
Psychology of Language and Communication 2011, Vol. 15, No. 1

DOI:  10.2478/v10057-011-0004-2

The ThreaTeneD IDenTITy: an empIrIcal STuDy*

This study explores the phenomenon of threatened identity that occurs because of significant, 
often abrupt changes in human life. as a result of a difficult experience, decision, change of 
cultural environment, loss of someone or something very important, an individual may feel 
he/she is someone different than before. Thus, establishing the continuity of one’s personal 
identity may be a problem. In a report on this type of situation Glynis Breakwell (1986) pro-
poses the term “threatened identity.” She places it in the context of her structural model of 
identity. The present study is aimed at investigating possible images of threatened identity 
and characterizing them from the point of view of narrative sequences, the affective level 
and the ultimate – positive or negative – consequences of the individual’s functioning. With 
regard to these aspects, five types of threatened identity have been distinguished from the 
empirical evidence: (1) the constructive re-evaluation, (2) the key experience, (3) the stable 
narrative sequence, (4) the seeking of power and autonomy and (5) the loss of part of oneself.
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One of the most important questions in human life – Who am I? – is a question 
about one’s own identity. The contemporary world with its rapid changeability, 
its wide range of opportunities, its ways of self-realization and with the possi-
bility of experiencing cultural differences, is a special context in an individual’s 
life. changeable social and cultural conditions often lead people to consider their 
own continuity in time, make them ask themselves whether they are still the 
same person as before. Sometimes changes are so significant that people have 
difficulty in finding a sense of their own continuity (see Gergen, 1991; Giddens, 
1991; hermans & Dimaggio, 2007). The question about personal identity becomes 
a problem and there are situations when a threat to identity occurs.
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The model of threatened identity and the question of identity change

In describing Breakwell’s (1986) model of threatened identity, three steps can 
be distinguished: (I) the structural components of identity in time, (II) the identity 
processes and the principles of their operation, (III) the threat to identity as a dis-
turbance in ongoing identity processes. The structure of identity is conceived of as 
having two planes: the content and the value dimensions. The former comprises 
the defining properties of identity, the characteristics which the individual gives 
to describe himself/herself. These properties, taken together, mark the individual 
as a unique person, different in psychological profile from all others. even when 
many components in the content dimension are shared with other people, their 
specific configuration is distinctive to the individual. The value dimension is the 
second axis of the structure of identity. each element in the content dimension has 
a value attached to it. This value may be positive or negative and is attributable 
to the social beliefs interacting within one’s previously established value system. 
It is worth noting that no component has a constant value. attributed values are 
often subject to revision, depending on social circumstances. This means that the 
structure of identity is not a stable construction but continually undergoes changes. 
In the presented approach, identity is a dynamic set of processes which operate 
in a principled manner. There are two types of identity processes: assimilation-
accommodation and evaluation. although assimilation and accommodation are 
distinguishable, they are closely interdependent and as a result they are treated as 
one process. assimilation concerns the absorption of new elements into the identity 
structure, accommodation refers to the adjustment of the existing structure in order 
to find a place for new elements. Similar notes are presented in the writings of 
Berzonsky (1994, 2003). according to him, when people live in a dynamic world of 
changing contextual demands, constructions that have been useful in the past may 
be invalidated by new turns of events. hence, optimal identity development in the 
contemporary world involves an interplay between assimilative processes carried 
out by the existing structure of identity and accommodative processes that aim 
to modify this structure. evaluation – the second process indicated by Breakwell 
(1986) – consists of allocating value to particular content and establishing subjective 
indices of worth for potential additions to identity. assimilation-accommodation 
and evaluation interact and operate simultaneously to change both the content and 
the value dimensions of identity in an adaptive manner.

