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Abstract: Studies on identity formation focus on various components of identity. However, these components have mainly been studied
separately, and researchers in different fields are not always aware of each other’s work. Therefore, this systematic review provides an
overview of theories and empirical studies on three key components of identity: distinctiveness (seeing the self as unique and distinct from
others), coherence (perceiving the self as similar across life domains), and continuity (perceiving the self as the same person over time). This
systematic review focused on the development of these components and linkages with psychosocial functioning. Findings suggest important
differences between the three identity components. Therefore, we propose an integrative developmental framework of identity, including all
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The importance of establishing a clear identity is widely
recognized in different developmental theories (e.g., Arnett,
2000; Erikson, 1968; Kernberg & Caligor, 2005). Yet,
studies on identity formation vary substantially in their
emphases and approaches. Some studies focus on identity
content, whereas others focus on the structure or processes
of identity formation (McLean, Syed, & Shucard, 2016).
Moreover, studies differ in their conceptualization of identity. Overall, three core components have been recognized:
distinctiveness (seeing the self as unique and distinct from
others), coherence (perceiving the self as similar across
domains), and continuity (perceiving the self as the same
person over time; Pasupathi, 2014).
The distinction between distinctiveness, coherence, and
continuity dates back to Erikson (1968). For example, he
noted that “the final identity . . . is superordinated to any
single identification with individuals of the past: it includes
all significant identifications, but it also alters them in order
to make a unique and reasonably coherent whole of them”
(p. 161). This definition illustrates that the formation of a set
of identity commitments contributes to experiencing the

self as distinct from others. Furthermore, Erikson (1968)
emphasized that the feeling of having a personal identity
is based on “the perception of the selfsameness and continuity of one’s existence in time and space” (p. 50). This
demonstrates Erikson’s notion that identity provides individuals with a sense of continuity across time and coherence across contexts (referred to as “spaces” by Erikson).
Today, distinctiveness, coherence, and continuity are still
central to the conceptualization of identity (Pasupathi,
2014). However, different identity components have been
studied in different research fields. That is, the concept of
identity distinctiveness has mainly been studied in social
and clinical psychology. Identity coherence is often a topic
in developmental, social, and personality psychology.
Finally, identity continuity is mainly studied in developmental psychology and within narrative research traditions
(Pasupathi, 2014).
What makes matters worse is that these components
have mainly been studied separately with researchers in
various fields not always being aware of each other’s work,
whereas integrating all three components in one model
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would advance the study of identity (Pasupathi, 2014). To
facilitate changes to this unfortunate situation, we first provide a systematic overview of theoretical and empirical
studies on these identity components in adolescence and
young adulthood. Second, we present an integrative developmental framework that clarifies how these different identity components are interrelated.

