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ABSTRACT

Identity formation is conceptualized in terms 
of a social-cognitive model that postulates sty-
listic differences in how people negotiate or 
manage to evade the challenge of construct-
ing, maintaining, and/or reconstructing their 
sense of identity. Some people adopt an in-
formed, refl ective orientation to identity con-
fl icts and questions; others take a more auto-
matic, normative approach; whereas others 
procrastinate and delay identity decisions until 
situational demands and consequences dictate 
how they react. The role that general rational 
and automatic cognitive processes and identi-
ty processing styles play in identity formation 
is considered. Research that has evaluated the 
theoretical hypothesis according to which the 
linkage between rational and automatic rea-
soning processes and measures of identity for-
mation is mediated by identity processing style 
is reviewed. The fi ndings indicated that ration-
al and automatic cognitive processes generally 
did account for signifi cant variance on meas-
ures of identity formation including strength 
of commitment, types of self-attributes within 
which one’s identity was grounded, and iden-
tity status. However, the fi ndings further re-
vealed that identity processing styles at least 
in part mediated most of the relationships be-
tween cognitive processes and identity forma-
tion. In all of the analyses, identity process-
ing styles explained a greater amount of the 
unique variation in measures of identity for-
mation than the cognitive variables. 

Key words: identity processing style, identity 
achievement, commitment, rational process-
ing, intuitive processing.

INTRODUCTION

Identity formation serves as the linchpin in 
Erik Erikson’s (1968) lifespan theory of psy-
chosocial personality development. A co-
herent and stable sense of identity provides
a frame of reference for interpreting experience 
and self-relevant information and for mak-
ing decisions and solving personal problems. 
Identity also provides a basis for maintain-
ing a sense of self-unity over time and space. 
Despite the inevitable fl ux of random events 
and fl eeting changes people experience in the 
course of their daily lives, an integrated iden-
tity structure enables them to construe their 
lives as being unifi ed and meaningful (Ber-
zonsky, in press). Although Erikson (1964) ap-
proached identity from a psychoanalytic per-
spective, he and others (e.g., Inhelder, Piaget, 
1958; Marcia, 1980) have hypothesized that 
cognitive processes play an important role in 
identity formation. However, studies designed 
to demonstrate a relationship between formal 
operational reasoning and identity formation
have produced mixed fi ndings (see Berzon-
sky, Barclay, 1981; but compare, e. g., Boyes, 
Chandler, 1992). My research program has fo-
cused on stylistic differences in the social-cog-
nitive strategies individuals use to construct, 
maintain and/or reconstruct a sense of identity 
(Berzonsky, 2004, 2008a). This social-cogni-
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tive model highlights three identity processing 
styles: informational, diffuse-avoidant, and
normative. These styles are reported prefer-
ences in the social-cognitive processes and 
strategies individuals use to engage or attempt 
to avoid the challenge of constructing and 
maintaining a coherent sense of identity (Ber-
zonsky, in press).

The present article provides a review of 
research on the role that identity processing 
styles and cognitive processes play in identity 
formation. First, I provide a brief overview of 
the three processing styles and a review of re-
search on linkages between identity processing 
styles and other identity and cognitive process-
es. The major purpose of the article is to review 
research that evaluated the theoretical hypoth-
esis (Berzonsky, in press) that relationships be-
tween rational and automatic cognitive proc-
esses and measures of identity formation are 
at least partially mediated identity processing 
styles.

IDENTITY PROCESSING STYLES

Individuals with an informational identity 
processing style intentionally seek out, pro-
cess, and evaluate self-relevant information. 
They are self-refl ective, skeptical about self-
-views, open to new information, and willing 
to examine and revise aspects of their identi-
ty when faced with dissonant feedback (Be-
rzonsky, 1990, 2004). This mentally effortful 
approach to identity formation should result 
in a stable, coherent, well-differentiated and 
integrated identity structure (see Berzonsky, 
1989a). 

Not all individuals deal with potentially 
self-diagnostic information in an open, effort-
ful manner. People who possess a normative 
identity processing style more automatically in-
ternalize and conform to the expectations and 
values held for them by signifi cant others and 
referent groups. Their primary concern to pro-
tect and conserve their existing identity struc-
ture; they have a low tolerance for ambiguity 
and a high need to maintain structure (Berzon-
sky, 2004; Soenens, Duriez, Goossens, 2005). 
This relatively automatic, or mindless (Langer, 

1989) processing style is associated with a rig-
idly organized, change-resistant identity struc-
tures (Berzonsky, 1989a).

