowledge) must be invoked for 

idiosyncratic self-knowledge to exist. For instance, if an individual were to define themselves 

as “the first-ever CEO of Company X” (a truly idiosyncratic piece of self-knowledge, 

because a company can only have one “first-ever CEO”), this self-knowledge inevitably also 

locates the individual in the broader social groups of CEOs and Company X members. To 

classify this identity as personal based on its (seemingly) idiosyncratic content, then, is to 

conceal its implicit, but equally consequential social elements (see also Deaux [1993] and 

Reid and Deaux [1996]).

The key point here is that drawing sharp conceptual distinctions between “social” 

identity content on the one hand, and “personal” identity content on the other, is a difficult 

task – and one that relies heavily on the discretion of whomever is drawing the distinction. 

While some identities might be obviously and unequivocally social or personal in content 

(e.g., Trafimow, Triandis, & Goto, 1991: Experiment 1), most identities seem to have both 

social and personal elements (Vignoles, 2019). Nearly three decades ago, for instance, 

Brewer (1991) proposed that people have a tendency to identify with groups that provide an 

optimal sense of distinctiveness from and similarity to others. More recent research 

demonstrates that identifying with groups can have significant consequences for individual 
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health and well-being (Jetten, Haslam, Cruwys, Greenaway, Haslam, & Steffens, 2017). Such 

research illustrates that even the most ostensibly social identities can be motivated by 

personal considerations, and have equally personal consequences.

A second limitation of a content-based framing of the SPID is its conceptual 

awkwardness when it comes to identities lacking in definitively social or personal content. 

Indeed scholars have long recognized that the SPID is not suited to dealing with identities 

constructed around one-to-one relationships, and as mentioned earlier, introduced a third 

type, relational (or interpersonal) identities, to capture forms of self-definition that fall 

between the social and personal levels (Brewer & Gardner, 1996; Cooper & Thatcher, 2010; 

Sluss & Ashforth, 2007, 2008). Furthermore, individuals are known to construct identities 

around phenomena that are seemingly neither social nor personal (Vignoles, 2019), such as 

physical objects (Fischler, 1988; Kroger & Adair, 2008), places (Proshansky, 1978), and 

organizational artefacts and practices (Ashforth, Moser, & Bubenzer, 2020). By adhering to a 

content-based framing of the SPID, however, we risk seeing such identities as conceptual 

misfits, and subsequently overlooking them in our theorizing and research.

A final, and perhaps most significant limitation of a content-based framing of the 

SPID, is that it ignores the fact that any given identity, while ostensibly social in content, can 

be experienced in a personal way (and vice-versa). Consider, for instance, an individual who 

identifies as (amongst many other things) “hard-working”. A content-based framing of the 

SPID would lead one to conclude that this constitutes a personal identity, as it seems to be an 

identity constructed around an individual trait (i.e., strong work ethic). By classifying the 

identity as personal based on its content, however, we risk overlooking the identity’s 

potential to promote a sense of connection with others who share this trait. For instance, if the 

individual were attending an awards evening for diligent employees, their identity as a hard-

worker would likely prompt a social sense of belonging to a broader collective of hard-
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working individuals. If, on the other hand, the same individual were working in a team of 

“slackers”, this same identity would likely prompt a personal sense of dissimilarity and 

separation from the others, of being the hard-working individual in the team. This simple 

example shows how classifying an identity as social or personal on a content-basis risks 

concealing how individuals actually experience said identity, and importantly, how the nature 

of this experience changes dynamically over time. While this is a major limitation of a 

content-based framing of the SPID, as I discuss next, it is the primary advantage of the more 

experiential, context-based framing of the SPID that evolved in self-categorization theory.

Strengths and Limitations of a Context-Based Framing of the SPID

As discussed earlier, the version of the SPID that evolved in self-categorization theory 

was a significant departure from Gordon (1968) and Turner’s (1982) original content-based 

view, with social and personal identity instead coming to be viewed more as dynamic, 

psychological states (e.g., Abrams, 1996, 1999; Reicher et al., 1995; Simon, 1997; Turner et 

al., 1994). This updated framing overcomes many of the limitations of the content-based 

framing of the SPID canvassed above. Most crucially, it acknowledges that people 

experience the same identity in different ways, depending on the social context they occupy 

at any given moment. In addition, by focusing on the experience of identities rather than their 

content, the context-based framing also makes drawing distinctions between social and 

personal identity a matter of empirical study rather than researcher discretion.

A critical limitation of the framings of the SPID that emerged in self-categorization 

theory, though, is that, as explained earlier, there remains ambiguity as to whether social and 

personal identity are best understood as two levels of a dichotomy, or opposing poles of a 

continuum. This is a significant distinction, because each of these framings suggests a 

different understanding of how people experience their identities. With a dichotomous 

framing, we assume people can think in terms of “me” and “we”, but never both 
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simultaneously. In addition, a dichotomous framing does not allow for the experience of 

varying degrees of “me-ness” or “we-ness”. Both of these features, however, are absent from 

a continuous framing, which allows for mixed senses of  “me-ness” and “we-ness”. The 

ambiguity about this issue in the self-categorization literature therefore leaves a crucial 

question about the ontology of social and personal identity unanswered.

In addition, while Turner et al.’s (1987, p. 49) continuous framing of the SPID allows 

for individuals to experience a mix of social and personal identity, it nevertheless maintains a 

“functional antagonism” between the two. This view of social and personal identity as 

opposing poles of a single continuum makes it theoretically impossible for an individual to 

experience a single identity highly socially and highly personally. Yet research suggests this 

happens (Hornsey & Jetten, 2004; Jetten, McAuliffe, Hornsey, & Hogg, 2006; Jetten & 

Postmes, 2006; Pickett & Leonardelli, 2006). Identification with groups that endorse 

individualistic norms are an interesting illustration of this phenomenon. Jetten, Postmes, and 

McAuliffe (2002), for instance, found that the more North Americans identified with their 

(individualistic) culture, the more likely they were to endorse individualistic attitudes and 

preferences – a surprising finding in light of traditional social identity principles, which 

suggest that strong group identification is antithetical to individualism. Findings such as these 

support the notion that a single identity can simultaneously have both individualizing and 

socializing psychological consequences (Ashforth, 2007; Vignoles, 2019; Walker & Caprar, 

2020), and problematize the notion that social and personal identity exist in an antagonistic 

relationship.