construction theory holds that individuals are universally
motivated to construct an identity that differentiates
themselves from others. The motive to see oneself as distinct can thus push people to construct their identity in a
way that distinguishes them.
However, uniqueness theory (Snyder & Fromkin, 1980)
indicates that feeling too distinct might be problematic.
This theory states that uniqueness (or distinctiveness) is a
common dimension on which people define themselves.
This means that most people compare themselves to
others, and as a result perceive a certain degree of distinctiveness. The experience of a moderate sense of distinctiveness would be most adaptive. Both being overly similar or
distinctive would result in negative emotions.
Feeling extremely distinct is theorized to be more common during adolescence. According to Elkind (1967),
adolescents tend to believe in a personal fable, which entails
that they are unique. This feeling of uniqueness is so
extreme that adolescents would believe others can never
understand them. According to Lapsley, FitzGerald, Rice,
and Jackson (1989) the personal fable might help adolescents in their striving to become more independent, because
feeling distinct can help to create boundaries between the
self and others (Blos, 1967). Thus, feeling extremely distinct
should be more common in adolescence, but all abovementioned theories indicate that achieving a sense of distinctiveness is an important normative developmental task.
Theories with a psychopathological perspective have
focused on the role of an extreme lack of distinctiveness
between self and others. Kernberg’s theory on pathological
personality organizations suggests that an extreme lack of distinctiveness results in an inability to distinguish between
experiences, emotions, and thoughts of the self and those
of others (i.e., psychotic personality organization; Kernberg
& Caligor, 2005). This way, a pathological lack of distinctiveness could result in psychotic states, as also suggested by
Erikson (1968) and Blos (1967). Accordingly, an extreme lack
of distinctiveness and overidentification with others is
referred to as one of the core elements of impairment in personality functioning in the alternative model on personality
disorders in DSM-5 (American Psychiatric Association, 2013).
Although the aforementioned theories highlight the
importance of distinctiveness in various ways, they are
not contradicting each other. Collectively, these theories
indicate that having a distinct identity is important (i.e.,
motivated identity construction theory and uniqueness theory). Lacking distinctiveness could involve an absence of
boundaries between the self and others, and result in psychotic symptoms (i.e., Kernberg’s theory of personality
organization). However, feeling too distinct from others
might have negative consequences (i.e., uniqueness theory)
and potentially entail the negative feeling that others would
never be able to understand you (i.e., personal fable).
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The Present Review
We used the PsycINFO and Web of Science databases to
retrieve empirical studies on distinctiveness, coherence,
and continuity. First, we applied various search terms for
each component. For distinctiveness, we used the terms
“self-other differentiation,” “distinct self,” “personal
uniqueness,” and variations on these. This resulted in 70
hits. For coherence, we used the terms “identity consistency,” “self-concept differentiation,” “differentiation of
the self,” and “spatial continuity and (identity or self),”
resulting in 102 hits. For continuity, we used the terms
“identity commitment,” “continuity,” “sense of continuity,”
which resulted in 152 hits. Our search and selection of
papers was restricted to the age groups adolescence and
young adulthood, and to peer-reviewed, English-language,
and quantitative studies. From the retrieved studies, we
selected studies on (a) the development of a component,
and/or (b) the link between one component and psychosocial functioning, and/or (c) the link between the components. In a second step, we checked the articles that cited
key studies on the development of measures to assess these
identity components. A list of all selected studies is available
in the Electronic Supplementary Material, ESM 1.

Identity Distinctiveness
Theoretical Models
Already in the first years of life, individuals start perceiving
themselves as unique and distinct from others (for an overview see Harter, 2012). For example, around 18 months of
age, individuals can recognize themselves in a mirror
(Rochat, 2003). These early developments result in the
awareness that the self and others exist and have different
physical characteristics. However, in adolescence the distinction between self and others becomes more detailed,
as individuals start recognizing their own traits, goals, and
values (Harter, 2012).
In addition to Erikson (1968), various theories have
described the importance of constructing a unique identity that provides a sense of distinctiveness during adolescence. For example, Vignoles’ (2011) motivated identity
Ó 2018 Hogrefe Publishing
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Empirical Evidence on Development

Assuming that these measures together represent an
underlying continuum of the degree of distinctiveness,
careful comparisons of these studies seem to suggest a
curvilinear relationship between distinctiveness and
psychosocial functioning. However, note that this pattern
was inferred from studies using different measures, focusing
on different degrees of distinctiveness, and examining linear
associations. Findings suggested a curvilinear pattern for the
association with internalizing symptoms. Studies focusing
on more normative feelings of distinctiveness found a
negative association with internalizing symptoms (Sßimsßek
& Yalınçetin, 2010). Yet, internalizing symptoms were more
common among young people who reported extremely low
(Ingoglia, Lo Coco, & Albiero, 2016) or extremely high
distinctiveness (Aalsma et al., 2006; Goossens, Beyers,
Emmen, & Van Aken, 2002; Neff & McGehee, 2010).
Furthermore, young people who reported more normative levels of distinctiveness perceived their actions as more
self-endorsed and also felt more related to others (Sßimsßek
& Yalınçetin, 2010). Lacking distinctiveness was moderately associated with making less self-endorsed choices,
behaving less volitionally, and being more emotionally
detached from parents (Ingoglia, Lo Coco, Liga, & Grazia
Lo Cricchio, 2011). Feeling extremely distinct was also
associated with processes of separation and individuation
(Galanaki & Christopoulos, 2011), but more with the
maladaptive processes, and less with the more adaptive
processes (Goossens et al., 2002). Correspondingly, individuals who feel highly distinct feel less securely attached and
more lonely (Goossens et al., 2002; Neff & McGehee,
2010). Overall, these findings suggest that having a moderate sense of distinctiveness is most adaptive for adolescents
and young adults. Future studies could examine these
expected curvilinear associations.