A diffuse-avoidant identity processing 
style is typifi ed by chronic procrastination and 
defensive avoidance: Diffuse-avoiders are re-
luctant to confront and actively engage person-
al problems, identity confl icts. Of course, prob-
lems and decisional situations cannot always 
be avoided indefi nitely. When diffuse-avoiders 
delay too long their behavior is dictated prima-
rily by situational demands and consequences. 
Such situation-specifi c adjustments, howev-
er, tend to be relatively transient acts of verbal 
compliance or behavioral compliance rather 
than stable, long-term revisions in their identity 
structure. This identity style is associated with 
a fragmented, inconsistent, even empty identi-
ty structure continually needing to be validat-
ed and replenished by approval, praise, and ac-
ceptance from others, pleasurable experiences, 
consumer goods, and the like (see Berzonsky, 
Ferrari, 2009). 

RESEARCH ON IDENTITY 
PROCESSING STYLES 

Identity Style Inventory

Identity styles are operationally defi ned by
a self-report Identity Style Inventory (ISI: Be-
rzonsky, 1989b, 1992). The Inventory has been 
found to have adequate psychometric proper-
ties (see Berzonsky, 1992, 2004). Internal
reliabilities of the scales generally range from
60. to 80., although translated versions, espe-
cially of the normative scale, have in some ca-
ses been lower (see Berzonsky, in press). The 
ISI or translated versions have been used in 
more than 15 different cultural contexts or co-
untries including Poland (Senejko, 2007), In-
dia (Srivastava, 1993), the Czech Republic 
(Macek, Osecká, 1996), Slovakia (Sramova,  
Fichnova, 2008), Finland (Numri, Berzon-
sky, Tammi, Kinney, 1997), Greece (Vleioras,  
Bosma, 2005), Hungary (Sallay, 2002), Cana-
da (Adams, Berzonsky, Keating, 2006), South 
Africa (Seabl, 2009), Italy (Crocetti, Rubini, Be-
rzonsky, Meeus, 2009), Germany (Krettenauer,
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2005), the Netherlands (Berzonsky, Branje, 
Meeus, 2007), Denmark, (Jorgensen, 2009), 
Spain (Munoz Garcia, 1998), Turkey (Ce-
len,  Kusdil, 2009), Australia (Caputi, Oa-
des, 2001), Belgium (Duriez, Soenens, Bey-
ers, 2004), China (Xu, 2009), and Iran (Hejazi, 
Shahraray, Farsinejad, Asgary, 2009). I want 
to emphasize that no single measure can com-
pletely assess the range of theoretical com-
plexity refl ected in these identity processing 
orientations. The Identity Style Inventory 
(ISI) provides one way of marking some of the 
theoretical components that constitute the so-
cial-cognitive orientations. Several lines of re-
search attest to the convergent validity of the 
Inventory.

Identity Status

For more than 40 years the identity status mo-
del formulated by James Marcia (1966) has 
served as the standard for research on iden-
tity formation. Relationships between identi-
ty styles and identity status, therefore, provide 
a basis for establishing the convergent validity 
of the Identity Style Inventory. Relationships 
between identity style and status are perhaps 
the most consistently replicated fi ndings in 
the identity status literature: at least nine dif-
ferent studies have been published. Consistent 
with expectations based on my social-cogniti-
ve model (Berzonsky, 1990, in press), the fi n-
dings indicate that self-exploring achievement 
and moratorium identity statuses are positive-
ly associated with an informational processing 
style; foreclosure is linked to the normative 
identity style; and identity diffusion is corre-
lated with the diffuse-avoidant style (Adams, 
Berzonsky, Keating, 2006; Berman, Schwartz, 
Kurtines, Berman, 2001; Berzonsky, 1989b, 
1990; Berzonsky, Kuk, 2000; Berzonsky,
Neimeyer, 1994; Krettenauer, 2005; Schwartz,  
Montgomery, 2002; Schwartz, Mullins, Water-
man, Dunham, 2000; and Streitmatter, 1993). 

Self-Defi nitional Bases

Identity processing styles should also be diffe-
rentially associated with the types of self-ele-
ments youth encode and rely on to defi ne their 

sense of identity. Results from several rese-
arch investigations are consistent with predic-
tions based on my social-cognitive model (Be-
rzonsky, 1990, in press). Individuals with high 
informational scores emphasize personal self-
-elements – e.g., my values, my goals, and my 
standards; those with high normative scores 
highlight collective self-attributes – e.g., my 
family, my religion, and my nationality; and 
diffuse-avoidance is associated with social 
self-elements such as popularity, my reputa-
tion and impressions made on others (Berzon-
sky, 1994, 2005; Berzonsky, Macek,  Nurmi, 
2003; Dollinger, Dollinger, Centeno, 2005). 