A Dynamic, Two-Dimensional Conceptualization of the Social and Personal Dimensions 
of Identity

In an effort to overcome the limitations of the SPID discussed above, I outline here a 

modified conceptualization that has three defining elements: i) The social and personal 

dimensions of identity are best understood in terms of psychological experience (rather than 
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identity content); ii) These dimensions are two independent continua (rather than two levels 

of a dichotomous variable, or opposing poles of a continuum); and (iii) These dimensions are 

dynamic: any given identity can vary in the extent to which it is experienced socially and/or 

personally over time and across contexts. I elaborate each of these elements in the following 

sections, and in doing so, explain how this modified conceptualization retains the most 

theoretically useful elements of the various framings of the SPID, whilst overcoming their 

deficiencies.

Before elaborating, though, I clarify some terms and basic assumptions. I herein use 

the terms “social dimension of identity” and “personal dimension of identity” because, as 

showcased in the earlier review, the terms “social identity” and “personal identity” have been 

subject to many different interpretations through the years. Whilst acknowledging the risks of 

construct proliferation (e.g., Podsakoff, MacKenzie, & Podsakoff, 2016), this interpretive 

ambiguity supports the case for a semantic refresh: fresh terms allow for new, more precise 

meanings that are unmuddied by any earlier interpretations. Second, I assume that an identity 

is highly meaningful self-knowledge that is used for self-definitional purposes (e.g., Tajfel & 

Turner, 1979; Walker & Caprar, 2020). I further assume that each individual has myriad 

identities (Ramarajan, 2014), which move in and out of psychological awareness over time 

and across contexts (Oakes, 1987), and that each of these identities can vary along myriad 

dimensions — two of which are the social and personal dimensions.

Element #1: The Social and Personal Dimensions of Identity are Best Understood in 
Terms of Psychological Experience

The first assumption of the approach I outline is that the social and personal 

dimensions of identities are best understood in terms of psychological experience. When an 

individual is experiencing an identity socially, I mean that the focal identity is 

psychologically experienced in a way that makes a person see themselves as part of a 

corresponding social entity (e.g., dyad, group, network, category) in that particular moment. 
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When an individual is experiencing an identity personally, I mean that an identity is 

psychologically experienced in a way that makes a person see themselves as an individual 

embodiment of the identity in that particular moment. Put simply, an identity is experienced 

socially when it leads an individual to think and feel in terms of “we” (e.g., “we” as teachers), 

and personally when it leads an individual to think and feel in terms of “me” (e.g., “me” as a 

teacher).

Note that I assume here a distinction between an identity simply becoming salient on 

the one hand (i.e., coming into psychological awareness), and the more enduring (though still 

context-sensitive and dynamic) psychological experience of this identity on the other. 

Consistent with self-categorization theory (Oakes, 1987), then, I assume that certain basic 

features of an individual (e.g., their immediate goals/needs), their identities (e.g., the 

accessibility of each identity), and their immediate context (e.g., the relevance or “fit” of a 

given identity with said context) all contribute to bringing any given identity to one’s 

awareness at a particular moment. Much work has explored the basic issue of salience of self-

categorizations (e.g., Abrams, Thomas, & Hogg, 1990; Oakes, 1987; Oakes & Turner, 1986; 

Turner et al., 1994; van Dick, Wagner, Stellmacher, & Christ, 2005), but my focus here is on 

a related though qualitatively different phenomenon: the psychological experience that 

immediately follows from an identity becoming salient. Researchers should also be cautious 

of conflating the social experience of an identity with a sense of belonging, and personal 

experience with a sense of distinctiveness: consistent with existing perspectives (Vignoles, 

2009), each experience of an identity could lead to either or even both belonging and 

distinctiveness, depending on the features of the identity in question and other contextual 

considerations.

This experiential framing of the social and personal dimensions intentionally departs 

from the content-based framing of the SPID that predominates in organizational psychology. 
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A critical advantage of an experiential approach is that it makes the social and personal 

dimensions of identity significantly more amenable to empirical investigation. If a researcher 

wants to know the extent to which a person experiences a given identity socially or 

personally, they can use various research techniques to find out – the most obvious of which 

would be to ask the individual. The empirically-rooted nature of the experiential approach 

therefore overcomes a key limitation of the content-based framing of the SPID – its 

ambiguity about the issue of what exactly distinguishes social from personal identity content. 

With an experiential approach, questions about the “social-ness” or “personal-ness” of 

identities are not answered via researcher judgment, but rather via data about how individuals 

experience their identities.

While this experiential approach differs from content-based framings of the SPID, it 

is similar to the framing of the SPID that evolved in self-categorization theory (Simon, 1997; 

Turner et al., 1987). A subtle, but potentially important difference between the two, though, 

is that the framing of the SPID from self-categorization theory nevertheless assumes a 

distinction between social and personal identities. The approach I outline here, however, does 

not set the social/personal distinction at the level of identity, but at the more specific level of 

identity dimensions. I do this because it better aligns with existing perspectives on identity in 

organizational psychology: it is generally assumed that all individuals have multiple identities 

derived from various sources (Ramarajan, 2014), and which, I propose here, all vary along 

multiple dimensions — two of which are the social and personal dimensions. From this 

standpoint, then, individuals are not viewed as experiencing social and/or personal identities, 

but rather as having multiple identities, each of which they experience as varying degrees of 

social and/or personal over time.

Element #2: The Social and Personal Dimensions of Identity are Two Independent 
Continua
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The second and most novel element of the approach I outline here is that it treats the 

social and personal dimensions of identity as two independent continua. This again departs 

from the framing of the SPID that predominates in organizational psychology, which treats 

social and personal identity (however conceived) as two levels of a dichotomous variable 

(Abrams, 1999; Ashforth & Mael, 1989; Gordon, 1968; Turner, 1982). As mentioned earlier, 

a range of empirical findings show that individuals can derive a mix of individuality and 

sociality from one identity (Hornsey & Jetten, 2004; Jetten, McAuliffe, Hornsey, & Hogg, 

2006; Jetten & Postmes, 2006). Such findings counter the dichotomous view of social and 

personal elements of identity, but are more consistent with the conceptualization of the social 

and personal elements of identity as opposing poles of a single continuum (Turner et al., 

1987). 