Selected studies on distinctiveness are listed in ESM 1,
Table S1. We found no longitudinal studies on the development of distinctiveness across adolescence and young
adulthood, but some cross-sectional studies investigated
mean-level, age-related, or grade-related differences. These
studies varied in the measure of distinctiveness they used,
with some focusing more on the extremes and others on
more moderate levels. Nevertheless, they are consistent in
finding no significant age differences during adolescence
(e.g., Aalsma, Lapsley, & Flannery, 2006) or young adulthood (Lopez, 2001), or between adolescence and young
adulthood (e.g., Neff & McGehee, 2010). Thus, there
appears to be little support for an adolescent peak in distinctiveness as was predicted by the theory on the personal fable
(Elkind, 1967).
The aforementioned studies all used subjective indicators
of distinctiveness. Adams-Webber (1985) used a more
objective indicator, based on Kelly’s (1955) repertory grid
technique.1 He showed an increase in the distinction
between descriptions of self and others across childhood
and adolescence. Still, all aforementioned studies on distinctiveness were cross-sectional. Longitudinal studies are
necessary to provide information on the stability and developmental trajectories of distinctiveness across adolescence
and young adulthood.

Empirical Evidence on the Link With
Psychosocial Functioning
Many studies on distinctiveness have focused on associations with psychosocial functioning. Findings support the
idea that perceiving elements of the self as distinctive is
important for individuals, because distinctive elements are
regarded as more self-defining (Becker et al., 2012). Other
studies focused on the degree to which individuals indicate
feeling overall more distinct. Some of these studies focused
on normative feelings of distinctiveness (e.g., Sßimsßek & Yalınçetin, 2010), whereas others zoomed in on one of the
extreme ends. Generally, studies assessing more extreme
levels of distinctiveness also incorporate aspects of psychosocial functioning that are theorized to accompany these
levels. For example, measures tapping into the personal
fable of extreme uniqueness also assess feelings of being
misunderstood by others (e.g., Lapsley et al., 1989). Contrary to this, an often used measure on a lack of distinctiveness also assesses dependency on others and emotional
reactivity to others’ emotions (Olver, Aries, & Batgos, 1989).
1

Identity Coherence
Theoretical Models
A second important component of identity is feeling coherent across various life domains, as reflected in Erikson’s
(1968) notion about self-sameness across spaces. Other
theories refer to coherence as role variability (Block,
1961), self-concept differentiation (Donahue, Robins,
Roberts, & John, 1993), spatial integration (Van Hoof &
Raaijmakers, 2003), and coherence (Pasupathi, 2014).
Although some of these theories focus on coherence across
roles and others across contexts, they all seem to refer to
identity coherence across various identity-relevant domains.

With the Repertory Test, one can study the personal constructs individuals use to distinguish people from each other. In the test, individuals
specify the differences and similarities they perceive between themselves and several others from their daily lives. Based on this, the degree of
distinctiveness between the self and the others can be examined.
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Additionally, sense of coherence has been used to refer to
the more general feeling that one’s life experiences and
the world are coherent (Antonovsky & Sagy, 1986). In this
review, we did not include studies focusing on this broad
conceptualization of coherence, because we focus specifically on coherence of the self (across domains).
Young people develop their identity in various identityrelevant domains, such as education, work, friendships, and
romantic relationships (e.g., Goossens, 2001; Grotevant,
Thorbecke, & Meyer, 1982). However, even when an
adolescent succeeds in constructing a clear identity in two
different domains, this is not sufficient to achieve identity
coherence across these domains (Syed & McLean, 2016).
Coherence entails that these domains are integrated and
that individuals perceive themselves to be similar when
engaging in them. For example, a coherent individual
would not only feel extraverted and optimistic when at
school, but also when playing soccer.
Identity coherence can be achieved by integrating new
aspects of identities with already existing ones, and by
redefining or excluding present domain-specific identities
(Van Hoof & Raaijmakers, 2003). New identity domains
become important during development, such as occupation
during young adulthood (Arnett, 2000), which makes continuously working on the integration of new and old identity
elements crucial.
During adolescence, individuals likely become aware of
conflicting aspects of the self (Harter, 2012). Although these
conflicts are first not experienced as problematic, from middle adolescence onwards, inconsistencies are thought to
become distressing (Harter, 2012), and thus associated with
psychosocial functioning. However, various perspectives
exist on this link (see Donahue et al., 1993). On the one
hand, having a differentiated sense of self across various
domains could indicate flexibility. An individual who can
adapt to the varying requirements of domains, such as
being more extraverted when necessary, might function
better. On the other hand, by acting differently across
domains individuals could experience fragmentation.
Because both extremes of coherence can have maladaptive
consequences, Block (1961) expected a curvilinear association between coherence and psychosocial functioning.

