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The Sociocultural Tradition

Anderson, K. T., & Zuiker, S. J. (2010). Performative identity as a resource for classroom

participation: Scientific Shane vs. Jimmy Neutron. Journal of Language, Identity &

Education, 9(5), 291-309. doi:10.1080/15348458.2010.517708

Summary

Anderson and Zuiker, researchers with the National Institute of Education, Singapore,

examined how situational influences and socially constructed narratives influence the classroom

experience. The researchers used a sociocultural lens in their research; sociocultural theory

defines identity as a social construction (p.293). Enactment of performative identities is thus

defined as the process of positioning socially construed identities (p.293).

The researchers studied classroom interactions that occurred over a four-week period to

determine how the enactment of performative identities impacts student learning. The

conversations analyzed occurred among a small group of students in a science class at a

southeastern United States high school (p. 293). The conversations were videotaped as a part of

another study on the success of a new science learning program (p. 294). Anderson and Zuiker

analyzed the interviews by reading through the transcripts and noting discourse patterns and

“epistemic…claims” (p. 295), then considering the meaning of how the students framed their

actions and identities throughout the duration of the four-week period.

The researchers found that embodiment of a performed identity, such as “Scientific

Shane” (p. 291) or “Jimmy Neutron” (p. 298), allowed the students to embrace learning goals in

a way that routine acceptance of the classroom objectives could not. Since certain expectations

accompany certain roles, acting via a performed identity allowed students to perform in a way



THE SOCIOCULTURAL COMMUNICATOR 3

that may have otherwise damaged their socially construed identities. For example, in the study,

embracing the role of “Scientific Shane” necessitated usage of the scientific lexicon. Remove the

role of “Scientific Shane,” and the use of a scientific vocabulary may otherwise be deemed as

‘uncool.’ Framing of a desired participatory role allowed the student to take part in education in

a way that freed the student from unintended social consequences. Thus, the researchers

concluded that interactive settings with participatory opportunities provide the ideal learning

environment (p. 305).

The researchers noted that academic performance improved when student positioning

was allowed. These performance gains were noted not only in individual students but across the

entire classroom as well. An interesting conclusion from the research is that supporting an

enacted role is a performed identity in itself, and that those students who support certain

performed roles in the classroom are also transformed (p.305). It is the “opportunities to

participate” that determine “opportunities to learn” (p. 305).

Assessment

Anderson and Zuiker’s study of performed identity as played out in classroom settings,

and its impact on learning experiences, is inspired and useful. The study is inspired as the

researchers came upon the idea for this study while performing analysis for a separate study. The

study is useful as it provides a pragmatic example of Goffman’s theories on framing and the

presentation self; by framing their enacted self around a socially constructed identity, students

were better able to engage in the learning process.

While Anderson and Zuiker did not use a named or formal methodological framework

when conducting their analysis, their applied analysis method seems appropriate for the research.

It is evident that the researchers embrace the sociocultural tradition as they point out the
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historical context of the African American students (p. 306) when interpreting their research, and

the study validates the core claim of sociocultural theory: that identity is socially constructed

among others in context.

Reflection

This study used the lens of performative identity to study students’ positioning through

social discourse. Use of the performed identity lens is appropriate as the students are enacting a

specific identity on a particular stage; the use of this lens also links this study on Goffman’s

specific theories on the presentational self to the broader sociocultural tradition. The results from

this study demonstrate a positive correlation between opportunities to enact socially constructed

identities and academic performance. Can educators encourage enactment of certain identities in

order to promote the acquisition of knowledge? Future studies on similar topics could seek to

answer this question.

Anderson and Zuiker explicate on the social construction of identity in settings of actors

and stage, allowing for research into how identities are defined through discourse with others in

context. This study further elaborates on the formation of identities in a group setting and allows

for further inquiry into the intersections between socially formed identity and the naming of

things (e.g., “Scientific Shane”). Applying the specific theory of symbolic interactionism to

further studies on enacted identities in educational settings could add an interesting theoretical

perspective, as symbolic interactionism considers the naming of a thing of the upmost

importance.
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Ryan, M. E. (2008). Small stories, big issues: Tracing complex subjectivities of high school

students in interactional talk. Critical Discourse Studies, 5(3), 217-229.

doi:10.1080/17405900802131728

Summary

Ryan, a lecturer in literacy at the School of Cultural and Language Studies in Education

at Queensland University of Technology, examines how individuals use discourse to frame their

identity in relation to group and societal identities. She argues that critical examination of

discourse from both a “context” and “interaction” standpoint will provide insight into how

individuals use discourse to position themselves in their worlds and thus shape their identities

(p.217).

While not expressly stated, the sociocultural theoretical perspective frames this study

given Ryan’s interest on how contextual and discursive forces impact the framing of one’s

identity. Ryan specifically uses the theoretical lenses of poststructural inquiry and Foucault’s

theories on discourse (p. 218) to provide a foundation for her study. Poststructural inquiry

provides for a subjective viewpoint for one’s identity, a view that can shift based on context and

interpretation. Foucault’s theories allow discourse to be studied as a process of forming meaning

(p. 218), and complement the sociocultural tenants that the naming of things, such as through the

process of discourse, is what gives them meaning1.

In order to examine the role context and interaction have on how an individual uses

discourse to locate her identity in society, Ryan conducted a myriad of semistructured interviews

and focus group discussions with a group of teenagers in Queensland, Australia (p. 220). During

1 Reference Theories of Human Communication (10th ed.) (p. 99), by S. W. Littlejohn and K. A. Foss, 2011, Long
Grove, IL: Waveland Press, Inc.
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the interviews, Ryan encouraged the participants to reflect on popular culture and to express their

“reading of self” in the “broader social and political context” (p. 220).

The researcher used critical discourse analysis (CDA) to analyze the interview data (p.

220). Ryan was especially interested with how the identities expressed through the teenagers’

‘small stories’ differed from the ‘big stories’ such as “social justice and social betterment” (p.

220) they were taught at school and at home, with ‘small stories’ being discourses in which the

student places herself in a narrative and seeks validation or refutation of this identity from others

in the conversation (pp.218-219). Ryan also analyzed her interviews (the number of which is not

mentioned in the study) with an eye towards how the teenagers position and reposition in their

“discourse worlds” (p. 218) and in the process “form and reform their world views” (p.217).