As explained earlier, though, a unidimensional approach disavows the possibility of 

an individual experiencing a single identity highly socially and highly personally at any given 

moment. This is one reason why I am specifically proposing a bivariate (i.e., two 

dimensional) view of the social and personal dimensions of identity, as it allows for such a 

possibility. Cacioppo and Berntston (1994) make the same argument in respect of attitudes, 

and present three key arguments as to the theoretical utility of a bivariate approach.

First, and most crucially, a two-dimensional approach allows researchers to more 

precisely capture individuals’ psychological experiences. Figure 1 depicts a simple example 

to illustrate this point in respect of the social and personal dimensions of identity. Imagine an 

individual, Alice, who is asked at four points in time to report the extent to which her identity 

as a Google employee makes her feel like an individual embodiment of the category (i.e., is 

experienced personally) and part of the broader collective of Google employees (i.e., is 

experienced socially). Imagine also that Alice’s self-reported data is assessed using two 

continuous scales: one to capture variation along the social dimension, and the other to 

Page 23 of 58

http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/opr

Organizational Psychology Review

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60



For Peer Review

REFRAMING THE SOCIAL/PERSONAL IDENTITY DICHOTOMY

24

capture variation along the personal dimension, resulting in the square markers shown in 

Figure 1. Now suppose instead that this same data was collected using a single, bipolar 

social-personal scale. Alice’s experiences of her identity would necessarily be reported (and 

subsequently interpreted for analytical and theoretical purposes), only in terms of variation 

along the diagonal dashed line, meaning that as her identity becomes more social, it is 

assumed to becomes less personal, and vice-versa. As a result, Alice’s experience of her 

identity at Time 1 (as not particularly social or personal) and Time 3 (as highly social and 

highly personal) would be artificially transposed (represented by the dotted line), and 

represented at the same point on the bipolar scale (the round marker), despite being 

drastically different psychological experiences of the identity. This example highlights how a 

bivariate approach allows identity researchers to theorize about and empirically capture 

experiences of identity at all possible positions in this two-dimensional space, without 

misrepresenting them.

———————————
Insert Figure 1 here

———————————

Related to the above point, a bipolar continuum is ambiguous as to the psychological 

meaning of the mid-point. In respect of attitudes, for instance, Cacioppo and Berntson (1994) 

point out that “neutral, indifferent, and ambivalent attitudes may all have similar 

manifestations on bipolar attitude scales despite the differences in the evaluative substrates 

and behavioral ramifications of each” (p. 406). Similar ambiguities arise when considering 

the mid-point of a single, social-personal identity continuum: if an individual reports being at 

the mid-point, does that mean they are in a neutral state (i.e., not presently experiencing a 

given identity either socially or personally), or rather experiencing the identity extremely 

socially and extremely personally, resulting in a “cancelling out” effect? Without further 

inquiry, researchers cannot answer these questions. No such ambiguity arises with a two-
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dimensional approach, however, where these more complex experiences of an identity are not 

only allowed for, but systematically captured, and can be incorporated into theorizing and 

research.

Finally, conceptualizing the social and personal dimensions as two dimensions 

encourages consideration of not one but four types of variation, which I represent visually in 

Figure 2 (see Cacioppo and Berntson [1994] for a more extensive discussion of this issue). 

These four types of variation are: i) independent variation along the personal (but not the 

social) dimension; ii) independent variation along the social (but not the personal) dimension; 

iii) antagonistic variation along the social and personal dimensions (i.e., a simultaneous 

increase on one dimension and decrease on the other); and iv) coactive variation along the 

social and personal dimensions (i.e., a simultaneous increase or decrease on both 

dimensions). This is a crucial point because to date, the predominance of the SPID (in all its 

framings) has meant that identity research has mostly focused on understanding antagonistic 

variation along the social and personal dimensions, with much less research focusing on the 

three other forms of variation.

———————————
Insert Figure 2 here

———————————

Perhaps the most provocative of these other three forms of variation is the notion of 

coactive variation, which explicitly allows for the possibility of a given identity 

simultaneously being experienced highly socially and highly personally. None of the 

framings of the SPID canvassed earlier allow for such a possibility. Relatedly, optimal 

distinctiveness theory posits that people strive for and can thus attain moderate (i.e., optimal) 

degrees of distinctiveness and inclusion from a single identity, but explicitly disavows the 

possibility of a single identity conferring high degrees of both (see Figure 2 in Brewer, 1991). 

Given the apparent consistency on this issue across these classic perspectives on identity, 
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many may justifiably wonder: can people actually experience a single identity highly socially 

and highly personally at the same time? A range of more recent research suggests this to be 

the case (Hornsey & Jetten, 2004; Jetten & Postmes, 2006; Vignoles, 2009). From a classic 

social identity standpoint, substantial theoretical legwork is required to account for such 

findings (see Turner et al., 2006). Not so with a two-dimensional approach, however, which 

deliberately allows for the possibility of an individual simultaneously experiencing a single 

identity highly socially and highly personally.

This notion of coactive variation has particular implications for experimental research 

on identity, where it is often assumed that, momentarily reverting to SPID-centric terms, a 

manipulation intended to make social identity salient necessarily blocks personal identity 

becoming salient (e.g., Frisch, Häusser, van Dick, & Mojzisch, 2014; Häusser, Kattenstroth, 

van Dick, & Mojzisch, 2012). But what if certain manipulations have the (unintended) effect 

of triggering positive coactivation: that is, making an individual experience a single identity 

highly socially and highly personally? Both Frisch et al. (2014) and Häusser et al. (2012), for 

instance, find that stress is reduced when identification with a support group is 

experimentally induced. Notably, one of the tasks comprising the social identity manipulation 

in both studies required participants to independently generate solutions to a problem (i.e., 

improving life in one’s city or university), with participants also being told that problem-

solving performance would ultimately be judged on the basis of the group’s performance. 