as mentioned above, identity processes are guided by principles. By assump-
tion, the principles specify the end states which are desirable for identity. On the 
basis of the results of various studies (from introspective methods used by James 
to laboratory experimentation used by Gergen) Breakwell (1986) concludes that 
there are three prime principles: (1) distinctiveness of the person from other people, 
(2) continuity of the self across time and situations and (3) self-esteem as a feeling 
of personal worth or social value. each of these principles makes some demands 
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on the person. If all demands are compatible with one another, identity processes 
operate without obstruction. however, there can be a situation when demands 
made by the principles are contradictory and then a disturbance of the identity 
processes occur. Breakwell (1986) calls such situations threats to identity. From this 
perspective, threatened identity seems to be concerned with a conflict between 
different personal needs and also, as often happens, between personal needs and 
social expectations. a threat to identity entails a necessity to cope with it. coping 
strategies may vary. Self-protection usually occurs at the intrapsychic level but 
can also include interpersonal or intergroup action. Depending on the manner of 
the reaction to the threat, the person may find an adaptive solution, or else the 
threatening situation will intensify and lead to a serious crisis of identity. In the 
study by Bosma and Kunnen (2001), the integrated model of identity development is 
considered to be a transaction between the person and the context. The transaction 
may result in a good match between existing commitments (considered according 
to marcia’s (1966) conception of identity statuses) and the context, or in confu-
sion or conflict. The authors indicate that a matching situation confirms existing 
identity, whereas conflict is a trigger for identity change. potentially, conflict may 
be a stimulus for identity development but can also bring about long-lasting diffu-
sion (Kunnen, 2006). From erikson (1968) onwards, the notion that conflicts often 
contribute to identity change is present in many studies and identity models (e.g. 
adams & marshall, 1996; Kerpelman, pittman & lamke, 1997; roberts & rosenwald, 
2001; Forthun, montgomery & Bell, 2006). as noted in several empirical investi-
gations, there are some specific domains in which conflicts may occur. cramer 
(2004) draws attention to internal psychological factors (e.g. personality, cognitive 
ability and current identity) and external life events as being capable of inducing 
identity change. among life experiences related to identity change she points to 
those which belong to four areas: work, marital and family relationships, social 
network interaction and political orientation. In cramer’s (2004) study the influ-
ence of life events on identity remains in close association with internal defense 
mechanisms and level of intelligence. These results show that a change of identity 
is predicted not by life events as such but by them and personal traits. although 
there have been attempts at specifying types of events that cause identity change 
(e.g. Kroger & haslett, 1991), other researchers (Berzonsky, 2003; Vleioras & Bosma, 
2005) indicate the role of personal interpretation of life experiences. They claim that 
the importance of the same type of events may be different for different people. 
This idea is also relevant to the context of threatened identity where the same 
type of events may have a different meaning for each person, may evoke different 
emotions and prompt different coping strategies. as a result the threat may bring 
about different, specific consequences in the individual’s life.

personal meanings of life events are especially emphasized in narrative psychol-
ogy. One of the main representatives of this approach, Dan mcadams (1989, 1996, 
2001) formulates the theory of narrative identity. The framework of his theory is 
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that successive stages in identity development are compared to the creation of a 
personal myth and many elements (such as narrative tone, imagery, theme, ideologi-
cal setting, imago) make the story of one’s life coherent. In this way, the individual 
gains a sense of unity and purpose. however, some questions appear when we think 
about significant changes, difficult experiences and other threatening circumstances. 
What happens when a threatening situation occurs and how then do the indi-
viduals maintain coherence and continuity of their own story, their own identity? 
are personal meanings stable or fluid? hubert hermans (1989, 2000; hermans & 
Kempen, 1993; hermans & hermans-Jansen, 1995; hermans & hermans-Konopka, 
2010) suggests that the self has a dynamic character. he terms the self as an orga-
nized process of valuation and emphasizes the possibility of movement within the 
system of personal meanings. This approach takes into account changes over time 
in the context the individual lives in, various points of view that he/she may have 
about the same events and valuation and re-evaluation of them in the light of new 
experiences. In hermans’ valuation theory (hermans & hermans-Jansen, 1995) the 
emotions and feelings which accompany life events have a particular significance. 
according to this theory, emotions and feelings form the affective level of the self 
that in turn constitutes the manifest level of this system. The manifest level is the 
reflection of functioning of two basic motives: the S motive (i.e. self-maintenance 
and self-expansion) and the O motive (i.e. contact and union with other people or 
environment), which are located at the latent level and manifest themselves in af-
fect. access to the basic motives is possible by formulation of valuations and their 
affective assessment. On this basis, hermans constructed the Self-confrontation 
method which provides valuable material for psychotherapeutic work but also 
for research analyses. With regard to the aim of present study, the application of 
the Self-confrontation method was used in the survey. This enabled a qualitative 
analysis of narratives and an analysis of the affective level of personal meanings 
which illustrate the threatened identity.

The problem

The study has an exploratory character. It is based both on qualitative analy-
sis (narratives and valuations) and quantitative data (affective indices). The main 
problem of the research project is: Does the threatened identity have different ver-
sions, and if it has, what are these versions? The current exploration of threatened 
identity focuses on possible forms of its course and consequences that follow as a 
result of the threat experience.

Besides the general question, five detailed questions are put forward:
Question 1: What narrative sequences illustrate the threatened identity?
Question 2: What affective patterns accompany the threatened identity?
Question 3: how does the affective climate change in situations before and 

after the experience of the threat to identity?
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Question 4: What personal meanings are given to the experience of the threat 
to identity?

Question 5: What are the dynamics of self-enhancement (the S motive) and 
contact with the other (the O motive) in narratives regarding the 
threatened identity?

Participants and method

This study follows an idiographic approach. The research group consisted of 
14 participants – university students from european countries. The participants 
included 8 women (a Belgian, a Belarusian, a czech, a Dane, 3 poles and a Slo-
vene) and 6 men (a Belgian, a Frenchman, a hungarian, a pole and 2 ukrainians). 
The age of the respondents ranged from 22 to 26 (M = 23.64; SD = 1.34). The 
selection for the sample was done with regard to established inclusion criteria. 
according to these, (1) the pre-investigation interview suggested that there had 
been crucial experiences in the person’s life that had brought important changes 
in functioning and in a sense of personal identity, (2) the way of the person’s 
self-presentation suggested that they were willing to think deeply about their 
life and to tell their own story.