Ryan determined that the young people interviewed did reposition their self-identity

based on the contexts of the moment (e.g., the female student who refused to speak up on behalf

of women’s rights in a conversation that had been dominated by men), with the young people

expressing “[views that were] tellable at this time, in this place” (p. 227). Ryan concluded that

the self-identities expressed by the young people were not necessarily aligned with the accepted

identities defined for them at the societal level, and that the young people used ‘small stories’ to

express and evaluate these differences in personal identity.

Assessment

The theoretical lenses Ryan uses in this study are appropriate for the study. The use of the

sociocultural mindset is appropriate for studies on identify formation in the context of society

and relationships. Accordingly, examining the students’ discussion through the lens of the four
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foci of the communication theory of identity (personal, enacted, relational, and communal)2

would have added a complementary theoretical perspective to this study.

Ryan’s interview and analysis methods are appropriate for the study. Utilizing a

combination of semistructured interviews and focus groups provided Ryan an opportunity to

gather ‘small stories’ created in a number of different interview situations. The use of CDA is

also appropriate for the study as CDA allows the expression of identity to be studied through a

focus on the “interpersonal function of language” (p. 219) in the “positionings of self and others

during the interaction” (p. 219).

Ryan found that students use ‘small stories’ to gain traction for their individual views,

which may differ from the view held by larger society. Unsurprisingly, the students exemplified

a multiple of identities; some identities expressed coincided with the beliefs of larger society,

while some did not (p. 227). Her findings support her argument that both “context” and

“interaction” (p. 217) influence how discourse is used to shape identity.

Reflection

Ryan used the subjective poststructural inquiry lens in her study as this lens allows for a

malleable self-identity. The subjective nature of one’s self identity as espoused by poststructural

inquiry agrees with the tenants of the sociocultural tradition, as this tradition also embraces a

subjective, not static, self-identity. Examining Ryan’s findings through the sociocultural tradition

lens reinforces the idea that individuals define their stories in relation to their cultural narratives.

Ryan’s research allows for deeper exploration into how individuals position themselves

not only in one-on-one and small group relationships, but also in political and societal structures.

From this viewpoint, one could study how positioning occurs in all contexts of communications,

2 Reference Theories of Human Communication (10th ed.) (p. 103), by S. W. Littlejohn and K. A. Foss, 2011, Long
Grove, IL: Waveland Press, Inc.
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from the individual conversation to organizational memberships and broader society. Ryan’s

research also provides a starting point for studying the staying power of various values in

adolescents, or for researchers interested in using analysis of ‘small stories’ as a part of their

research.

Symbolic Interaction and the Social Self

Lal, B. B. (1995). Symbolic interaction theories. American Behavioral Scientist, 38(3), 421-441.

Summary

In this essay, Lal, Professor Emeritus in the Sociology Department at the University of

California Los Angeles, outlines basic “features” (p. 422) of symbolic interactionism, then

examines the interplay between symbolic interactionism and studies on race and ethnicity (p.

422).

Lal’s summary of symbolic interactionism begins with presentation of its central tenant

that the self is shaped by social context and not by “social structures” (p.423). Social context, or

culture, facilitates development of knowledge of social objects, as objects are defined through

social situations (p. 423); social objects are anything that has a name, such as a noun, person or

emotion (p. 423). The self is also a social object, and development of self is influenced by

context (p. 424).

In addition to outlining the core beliefs of symbolic interaction theory, Lal states that the

two research methods that best integrate with the theoretical premises of symbolic interactionism

are “social ethnography” and “analysis of human documents” (p. 424), as these methods allow

the researcher to study the self as an actor in context. The voices of participants and the nuances

of their expressed identities are preserved through the use of these methods. Lal defines social

ethnography as a “description of the collective action” (p. 424) that takes into account the
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context of the individual or group that is being studied. Per Lal, collection and analysis of human

documents allows a researcher to locate an actor in a historical context and understand through

textual analysis how the actor viewed himself at the time (p. 425). Both methods consider the

definition of self in the broader societal context.

After providing an overview of symbolic interaction theory, Lal presents concepts that

emerge when studying race and ethnicity using the perspective of symbolic interactionism. Lal

points out that an ethnic group is a social object, and as such can change over time due to

interaction with other groups and responses to those interactions (p. 431). Lal makes the clear

distinction that the identity of an ethnic group, like the identity of one’s self, is not imposed by

“social structure” (p. 423) but is developed through responses to context (p. 431). This statement

supports Lal’s preference for the “optional situation concept,” which views ethnic identity as an

“ongoing process in which individuals or groups see themselves, and define themselves with

respect to others, in many different ways” (p. 435). This concept contrasts with the “primordialist

perspective,” in which ethnic identity is seen as an unchangeable identity existing from within

(p. 432).

Lal designates the optional situation approach as the preferred view of ethnic identity

because it allows the individual’s perspective, not the researcher’s, to define the situation (p.

435); gives room for creation of new ethnic identities (p. 435); and permits redefinition of one’s

own identity, including rejection of a previously claimed ethnicity (p. 436). The optional

situation approach to studying ethnic and racial identities is presented as the preferred approach

for use with the sociocultural perspective.
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Assessment

Lal’s essay is consistent the sociocultural theoretical framework. The concepts Lal

presents in her essay flow logically from prior research. Unsurprisingly given her background in

sociology, Lal fully acknowledges the role context plays in self-definition by giving preference

to the optional situation perspective and bringing context to bear on many of her assertions.

Lal’s essay is marginally successful when assessed against her two stated goals:

summarizing symbolic interaction theory and discussing key concepts generated when

examining racial and ethnic studies through a symbolic interaction theory lens. Her summary of

symbolic interactional theory, while coherent, lacked any organizational schema; readers have no

reference points or sub concepts to visually link to when deciphering her text. The text was

perhaps more dense than it otherwise would have been due to the lack of visual breaks.