This latter element is presumed by the researchers to induce social identification, yet the 

potential psychological significance of the first element should not be overlooked. 

Participants in these conditions solve problems as individuals and anticipate judgement at the 

level of collective performance, which could have led to a social and personal experience of 

the same identity (e.g., “me, the individual contributor to my group’s performance” and “we, 

the group who will be judged on our problem-solving performance”). This in-turn could have 
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contributed to the studies’ findings regarding stress attenuation: perhaps support from a group 

reduces stress when individuals identify with the group and also experience the identity in a 

way that fosters a sense of individual agency (i.e., an ability to deal with the stressor 

independently). The studies would not have detected any such effects, however, because by 

virtue of the assumed antagonistic relationship between social and personal identity 

embedded in the SPID, the researchers would have not thought to look for them. In contrast, 

the two-dimensional approach introduced here encourages consideration of such effects as a 

matter of course.

Element #3: Social and Personal Experiences of Identity are Dynamic

The final assumption of the approach I outline here is that identities vary in the extent 

to which they are experienced socially and/or personally across time and situations. Unlike 

the content-based framing of the SPID, then, it is not assumed that identities have a fixed 

social or personal essence, nor a fixed level of “social-ness” or “personal-ness”. Instead, 

similar to the view of the SPID that emerged in self-categorization theory (Simon, 1997; 

Turner, 1985; Turner et al., 1987), it is assumed here that the social and personal experience 

of identities is dynamic.

What factors are likely to drive change along the social and/or personal dimensions of 

identity? Comprehensively answering this question is a matter for future theorizing and 

research, but as a high-level answer, such variation would seem to arise from changes in 

psychological context — a distinct consideration from objective context. Objective and 

psychological context will align closely at times, perhaps even most of the time, but be 

misaligned at others. An individual who identifies as gay, for instance, might believe they are 

the only gay person in a meeting about their company’s diversity and inclusion initiatives, 

despite there actually being several other meeting participants who also share this identity. 

Nevertheless, their perception of the context and their identity’s place within it (i.e., that they 
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are the only gay person in the meeting) causes them to experience this identity in a personal 

way, which influences their subsequent thoughts, feelings, and behavior. In addition, people 

frequently imagine future and reflect on past psychological contexts, which further supports a 

focus on psychological over objective context.

As explained earlier, a two-dimensional approach to the social and personal 

dimensions of identity allows for four main types of variation (see Figure 2). Because of 

these multiple forms of variation, theorizing about identity dynamics requires more 

sophistication than with a dichotomous or unidimensional approach, where one need only 

canvas what factors make an identity social or personal, or more social/less personal (and 

vice-versa), respectively. As a heuristic to guide this more complex theorizing, then, it may 

be helpful to distinguish between those psychological contexts that enable each type of 

variation depicted in Figure 2 on the one hand, and the more specific features of these 

enabling contexts that determine the magnitude of any subsequent variation on the other. 

To illustrate how this heuristic can be used for theorizing, let us briefly consider what 

might enable and magnify an identity’s independent variation along its personal dimension 

(i.e., with no impact on its place on the social dimension). One psychological context (of 

potentially many) that could enable such variation are those where one recognizes an identity 

is not merely uncommon, but fully unique to them, which have been a core focus of research 

on stigma (Clair et al., 2005; Summers et al., 2018) and tokenism (Kanter, 1977) in 

organizations. In these situations, the salient identity marks one out as singularly distinct 

from all others, while the psychological absence of others who share the identity minimizes 

the likelihood of experiencing the identity socially. Yet while the “me and them” quality of 

the context creates the potential for (i.e., enables) independent variation along the personal 

dimension, the magnitude of such variation might be shaped (at least partly) by the perceived 

number of people who lack the identity in such a context: it is one thing, for instance, for an 
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employee to believe they are the only gay person in a meeting of five, another to perceive this 

in a meeting of thirty, and still another to perceive this in a company town hall of four-

hundred people. Variation along the personal dimension might also be magnified by the 

extent to which one perceives the context is comprised not merely of non-identifiers, but also 

by the extent to which they perceive such non-identifiers hold hostile or favorable attitudes 

towards the focal identity. In terms of hostility, “me versus them” scenarios are perhaps the 

most threatening social situations one can encounter: not only do they entail confronting a 

group of others with potential to cause harm to oneself, but they also necessitate doing this 

alone. On the other hand, situations where a given identity marks one out as positively unique 

represent a valuable opportunity for self-enhancement (Sedikides & Gregg, 2008). From an 

evolutionary standpoint, then, it would seem logical for the mind to have developed a 

mechanism — such as the ability to heighten the personal (but not the social) experience of 

an identity — that would alert one to such circumstances, and prime one to take self-

preservative action (in the case of hostility), or maximize the opportunity for self-

enhancement (in the case of favorability). In the case of hostility, one such action may be an 

effort to balance out the highly personal experience of the identity by finding ways of 

heightening the social experience of it (e.g., trying to find “common ground” with hostile 

non-identifiers), a similar phenomenon to that well-documented in research on optimal 

distinctiveness theory (Leonardelli, Pickett, & Brewer, 2010). 

A focus on different aspects of psychological context as a driver of how people 

experience their identities, as illustrated in the example above, suggests an expansion of the 

way the outcomes of identities are generally understood and studied in organizational 

psychology. Identity research within organizational psychology commonly focuses on one’s 

general level of identification with different work-related targets (e.g., teams, organizations, 

professions) (e.g., Ciampa et al., 2019; van Dick et al., 2006; van Dick et al., 2007). 
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Hypotheses in empirical studies often then suggest that the more-or-less an individual 

identifies with a certain target, the more-or-less likely they are to think X, feel Y, or do Z (see 

van Knippenberg, 2000). These predictions are usually tested using a between-persons 

design, and self-reported measures of identification (e.g., Hirst et al., 2009). The dynamic 

nature of the current approach, however, suggests that in order to comprehensively 

understand the work-related outcomes of any given identity, we need also consider how 

changes in psychological context (throughout the day, week, month, and even year) alter 

one’s experience of the identity, and how these varied experiences lead to different outcomes. 

