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We elaborated an integrated theoretical model of identity within Nurmi’s general framework of  
adolescent life-planning by combining concepts of Tazelaar’s mental incongruity theory and  
Marcia’s identity model. Mental incongruity is what people experience when there is a  
discrepancy between how they think a situation should be (the standard) and how they 
experience the actual situation or their own behavior (the cognition). The mental incongruity  
theory is domain specific which connects well with Marcia’s domain specific identity model.  
We studied the influence of adolescents’ standards - how they would like their educational  
status to be or how they would like their social relations to be - and mental incongruity on the  
development of identity in the respective domains. By means of Lisrel, we tested hypotheses on  
a sample of 1230 Dutch adolescents, between the ages of 15 to 24. As expected, a higher  
standard led to more exploration and commitment and thus to a more developed identity, but  
also to more mental incongruity. More mental incongruity led in its turn to a less developed  
identity. Thus, a higher standard directly led to a more mature identity, but caused indirectly - 
via mental incongruity - a less mature identity. Furthermore, a low relational mental incongruity  
induced a low educational mental incongruity, and likewise a high relational identity somewhat  
increased the educational identity. Finally, the expected crisscross effects of the standard in one  
domain decreasing the mental incongruity in the other domain were found.  
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Adolescents have to find out who they are and what they want to become in life, they   

have   to   search   for   their   identity (Erikson, 1968). According   to   Marcia, 

development of identity takes place on a number of domains (Marcia, 1966, 1980, 1993).   

Important   domains   for   adolescents   are   education   and   social   relations  

(Bosma, 1992).   Therefore,   development   of   identity   can   be   investigated   very  

well in the educational and social relations domains. The influence of two potential sources 
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of problems will be studied on the educational and social relations domains: when adolescents’ 

present education does not make it possible to acquire a satisfactory social status position in society; 

and when adolescents do not have the possibility to realize satisfactory social relations. The 

research question here is how these two problem areas relate to educational and relational 

identity formation. In answering these questions we will try to develop an integrated model.  

Marcia’s identity status model (1966, 1980, 1993) is considered the most important  

elaboration of Erikson’s view on identity formation (Coté & Levine, 1988). Marcia  

differentiated four identity statuses on the basis of the amount of exploration of alternatives  

and the commitment to a chosen alternative: identity diffusion (no or slight exploration, no  

commitment), foreclosure (no exploration, high commitment), moratorium (high ongoing  

exploration,  no  or  vague  commitment),  and  identity  achievement (high  commitment  
following  exploration  of  alternatives).  Waterman  (1993)  has  described  the  possible  

progressive and regressive developmental shifts between statuses over time. He concluded  

that Marcia’s identity status model is descriptive rather than a theory of development because  

virtually all transitions from one status to another are consistent with it. Moreover, a change  

of identity status is based on a change of exploration or commitment, but the model does not  

specify the conditions that cause exploration or commitment to change (Meeus, 1996). In the  

present paper we shall try to increase our understanding of the developmental mechanism that  

underlies identity formation by incorporating the mental incongruity theory (Tazelaar, 1982,  

1983) and Marcia’s identity model within a general theoretical framework developed by  

Nurmi (1991, 1993).  

Nurmi’s general framework (1991, 1993) describes how adolescents orient to the future  

and plan their life with reference to three basic processes: motivation, planning, and  

evaluation. According to Nurmi (1991, p. 49): ‘People first set goals based on comparison  

between their motives and values and their expectations concerning the future. Second, they  

must work out how to realize these goals, which is typically done by means of planning.  

Third, people evaluate the possibility of achieving their goals and actualizing the plans they  

have constructed.’ In the third step, the evaluation process, Nurmi (1993, p. 175) claims that:  

‘During this process, adolescents also develop new interests, skills and strategies, and self- 

descriptions, and this has been described earlier in terms of identity formation (Marcia,  

1980)’.  

There is empirical evidence for Nurmi’s framework. Nurmi (1989) used confirmatory  

factor   analysis   to   illustrate   that   a   model   consisting   of   the   three   latent  

constructs,   motivation,   planning,   and   evaluation,   fitted   seven   observed   interview  

variables   about   adolescents’   goals   and   hopes.   An   important   assumption   of  

the  model  is  the  association  between  the  evaluation  of  goal  attainment  and  the  

self-concept or identity. Cross and Allen (1970) found a positive association between grade- 

point  averages  and  more  developed  educational  identities.  This  can  be  interpreted  
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in line with Nurmi’s framework when the assumption is warranted that higher grade-point 
averages lead to a more positive evaluation of educational achievement. Then, it might be 
reasoned that a positive evaluation of educational achievement leads to a more developed 
educational identity. Similarly, Berzonsky (1985), Grotevant and Thorbecke (1982), Orlofsky 
(1978), and Waterman (1970; cited by Marcia, 1980) found that the school performance itself or the 
attitude toward studying among students in identity achievement - and in some cases also 
moratorium - outstrip those of students in the other statuses.  
 