Lal did succeed at discussing key points raised when studying racial and ethnic studies

through a symbolic interaction theory lens. Her elaborations touch on both rural and urban

considerations, and racial and ethnic distinctions. Lal’s crescendo to her assertion that symbolic

interaction demands an empirical reality (p. 437) leads nowhere as the paper abruptly ends. A

summary at the end of the paper would help tie Lal’s concepts together. Lal also stops short of

offering any explicit suggestions for paths of future study. The essay would be more successful

in providing a gateway to further research if Lal has both summarized her ideas and provided

guiding topics for future exploration.

Reflection

This essay provides a semidigestible summary of symbolic interactionism and its

interplay with ethnic and racial studies. Lal’s prose provides a convincing argument for



THE SOCIOCULTURAL COMMUNICATOR 11

sociocultural theory and the establishment of ethnic, and other, group and self identities through

social interactions.

Lal’s “optional situation concept of ethnic identity” (p. 432) has similar shades of the

“social value frameworks” of Stolte and Fender (2007) in that Lal asserts the context of a

situation will define which identity one puts forth (p. 432). What Lal does not provide, that Stolte

and Fender do, is empirical evidence showing how an individual chooses which ethnic identity to

perform.

While Lal does not spell out specific areas for further study, her paper points to a few:

What role do “orientational others” play on the abandonment of ethnic identity? What identity do

children in cross-cultural adoptions choose, and does that identity remain consistent throughout

their life? And, more broadly, through what processes does a concept redefined by a subgroup

gain primacy in popular culture?

Tucker, C. W. (1966). Some methodological problems of Kuhn's self theory. Sociological

Quarterly, 7(3), 345-358.

Summary

Tucker, Professor Emeritus at the University of South Carolina, recognized that at the

time of this paper, no sources succinctly explicated Kuhn’s theories on symbolic interaction.

Thus, Tucker set out to summarize the theories of Kuhn and his students, and then critique

Kuhn’s self theory in an effort to resolve gaps between the theory and its usage (p. 350).

Per Kuhn and his self theory, people are born into a world filled with context. This

context shapes the meaning people attribute to different objects, as social interactions define the

meaning of objects. Per self theory, individuals are viewed as social objects (p.347). The
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attitudes one has towards social objects, including oneself, are determined by “orientational

others” (p. 347), and “orientational others” have the greatest shaping effect on an individual’s

self-concept (p. 350).

The Twenty Statements Test (TST) is used to operationalize self theory. The test consists

of a single question: “Who am I?” Respondents are instructed to answer the question as if they

are providing answers to themselves. Tucker also elaborates on the analysis methods used to

interpret the responses to the TST. Analysts group responses into “consensual” or

“subconsensual” categories (p. 353); “consensual” statements have a universal definition (i.e., I

am a woman), and “subconsensual” statements require further examination (i.e., I am a strong

woman). Individuals who indicate a higher number of “consensual” responses are deemed to

have a more “stable” (p. 354) self-identity. Theoretically, and individual’s responses to the TST

can be used to predict her future behavior.

Once Tucker outlined the core beliefs of Kuhn’s self theory and the underlying

assumptions of the TST, Tucker critiques the misalignment between the theory and its

application. Tucker offers five assumptions underlying the test’s guiding question (p. 352),

noting that the assumptions are consistent with self theory. However, Tucker points out that

asking individuals to provide their “Who am I?” responses as if providing them to themselves,

then concluding that those responses can be used to predict behavior in a relational world,

contradicts self theory’s rejection of “traits” that always govern behavior (p. 355). Predicting

behavior in many situations based on one response ignores the contextual framework on which

self theory is based (p. 355).

Tucker goes on to point out that the researcher has a large degree of autonomy in

designating responses to the TST as “consensual” or “subconsensual.” Since there is no
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taxonomy to assist researchers in classifying responses, this critical distinction is left to the

researcher. This contradiction means that the researcher interprets the responses in absence of the

context of the responder (p. 357). This method stands in direct contrast to the theory’s assertion

that meaning is assigned in a social context.

Tucker’s culminating criticism is that the usefulness of the TST and self theory hangs on

the definition of “consensus,” which Tucker claims should either be further examined, or the

whole concept discarded (p. 357). In summary, Tucker acknowledges the potential usefulness of

self theory and the TST, but states further research must satiate the contradictions he identified:

issues with the delivery of the TST and the methods of analysis used to interpret the results.

Assessment

The purpose of Tucker’s critique of the theory is to expand the theory’s usefulness.

Tucker appears to be an objective third-party reviewer who is interested in maturing the field for

other self theorists. Tucker’s outline of the “ideas, assumptions, definitions, and propositions” (p.

358) of Kuhn’s self theory presents the beliefs of the theory in a compact and logical way that

had not previously been done. The way Tucker organized Kuhn’s dispersed works allows readers

to concisely understand the important points of Kuhn’s theory. Tucker also organized his

summary of Kuhn’s theory in such a way that his critique of the theory tied back to the theory’s

central beliefs.

Tucker’s critiques focus on two main elements of Kuhn’s theory: the TST and the

analysis of responses from the TST. Tucker’s method of critiquing the TST makes sense: expose

the underlying assumptions of the TST, and compare those assumptions to the self theory

framework to identify any inconsistencies. Tucker did not note any inconsistencies between his

five individual assumptions and Kuhn’s framework (p. 352). However, Tucker correctly assesses
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that the conditions in which the question is asked (in absence of context) contradicts the core

tenants of the theory; assigning meaning in absence of social context does not align with the core

beliefs of self theory. Tucker correctly concludes that the method of allowing the researcher to

interpret results is not inappropriate in and of itself; but interpretation apart from context

contradicts the framework of self theory.

While written over 50 years ago, this paper provides an excellent overview of Kuhn’s self

theory and the appropriate uses of the TST, and an articulate critique of its operational

challenges. Tucker stays true to his goal of maturing Kuhn’s self theory by providing suggestions

for alternate delivery methods of the TST and examples of research questions for further

exploration.

Reflection

Overall, Tucker’s critique of Kuhn’s self theory highlights an important point for all self

theorists to remember: in the sociocultural tradition, objects are devoid of meaning apart from

their social context. His specific challenges to the theory are intellectually stimulating and

illustrate the importance of comparing the pragmatic usage of a theory to its theoretical roots.