Identification with organizations, for instance, is typically framed as a “social” 

identity, and assumed to drive people to work harder on behalf of the organization when the 

identification is made salient (Ashforth et al., 2008; van Dick et al., 2005; van Knippenberg, 

2000). While this logic might hold in contexts where one experiences the identity socially 

(though see Conroy, Henle, Shore, & Stelman, 2017), what happens in contexts that enable a 

highly personal, non-social experience of the identity? If an individual is made to feel like the 

“odd one out” because of their organizational membership (e.g., being the only Harvard 

graduate at a particular event), and perceives this is viewed favorably by others in that 

context (e.g., facilitating a workshop for students wishing to apply to Harvard), this highly 

personal experience of the organizational identification is likely to be an affirming, 

motivating experience. However, if they perceive their unique identity constitutes a negative 

attribute in that context (e.g., a Harvard graduate attending a seminar on the role of Ivy 

League universities in perpetuating inequality), the lack of a sense of “we, Harvard 

graduates” may dampen the individual’s capacity to deploy the usual identity threat responses 

(e.g., Brown & Coupland, 2015; Petriglieri, 2011), making them more prone to feeling 

resentment towards the organization. This resentment could in-turn, and contrary to the 

dominant perspective on organizational identification, reduce one’s motivation to work 
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harder on the organization’s behalf, at least for as long as it endures in one’s mind. These are 

no doubt simplified examples, but they help to highlight the theoretical value of focusing on 

how changes in psychological context can trigger radically different experiences of the same 

identity.

Discussion

The SPID has endured for decades as a tool for classifying identities in organizational 

and social psychology. Perhaps because of this ubiquity, however, scholars have rarely 

explored more critical questions about its utility for understanding identities (though see 

Vignoles, 2019). I have argued that despite its heuristic value, the SPID, in all its various 

framings, has certain conceptual limitations, suggesting a need for a modified approach. To 

this end, I introduced a dynamic, two-dimensional conceptualization of the social and 

personal dimensions of identity, which I argue facilitates a deeper understanding of how 

individuals experience their identities. I conclude by discussing the implications of this 

modified conceptualization for theory and research on identity.

Theoretical Implications

While the SPID is a longstanding approach to classifying identities (e.g., Ashforth & 

Mael, 1989, Gordon, 1968; Turner, 1982), its continued use limits scholars’ ability to fully 

understand the nature, dynamics, and consequences of identities. Arguably the most 

significant limitations of the content-based framing of the SPID that predominates in 

organizational psychology are: 1) its assumption that any given identity is, inherently and 

permanently, either social or personal in nature; 2) the high degree of researcher discretion 

involved in determining what constitutes social or personal identity content; and 3) its 

oversight of the psychological experience of identities. The dynamic, experiential approach 

outlined in this article overcomes these limitations by reframing the social and personal 

dimensions of identity as two continua, which captures the extent to which any given identity 

Page 31 of 58

http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/opr

Organizational Psychology Review

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60



For Peer Review

REFRAMING THE SOCIAL/PERSONAL IDENTITY DICHOTOMY

32

makes a person feel like part of a broader social entity (i.e., is experienced socially) and an 

individual entity (i.e., is experienced personally) at any given moment. This approach is 

theoretically advantageous because: 1) it allows researchers to capture changes in people’s 

social and personal experiences of an identity over time and across contexts; 2) it 

acknowledges that one can experience an identity both socially and personally at any given 

moment (Hornsey & Jetten, 2004; Vignoles, 2019); and 3) questions about the “social-ness” 

or “personal-ness” of identity are necessarily answered via empirical evidence rather than 

researcher judgment. In this way, the approach facilitates efforts to understand the intricacies 

of how individuals experience their identities in the course of organizational life.

Second, it is well-established that while individuals have multiple identities, not all of 

these identities are psychologically activated — and consequently impact thoughts, feelings, 

and behavior — at every moment (Ashforth et al., 2008; Higgins, King, & Mavin, 1982; 

Hong, Morris, Chiu, & Benet-Martinez, 2000; Markus & Wurf, 1987; Oakes, 1987; van Dick 

et al., 2005). What has received far less consideration, however, is the notion that identities 

vary not only in level of activation (i.e., salience) over time, but also in how they are 

experienced subsequent to each instance of activation. The experiential approach outlined in 

this article acknowledges this dynamic by allowing for the same identity to be experienced in 

various ways across contexts. Acknowledging this point is particularly crucial for 

understanding the nature and consequences of identities in organizations, where individuals 

move through multiple social contexts in a single day, and in-turn experience the same 

identity in different ways over time.

An important issue to address at this point is what the approach outlined in this article 

means for scholars working from the standpoints of social identity theory, self-categorization 

theory, and optimal distinctiveness theory. By reframing the SPID, which in some form is an 

element of all these theories, the approach outlined in this article also suggests a reframing of 
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what phenomena these research streams have (and have not) focused on to date, which in turn 

illuminates intriguing new research possibilities. Specifically, the approach encourages 

scholars to understand these classic paradigms as focused largely on identities that are 

typically experienced socially – a subtle but important difference from a focus on inherently, 

exclusively, and enduringly “social identities”. This raises an intriguing question that remains 

relatively unexplored across all of these classic paradigms: what psychological, behavioral, 

and group-related consequences do such identities have when experienced more personally 

than socially? I explore this question shortly when discussing future research directions.