scores on traits (Baird, Le, & Lucas, 2006). Therefore, from
the studies that used these computations to assess coherence, we only selected those that used the corrected index
of Baird et al. (2006). Selected studies on coherence are
listed in ESM 1, Table S2. The corrected coherence index
has not yet been used in studies on the development of
coherence in adolescence or young adulthood.
Another way to assess experiences of coherence is by
letting individuals point out conflicting aspects of themselves across various roles (Harter & Monsour, 1992).
One study using such a measure has shown that compared
to early adolescents, middle adolescents were more often
able to mention conflicting self-aspects (Harter & Monsour,
1992). However, more recent studies did not find age differences in the number of reported conflicting self-aspects
across adolescence (e.g., Shadel, Tharp-Taylor, & Fryer,
2009). Unfortunately, these studies had small sample sizes,
which could have resulted in less reliable findings.

Empirical Evidence on Development
Studies on coherence typically examine participants’ ratings
of to what extent various traits describe them in various
domains. Subsequently, coherence scores are computed
using principal component analysis or correlations. These
scores reflect the (un)shared variance in traits across
domains (e.g., Donahue et al., 1993). However, such scores
might be invalid, because they also depend on irrelevant
variance within domains and are confounded with mean
Ó 2018 Hogrefe Publishing

Empirical Evidence on the Link With
Psychosocial Functioning
Various studies have examined the association between
coherence and psychosocial functioning using measures
that were later criticized (Baird et al., 2006). A metaanalysis including these measures, and not restricted to
any age group, showed that coherence was positively linked
to well-being, life satisfaction, and self-esteem, and negatively linked to depressive symptoms and anxiety (Bleidorn
& Ködding, 2013). These links were stronger in samples
from more individualistic countries. Van Hoof and
Raaijmakers (2002) focused on adolescent samples, and
also found a positive link of coherence with well-being. They
further showed that linear associations better explained the
relationships, compared to curvilinear associations.
These studies used non-corrected indices, which could
overestimate the association with well-being (Baird et al.,
2006). If these flaws are corrected for, associations with
self-esteem, life satisfaction, and self-concept clarity tend
to disappear (Baird et al., 2006; Dunkel, Minor, & Babineau,
2010; Fukushima & Hosoe, 2011). The negative association
of coherence with negative affect was also significantly
reduced when using this corrected index, resulting in small
or non-significant associations (Baird et al., 2006; Dunkel
et al., 2010). Yet, this corrected index of coherence was still
negatively associated with narcissism (Fukushima & Hosoe,
2011). However, in a recent study, Baird, Lucas, and Donnellan (2017) have raised concerns that even when using
the corrected index of coherence, it is possible that these
scores are substantially affected by response style.
In sum, there is no convincing evidence for associations
between coherence and psychosocial functioning. Studies
have examined the adaptiveness of coherence primarily
European Psychologist (2018), 23(4), 278–288
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by looking at sameness across identity domains. Possibly,
inconsistencies across domains are only maladaptive if they
really produce a conflict between domains (Baumeister,
Shapiro, & Tice, 1985). For example, an adolescent might
not experience it as problematic to be more conscientious
at school compared to home. However, having a samesex romantic partner, but hiding this at school because of
doubts about peer-approval, might have maladaptive influences on psychosocial functioning.

formation processes take place within individuals across
time (Crocetti, Rubini, & Meeus, 2008; Waterman, 1982).
Contemporary European dual-cycle models do aim to study
the developmental process of identity formation (Crocetti
et al., 2008; Luyckx, Goossens, & Soenens, 2006). These
models distinguish specific exploration dimensions, such
as exploration in-depth and exploration in-breadth (Crocetti
et al., 2008; Luyckx et al., 2006), and specific commitment
dimensions (e.g., commitment making and identification
with commitments; Luyckx et al., 2006) to capture an identity formation cycle and an identity maintenance cycle.