Instrument

The Self-confrontation method by hermans (hermans & hermans-Jansen, 
1995) is an idiographic instrument based on the valuation theory. The method is 
designed for inquiry into the relationship between valuations and types of affect. 
The generation of valuations is followed by an affective assessment which is per-
formed by means of a list of affect-denoting terms. as a result, affective patterns 
for each valuation and the sequence of affective patterns for the whole system of 
valuations are obtained. each affective pattern refers to the latent motives (the S 
motive and the O motive) associated with a particular valuation. numerous indices 
provide information about the expression of the basic motives in a single valuation 
and in the valuation system as a whole. If both basic motives are fulfilled (+hh) 
or one of them is fulfilled (+S or +O), the positive affect prevails over the negative 
one (p > n). When there are some obstacles and both motives are frustrated (-ll) 
or one of them is frustrated (-S or -O), then the negative affect prevails over the 
positive one (n > p). It can also be the case that some valuations are connected 
with ambivalent affect, without a clear difference between the positive and the 
negative affect (|p – n| < 10).

In the standard version of the Self-confrontation method, there is a set of ques-
tions which encourage the person to tell their own story, concentrating on especially 
important events from the past, present significant experiences and also anticipated 
events and plans for the future. however, hermans (hermans & hermans-Jansen, 
1995) points to the possibility of adapting the method to specific research purposes. 
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as regards the present study, special questions have been designed, together with 
a short introduction to the research topic (see appendix).

Procedure

The survey was carried out in Belgium and poland. after taking into account 
the inclusion criteria and asking for participation in the survey, 14 students were 
included in the sample. The participants were students from europe studying at 
the catholic university of leuven (Belgium) or the catholic university of lublin 
(poland), either as native students or as scholarship holders within the erasmus 
program.

The survey was individual in character. each person received a set of questions 
and then began recounting a narrative. all the participants gave personal meanings 
for recounted events, decisions, circumstances and on this basis formulated valu-
ations. next, they were asked to assess the valuations within a matrix of 24 affect 
terms. concentrating on a single valuation, the participants indicated on a six-graded 
scale (from 0 to 5) to what extent they experienced each affect in relation to the 
particular valuation. after an assessment of all the valuations, each person had 
the task of marking on the same matrix how he/she felt during the past few days 
and how he/she would have liked to feel. In this way, two indices were obtained: 
the index of general affect and the index of ideal affect. In compilation with other 
gathered data, these indices were significant in further analyses and interpretations.

The affective pattern of each valuation includes four indices: S, O, p and n. 
Index S is the sum score of four affects concerned with the self-enhancement mo-
tive (self-esteem, strength, self-confidence and pride). Index O is the sum score of 
four affects referring to the contact with other motive (care, love, tenderness and 
intimacy). Index p is the sum score of eight general positive affects (joy, satisfac-
tion, enjoyment, trust, safety, energy, inner calm and freedom). Index n is in turn 
the sum score of eight general negative affects (powerlessness, anxiety, shame, 
self-alienation, guilt, loneliness, inferiority and anger). The scores for the S and O 
indices range from 0 to 20. The scores for the p and n indices range from 0 to 40.

a computer program was used to obtain the S, O, p, n indices and other statis-
tical information (e.g. the correlation between particular valuations and between 
valuations and the general or ideal affect). The obtained systems of valuations with 
their affective characterization were placed in separate tables for each participant. 
Only representative cases will be shown and discussed in the presentation of the 
results.

Results

an analysis of the cases revealed various pictures of threatened identity. On 
the basis of the gathered empirical material, five types of the studied phenomenon 
were differentiated. This was done with regard to two main criteria: first – content, 
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and second – affective patterns present within the constructed valuation systems. 
The description of each type of picture will be based on the domination of one of 
these criteria and will be shown by means of the most interesting, representative 
case studies.

The constructive re-evaluation

a common feature of pictures that have been termed constructive re-evaluation 
is the gradual movement from some ordeal, crisis situation to an emotionally and 
mentally positive state. a difficult experience, although evoking painful feelings, 
does not make the person immerse himself/herself in hopelessness and distress. 
constructive passage is visible not only in the narrative sequences but also in the 
affective profiles of created valuation systems.

anton1 is 25 years old, he comes from ukraine, from a small village near cher-
nobyl where the explosion in the nuclear power plant took place in 1986, when he 
was 5. anton began his narration and valuation system (see Table 1)2 from a recol-
lection of this event. The nuclear catastrophe irretrievably changed his “sunny,” as 
he describes it, childhood and affected his further story. as a result of the obligatory 
evacuation of local inhabitants, anton’s family moved to lviv. Their financial situ-
ation rapidly became worse. his parents lost their jobs, more and more conflicts 
occurred between them. his father started to abuse alcohol and to become violent 
toward his wife and children. anton formulated the valuation (no. 3):

 S O p n
The view of my father hitting my mother paralyzed me, 0 0 0 33
made me defenseless and helpless.