Finally, the reframing of the SPID presented in this article facilitates greater 

exploration of intrapersonal identity dynamics in organizational contexts, a direction which 

others have highlighted as a priority for the field (e.g., Bednar et al., 2019; Miscenko & Day, 

2016). While much research within organizational psychology has focused on variance across 

individuals in the presence (or average level) of identification with different work-related 

targets (e.g., organizations, teams), and the links between such variation and different 

outcomes (e.g., Ashforth et al., 2008), the approach outlined in this article highlights the need 

to complement this wealth of between-person research with new studies of the within-person 

dynamics of identities over time. The guiding question of such a research programme would 

be something along the lines of “how does the psychological experience induced by a given 

identity, or constellation of identities, change over time and across contexts, and with what 

consequences for individuals, and the groups and organizations they belong to?” I have 

focused here on how individuals experience their identities more-or-less socially and 

personally, but researchers could also explore real-time variation along other dimensions 

(e.g., the extent to which an identity boosts/lowers self-esteem, subjective uncertainty, and 

one’s sense of self-continuity, see Vignoles, 2011), so as to paint a richer theoretical picture 

of the within-person dynamics of identities in organizations.
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Research Implications and New Directions

The reframing of the SPID developed in this article has important implications for the 

methods used to study identities. As mentioned above, the approach encourages greater use 

of within-person designs in quantitative studies of identity, where the focus is on patterns of 

variation along the social and/or personal dimensions of identity over time, and associations 

between such patterns and relevant outcome variables. A technique ideally suited to such 

studies is experience sampling, where research subjects provide data about their 

psychological state at several time points in a single day (typically via a smartphone app). 

This method has grown in popularity in research on emotion (e.g., Fisher, Minbashian, 

Beckmann, & Wood, 2013) and personality (e.g., Fleeson, 2007; Minbashian, Beckmann, & 

Wood, 2018), but is uncommon in identity research. Experience sampling would allow 

researchers to track changes in how individuals experience a single identity in the course of 

the work day, and use various analytic techniques, such as hierarchical linear modelling and 

multilevel structural equation modelling, to assess how patterns of variation along the social 

and personal dimensions might relate to certain outcomes.

From a qualitative perspective, studies of identity in organizational psychology have 

excelled in modelling fairly high-level identity processes, such as how individuals construct 

and maintain identities (Kreiner, Hollensbe, & Sheep, 2006; Pratt et al., 2006), manage 

multiple identities in work contexts (Vough, 2012), and deal with identity threat and/or loss 

(Brown & Coupland, 2015; Vough, Bataille, Noh, & Lee, 2015). More micro-level questions 

about how individuals experience these identities in the course of day-to-day life (i.e., at the 

level of specific thoughts and emotions), and importantly, how this experience changes as 

they move through social contexts have received less attention. The approach to the social 

and personal dimensions of identity outlined in this article highlights the importance of using 

qualitative techniques that capture and facilitate theorizing about these “micro-dynamics” of 
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identity, such as diary studies, open-ended experience sampling, and analysis of social media 

data.

In terms of more specific research directions arising from this article, developing a 

parsimonious account of what factors both enable and magnify the four types of variation 

along the social and/or personal dimensions discussed earlier is a clear priority. Rather than 

trying to achieve this through empirical studies, a more efficient initial approach would be to 

thoroughly review relevant portions of the identity literature, as many clues are surely 

scattered across this literature regarding the drivers of the social and personal experience of 

identities. When seeking to discern enabling contexts of each form of variation through such 

a review, relevant considerations might be the social composition of any given study’s 

research context (e.g., “me and them”, intergroup, interpersonal) as well as the specific nature 

of the identities under study. For example, it seems likely that relational identities developed 

around a work relationship (Sluss & Ashforth, 2007) would frequently be experienced as 

simultaneously highly social and personal (i.e., be subject to coactive variation), because both 

individuals are socially connected by the relationship (e.g., “we, mentor and mentee”), but 

each also has a distinct individual role, with particular meanings and responsibilities in the 

context of the relationship (e.g., “me, the mentor responsible for guiding and supporting my 

mentee”).

When seeking to discern what features subsequently magnify variation along the 

social dimension, research on perceptions of group entitativity (i.e., what leads people to 

perceive a collection of people as a coherent, bonded unit) (e.g., Campbell, 1958; Lickel, 

Hamilton, & Sherman, 2001) suggests a number of potentially relevant factors, including: the 

perceived number of proximal identifiers (i.e., people perceived to share the identity in 

question in any given context); the extent to which one perceives they share common goals 

and/or a common fate with proximal identifiers; the perceived level of dependence on and 
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attraction to proximal identifiers; and the extent to which one perceive themselves to be 

similar to proximal identifiers on identity-relevant dimensions. In addition, I highlighted 

earlier some potential factors that might magnify variation along the personal dimension (i.e., 

perceived number of non-identifiers in a given context, perceived hostility/favorability of 

non-identifiers towards the focal identity), and future research should seek to test these ideas, 

as well as uncover the array of other factors relevant to this dynamic. Research intended to 

explore such issues should be sensitive to likely bidirectional effects. For example, while 

individuals might experience an identity more socially to the extent they perceive 

dependency on or similarity to others etc., a heightened social experience of the identity 

might reciprocally heighten such perceptions (see Jetten et al., 2017; Simon, Pantaleo, & 

Mummendey, 1995).

The reframing of the SPID outlined in this article also illuminates new research 

possibilities by expanding our perspective on the consequences of identities that have to-date 

been considered “social” identities (e.g., organizational, workgroup, and team 

identifications). Because of an assumed social essence, scholars have tended to link and study 

such identities in relation to outcomes that in some way implicate the collective associated 

with the identity, such as organizational commitment (Riketta & van Dick, 2005) and 

organizational citizenship behavior (van Dick et al., 2005, 2006). By acknowledging that 

these identities are sometimes experienced personally, however, a range of intriguing new 

research questions come to the fore: Under what conditions might organizational, team, or 

workgroup identifications promote individualistic (rather than collectivistic) attitudes and 

behavior? To what extent do such identifications fulfil individuals’ needs for distinctiveness 

(in addition to belonging), and with what consequences for the teams and organizations they 

work within? What role(s) do such identities play in expressions of individuality in work and 

organizational contexts? By seeking answers to these and related questions, we begin to paint 
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a more balanced picture of the consequences of work-related identities — one that 

acknowledges the potential of any given identity to both individualize and socialize (Jetten & 

Postmes, 2006). 