Identity Continuity
Theoretical Models
Erikson (1950, 1968) explained that a key asset of an identity is that it provides a sense of sameness and continuity.
Continuity refers to adolescents’ experience of being the
same person today, compared to what one has been in
the past and will be in the future (e.g., Van Hoof, 1999).
Note that continuity does not necessarily preclude change
(Vignoles, Regalia, Manzi, Golledge, & Scabini, 2006). Individuals who experience certain turning points and change
are still able to experience continuity of the self as well.
A lack of continuity is thought to result in role confusion
(Erikson, 1950). In adolescence and young adulthood, individuals experience many changes across different life
domains, such as their social relationships and education.
Consequently, they need to develop a new sense of sameness and continuity by establishing strong commitments
within different identity domains (Arnett, 2000; Erikson,
1968).
Marcia’s (1966) identity status model is the most widely
used model to elaborate on Erikson’s (1968) theoretical
ideas and provides a way to assess identity continuity
(Waterman, 1988). Marcia distinguished the two key
processes of exploration and commitment. Exploration
indicates to what extent individuals consider various alternative identity commitments. Commitment indicates to
what extent firm choices in important identity domains
have been made, and whether significant activities are conducted to implement these choices. Based on the presence/
absence of exploration and commitment, individuals can be
classified into four different identity statuses. The achievement status reflects strong commitments after a period of
active exploration. Foreclosed individuals have made a
commitment with little or no prior exploration. The moratorium status indicates that individuals have high levels of
exploration, but have not yet made a commitment. Finally,
diffused individuals have not engaged in active identity
exploration and have not made commitments.
Marcia’s (1966) identity status paradigm provided a
way to classify people rather than studying how identity
European Psychologist (2018), 23(4), 278–288

Empirical Evidence on Development
Studies on identity continuity identified in this review are
listed in ESM 1, Table S3. Different measurements to assess
identity continuity have been used. Most often, a subjective
sense of identity continuity is operationalized by measuring
identity commitments. This emphasis on the assessment of
identity commitments is consistent with Erikson’s conceptualization that forming commitments serves the function
of creating a sense of continuity during life changes and
provides direction and structure for a person’s future
(Pasupathi, 2014). In addition, alternative measurements
of identity continuity have been identified (e.g., Vignoles
et al., 2006). Studies that have used these measurements
will be discussed after a review on studies on identity
commitments.
Meeus (2011) reviewed the literature on longitudinal
research on identity commitments published between
2000 and 2010. Hence, we will extend Meeus’ (2011)
review by including longitudinal studies on identity commitment published after 2010. Meeus (2011) concluded
from longitudinal studies on identity dimensions that during adolescence and young adulthood identity commitment
increases. In addition, findings from identity status
research, conducted before 2011, point to the same direction of increasing identity continuity as well. Specifically,
these studies report a systematic decrease in the prevalence
of identity statuses characterized by low commitment
levels, and an increase in identity statuses showing high
commitment levels and low identity uncertainty (Meeus,
2011). For example, the number of adolescents in identity
diffusion and moratorium decreases over time, whereas
the number of adolescents in identity foreclosure or
achievement statuses increases during adolescence (Meeus,
Van de Schoot, Keijsers, Schwartz, & Branje, 2010).
After 2010, nine additional longitudinal studies on the
development of identity commitments were identified.
These studies used either a dimensional approach by studying the development of separate identity dimensions (i.e.,
the development of identity commitment) or an identity
status approach by testing over-time configurations of
Ó 2018 Hogrefe Publishing
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identity commitments, and levels of exploration, for example. The Table S3 in ESM 1 shows that the majority of studies on identity dimensions and identity statuses reported
stable or increasing identity continuity over time. For example, using a dimensional approach, Shirai, Nakamura, and
Katsuma (2016) showed that young adults’ general level
of identity commitments remained stable over time.
Studies focusing on identity statuses revealed that many
young people can be classified in identity status trajectories
characterized by high levels of commitment in adolescence
(i.e., 55% in achievement or closure; Meeus, Van de Schoot,
Keijsers, & Branje, 2012), as well as in young adulthood
(i.e., 43% in achievement or closure; Luyckx, Klimstra,
Schwartz, & Duriez, 2013). Within these trajectories, commitment strength was generally stable across time. Furthermore, the number of adolescents in identity statuses
characterized by high levels of commitments (and thus high
levels of perceived continuity) further increased from early
to late adolescence (Hirschi, 2012; Meeus et al., 2012). For
example, the number of identity diffused youth was significantly lower and the number of achieved youth was higher
in late adolescence compared to early adolescence (Meeus
et al., 2012). Thus, adolescents generally seem to maintain
or further develop feelings of identity continuity through
adolescence.
Whereas these studies most often assessed identity annually or biannually, recent work investigated daily identity
developmental processes (Becht et al., 2016). Two trajectories, each containing about 50% of the total adolescent
sample, were identified. An identity synthesis class was
characterized by relatively high and stable commitment
levels and low levels of daily identity reconsideration. However, the other class showed a pattern of continuously
searching for identity continuity and temporal identity discontinuity. These adolescents had low levels of identity
commitment that slightly decreased and subsequently
increased during adolescence. In sum, findings suggest that
perceived identity continuity operates at the daily level as
well as across longer periods.
In addition to studies examining identity commitments to
understand identity continuity, a second tradition focused
more on understanding identity continuity phenomenologically. In the latter tradition, adolescents’ sense of continuity
is measured directly by asking participants whether they still
perceive themselves to be the same person today as before,
despite the fact that time passes and they are changing (e.g.,
Habermas & Köber, 2015; Pilarska & Suchańska, 2015a).
Only one study was found that investigated mean levels of
self-discontinuity (inverse coded assessment of continuity)
across different age groups (Habermas & Köber, 2015). This
study reported that across adolescence and young adulthood, feelings of self-discontinuity decreased. Hence, continuity increased during adolescence and young adulthood.