The affective climate of the cited valuation indicates the lowest point in an-
ton’s system of valuations (correlation with ideal affect r = -0.84). mcadams (2001) 
calls such a point in the life story as the nadir experience, which is associated with 
the most negative feelings. experience of the loss of safety and warmth at home 
caused an escape from the threatening and hostile reality. anton decided to go to 
the united States. his two-year stay in such a faraway and unfamiliar country 
did not bring the expected changes but intensified his previous feeling of being 
lost and lonely. although the affective climate of valuations concerning his stay 
in america indicates experiences of helplessness and isolation (-ll), the presence 
of positive affect and the trace of occurrence of basic motives suggests that some 
minimal gratification was achieved and this was no longer total defeat. perhaps 
anton experienced some positive feelings because of his separation from difficult 
and painful situations in his family and in his homeland. It also seems possible that 
the presence of these feelings is partly an effect of re-evaluation of experiences that 

1  all names used in the paper have been changed.
2  Tables containing whole valuation systems are provided in the appendix.
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were negative but now, from a developmental perspective, are seen as somehow 
positive and needed. although the stay in the united States provided a physical 
distance from the familial crisis, which could bring some kind of satisfaction, anton 
felt he did not belong to that world. he also understood that escaping from home 
did not solve his problems. The wish to return to ukraine was stronger and stronger 
but simultaneously anton was afraid of his independence. The suggestion that he go 
to poland to study in lublin turned out to be the solution to anton’s inner conflict. 
For him it was a very important point. he talks about it in the valuation (no. 7):

 S O p n
Coming to Lublin to study was an ideal solution. 12 13 31 20
I did not lose my independence, at the same time I was near home.

although the negative affect is present in the cited valuation (which can be an 
echo of previous valuations), the increase of affect manifesting the basic motives 
and the intensification of positive affect are visible. The affective pattern of this 
valuation reflects the experience of power and union (+hh).

anton’s arrival in lublin opened a new stage in his life, allowed him to con-
front many problems which had previously made full self-acceptance and close 
relationships with other people impossible. Still considering many existential 
questions, anton experienced a religious crisis that intensified the search for his 
own identity. meeting friendly people helped anton to recognize the truth about 
himself and to accept values which he now wants to realize. past experiences led 
anton to a change in attitude toward himself and toward the world. his valuation 
system concludes with two valuations (nos. 12 and 13) which show a very high 
level of positive affect and also of affect concerned with both basic motives. These 
valuations and general affect have a high correlation with ideal affect (respectively 
r

12
 = 0.82, r

13
 = 0.84, r

gen.
 = 0.88) which indicates a positive affective climate ending 

the narrative and characterizing anton’s current state.
The presented case is an example of constructive re-evaluation. In the telling 

of one’s life story, mcadams (2001, mcadams & Bowman, 2001) calls the gradual 
movement from emotionally negative stages to a positive outcome a redemption 
sequence and shows that this kind of sequence can be used to convey a progres-
sive understanding of the self. The self appears here as growing, moving forward, 
making progress over time. mcadams (2006) even proposes the term the redemp-
tive self. Tomkins (1987) described a similar process by means of the notion of the 
limitation-remediation script. This kind of script begins with a negative-affect situa-
tion, when the person suffers in some way. With time, the individual overcomes the 
suffering, improves the problem situation and moves forward to a positive-affect 
state. In relation to this type of experience Janoff-Bulman wrote: “By engaging 
in interpretations and evaluations that focus on the benefits and lessons learned, 
survivors emphasize benevolence over malevolence, meaningfulness over random-
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ness, and self-worth over self-abatement” (Janoff-Bulman, 1992, cited in mcadams 
& Bowman, 2001, p. 26).

It is worth noting that making an effort to overcome a difficult situation is 
concerned with ambivalent affect. perhaps this is the point when conflict between 
identity principles is given voice. The continuity principle is against gaining ac-
ceptance for change, similarly to self-verification (see Swann, 1987), the self-esteem 
principle dictates improvement in one’s own functioning, analogous with the self-
serving bias (see Duval & Silvia, 2002). additionally, the distinctiveness principle 
is present and may suggest staying in the former style of being and action (when 
the style is highly individualized and lets the person have a sense of uniqueness) 
or may induce change in order to differ from others (when the individual merges 
with other people, taking part in uncritically popularized beliefs and lifestyle). The 
conflict situation caused by inconsistent demands of identity principles is threat-
ening to identity. Those participants who presented the constructive re-evaluation 
went from this threatening point to a more favorable way of personal development.