MENTAL INCONGRUITY  

The mental incongruity theory (Tazelaar, 1983) is a cognitive-motivational theory. It tries  

to explain how people perceive and evaluate their situation and how this might influence their  

consequential motivation and behavior. Mental (in)congruity concerns the balance between  

mental attributes (Tazelaar, 1983): between how one thinks a situation should be ─ this is  

called the standard ─ and how one experiences the actual situation or one’s own behavior ─  

this is called the cognition. Mental incongruity in a certain domain takes place when  

individuals perceive a discrepancy between their standard and their cognition in that domain.  

When people’s balance between a standard and the corresponding cognition is disturbed, they  

are expected to try to reduce the mental incongruity. For example, a young woman who has  

finished  schooling  thinks  she  should  have  a  job (standard),  but  is  confronted  with  

unemployment (cognition). A solution of her mental incongruity would be that she finds a job. 

However, mental incongruity cannot always be resolved in such a simple way.  

Usually, more than one cognition and one standard plays a role in the mental incongruity  

an individual experiences. Domains that are virtually always of importance are (Tazelaar,  

1983): social status, social contact, money, and (spare) time. An important domain in the  

present study is the satisfaction of adolescents with their present level of education and the  

corresponding social status that can be acquired with it in the future, because jobs of a certain  

level can be obtained through it. In the Netherlands, students can enroll in secondary school  

at three levels. The choice for a specific secondary education already somewhat fixes some- 

one’s continuing education course, for example, someone who enters secondary education at  

the lowest level is unlikely ever to reach university. When the social status adolescents  

perceive of their present educational level is below their standard, mental incongruity is the  

result. Below, the phrase educational status will be used for the social status adolescents  

expect to attain through education. Another important domain here is social contact. Mental  

incongruity with regard to social relations arises when adolescents would like to have  

satisfactory relations with peers, but do not have such relations. The domains money and time  

are not considered relevant for the present research question and therefore are excluded here.  
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According to Tazelaar (1983), mental incongruity cannot always be resolved by changing  

the cognition. When the latitude of behavioral or situational change is small the standard may  

also be changed. For example, jobless people of fifty years old hardly have a chance of  

finding a new job, A likely way to adapt to their jobless state is to lower their employment  

standard and to raise their standards on secondary domains (e.g., appreciating the spare time).  

A third way to restore mental congruity is by means of wishful thinking or cognitive trickery.  

An unemployed man can fake that he still has a job and keep on leaving home at seven in the  

morning. The fourth possibility is that the mental incongruity stays unresolved, resulting in  

stress and psychosomatic complaints (Tazelaar, 1982). However, the stress and psycho- 

somatic complaints are expected to decrease over time (Tazelaar, 1983).  
 

IDENTITY  

As stated above, one of our theoretical goals is to elaborate a model of identity with the 

concepts of the mental incongruity theory within Nurmi’s general framework of how 

adolescents plan their life. Marcia’s identity model (1966, 1980, 1993) is well suited for this 

undertaking, as the domain specific approach of identity connects well to the domain specific 

approach of the mental incongruity theory. Two of adolescents’ most important identity 

domains are studied here: education and social relationships.  

According to Erikson (1968) the development of identity is a focal point for adolescents.  

Identity is an ego structure, an internal, self-constructed and dynamic organization of  

aspirations, skills, beliefs, and individual history (Marcia, 1966). As was mentioned above,  

Marcia considers two dimensions important for the development of identity in a certain  

domain: exploration of alternatives and commitment to one alternative. Exploration is the  

extent to which one has examined the different alternatives in a domain. Commitment refers  

to the degree that one has made a clear choice out of the possible alternatives in a domain.  

Furthermore, Marcia’s model assumes that identity formation is domain-specific and the  

development of identity may or may not occur at the same rate in the educational and  

relational domains. We  try to extend previous research by looking into the mutual  

interdependence of the educational and relational domains. In contradiction to most identity  

status research we will not use identity status classification, but separate measures for  

exploration and commitment, following Matteson’s suggestion (1977).  
 