Together these findings indicate that adolescents and
young adults who are strongly committed often maintain
these high levels of commitment across the years. Moreover, some empirical findings also indicate a strengthening
of commitments among adolescents with relatively weak
commitments. This maintenance and strengthening of
commitments might explain the increasing level of sense
of continuity across adolescence and young adulthood.

Ó 2018 Hogrefe Publishing

Empirical Evidence on the Link With
Psychosocial Functioning
Across the board, findings showed that young people who
reported strong identity commitments reported the highest
levels of adjustment, as concluded by Meeus (2011) as well.
For example, adolescents in identity status trajectories
characterized by high levels of commitments reported the
lowest levels of delinquency, depressive symptoms, and
anxiety (Becht et al., 2016; Meeus et al., 2012). Moreover,
both transitioning to a status characterized by high levels
of commitment, as well as staying in a high-commitment
status was generally associated with an increase in wellbeing (Hirschi, 2012). Some findings showed that strong
commitments could predict relative increases in adjustment
over time, such as in the quality of family relationships
(Crocetti, Branje, Rubini, Koot, & Meeus, 2017). Furthermore, support was also found for reversed effects, in which
diminished adjustment (e.g., delinquency) seemed to hamper the construction of strong commitments (Mercer, Crocetti, Branje, Van Lier, & Meeus, 2017).
Studies including different measures of identity continuity showed similar findings. For example, Pilarska (2014)
and Pilarska and Suchańska (2015a) assessed sense of continuity with questions on the sense of constancy of the self
and being the same person, despite changes going on
within the person and the passage of time. They found that
adolescents with higher feelings of continuity reported less
negative affect, more life satisfaction, and higher sense of
self-worth. Other research used a questionnaire developed
by Vignoles et al. (2006) to assess identity continuity and
associations with adjustment. For example, Batory (2014)
showed that the more an identity element provided young
adults with a sense of continuity, the more central this element was for an individual’s identity as well. Batory (2015)
experimentally induced a threat to identity. A near-significant effect indicated that the more the identity element provided young adults with a sense of continuity, the more
positive affect they experienced in reaction to an identity
threat. This finding suggests that identity continuity might
buffer against potential danger to destabilize one’s identity.
In sum, studies using different questionnaires to assess
identity continuity indicate that those adolescents and
European Psychologist (2018), 23(4), 278–288
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young adults who experience identity discontinuity report
having more adjustment difficulties compared to individuals who established firm commitments and feelings of identity continuity over time.