2. The key experience

The picture of the key experience includes stories in which there is a turning 
point that changes the direction of the narrative. The main experience brings a break 
in motivation in the undertaken action, in the perception of the world and other 
people and, most importantly, the self-concept is also changed. at the affective level, 
this transformation is noticeable in a clearly different emotional climate coupled 
with the key event and in further changes of feelings – positive and negative and 
associated with the basic motives as well.

Katrien is 24 and comes from Belgium. She spent her childhood in a happy 
family. her life had not considerably differed from her peers’ lives by the time she 
began pedagogical studies at university, near her hometown. During her studies 
she thought about doing volunteer work in some poor country. She finally made 
a decision and went to Guatemala for a year. as she says (see Table 2), it was her 
first really independent choice. Shortly after arriving in Guatemala, Katrien felt 
acute fear and helplessness toward the people who were suffering from poverty. 
She talks about these experiences in the valuations (nos. 3 and 4):

 S O p n
The world of poverty and starvation scared me. 1 4 0 22
 S O p n
When people were dying in front of my eyes I felt totally helpless. 0 13 1 27

The reality of privation evoked many difficult feelings previously alien to Ka-
trien. helping needy people, formerly present only as an idea, now became available 
as a direct experience. It was precisely this moment which turned out to be the key 
experience. During her stay in Guatemala, Katrien overcame her fear and feeling 
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of helplessness. With time, the negative affect was replaced by positive feelings 
connected with noticing the good she was doing. Katrien started to look at human 
life differently. The following valuation (no. 5) shows this meaning:

 S O p n
Every human life started to have a huge and unique value for me. 12 15 22 6

The affective climate of the cited valuation reflects the fulfillment of both basic 
motives (+hh) and differs markedly from the climate of previous valuations (-ll 
and -O). Such a clear change suggests the occurrence of a turning point in Katrien’s 
narrative and valuation system. From this point, positive affect dominates and, it is 
worth noting, the feelings concerned with the O motive increase. The dynamics of 
the S motive is also significant. In almost the whole valuation system, the S motive 
is satisfied, except valuations relating to the experience of the first contact with the 
other world. For Katrien, who has lived in Western europe with all the standards 
that are characteristic of this part of the world, arriving in a foreign environment 
swayed not only her sense of power and self-confidence but also her sense of her 
own identity. her stay and volunteer work in Guatemala affected Katrien’s self-
perception and her next undertaken action. as she says, it was a turning point in 
her life. returning to Belgium gave her the feeling that part of herself had been 
left in Guatemala. But for her it is not the loss that she regrets, rather the benefit 
of self-spreading and broadening her outlook on the world.

as a result of the occurrence of the turning point in the valuation system, the 
affect and the motivation change. The key experience may be treated as a threat 
to identity because it brings about a change that may not be accepted by the con-
tinuity principle.

The key experience is closely associated with the turning point in the life story 
(mcadams, 2001). The thematic area of this kind of experience is very extensive. In 
an individual’s life the turning point is a subjectively important event which brings 
about a significant change of self-understanding, a change in one’s own motivation 
and often a change in relationships with other people. In the narrative approach 
many surveys on personal meanings of turning points have been conducted (e.g. 
mcadams, Josselson & lieblich, 2001). It is worth taking a look at the exploration 
of social movement and the formation of personal identity among first-generation 
college students (Ochberg & comeau, 2001; roberts & rosenwald, 2001). young 
people from a lower social class who decide to obtain a higher education leave their 
home surroundings. The consequences of this choice affect their relationships with 
their parents, siblings and friends who have stayed behind. It is supposed that among 
first-generation college students the course of identity processes encounters seri-
ous impediments, concerned with a breach in identification with one’s community 
of origin and with being admitted into a new social environment. For those who 
despite the tension between their old and new world manage to reach rewarding 
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integration and become well-developed personally, the decision about changing 
their social status gains the importance of the key experience.

3. The stable narrative sequence

The stable narrative sequence shows a picture of threatened identity in which 
the maintenance of the stable affective pattern is the most specific feature. The nar-
rative is focused on experiences that barely create a varied story, and even if some 
valuations have other content, their emotional climate remains almost constant.

marta is a 22-year-old psychology and Family Science student who comes from 
poland. She speaks warmly about her parents and brothers, with a feeling of close-
ness toward them. marta’s childhood was calm. problems, if they occurred, were 
not revealed. everyone had to agree that things were fine and this order had to be 
preserved. marta could feel joy and power but she was not allowed to feel anger, 
to be fearful and weak. living for years in a family that accepted only good news 
and did not take note of bad feelings, marta did not learn to admit to difficulties, 
failures and sadness. When she began to ask herself who she was and what she 
needed, she realized her own inability to answer these questions. marta felt that 
she was inaccessible to herself. a new stage in her life came when she became a 
student of psychological Studies. This was a time for confronting herself and other 
people who perceived her differently than she saw herself. This period brought many 
changes in her way of thinking about herself and her family. She formulated many 
detailed valuations on these changes (see Table 3). But, although difficult experiences 
occurred at the content level, there is no reflection of them at the affective level. 
marta’s valuation system is opened by a very positive affective climate that sets 
the emotional tone for the whole. even if the content of valuations (no. 3 and 4) 
suggests difficult feelings, the affect which characterizes them is only ambivalent. 
The lowest point of marta’s narrative is contained in the valuation (no. 5):

 S O p n
My friend started to turn away from me – 1 6 3 10
I felt that I had lost her support and that of my parents who I had always trusted, 
and my own.