Tucker’s detailed explanation of how analysts gather and interpret responses to the TST

provides a solid overview of the TST delivery and analysis process to self theory novices. Tucker

explicitly draws the link between the interpretation of the responses and how those

interpretations relate to one’s self concept. Kuhn posits that increased relation to “consensually

agreed to” (p. 354) identities means a person has a greater degree of socially developed meaning.

In other words, self-identity is well defined for individuals with a large number of consensual

responses. Further studies could examine this concept within marginalized groups. For example,
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how would the “always-single” Japanese women studied by Hecht and Maeda (2012) respond to

the TST, and what would that say about their identity in relation to society?

Tucker’s explanation of “thinking,” while not revolutionary, puts an interesting

perspective on this basic human function. Per Tucker, “thinking” is the process through which an

individual determines how to interact with the objects around him (p. 346), and a person’s ability

to “think” is based on the knowledge he has gained through social interactions with others. Per

Kuhn, one becomes a better thinker through more interactions with others since the person has

more objects to relate to in their mind. A study linking “better thinking” with the number of

social experiences an individual has had could empirically support this claim.

The Presentational Self

Bond, M. H., Leung, K., & Wan, K-C. (1982). The social impact of self-effacing attributions:

The Chinese case. Journal Of Social Psychology, 118(2), 157-166.

Summary

Bond, Leung, and Wan, researchers at the Chinese University of Hong Kong, studied the

impact of two self-promotion styles on social likability in China. The researchers examined two

self-promotion tactics: self-efficacy and self-enhancement. Self-effacing individuals attribute

their success to external factors, such as assistance from others or chance, whereas self-

enhancing individuals attribute their success to internal factors such as ability or dedication (p.

158). Conversely, self-effacing individuals attribute their failures to internal factors, such as

inability or incompetence, while self-enhancing individuals blame their failures on external

factors like another’s mistake or bad luck (p. 158). ‘Humbleness’ (p. 158) is associated with self-

efficacy, and ‘boastfulness’ (p. 159) with self-enhancement.
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Since ‘harmony’ is a principle concept in Chinese society (p. 158), Bond et al. argue that

individuals who use self-effacing explanations for their performance will be better liked than

those who are self-enhancing, since humility fosters harmony. This contradicts the Western

belief that competency, not humility, is the prime factor influencing likability (p.158).

To support their hypothesis, Bond et al. designed an experiment in which likeability is

linked to self-effacing or self-enhancing acts. The researchers used convenience sampling to

recruit 53 undergraduate students from a Chinese university. Each subject, or S, watched a

prerecorded video that showed two confederates (Cs) individually filling in a ten-question quiz.

After completing the quiz, the S watched on video as the scores of the test were revealed to each

C. In the competent condition, each C scored 9 out of 10. In the incompetent condition, each C

scored 1 out of 10.

After watching the scoring delivery, each S then watched as the Cs commented on their

performance. In each condition (competent or incompetent), one C delivered a self-effacing

statement, and one delivered a self-enhancing statement. After the video ended, the S was asked

to rate the Cs on “likeability, competence and anxiety” (p. 160) via an anonymous questionnaire.

The researchers used vector analysis to interpret the results of the survey (p. 161). Results

of the study supported the researcher’s argument as likability was related to self-efficacy, not

competence (p. 161). The study also found that self-enhancing individuals were viewed as more

competent (p. 162), and incompetent and boastful Cs were viewed as the most anxious (p. 162).

Goffman’s work on maintaining face3 explains why an incompetent C employing self-enhancing

tactics is viewed as anxious: the C is acting “out of face” (p. 166).

3 Reference “On Face Work: An Analysis of Ritual Elements in Social Interaction,” by E. Goffman, 1955,
Psychiatry, 18, pp. 213-231.
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Assessment

The researchers’ examination of the impact of self-efficacy and self-enhancement is a

solid operationalization of Goffman’s theories on face maintenance. While the researchers do not

spend much time discussing the theoretical background underlying the study, threads of

Goffman, face maintenance, and sociocultural theory run throughout the study. Asking the Ss to

judge the likeability, competence, and anxiousness of the Cs supports sociocultural theory’s

assumption that identity is formed in social context; the assertion of competence, for example, is

based on an enacted scene.

The researchers used convenience sampling to obtain subjects for their study, and used a

quantitative analysis tool to gather support for their claim. While the research methods are

appropriate for the topic, age and gender data are not provided to color the results. The

quantitative analysis does also not provide empirical evidence as to “why” respondents linked

self-efficacy to likability. A qualitative aspect to the study could have yielded evidence for this

relationship.

The researchers also do not give demographic data on the Cs used in the study. Were the

Cs close in age and appearance to the Ss? Did the actors and the respondents share a similar

dialect? This data is important to include in a study of sociocultural forces since context is

paramount in defining social objects such as likeable or unlikeable individuals. Did respondents

have an increased affinity for Cs who shared their gender, dialect, appearance, etc.?’

This study also does not speak to any effects the video observation had on the study

results. In sociocultural theory, context and framing cannot be overlooked. Would observing the

test-taking situation in person have any impact on the likability attribution?
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Reflection

The theoretical framework used and methods employed by the researchers are

appropriate for the research topic. The data provided support the link between the self who is

performed and the identity that is created.

Bond et al.’s concept of “self-promotion” resembles Goffman’s concept of “face-saving

(see Footnote 3).” Both researchers argue that their concepts are aimed at achieving a steady

state in social relationships; Bond et al. argue that harmony is the overarching goal (p. 158),

while Goffman argues that maintaining one’s place is paramount. These concepts are not so

different, making this study a good example of Goffman’s face maintenance theory in action.

Goffman posits that the identity one enacts should remain consistent to reduce social confusion;

consistency in role enactment leads to retained social status. A future study could examine if

self-efficacy and self-enhancement are traits inherent to an individual, like sex, or if they are

states demonstrated by individuals depending on the situation. If self-promotion methods are not

traits, future research could examine what factors cause an individual to use humble or boasting

attributions.