distinct can be uncomfortable and could therefore trigger
reconsideration of aspects of one’s identity. To detect such
effects, future studies need to examine non-linear associations between identity components.
Concerning the linkages between coherence and continuity, Van Hoof and Raaijmakers (2002) indicated that identity
coherence is a necessary condition before one can develop a
sense of continuity because by moving through time, one
will be active in various domains. Although this may be true,
a general sense of continuity as provided by commitments
might also provide a good starting point to align identities
across different domains into a coherent whole.
Our review showed mixed empirical evidence for the
development of coherence across adolescence. Although
there seems to be an increase during adolescence in the
awareness of conflicting aspects (Harter & Monsour,
1992), this finding was not replicated (e.g., Shadel et al.,
2009). Moreover, consistent with a previous review
(Meeus, 2011), our review showed that many adolescents
already reported to have formed strong identity commitments. Furthermore, our review indicates that when adolescents have formed strong commitments, they often stay
strongly committed over time. Adolescents’ commitments
are more stable than their levels of reconsideration (Becht
et al., 2017). Similarly, a recent review by Meeus (2018)
reported heterogeneity in stability of identity statuses in
adolescence. Specifically, less than half of the adolescents
in achievement and closure status changed, whereas the
majority of adolescents in diffusion and moratorium changed across waves. These findings further support that
already in adolescence, firm identity commitments are
made that might provide young people with a sense of continuity and structure. These early strong and stable identity
commitments indicate that continuity not only emerges
after coherence has been constructed.
Furthermore, there is not yet strong empirical evidence
for a link between the formation of coherence and continuity (Dunkel et al., 2010). Although some studies have
focused on the development of domain-specific commitments (e.g., Becht et al., 2016), the integration of these
domain-specific identity commitments, fostering identity
coherence, has received less attention. Future studies
should investigate the challenges that young people face
in integrating domain-specific commitments, and how
these affect their sense of continuity and vice versa.
In sum, the few studies on associations between the identity components did not find convincing evidence for linkages between the three components and are all crosssectional. Future longitudinal studies are needed to test
whether the three components strengthen each other over
time. Moreover, it could be tested whether associations of
distinctiveness with the other components are moderated
by age. If distinctiveness really provides a foundation for
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Integrative Developmental
Framework of Identity
Development of Three Identity
Components
Our review discussed three core components of identity.
Next, we aimed to integrate these key components into a
developmental framework of identity. Regarding the development of identity, it is likely that adolescents start with
questioning what distinguishes them from others. According to Pasupathi (2014), distinctiveness indeed provides a
foundation from which identity coherence and continuity
can develop. This notion is further supported by the fact
that a rudimentary sense of distinctiveness from others
already develops in childhood (see Harter, 2012). Moreover, one could argue that in order to experience coherence
and continuity, one first needs to have a sense of “I.” The
reviewed studies showed that across adolescence and
young adulthood, no significant age differences exist in
mean levels of distinctiveness. This supports the idea that
for most individuals a sense of distinctiveness is already
established at the start of adolescence.
Distinctiveness can be considered foundational, but all
three components might strengthen each other equally later
in adolescence. Feeling the same person across contexts
and time may also contribute to feeling more distinctive.
If distinctiveness is foundational for identity formation in
early adolescence and later strengthened by the construction of coherence and continuity, distinctiveness should
be associated with coherence and continuity. So far, only
three cross-sectional studies with young adults examined
these associations. Findings indicated that distinctiveness
was weakly or not significantly associated with continuity
(Pilarska, 2014; Pilarska & Suchańska, 2015a) and not significantly associated with coherence (Pilarska & Suchańska,
2015b). In this latter study, a coherence index that is confounded with mean scores on traits was used, but as this
index is known for overestimating adjustment it seems unlikely that a corrected index would result in a significant
association. However, these studies only focused on linear
associations with more normative feelings of distinctiveness. It is possible that an optimal dose effect of distinctiveness on coherence and continuity exists, with levels of
distinctiveness that are too high jeopardizing feelings of
coherence and continuity. For example, feeling highly
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the development of coherence and continuity, it should
more strongly predict increases in coherence and continuity
in early adolescence. However, from late adolescence
onwards, linkages might become more bidirectional.
Related to developmental timing, longitudinal studies are
able to inform us about the time interval at which these
effects occur and how the timing of the effects might differ
for the content of identity versus the structure of identity.
For example, identity content may be constructed in daily
lives (Pasupathi, Mansour, & Brubaker, 2007) at the socalled micro level (Lichtwarck-Aschoff, van Geert, Bosma,
& Kunnen, 2008). In contrast, the development of the
structure of identity, such as feelings of coherence and continuity might take longer to develop. However, whether this
is the case remains an empirical question. Therefore, future
studies are needed to test how identity formation processes
develop and affect each other by examining these links at
different time scales (e.g., Lichtwarck-Aschoff et al., 2008).
In addition to testing developmental trajectories and
linkages between identity distinctiveness, coherence, and
continuity across adolescence and young adulthood, it
should be mentioned that individuals are embedded in
specific historical, cultural, and economic conditions
(Baltes, 1987). These different conditions might result in
variations between individuals in different contexts and
between different generations. For example, findings have
shown that the period of searching for commitments is
longer in Italy, compared to the Netherlands (Crocetti,
Schwartz, Fermani, Klimstra, & Meeus, 2012). This might
partly be caused by a relatively unstable job market in Italy,
which might make it harder for young people to commit to
a certain occupational domain, for example. In addition,
this difference might result from different cultural expectations about the transition to adulthood, which is expected to
happen relatively late in Italy compared to the Netherlands.
Hence, new studies remain vital for examining whether
adolescents and young adults in different contexts differ
in their developmental trajectories of identity distinctiveness, coherences, and continuity.