The negative affect here is the highest in the whole valuation system. In all 
the next valuations, marta excludes any negative feelings, concentrating solely on 
positive changes. It is worth noting that in the whole filled matrix of affect there 
are no feelings like anxiety, shame and sense of inferiority, while on the relatively 
stable, high level there are feelings like joy, sense of security and calmness. as a 
result of such an affective assessment, marta’s valuation system appears as rigid, 
devoid of flexibility in moving from one type of experience to another. In view of 
this analysis there is the probability of occurrence of dissociation, mainly in the 
suppression form. according to hermans (hermans & hermans-Jansen, 1995) this 
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kind of dissociation concerns the relation between the content of valuation and its 
affective component. Suppression is visible when the individual formulates some 
valuations and strongly diminishes feelings associated with their content. marta’s 
concentration on the positive aspects of various situations is so huge that she has 
moved away from negative affect. however, in some circumstances the occurrence 
of negative feelings is a sign of a well-functioning self. The rigidity of marta’s valu-
ation system is probably an effect of her inflexible upbringing at home. although 
at the verbal level marta notices the consequences of principles that ruled in her 
family, the emotional climate of her valuation system is characterized by relative 
stability. at the affective level there are no significant changes, no turning points that 
would modify her feelings and direct her motivation. marta’s narrative is focused 
on strengthening the effects of experiences she has gone through. Simultaneously, 
the account of events directly related to changes is omitted or reduced. This makes 
the valuation system display the stable narrative sequence which could be a means 
of defense against a threat to identity.

The rigidity of the valuation system may also show a contrasting picture and 
display strong concentration on negative feelings, which is connected with a re-
duction in the positive affect and affect manifesting the basic motives. This kind 
of stable narrative sequence is seen in Jana’s case (see Table 4). all her valuations 
reveal frustration of both the S motive and the O motive (-ll). The affective pat-
terns of all valuations are similar to each other and to general affect (the correlation 
between particular valuations and general affect is in the range from r = 0.67 to r 
= 0.91). The above observation suggests that in this case dissociation also occurred. 
experiences which would disturb the system’s homogeneity (even if the system is 
focused on negative feelings) are omitted.

Both Jana’s and marta’s valuation systems present the stable narrative sequence 
as one version of the threatened identity. The tendency to maintain a similar affec-
tive climate in the course of narrative and in assessment of valuations is the most 
specific feature of these pictures. With reference to mcadams’ (1989, 1996) narrative 
identity theory, suppression of some kinds of feelings and emotional rigidity may 
be the result of a narrative tone formed in early childhood. The narrative tone may 
be optimistic or pessimistic and as such decides about the emotional climate of the 
created life story. a high-intensity narrative tone may cause dysfunctions of the self 
system, make it rigid and incapable of coping with the threat in an adaptive manner.

4. The seeking of power and autonomy

narratives and valuation systems where the self-enhancement motive dominates 
have been described as the seeking of power and autonomy. The main tendency in 
this type of threatened identity is the acquisition of independence, power and, as 
a result, the building of self-esteem. With respect to the identity problem, the ef-
fort to attain power seems to be a way of coping with the threat (see Batory, 2010). 
The results of using this strategy may be various. It may lead to positive personal 



75The ThreaTeneD IDenTITy

development but sometimes it is a consequence of egocentric traits and brings only 
superficial strength for the self.

Gergo is 26 years old. he comes from hungary, from an affluent family. his 
parents provided him not only with financial prosperity but also high social status. 
Gergo starts his valuation system (see Table 5) with a negative emotional climate 
concerned with the frustration of the self-enhancement motive. he talks about 
a feeling of weakness in the face of expectations that his family and neighbors 
have toward him. many social expectations have blocked the demonstration of 
his aspirations and limited his development toward independence. as a result of 
strong attachment, the border between Gergo and his parents was obliterated. In 
these conditions the formation of personal identity encountered serious obstacles. 
Gergo felt he had to fight for himself, for the ability to direct his own life. how-
ever, his attempts at defiance have not brought satisfactory effects for a long time. 
The frustration of the self-enhancement motive on the one hand has intensified 
Gergo’s striving for autonomy, whilst on the other it has led to discouragement 
from action to obtain independence. The question about his own identity has not 
found an answer since Gergo has not decided to take steps to separate from his 
parents. The decision to go on a scholarship to Belgium gave him the chance to live 
in new conditions, according to rules set by himself. It gave Gergo the opportunity 
to get to know himself, to perceive his own value but also to allow himself to be 
weak. as a result, Gergo’s sense of power and personal autonomy has increased. 
In his narrative the sense of autonomy is the aim that marks out the direction of 
undertaken action. although in the first part of the valuation system the S mo-
tive is frustrated, in the whole story the seeking of autonomy becomes the main 
issue and the narrated events revolve around it. at the end of his narrative Gergo 
expresses fear as to whether he will manage to maintain his independence after 
coming home. But he is sure he will not give up and talks about this in the last 
valuation (no. 11):