An interesting study could also examine how oscillation between self-effacing and self-

enhancing statements impacts an individual’s social standing. If self-promotion tactics are not

traits but “lines” that one takes, it could be expected that changing tactics decreases predictability

and thus diminishes social status.
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Fender, S., & Stolte, J. F. (2007). Framing social values: An experimental study of culture and

cognition. Social Psychology Quarterly, 70(1), 59-69.

Summary

Fender, Professor Emeritus of Sociology at Northern Illinois University, and Stolte, a

Spanish instructor at Illinois College, who received her M.A degree in sociology from Northern

Illinois University, integrated concepts from Goffman’s theories in Frame Analysis (1974)4 with

Paul DiMaggio’s work on culture and cognition (1997)5 to study how individuals think and act in

social situations based on social values (p. 59). Fender and Stolte were specifically concerned

with how the framing of social values defines social situations (p. 60).

Frameworks are an internalized set of social values an individual uses to interpret

situations and determine actions (p. 60). Frameworks are not mutually exclusive; an individual

can internalize multiple frameworks throughout their life. The researchers identified two primary

frameworks, or “social value concerns” (pp. 60-61): intrinsic, a framework in which an

individual primarily considers another individual valuable in and of themself; and extrinsic, a

framework in which an individual primarily considers another individual valuable as a means to

an end. Fender and Stolte posit that individuals constantly navigate this collection of frameworks

through the use of social context cues, and that it is these sociocultural cues that help determine

which value framework will “activate” (p. 62) within the individual.

Fender and Stolte drew on Goffman’s (1974) and Hong, Morris, Chiu, and Benet-

Martinez’s research6 to develop a hypothesis that “dramatic” (p. 62) frameworks are more likely

to activate intrinsic social value concerns than extrinsic social value concerns. The researchers

4 Reference Frame Analysis, by E. Goffman, 1974, New York: Harper and Row.
5 Reference “Culture and Cognition,” by P. DiMaggio, 1997, Annual Review of Sociology, 23, pp. 263-287.
6 Reference “Multicultural Minds: A Dynamic Constructivist Approach to Culture and Cognition,” by Y. Hong, M.
Morris, C. Chiu, and V. Benet-Martinez, 2000, American Psychologist, 55, pp. 709-720.
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also studied the impact of imagery on a message receiver’s emotional attachment, and the impact

that language choice has on an individual’s selection of a social value frame. Fender and Stolte

hypothesized that imagery would increase emotional attachment, and use of a Western-based

language would decrease participant’s emotional attachment, to a character framed in an intrinsic

social value setting.

The researchers designed a test to study the impact of the following three variables on the

activation of an individual’s framework:

 dependent variable: characters demonstrating an (A) intrinsic or (B) extrinsic value

concern;

 independent variable: (C) imagery (vivid) vs. (D) no imagery (dull);

 independent variable: use of English or Spanish.

The researchers recruited 96 bilingual Spanish-Latina female participants in the area

surrounding a large Midwestern University. The participants were each read a short narrative in

either English or Spanish. The narratives contained either element (A) or (B), and (C) or (D)

above. After listening to the narratives, the participants were asked how closely they related to

the central character.

The researchers used the Inclusion of Other in the Self (IOS) scale to analyze the data.

The researchers found that the social value framework in the narrative did impact which

framework the participants used to interpret the narrative, supporting the researchers’ hypothesis

that, when presented with a dramatic narrative, a subject will identify more with a character

whose actions fit within the intrinsic social value framework than a character whose actions fit

within the extrinsic social value framework (p. 65). Additionally, the study showed that usage of

imagery increased emotional attachment to a character. The researchers also found that the
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language used when presenting the narratives had an impact when presented in combination with

the imagery, but had no significant effect on the emotional attachment to narratives presented

without imagery.

In summary, the researchers found that intrinsic social values are activated when

narratives are used since they augment a receiver’s emotional attachment to a character, much

like viewers are drawn to characters in well-written plays. Sensory cues such as images also

increase a receiver’s emotional attachment to a character, and the language used to present a

situation impacts the social value framework employed by the receiver.

Assessment

The theoretical approach applied by this study fits with the topic of study. Merging

Goffman’s frame analysis with a multicultural social value perspective illuminates how

individuals select frames for use in different social contexts. Since Fender was a graduate student

under the supervision of Stolte at the time the research study was conducted, the methods

employed by this study make sense for the context in which the study was conducted.

Convenience sampling was used to obtain the participants (18 – 21 year old bilingual females,

mostly students); the sampling method limited the age range of the participants, which the

researchers noted (p. 67). Additionally, data analysis was presented in a coherent way that

supported the researchers’ hypotheses.

This study shows that the context surrounding narratives is important in determining

which social value concerns will come into play; this finding reinforces the general belief of the

sociocultural tradition that context is important in defining one’s image, as one’s values are part

of one’s image.
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Reflection

This study is useful for providing perspective on the “loose network” (p. 61) of framing

models available to an individual. While people can internalize multiple, sometimes competing,

social value frameworks, results of this study help individuals understand how a specific model

comes into play based on contextual framing. Per the study, the expressed social values,

accompanying imagery, and framing language all impact the application of social frameworks.

This insight is important when considering how individuals operate in a multilayered social

context, and begs many questions for further research: Which social value framework will

dominate when an individual is presented with competing sensory cues (i.e., an English narrative

read while Spanish music is playing)? Are the social values of a community facing an influx of

non-native speakers altered when another language increases in usage in the community?

This study provides many other paths for further exploration. While this study examined

simplistic markers such as English versus Spanish, narratives containing a picture versus

narratives not containing a picture, and singular explanations given for the character’s actions,

further studies could include interacting and complex factors such as a country’s economic state,

opinions of family members, and, as the researchers point out, nuances in dialect (p. 68). Further

studies could also look at how a multicultural person maintains several social value concerns

when conflicts between the values continuously arise. Future research into the framing of social

values should study a population beyond Latina Americans, and include participants with an age

range broader than 18 – 21.
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Peterson, R. A. (2005). In search of authenticity. Journal of Management Studies, 42(5), 1083-

1098. doi:10.1111/j.1467-6486.2005.00533

Summary

Peterson, Professor Emeritus of Sociology at Vanderbilt University, examines how

authenticity is socially created, arguing that the social creation process means that the definition

of which things are “authentic” can change, and that the process of defining things as authentic

can change the objects in question.