In addition, acknowledging that any given identity can function socially and 

personally supports the case for more research on identities that have typically been 

considered inherently “personal” by organizational scholars (Miscenko & Day, 2016). Some 

intriguing questions in this regard include: In what kinds of organizational contexts and 

situations are identities based on traits, preferences, and attitudes experienced more socially 

than personally, thus facilitating group formation and collective action? What are the 

(functional and dysfunctional) outcomes for both individuals and organizations of such 

identities being experienced more personally than socially, and vice-versa? How and why 

might identities based on traits, attitudes, or preferences influence outcomes traditionally not 

associated with these types of identities, such as organizational citizenship behavior and 

commitment, or organizational identification? By considering such questions, organizational 

scholars begin to account for a broader range of identities in our theories.

In the interests of clarity, I limited my focus in this article to the social and personal 

dynamics of a single, salient identity. Yet as noted throughout, each individual has myriad 

identities (Ramarajan, 2014). Assuming simultaneous salience of multiple identities is 

possible (Rothbard & Ramarajan, 2009), how does this affect the social and personal 

experience of these identities? It may be that individuals continue to experience each salient 

identity along its own set of social and personal dimensions, and then mentally “average” 

across the dimensions associated with each identity to arrive at an overall sense of “we-ness” 

and “me-ness” in any given context. Alternatively, and aligned with the concept of 

intersectionality (Cole, 2009), perhaps simultaneous salience of multiple identities triggers a 

qualitatively different experience of the social and personal dimensions, where individuals 
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immediately experience an overall sense of “we-ness” and “me-ness” at the level of context, 

as opposed to separately at the level of each salient identity. Future research on these issues 

should also aim to account for the psychological experience of one identity being drastically 

altered by the activation of another: one’s identity as a Google employee, for instance, might 

be experienced very differently depending on whether one’s political identity is also salient 

(e.g., Grind & MacMillan, 2018).

Finally, the view of the social and personal dimensions outlined in this article could 

help to foster integration of research on identity and personality (Stryker, 2007; Turner et al., 

2006). Future research could explore whether certain individual differences are associated 

with a tendency to experience identities more/less socially and personally. Some especially 

relevant individual differences include the need to belong (Leary, Kelly, Cottrell, & 

Schreindorfer, 2013), the need for uniqueness (Snyder & Fromkin, 1977), and while not 

positioned as a trait in a global sense, the concept of identity fusion. Swann, Gomez, Seyle, 

Morales, and Huici (2009) state that when an individual becomes fused with a group, “the 

self–other barrier is blurred and the group comes to be regarded as functionally equivalent 

with the personal self.” (p. 995). Note that a content-based framing of the SPID is implicit in 

this definition. In terms of the approach outlined in this article, however, it might be the case 

that identity fusion is more usefully understood as positive coactivation of a given identity 

along its social and personal dimensions. Indeed future research on the social and personal 

dimensions of identity could look to studies of the antecedents of identity fusion, which 

might hold clues as to the conditions that enable individuals to experience any given identity 

highly socially and highly personally.

Conclusion

In organizational psychology, the social/personal identity dichotomy has influenced 

which identities have attracted research attention, the outcomes scholars have linked to such 
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identities, and the approaches and methods used to study such links. In light of the limitations 

of the dichotomy discussed in this article, however, its continued invocation seems untenable, 

at least without certain modifications. To this end, I have sought to reframe the social and 

personal dimensions of identities in a way that focuses on the psychological experience 

induced by any given identity, and how the nature of this experience varies over time and 

across contexts. In doing so, I hope to stimulate efforts to better understand how identities 

both individualize and foster social connection, as well as the dynamic nature of people’s 

experience of their identities in and around organizations.
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Table 1

The Social/Personal Identity Dichotomy in Academy of Management Review Articles, 1989-
2020

Citation Relevant Excerpt from Article

Ashforth 
and Mael 
(1989)

"According to SIT [social identity theory], the self-concept is comprised of a 
personal identity encompassing idiosyncratic characteristics (e.g., bodily 
attributes, abilities, psychological traits, interests) and a social identity 
encompassing salient group classifications." (p. 21)

Ashforth 
and 
Humphrey 
(1993)

“According to social identity theory, the self-concept is comprised of a 
personal identity encompassing idiosyncratic characteristics (e.g., traits, 
abilities) and a social identity encompassing salient group classifications 
(e.g., religious affiliation, organizational role) (Ashforth & Mael, 1989; 
Tajfel & Turner, 1985).” (p. 98)

Brown 
(1997)

“[The self-concept] consists of two subcomponents: (1) personal identity, 
which refers to person-specific attributes, and (2) social identity, which 
refers to social group memberships.” (p. 650)

Ashforth 
and Kreiner 
(1999)

“According to social identity theory, self-definitions are an amalgam of the 
idiosyncratic attributes (e.g., assertive, ambitious) and social identities (e.g., 
gender, occupation) that are most relevant (Tajfel & Turner, 1986).” (p. 417)

Pratt and 
Foreman 
(2000a)

“…as evident in social identity theory, an individual's self-concept can have 
both personal and social identities. Here, social identities reside in an 
individual (claimant), but the identity may capture values and beliefs 
belonging to a social group (target).” (p. 142)

Pratt and 
Foreman 
(2000b)

“We have noted that organizational identities are properties of a collective. 
Individual identities, in contrast, can be either social or idiosyncratic to the 
individual (cf. Tajfel, 1981; Tajfel & Turner, 1979).” (p. 35)

Brickson 
(2000)

“At the crux of social identity theory - the other main intergroup relations 
theory that has informed organizational diversity interventions - is the notion 
that individuals' identities contain both personal and social identity 
components, where social identities are viewed as collective in nature.” (p. 
83)

Ellemers, 
De Gilder, 
& Haslam 
(2004)

“The central assumption underlying social identity theory (Tajfel, 1974, 
1975, 1978) is that while in some social situations people think of 
themselves as independent individuals who interact with each other on the 
basis of personal characteristics or preferences (e.g., in friendship groups), 
there are many social settings in which people primarily think of themselves 
and others in terms of particular group memberships (e.g., in terms of their 
professional roles).” (p. 461)

Sluss and 
Ashforth 
(2007)