were predictive of positive affect when controlling for feelings of continuity, supporting the idea that distinctiveness
may be especially indicative of identity problems.
Our review showed that coherence was less strongly
related to psychosocial functioning when using a corrected
index. Possibly, the degree of conflict between domains
instead of dissimilarity is associated more strongly with
psychosocial functioning. Thus, future studies should try
to examine between-domain conflict as an alternative
operationalization of identity (in)coherence, thereby potentially building on existing knowledge on, for example, workfamily conflict (Allen, Herst, Bruck, & Sutton, 2000).
For identity continuity, we found consistent positive associations of experiencing identity continuity with adaptive
psychosocial functioning. Clearly, those adolescents and
young adults who have developed a stronger sense of
continuity have more favorable adjustment outcomes.
Interestingly, continuity appeared to uniquely predict
psychosocial functioning, after controlling for coherence
(Van Hoof & Raaijmakers, 2002).
Future research, including extensive measures of all
three components of identity, should further investigate
whether these components predict different aspects of psychosocial functioning and whether they have incremental
value over each other in these associations. For this, longitudinal studies would be especially valuable, because these
can be informative on whether problems in identity formation precede maladaptive functioning or vice versa.

Links With Psychosocial Functioning
If distinctiveness, coherence, and continuity are all different
components of identity, they should have some overlap but
also incremental value in their prediction of psychosocial
functioning. Because distinctiveness is thought to form the
foundation of identity formation, it might have the strongest
link with psychosocial functioning. The fact that this component is represented the most in theories on pathological identity formation further supports this idea. Our review also
showed various small to large associations of distinctiveness
with psychosocial functioning. Importantly, one study by
Pilarska (2014) even showed that feelings of distinctiveness
Ó 2018 Hogrefe Publishing

Conclusion
The aim of this systematic review was to create awareness
among researchers that identity can be studied focusing
on the three different components of distinctiveness, coherence, and continuity. Because these components reside in
largely separate literatures, we provided an overview of
theories and empirical studies on each component and
explained how they are linked to each other. Empirical
evidence suggests that these components differ in their
development and their links with psychosocial functioning.
By bringing together three key identity components and
proposing hypotheses on how they are linked in a developmental framework, we hope to stimulate more inclusive
research on identity, in which, the now mostly separated
fields and approaches will be united.
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