 S O p n
I know I will fight for myself, my life, my freedom. 20 3 19 5

The affective patterns of the last valuations, general affect and ideal affect show 
the experience of positive self-enhancement (+S). at the same time it is worth not-
ing that there is a low level of feelings reflecting the O motive in the whole system. 
The seeking of power and autonomy dominates the content of Gergo’s narrative 
and marks the direction of his motivation.

attempts at finding one’s own power and value are usually the result of natu-
ral need and have developmental significance (Kernis, 2003, 2005). however, there 
are also cases where the search for self-enhancement turns out to be an egocentric 
defense against situations that threaten a person’s self-esteem. Then, the individual 
is focused on their own self. relationships with other people serve only to build 
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a positive self-image (Foster, Kernis & Goldman, 2007; Kernis, lakey & heppner, 
2008). In this way, personal identity is protected against risky changes.

In the context of threatened identity, Breakwell (1986) points to the significance 
of a sense of control over life changes. It happens that the ability or possibility of 
controlling events, sometimes also one’s own action, is limited either for internal 
or external reasons. Then, the individual loses self-efficacy and as a result, changes 
in self-perception may occur. These changes may disturb the continuity of personal 
identity, hence the lack of control over changes is one of the most specific features 
of the threat situation. The mechanism is that the lack of control leads to a sense 
of weakness which in turn causes a decrease in self-esteem (see Demello & Imms, 
1999). The person, coping with the threat, seeks power and autonomy and in this 
way focuses on actions which strengthen their own self.

5. The loss of part of oneself

The situation of a threat to identity may concern various aspects of the indi-
vidual’s functioning. It may be related to existential issues (the meaning of life, 
the system of values), changes of environment (in a social and cultural context), 
the bodily sphere (physical abilities, appearance) or the material domain (prop-
erties). a threat to identity may also occur in the context of close relationships 
with other people who are perceived as significant. The bonds with significant 
others constitute personal identities for each of them. It is possible for a conflict 
situation to occur in any of the above-mentioned domains, bringing about the loss 
of important value. many years ago William James (1890) distinguished between 
the self as a subject (I) and the self as an object (Me) that contains spiritual, mate-
rial, social and bodily elements. Both these aspects of the self create the whole, 
forming a sense of one’s own identity (see epstein, 1991). The importance given 
to particular aspects of the self decides that their loss causes the loss of part of 
oneself.

Julie is 24 years old. She was born in Denmark and she spent her childhood 
there. her mother comes from portugal, her father is Danish as Julie talks about 
herself (see Table 6), two contrasting temperaments – southern and northern – are 
mixed in her. Since her earliest years, she has experienced a desire to express her-
self through literature and has sought meaning in life. at the same time, she has 
felt that she was not like other, ordinary people and was full of doubts whether it 
was better to live like other people or to live her own way. This inner conflict was 
supported by the attitude of Julie’s father who represented “a world without depth.” 
Julie’s father has not understood her desires, has not tried to enter his daughter’s 
world. This mutual incomprehension increased over time. Julie has been writing 
more and more. She has found an outlet for her feelings and quests in poetry. She 
has found herself there, rooted in a world of creativity that has given her a chance 
for self-realization. Writing has become her passion. Julie’s dream was clear – lit-
erature Studies in copenhagen. She knew she wanted this but her father wanted 
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something different for her. he expected her to follow in his footsteps and take 
over the family business. For Julie, her father’s plan for her life was impossible to 
accept. Julie faced the choice between realizing her own desires and meeting her 
father’s expectations. She knew that her father would not approve of her decision 
regarding the humanities and writing. according to him, it would be an unpracti-
cal way of earning a living. however, Julie felt that she could not act against her 
nature and that writing and literature was her way. She followed this route. her 
father’s disapproval of her decision caused doubts to arise in her mind for some 
time. Julie knew that if she stuck with her choice, she would lose her father. Finally, 
she enrolled in her chosen studies. The time in copenhagen was difficult for her but 
she did not withdraw from her choice. Julie feels she has lost her father, although 
she hopes this is not the end. She still has not reconciled herself to the loss, which 
she talks about in the valuation (no. 17):

 S O p n
I feel I lost my father but I would like us to find each other some day. 6 6 10 25

The affective climate of the above valuation is characterized by a prevailing 
negative affect over the positive one. The content is associated with a low level of 
expression of both basic motives, which points to the experience of helplessness 
and isolation (-ll). This moment reflects an important loss which entails deep 
sorrow and may also evoke anger. The latter is seen in the next valuation (no. 18):

 S O p n
Thomas Mann said: ‘Literature is not a profession, it is a curse… 10 2 10 21
This is the truth.