“What has been missing, though, is a specific focus on how one’s definition 
of self might be influenced by interpersonal relationships and the consequent 
interplay of three “levels” of identity: individual (or personal), interpersonal, 
and collective (or group, social).” (p. 9)

Cooper and 
Thatcher 
(2010)

“Self-concepts represent knowledge structures that consist of beliefs about 
the self, including one’s attributes, social roles, and goals (Fiske & Taylor, 
1991). The individual, relational, and collective self-concepts refer to 
whether the self is viewed as separate from others, linked to others through 
relationships, or included in large groups, respectively (Brewer & Chen, 
2007; Gelfand, Smith, Raver, & Nishii, 2006; Kuhnen & Oyserman, 2002; 
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Lord, Brown, & Freiberg, 1999). Individuals have all three self-concepts— 
individual, relational, and collective—but differ in the importance they place 
on each aspect of the self (Brewer & Chen, 2007).” (p. 519)

Ibarra and 
Barbulescu 
(2010)

“Identities are the various meanings attached to an individual by the self and 
by others; these meanings may be based on the social roles a person holds—
social identities—or on personal, idiosyncratic characteristics the individual 
displays and others attribute to him or her based on his or her conduct—
personal identities.” (p. 137)

Petriglieri 
(2011)

“To define identity at the individual level, I draw from and combine the two 
established theoretical perspectives on individual identity in organization 
studies: social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1986) and identity theory 
(Stryker, 1987; Stryker & Burke, 2000). These hold that an individual’s 
identities are based on group membership and roles (referred to collectively 
here as social identities) and on unique characteristics and traits (referred to 
here as personal identities; Ashforth, 2001)." (p. 644)

Meister, 
Jehn, and 
Thatcher 
(2014)

“…an individual may define herself using personal identities based on 
attributes, traits, or competencies (e.g., smart, conscientious; Polzer et al., 
2002), interpersonal or societal roles (e.g., parent, wife; Stryker & Burke, 
2000; Stryker & Serpe, 1982), social categories or group memberships (e.g., 
gender, ethnicity; Hogg, 1996; Tajfel, 1982; Turner, 1987), or organizational 
or professional memberships (e.g., physician, board member; Kreiner, 
Hollensbe, & Sheep, 2006; Pratt, Rockmann, & Kaufmann, 2006).” (p. 490)

Ashforth, 
Schinoff, 
and Rogers 
(2016)

“A social identity refers to attributes that reflect group membership, while a 
personal identity refers to idiosyncratic attributes that distinguish an 
individual from others.” (p. 31)

Bolinger, 
Klotz, and 
Leavitt 
(2018)

“Self-categorization approaches to workplace identification posit that 
individuals tend to think of themselves across three distinct levels of identity, 
focusing on their individual attributes (i.e., personal identity), their role-
based relationships vis-a-vis relational others (i.e., relational identity), or 
their membership and standing within a larger collective or group (i.e., 
collective identity; Brewer & Gardner, 1996; Cooper & Thatcher, 2010).” (p. 
686)

Leigh and 
Melwani 
(2019)

“Individuals in organizations have multiple identities (Ramarajan, 2014), 
including personal identities, or idiosyncratic characteristics of an individual; 
social identities, or aspects of an individual’s self-concept that are derived 
from membership in social groups (e.g., race or gender); and organizational 
identities, which include the self-definitions that arise from workgroups or 
roles within organizations (Ashforth & Mael, 1989; Tajfel & Turner, 1985).” 
(p. 569)

Pan, 
Gruber, and 
Binder 
(2019)

“Personal identity relates to individual, intrapersonal behavior (shaped by 
idiosyncratic individual attributes); social identity captures social, 
interpersonal behavior (driven by identification with a collective); and role 
identity, focused on an individual’s role-based relationships, combines 
elements of the intrapersonal and the interpersonal (Tajfel, 1982; Terry, 
Hogg, & White, 1999).” (p. 213)
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Ashforth, 
Schinoff, 
and 
Brickson 
(2020)

“…we also argue that anthropomorphism enables individuals to readily 
recognize three levels of a human-like OI [organizational identity] analogous 
to the three levels of a person’s identity. Following Brewer and Gardner 
(1996; see also Brickson, 2000; Brickson & Brewer, 2001; Cooper & 
Thatcher, 2010), the latter includes a social, relational, and individual level. 
The social level captures the person as a prototypical member of a group 
(e.g., “I’m a member of Nike”), the relational (or interpersonal) level 
captures the person’s role-related relationships (e.g., “I’m a coworker of 
Helen”), and the individual (or personal) level captures the person as unique 
(e.g., “I’m stubborn”).” (p. 34)

Piening, 
Salge, 
Antons, and 
Kreiner 
(2020)

“Three self-concept levels or “loci of self-definition” (Brickson, 2000: 84) 
can be distinguished: personal, relational, and collective. First, people define 
themselves in terms of their personal attributes (e.g., personality, abilities, 
interests). At this individual level, one’s sense of uniqueness and self-esteem 
is based on favorable comparisons with other people in a given social context 
(Johnson et al., 2006). Second, the relational level involves self-definition 
based on connections and role relationships with others, with one’s self-
worth being influenced by the quality of these relationships (Brewer & 
Gardner, 1996). Third, the collective level refers to defining oneself in terms 
of the social groups (e.g., gender, ethnic groups, professions, or 
organizations) one belongs to. Accordingly, one’s sense of self is tied to the 
social standing and outcomes of these groups as a whole (Brewer, 1991). 
While an individual’s self-concept contains all three of these levels, their 
relative importance (or “identity orientation”) varies from individual to 
individual depending on personal and situational factors (Brickson, 2000; 
Cooper & Thatcher, 2010).” (p. 327)
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Figure 1

A two-dimensional vs. unidimensional approach to the social and personal experience of 
identity

Note. The circular marker indicates where the experience of the identity at times 1 and 3 
would be reported under a unidimensional (rather than two-dimensional) approach. The 
dotted black line indicates the artificial transposition (i.e., distortion of meaning) that would 
take place as a result of this.
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Figure 2

Four forms of variation along the social and personal dimensions of identity
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