CONNECTING THEORETICAL MODELS  

Incorporating   Tazelaar’s   mental   incongruity   theory   and   Marcia’s   identity  

model  into  Nurmi’s  theoretical  framework  can  be  done  straightforwardly,  as  can  

be seen in Table 1. In step 1 Tazelaar’s notion of a standard is comparable to Nurmi’s  
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motivation or goal. Step 2, planning, is not addressed here. In step 3a, Nurmi’s evaluation is 
operationalized here as the comparison of the standard to the cognition which - depending on the 
discrepancy between the two - results in more or less mental incongruity. Finally, the possible 
changes in self-descriptions Nurmi describes as a result of the evaluation process correspond to 
Marcia’s identity formation process.  

Table 1  

LINKING THEORETICAL MODELS INTO NURMI’S GENERAL FRAMEWORK OF  

 HOW ADOLESCENTS ORIENT TO THE FUTURE  

Theoretical models Steps 

1 2 3a 3b 

Nurmi’s general Motivation, Planning, how Evaluation Develop new 

framework goals to realize goals interests, skills, 

strategies, and 

self-descriptions 

Tazelaar’s Standard: how Comparing 

mental one thinks a standard to 

incongruity situation   should cognition (the 

theory be actual situation) 

resulting in 

mental 

incongruity 

Marcia’s identity Identity 
status model formation 

 

Having established this merger between theoretical models, we can examine the influence of  

adolescents’ standards and mental incongruence in the educational status and social contacts  

domains on their educational and relational identity development. Now predictions can be  

made as to how exploration and commitment, and thus identity formation, are influenced.  
 

HYPOTHESES  

A basic hypothesis (see Figure 1) that directly flows from the mental incongruity theory as 

described above is (Tazelaar, 1983): As the standard is higher, mental incongruity becomes more 

likely (Hypothesis 1).  

Secondly, we expect that mental incongruity in a certain domain influences identity. A  

general assumption in psychology is that people want to view themselves positively (e.g.  

Tesser, 1988). A large mental incongruity (a large difference between the desired standard  

and the actual situation) poses a threat to the positive view of self, which implies that people  

will avoid investing time and effort in it. Therefore, the larger the mental incongruity in a  

certain domain, the more negative the influence on exploration, commitment, and thus on  

identity (Hypothesis 2).  
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Figure 1. The hypothesized relations of the integrated mental incongruity/identity  

model.  

Note. Hi to H5 refer to Hypotheses 1 to 5.  

+ or - indicates a positive or negative hypothesized relationship.  

 

Thirdly, we expect that the standard on a specific domain influences the amount of 

exploration and commitment. A high standard means that the domain it is referring to is 

considered important. Therefore, a high standard should lead to more exploration and 

commitment and, thus, to a more developed identity (Hypothesis 3).  

Fourthly, we expect that identity development in the educational and relational domains is not 

completely separated (Kroger, 1988; Rogow, Marcia, & Slugoski, 1983). We expect that relational 

identity and educational identity are related (Hypothesis 4a) and that relational mental 

incongruity is related to educational incongruity (Hypothesis 4b).  

Moreover, we expect crisscross effects of the standard in one domain on the mental  

incongruity in the other domain. This expectation is based on the assumption that people try  

to see themselves positively, to the maximum extent that reality, social or otherwise, permits  

(Goethals, Messick, & Allison, 1991). Van Knippenberg, Wilke, and De Vries (1981) did an  

experimental study on social comparison on two dimensions. They found that people tried to  

keep a positive view of themselves on at least one of the two social comparison dimensions  

and that they preferred the dimension on which they occupied a more favorable position. For  

the present study this leads to the expectation that the higher the standard on one of the  

domains is (that is, the more important the domain is), the lower the mental incongruity on  
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the other  (less important) domain is (because of a low standard and, hence, a smaller 
difference between the standard and the cognition) (Hypothesis 5).  

METHOD  

SUBJECTS  

The subjects for this study took part in a longitudinal project  “Utrecht Study of  

Adolescent Development” (see Meeus & ‘t Hart, 1993). We used the data that are available  

of the first wave in 1991. The subjects are a representative sample of Dutch adolescents aged  

12 to 24 (N = 3394). They were interviewed in their homes and also filled in an extensive  

questionnaire that they sent back later. Of the initial sample, some essential questions had not  

been asked of those younger than fifteen and those working and, therefore, these respondents  

could not be used for the present study. Furthermore, subjects with missing values were dis- 

carded. The result was a sample of 1230 subjects ─ 583 males and 647 females ─ with an  

average age of 17.6 years.  
 
MEASURES  

All theoretical concepts were assessed by means of scales. Below examples of the scales are 
given and the Cronbach’s α.   Next, mean scale scores were computed and used in a linear structural 
relations (LISREL) model (Jöreskog & Sörbom, 1993).  
 