To support his claim that authenticity is socially created, Peterson offers the case study of

how growers, owners, merchants and marketers of wine from the Bordeaux region banded

together to create an “authentic” wine experience targeted at increasing prestige to beat the

competition (pp. 1083-1084). Consumers accepted this image of authenticity due to the way the

products were marketed (p. 1084). Peterson also points to numerous tourist materials that tout

“authentic experiences” as examples of socially defined authenticity (pp. 1084-1085), and subtly

mocks New Zealand’s touting of the “authentic” Lord of the Rings experience (p. 1085). (How

d the language used to present a situation impacts the social

Since authenticity is socially defined, what society defines as authentic at a point in time

can change. Peterson points to Hank William’s progression from an average performer during his

own lifetime to his place as the “paragon of country music” (p. 1095) as an example of this point.

Peterson continues with examples from the country music genre to observe that musicians who

attempt to recreate a successful (i.e. authentic) sound are chastised for being unoriginal and are

forced to add their own sound in order to be successful (pp. 1093-1095).
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Assessment

This essay was included in an addition of the Journal of Management Studies dedicated

to creativity and authenticity (p. 1093), and Peterson’s essay fits well within this theme. Peterson

mentions many of the accompanying essays in his work, demonstrating that his ideas are

cohesive with the journal’s publication on creativity and authenticity.

While Peterson does explicitly elaborate on sociocultural theory, Goffman’s theories on

face-work and the supporting theories of impression management are the backbone of the essay.

Peterson provides solid evidence for his claim that authenticity is socially created, such as

examples from country music, the tourism industry, and religious relics. His arguments fall at the

center of sociocultural theory in that they claim the definition of objects, in this case “authentic

objects,” arises from cultural discourse.

The individuals in Peterson’s examples are prime case studies on impression

management. For example, Loretta Lynn’s success is partially attributed to her dogged

presentation of her authentic self: In one performance, she unabashedly kicked off the high heels

her agent had dressed her in and fully assumed her “hillbilly” persona (p. 1089), which her

audience deemed her authentic identity. Peterson’s examples also highlight the sociocultural link

between self and culture: Authentic personalities are nothing without the expression of

authenticity from another party.

Reflection

Peterson’s study fits well within Goffman’s theory on the presentational self as each

party mentioned in Peterson’s study (musicians, actors, agents, consumers, critics, historians,

etc.) is concerned with maintaining the face of the socially construed object in question.

However, Peterson’s essay does not touch on the processes used to redefine authenticity; he only
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states that authenticity can be redefined. An interesting study might examine the methods

employed by corporate communication professionals when trying to increase a product’s status.

Peterson traces the historical process of creating authenticity through social definition.

Further studies on the authentication of academic research may be valid areas for further

exploration. Peterson’s example of a country artist needing to add their own sound to their music

in order to be successful is not so different than the research process in academia; in order for

research to be accepted in academic, it much be authentic (i.e. original) yet still draw on

theoretical frameworks and knowledge created in the past. As theories evolve and research of

previous generations evolves to today’s theories, at what point does an authentic communicator

of the past become antiquated? The answer likely likes in social factors, making this type of

continued research a great focus area for sociocultural researchers.

The Communication Theory of Identity

Hecht, M. L., & Maeda, E. (2012). Identity search: Interpersonal relationships and relational

identities of always-single Japanese women over time. Western Journal of

Communication, 76(1), 44-64. doi:10.1080/10570314.2012.637539

Summary

Hecht and Maeda studied “always-single” Japanese women, examining how these

countercultural women come to accept who they are by “learn[ing] variations in lifestyle and

relationships over time” (p. 46). Hecht, Distinguished Professor of Communication Arts and

Sciences at Pennsylvania State University, and Maeda, Assistant Professor of Communication

Studies at California State University, Long Beach, also posit that these always-single Japanese

women must come to terms with their identities to keep inner peace between their chosen
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lifestyle and the cultural value norm of marriage. The veins of “nontraditional identity

management and negotiation” (p. 46) flow throughout the study.

The researchers used the communication theory of identity (CTI) as the theoretical lens

for the study. The relational frame is used as the central frame (p. 47) of the study, with the other

CTI foci (personal, enacted, and communal) examined through the relational lens. The

researchers note that the frames are not mutually exclusive but “interpenetrate” (p. 48). “Identity

gaps” (p. 48) emerge when identities present in the four foci contradict each other and spread

like oil and water in the interpenetration process. The researchers call this contradiction of

identity “dialectical tension” (p. 47).

Based on a prior research study examining the role interpersonal relationships had on the

lives of always-single Japanese women, the researchers examined how the “interpersonal

relationships of always-single Japanese women change over time” (p. 51) and how their ongoing

identities are influenced by these changing relationships (p. 51). In order to conduct the research,

participants from a 2003 study by Maeda7 were invited to participate in a follow-up study; 20 of

the 30 original participants participated in the second study. Semistructured interviews were used

to collect the research data, and a thorough open coding process was used to analyze the

interviews.

The researchers found that the three interpersonal relationships themes that appeared

during the first study (family dependency and responsibility, social support and relationship

issues that prevent marriage) remained valid in the second study (p. 53). Additionally, two

subthemes under the “family dependency and responsibility” theme emerged in the second round

of longitudinal interviews: shift in family dynamics and position in the ie (family) (p. 53), and

7 Reference “Relational Identities of Always-Single Japanese Women,” by E. Maeda, 2008, Journal of Social and
Personal Relationships, 25, pp. 967–987.
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one subtheme emerged under the “relationship issues that prevent marriage” theme: committed

yet uncommitted relationships (p. 53). All three subthemes relate to how the women view their

identity in the relational frame and demonstrate how the women’s identities changed during the

four years between studies.

The researchers found that the primary shift in in the identity views held by the women

was due to an increased sense of self-acceptance. This greater self-acceptance allowed the

women in the study to handle the dialectical tension created by the distance between their

rejections of the cultural norms of marriage. However, the researchers appropriately point out

that the context in which the always-single Japanese women are living is important to bear in

mind when interpreting the research findings (p. 61). While greater self-acceptance decreases

“identity gaps”, such self-acceptance may only be permissible in a state of relative economic

security (p. 62). Increased self-acceptance was generally accompanied by increased identities

placed in the relational frame. In other words, the always-single women dealt with dissonance in

their communal identity by finding increased importance in their relationship identity,

specifically with friends and family members (p. 57).