In Julie’s story, the two different paths were impossible to combine. The choice 
of either of them meant giving up something personally important. Julie’s decision 
brought a loss that has evoked difficult feelings till now. Interestingly, although 
the emotional climate of Julie’s narrative renders a sense of loss, the affective pat-
terns of the last valuations do not convey frustration of the O motive (-O) but the 
experience of helplessness (-ll) and anger (-S). maybe it is just the moment which 
reflects not so much the loss of another person as the loss of part of oneself.

an important loss is usually threatening to identity. processes guided by the 
continuity principle, and often also by the self-esteem principle, are disturbed. 
however, the individual does not always feel the loss of part of their own identity. 
a sense of the loss of self might occur, but adaptive strategies of coping with a 
threat make the person find a new content for personal identity. For instance, 
this kind of experience may happen after the constructive passing of grief (nei-
meyer, 2001, 2005, 2006; Worden, 2009). as a result, further development of the 
self is enabled.
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Conclusion

In the face of diverse events, experiences, an individual’s feelings and points 
of view, the question about the coherence of personal identity arises. according to 
mcadams (1989, 1996, 2001), individuals aim to create a coherent life story. how-
ever, there is doubt as to how a person looks at their own life from the perspective 
of very difficult experiences and important changes which have caused a threat 
to identity. The results of the present study show that the coherence of narrative 
and by the same token the coherence of identity is not always retained. Threaten-
ing experiences often change the course of a life story, challenge previously held 
values, change the motivation and modify the self-image. moreover, there is also 
the possibility of co-occurrence of mutually opposite meanings given to events 
and life experiences. The adaptively functioning individual is able to include these 
opposite meanings in an organized system of self. This idea is close to hermans’ 
(hermans & Kempen, 1993) theory of the dialogical self. according to this idea, the 
diversity of looking at one’s own life – at events, decisions, actions – is called the 
multiplicity of I-positions. each I-position has its own voice and may tell its own 
story. The person may look at their own life from many perspectives and as a result 
may have many sub-identities (see hofman, 1983, referred to in Breakwell, 1986; 
about the plurality of the self see also rowan & cooper, 1999). In the context of 
threatened identity the assumption about the self system as a polyphonic structure 
suggests the possibility of occurrence of several identities which do not necessar-
ily threaten one another. moreover, they can come into the inner discourse and 
negotiate the optimal point of view and adaptive manner of action (see hermans 
& Dimaggio, 2007; Stemplewska-Zakowicz et al., 2005; pollard, 2008). a problem 
arises when the individual faces a dilemma. The various points of view prompt 
different solutions, and then choosing one means rejecting another. In turn, this 
may cause a feeling of important loss (as in Julie’s case). however, as p. Oleś (2008) 
notes, sometimes very few strongly internalized attributes are enough – despite the 
loss of almost everything – to maintain a sense of personal identity. But the loss 
of these attributes – even if there are not a lot of them – is sometimes enough for 
the individual to be confronted with the necessity of rebuilding their own identity.

The results of many surveys (e.g. raggatt, 2000; ligorio & pugliese, 2004; Van 
halen & Janssen, 2004) confirm the assumption about the multivoiced self. however, 
some questions still arise. how is it possible to establish an identity when extremely 
different voices of I-positions are present? To what extent can the continuity of 
identity be retained in difficult experiences which bring about significant life 
changes, when different I-positions assess them differently? What are the identity 
changes after the suppression of some voices which would limit the realization of 
foreground personal aspirations? Is the suppression of the voice of an important 
I-position possible by and large, and how does the individual manage to solve the 
inner conflict caused by various self voices?
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The threat to identity, understood as a situation of discord between contrasting 
demands of identity principles, seems to be a conflict of I-positions that suggest 
various aims. under these kind of conditions, how can the individual effectively 
and adaptively cope with the threat? Which I-position is the most important and 
what happens to the rest? how does the identity protect itself against disintegration 
in such a way that the identity is retained as the “core” of the person during their 
whole life span? The above questions are some proposals for further research on 
the identity problem – changes of identity, protection of the sense of continuity, the 
influence of difficult situations and decision processes on identity, and also ways 
of adaptive coping with threatening conditions.
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Appendix

Instructions and questions used in the investigation

people go through many changes during their life span. Some changes open 
new opportunities or chances, others make people lose something very important, 
some part of their own self. This research concerns changes which have brought 
about a threat to or loss of part of your identity. read the following questions 
carefully, try to find such changes in your life and describe their effects.

have you gone through an experience in your life that you feel has changed 
you? What has changed in yourself as a result of this experience?

Did you make some decision and as a result you lost somebody or something 
very important and you felt that you lost some part of yourself?

have any external circumstances (e.g. change of accommodation) made you 
feel that you are someone else than before?

When you look at your life, do you notice a period when you felt that you were 
a different person than before and after it?
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