MENTAL INCONGRUITY  

On the educational status domain, the standard was measured by four variables on fourpoint 

scales, e.g., “I consider the possibility to achieve social status (prestige) ...“ (1 = very 

unimportant, to 4 = very important; a = .84). Similarly, the educational status cognition was 

measured with four items on four-point scales, e.g., “I have the possibility to achieve a high 

position in society” (1 = not at all, 4 very much so; α = .83).  

On the social relations domain, the standard was measured by four variables on four-point  

scales, e.g., “I consider having many good friends ...“ (1 = very unimportant, to 4 = very  
important; α = .82). Similarly, the social relation cognition was measured with four items on  

four-point scales, e.g., “I have a lot of good friends” (1 = not at all, 4 = very much so; α =  

.76).  

For both the educational status and the relations domain, mental incongruity variables were 

constructed by computing the difference between the standard and the corresponding cognition 

variables.  
 

IDENTITY  

The Utrecht Groningen Identity Scale (U-GIDS) developed by Meeus (Meeus & Deković  

1995; Meeus, 1996) on the basis of Bosma’s GIDS (1985) measures exploration and  
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commitment in the areas of education and relationships. In the U-GIDS, slightly adapted  
items of the educational exploration questions (five items, α = .80) and educational  
commitment questions (eight items, α = .90) are used for relational exploration (α = .84) and  
relational commitment questions (α = .88). The items are on a five-point scale (1 = agrees not  
at all, 5 = agrees exactly). Exploration is measured here as how much adolescents are  
actively engaged in investigating relationships and study. An example of an educational  
exploration item is: “I take much trouble to get new information about my study.” The  
corresponding relational exploration version is: “I take much trouble to get new information  
about my best friend.” Commitment is measured here as the extent to which adolescents feel  
dedicated, derive self-confidence, a positive self-image, and confidence in the future from  
their study and their relationships. An example of an educational commitment item is: “My  
study gives me security in life.” The corresponding relational commitment item is: “My best  
friend gives me security in life.”  

RESULTS  

Figure 2 shows the Lisrel model with the hypothesized relations. The model fits well: 

χ2(10) = l6.41, p = .09; GFI = 1.00; AGFI = .99; RMR = .02 (satisfactory values are a 

nonsignificant χ 2,  GFI and AGFI> .90; RMR < .05). As one may have noted the coefficients 

between latent variables with only one indicator variable are not one. A relationship of one 

indicates that there is no measurement error. As this is an implausible assumption, we have used 

a suggestion of Jöreskog and Sörbom (1993, p. 37) to use Cronbach’s reliability 

coefficient α to estimate the error variance as follows: (1 - α) x variance.  

As expected in Hypothesis 1, higher educational and relational standards caused more 

educational incongruity and relational incongruity. Also, we found that higher educational and 

relational standards led to a higher educational and relational identity (Hypothesis 3). As predicted 

in Hypothesis 2, more mental incongruity led to a lower educational and relational identity. In 

conclusion, the educational and relational standards had positive direct effects on identity and 

negative indirect effects via mental incongruity.  

Furthermore, the Hypotheses 4a and 4b were confirmed. Higher relational incongruity was  

related to higher educational incongruity, and a stronger relational identity went together with  

a stronger educational identity. These results show that satisfactory relations at school can  

somewhat decrease the negative influence of educational incongruity and vice versa.  

Likewise, a high relational identity positively influences the educational identity and the  

other way round.  

Finally, the expected crisscross effects between standards in one domain and mental 

incongruity in the other domain showed up (Hypothesis 5). The higher the standard in one 

domain, the lower the mental incongruity in the other domain.  
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Figure 2. The standardized coefficients of the integrated mental incongruity/identity  
model  
 

Note. Latent variables are shown in ellipses and observed variables are shown in rectangles. For 
all t-values, corresponding to the coefficients holds, p <.005.  

By means of a separate analysis the assumption underlying Hypothesis 5 was investigated ─ that 
the higher one of the standards was, the larger the difference between the standards would be 
and, thus, the relatively lower the other standard. For the educational standard, a strong positive 
correlation showed up with the difference between the educational standard and the relational 
standard, r = .74, p < .001. A similar high correlation was found for the relational standard, r = 
.53, p<. 001.  