Assessment

This study provides an excellent look into how the personal, enacted, relational and

communal frames integrate to form one’s identity. The researchers were able to accurately

convey the complexities of the always-single women’s self-identity by framing their work with

the relational lens. It was appropriate to use the relational lens to study the identities of the

women since marriage is a relational social construction.

The methods employed by the researchers are appropriate. Semistructured interviews

provided an appropriate forum for the participants to discuss a personal topic, with the researcher
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being able to guide the interview to focus on topics of particular interest to the study. What really

makes this study useful and successful is the use of longitudinal interviews. Interviewing

participants of the original study on self-identity of always-single women four years later allows

the researchers to trace nuanced shifts in how the participants view their identity. The

conclusions and theoretical implications from this study are built on these nuanced discoveries

that emerged when comparing the two sets of interviews.

It is important to note that this research study was conducted with partial funding from

the Anthony Marchionne Foundation, which frequently sponsors research on singleness. The

sponsorship of the study may have limited interrogation of how the friends and family of always-

single women view the women and their relationship.

Reflection

The findings presented in the study make sense in the context of the CTI and

sociocultural theory as a whole. Examining the identities of the women through the relations lens

provides a coherent perspective on how identity is shaped in relations with others.

One variable that was not touched on in the study was the impact relationships between

always-single women had on their self-acceptance. While this study showed that the view of

one’s self as defined through relationships with others is critical in forming a positive self-

identity, and that support of friends is critical in this process, it could be interesting to study how

close relationships with others who share the same subcultural identity impacts one’s degree of

self-acceptance.

Since sociocultural theory focuses on defining identity in a social context, it may be

interesting for further studies on this always-single population, or groups with a subcultural

identity, to examine how their identities are expressed in a small group setting. In a small group
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setting, the participants could build off one another’s expressions of self-identity and relational

experiences, perhaps generating additional insights into the “interpenetration” of the four frames

of the CTI.

Henson, J. R., & Olson, L. N. (2010). The monster within: How male serial killers discursively

manage their stigmatized identities. Communication Quarterly, 58(3), 341-364.

doi:10.1080/01463373.2010.503176

Summary

The purpose of Henson and Olson’s study is to determine how male serial killers

construct their identity within society, and how they deal with the stigma attached to being a

serial killer. The communication theory of identity (CTI) is used as the theoretical framework for

this study. The four frames of CTI (personal, enacted, relational and communal) are used to

investigate the killer’s identity formation process. The CTI provides a useful framework for this

study as the theory allows for the integration of the four frames (p. 343).

The use of the CTI is complimented by Goffman’s (1963)8 work on stigma. The

researchers state that stigma is developed through “communal discourse” (p. 344), such as

images portrayed in the media, and that stigma is “reinforced” through relational and group

discourse (p. 344). Goffman (see Footnote 8) points out that stigma is a “social construction” (p.

344), and that internal discord can result when an individual, such as a serial killer, upholds the

socially constructed stigma at a communal level but rejects it on the personal level. Thus, this

study seeks to understand how stigma is managed through discourse from the stigmatized

individual’s point of view (p. 345).

8 Reference Stigma: Notes on the Management of Spoiled Identity, by E. Goffman, 1963, New York: Simon &
Schuster.
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The researchers gathered 13 interview transcriptions containing serial killers’ discussions

of the crime, justification for the crime, and thoughts on society’s perception of serial killers (p.

347). Henson and Olson gathered these transcripts from “credible sources” (p. 347), and used the

constant comparative method of text analysis to identity themes in the data (p. 352).

The researchers identified three themes to describe how the killers discursively managed

their stigmatized identity: “representing a normal self to others, acknowledging barriers to

normalcy, and explaining their actions as justifiable” (p. 352). Presenting a normal face to others

(the enacted frame) while hiding their secret (the personal frame) was one technique killers used

to manage their identity. The killers also blamed their behavior on an “inability” (p. 354) to

control their actions. Finally, some of the killers justified their murders by providing a “social

service” (p. 356) or giving the victims what they deserve (p. 356).

The researchers also identified examples of the social influences the killers said helped

shape their identity and thus their enacted self (p. 357). Previous traumatic experiences, such as

economic depression and experiences in the military, were identified by the killers as influencing

forces (p. 358). The killers also objected to the stigmatized view of the serial killer; particularly

interesting is the researchers’ finding that the killers sought to correct the “superhero” depiction

of the serial killer, instead stating that killing is hard work and that it takes time (p. 359).

In conclusion, the researchers added to the current research on the CTI by “explaining

how individuals manage their stigmatized communal identity by discursively talking back to the

stigma” (p. 361). While the researchers note that objectively studying serial killers and their

motivations can be a sensitive topic, further research into this population could help prevent

future serial killings (p. 362).
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Assessment

The research topic under examination is a controversial one, but the researches

successfully managed the emotional aspect. The rationalization for the study and the theoretical

frameworks used by the researchers are appropriate and in line with the topic studied.

Specifically, using the lens of the CTI in examining the texts is helpful when analyzing

sociocultural influences, framing and discourse. The themes generated by the authors from use of

the constant comparative method of data analysis appear saturated and sufficient for addressing

the research questions. The researchers provide a concise summary at the end of the paper and

provide a number of areas for future research that flow logically from the results presented.

While the use of transcripts is not uncommon for research on stigmatized and hard-to-

locate individuals, the data sources and selection criteria can be questioned. The researchers

provide inadequate justification for the exclusion of women serial killers in their analysis: They

state the desire to study the topic “in depth” (p. 347), but offer no male-centric perspectives on

the discoveries presented in the paper. Also questionable is the researchers’ inclusion of killers

of three people in a study on serial killers; the reader is left to question what the title “serial

killer” means. A definition of “serial killer” would have added context to the study. Finally, the

inclusion of a statement made 50 years after the crime is a questionable data source (p. 351), as

the killer’s recollection could have been influenced by the passing of time.