DISCUSSION  

We elaborated an integrated theoretical model of identity within Nurmi’s general  
framework  of  adolescent  life-planning  by  combining  concepts  of  Tazelaar’s  mental  
incongruity theory and Marcia’s identity model. Next we tested hypotheses derived from this  
model, which were all confirmed. A higher standard led to more exploration and commitment  
and thus to a higher identity (Hypothesis 1), but also to more mental incongruity (Hypothesis  
3). More mental incongruity led to its turn to a lower identity (Hypothesis 2).  
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As one may have noted, the combination of the Hypotheses 1, 2, and 3 led to a seemingly  

paradoxical total effect of the standards on identity. On the one hand, a higher standard  

elevated identity. On the other hand, an increase of the standard raised the mental incongruity  

(the discrepancy between standard and cognition) which in its turn diminished identity. Thus,  

a higher standard directly led to a higher identity, but caused indirectly - via mental  

incongruity ─ a lower identity. Therefore, according to the integrated mental incongruity/  

identity model, the net result of increasing one’s standard in a given situation on one’s  

identity (and exploration and commitment) is reduced as long as the cognition (the behavior  

or the situation) is not changed accordingly. Nevertheless, the net result of increasing the  

standard remains positive. The total effect of the relational standard on relational identity is a  

direct effect of .40 and an indirect effect of (.54 x -.29 =) -.16, which sums to .24. Likewise,  

the total effect of the educational standard on educational identity is .53 + (.57 x -.38) = .31.  

The predicted pattern expected according to Hypotheses 4a and 4b was also found. A low  

relational mental incongruity corresponded with a low educational mental incongruity and  

vice versa, and a high relational identity corresponded somewhat with a high educational  

identity. With regard to Hypothesis 5, the expected crisscross effects of the standard in one  

domain decreasing the mental incongruity in the other domain also emerged. Indirectly, the  

standard in one domain had also a small indirect positive influence on the identity in the other  

domain.  For example the relational standard had an indirect effect on educational identity of  

-.21 x -.38 = .08. Similarly, the educational standard had an indirect effect on relational 

identity of -.27 x -.29 = .08.  

Is our present operationalization of identity comparable with Marcia’s identity status  

paradigm (1966, 1980, 1993)? It is difficult to rank the four statuses (identity diffusion,  

foreclosure, moratorium, and identity achievement) with regard to strength of identity. On the  

basis of amount of commitment, identity achievement and foreclosure can be considered as  

strong developed identities and identity diffusion and moratorium as weakly developed.  

However, on the basis of amount of exploration, identity achievement and moratorium can be  

considered as strong developed identities and identity diffusion and foreclosure as weakly  

developed. When exploration and commitment are weighed simultaneously three levels of  

identity  development  emerge,  identity  diffusion  at  the  lowest  level,  foreclosure  and  

moratorium at the middle level, and identity achievement at the highest level of identity.  

Weighing exploration and commitment simultaneously is exactly what was done in the Lisrel  

analysis. Therefore, the approach used in the present study is comparable to Marcia’s identity  

status paradigm when exploration and commitment are regarded as equally important for  

identity development.  

With regard to the weighing of exploration and commitment in the Lisrel analysis, strong  
positive relations were found between the latent identity variables and exploration and  
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commitment. Nevertheless, the relations between identity and commitment variables were  

somewhat higher than those with exploration variables. According to J6reskog and Sörbom  

(1993), this indicates that commitment is here a slightly more reliable indicator of identity  

than exploration.  

It should be noted that in the present study exploration and commitment were assessed by 

means of a paper and pencil questionnaire, whereas in other studies usually an identity status 

interview is used. Although the interview assesses identity probably more accurately, because of 

the large sample used here it would take much time and would be very costly. Perhaps the paper 

and pencil questionnaire does not separate the concepts exploration and commitment enough. 

Another data-source available to the present authors, in which identity status was assessed by 

both interview and the paper and pencil questionnaire will give more information about the relation 

between the two measures.  

In conclusion, we tried to shed some light on a mechanism that might induce exploration  

and commitment, and thus identity formation. Within Nurmi’s general framework, identity  

can be seen as a dependent variable, influenced by adolescents’ standards, cognitions, and  

mental incongruity. The mental incongruity is resulting from an evaluation process in which  

the discrepancy between standards and cognitions is determined. An interesting question for  

further research is how adolescents develop their standards in certain domains. It is likely that  

social  comparison  with  significant  others  plays  an  important  role.  That  is,  through  

comparison with parents, siblings, friends, and - perhaps to a lesser extent ─ with peers,  

adolescents are expected to shape their standards which in their turn influence identity  

formation. Additionally, the integrated mental incongruity/identity model might be applied to  

other identity domains in further research. A fruitful domain might be the investigation of  

mental incongruity towards occupation and the influence it has on occupational identity.  
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