Reflection

As the researchers noted, the discussion in this essay paves the way for further studies on

how other stigmatized individuals use discourse to combat their stigma (p. 361). Henson and

Olson make an interesting point that the serial killers did not try to convince others that their

behavior was normal; they did not refute the stigma that their behavior was deviant. A parallel
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can be drawn from this statement to individuals in other stigmatized groups, such as those in a

relationship with a person of another culture, ethnicity, religion, etc. Following the results from

this research, one could hypothesize that these individuals would likely try to justify their choice

(“I can’t help who I love”) or focus on the normalcies of the relationship (“we are just a normal

couple”) instead of convince others that their choice was normal (i.e., not deviant).

Further studies should also expand the findings in this study to other subgroups, cultures,

etc. It would be particularly interesting to see how the themes the researchers identified would

compare to a similar study on serial killers from other countries. Frame analysis and the CTI are

general enough to have global usability and could provide a solid theoretical framework for

future studies on stigmatized individuals. Additionally, adding an interview component to studies

on highly stigmatized individuals would add depth and nuance to the findings (this was

obviously not possible in this case).

Identity Negotiation Theory

Croucher, S. M. (2008). French-Muslims and the hijab: An analysis of identity and the Islamic

veil in France. Journal Of Intercultural Communication Research, 37(3), 199-213.

doi:10.1080/17475750903135408

Summary

This article examines how Muslim women living in France express their identity through

the practice of veiling, or hijab. At the time the article was published in 2008, the French nation

was struggling with the implications of Law 2004-228, which banned the wearing of any

religious symbols such as the hijab. Researcher Stephen Croucher, Assistant Professor in the

Department of Communications at Bowling Green State University, studied the significance of

the hijab on the identity of French-Muslim women.
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The practice of veiling originated in Judaism and carried forward to the royal women of

Greece and Rome (p. 201). Many Muslim women view the hijab as a symbol that communicates

their Muslim identity to the rest of the world (p. 201). However, some countries view this

Muslim expression as a threat to their secular state. Accordingly, Turkey banned Muslim veiling

in 1925, and France banned the practice in 2004 with its passage of Law 2004-228 which states

that “wearing of signs or behaviors by which pupils express openly a religious membership is

prohibited” (p. 200).

Croucher, a sociologist, respects the social creation of identity and the influence of

culture on this creation process. Croucher offers Ting-Toomey’s identity negotiation theory as a

theoretical lens for the study9; identity negotiation theory views identity as a performance of

“human, cultural, social, and personal images” (p. 202). Per Croucher, social identity is

determined by the number of “connections individuals have to particular social groups within

their culture” (p. 203). In order to achieve intercultural competence, Ting-Toomey argues that

social identity must be discussed, or negotiated (see Footnote 9). Since the hijab is used as a

statement of Muslim identity, Coucher examines how French-Muslim women use this symbol in

their social interactions to communicate their identity.

To study this interaction, Coucher interviewed 42 French-Muslim women; the women

interviewed ranged in age from their 20s to their 60s, and were located across a wide range of

French cities. All the women interviewed were of North African descent, excluding one British

immigrant, and were located through snowball sampling. The researcher conducted “in-depth,

open-ended interviews” (p. 204), and analyzed the transcriptions using a grounded theory

approach.

9 Reference “Communicative Resourcefulness: An Identity Negotiation Perspective,” by S. Ting-Toomey, pp. 72-
111, in Intercultural Communication Competence, R. L. Wiseman & J. Koester (Eds.), 1993, Newbury Park, CA:
Sage.
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Coucher identified four “functions” (p. 204) the hijab plays for French-Muslim women: a

way to maintain Muslim heritage and participate in the cultural tradition; security in the public

sphere; a way to maintain closeness to the Prophet; and a way to identify as Muslim to the

outside world while silently protesting the limiting actions taken by the French government (p.

204). Coucher noted that French-Muslim women viewed the hijab as a way to maintain their

Muslim heritage while also integrating into French society. To these women, the hijab serves as

a symbol of their “multi-dimensional” identity that is derived from their “birthplace, current

citizenship nation, and their religion” (p. 204).

The women interviewed viewed the function of the hijab as a way to negotiate their

“multi-faceted” (p. 204) identities. It helps the French-Muslim women affirm their own “cultural

uniqueness” and “explain the collective nature of this particular community ‘under attack’” (p.

211). Croucher argues that the women lose a core part of their identity when forced to remove

the hijab by the French government (p. 211).

Assessment

The background information, theoretical framework, methods, analysis and discussion in

this study are coherent and well-written. The contributions of the study to the field of identity

negotiation are solid and allow for further areas of research into the usage of symbols in

communication discourse on identity, and the societal influences of religious statements (such as

the hijab).

The methods Coucher used to gather the data were appropriate. Coucher notes his

existing social network was used to identity interview participants, and the local imams, or

religious teachers, provided assurance of the safety of the study to the women’s families.
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Coucher notes that the imams’ support was critical to the successful study (p. 203). Open-ended

interviews allowed the participants to describe their experiences through their point of view.

Employing grounded theory to analyze the data let the voices of the women shine

through, and Coucher distilled four overarching functions of the hijab for the French-Muslim

women. It is clear, when examined through the lens of identity negotiation theory, that the

French-Muslim women use the hijab to assert their Muslim identity and communicate this

identity to society. To these women, the hijab is a salient representation of their cultural, ethnic

and religious identities.

Reflection

Per identity negotiation theory, the French passage of Law 2004-228 demonstrates the

cultural vulnerability felt by the French. Coucher echoes this sentiment: “France is in the midst

of an identity crisis” (p. 210). Based on the data presented in this paper, it cannot be determined

if the general French population understands the role of the hijab in the same way as the French-

Muslim women. Due to the passage of the law, one can argue they do not. Education on the

function of the hijab could help bridge this gap and lead to cultural understanding.

An interesting area of future study could examine the impact on the self-identities of

French-Muslim women who chose not to wear the hijab. Do these women feel any less Muslim?

Do they identify more strongly with French society than Muslim society? What messages does

their choice not to hijab send to their families? These questions are prime areas for further

research on identity negotiation.