Cognitive Processes and Strategies

A number of studies have investigated the cog-
nitive strategies used by individuals with dif-
ferent identity styles. While youth with both 
informational and normative styles have been 
found to be conscientious, purposive, and re-
asonably effective in their lives, they differ in 
openness to new experiences and the extent to 
which they process and evaluate complex in-
formation. An informational processing style 
is positively associated with openness to ide-
as and values (Berzonsky, 1990; Berzonsky, 
Sullivan, 1992; Dollinger, 1995; Duriez, So-
enens,  Beyers, 2004; Duriez, Soenens, 2006) 
and rational/analytical thinking (Berzonsky, 
1990, Berzonsky, Ferrari, 1996; Berzonsky,  
Sullivan, 1992). An informational identity sty-
le is also positively associated with automa-
tic reasoning as indexed by the Epstein, Paci-
ni, Denes-Raj, Heier (1996) Faith in Intuition 
measure of automatic processing (Berzon-
sky, 2004, 2008a), which supports the sup-
position that both automatic and deliberati-
ve reasoning contribute to identity formation 
(Berzonsky, 2004; Epstein et al., 1996). A nor-
mative identity style is associated with auto-
matic processing as measured by both intuiti-
ve reasoning (Berzonsky, 2008a, 2008b) and 
need for cognitive closure (Webster, Kruglan-
ski, 1996), which assesses cognitive rigidity 
with a low tolerance for uncertainty (Berzon-
sky, 2007; Crocetti et al., 2009; Soenens et al., 
2005). Diffuse-avoidance has been found to be
associated with maladaptive cognitive and
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attributional strategies such as task avoidance, 
self-handicapping, external control expectan-
cies, minimal self-effi cacy and task-irrelevant 
behaviors (Berzonsky, 1990; Berzonsky, Fer-
rari, 2009; Berzonsky, Nurmi, Tammi, Kinny, 
1999; Nurmi et al., 1997). Diffuse-avoidance
is negatively related to rational processing 
(Berzonsky, 1990, 2008a), positively associa-
ted to intuitive thinking (Berzonsky, 2008a), 
and generally not correlated with need for 
cognitive closure (Berzonsky, 2007; Crocetti 
et al., 2009; Soenens et al., 2005).

A MEDIATIONAL MODEL
OF IDENTITY FORMATION 

These fi ndings provide considerable eviden-
ce for the convergent validity of the style sca-
les as measures of both identity processes and 
cognitive processing. According to my social-
-cognitive model, identity processing styles
refl ect more than general cognitive strategies 
and processes; they comprise cognitive pro-
cesses that are relevant to identity confl icts 
and issues. Specifi cally, the model postulates 
that while both general cognitive processes 
and identity processing styles directly acco-
unt for variation in identity processes, associa-
tions between general cognitive processes and
various markers of identity formation will 
at least in part be mediated by identity pro-
cessing styles (see Figure 1). The mediatio-
nal model is based on Epstein’s (1990) view 
that two parallel information-processing sy-
stems are involved in processing self-relevant
information (see also Klaczynski, 2004). One

is a reason-based, rational system that pro-
cesses symbolic information in an intentio-
nal, analytical, and effortful fashion (Epstein, 
1990). The other is a more experience-based 
intuitive system that processes contextuali-
zed or concrete information in a relatively au-
tomatic and mindless fashion. Although self-
-construction and self-regulation are postula-
ted to be an interactive function of both sy-
stems, people can toggle between the two and 
there are individual differences in the tenden-
cy to rely on or prefer one of the two cogniti-
ve systems (see Berzonsky, 2004; Epstein, et 
al., 1996). 

I will now review research that has evalu-
ated this mediational model (Berzonsky, 2007, 
2008a, 2008b). The fi ndings are organized in 
terms of three different types of measures of 
identity formation: identity commitment, iden-
tity status, and identity elements or attributes. 
Representative path models are presented for 
each identity criterion measure. The analytical 
strategies used in each investigation were hier-
archical regression analyses. Each identity for-
mation criterion was regressed hierarchically 
in three steps. First, age and sex were entered 
as control variables (these fi ndings will not be 
presented or discussed). Second, the cognitive 
measures were entered to ascertain their direct 
effect before controlling for identity style. Fi-
nally, the three identity style variables were 
entered. Evidence for mediation was indicat-
ed when the beta coeffi cients for the cognitive 
variables were substantially reduced after the 
style variables were controlled. Indirect paths 
in the models were computed by regressing the 

Cognitive
Processes

Identity
Processing

Styles

Identity Formation:
Commitment,
Self-Elements,
Identity Status

Figure 1. Model of hypothesized relationship between cognitive processes, identity style, and identity 
formation (adapted from Berzonsky, 2008a)  
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style variables on the cognitive variables. Sobel 
tests were used to evaluate whether the indirect 
paths were signifi cant: only signifi cant direct 
and indirect paths are included in the models. 
To determine the relative unique contributions 
of the cognitive and style variables, ancillary 
analyses were conducted in which the block of 
style variables was entered before the cognitive 
variables.

Identity Commitment

Commitment is a defi ning dimension in 
Marcia’s (1966) identity status paradigm. 
Stable identity commitments serve an impor-
tant role in personal functioning and well-
-being (Meeus, Iedema, Helsen, Vollebergh, 
1999). To evaluate the mediational model
with commitment strength as the dependent 
variable, Berzonsky (2007, Study 2) admini-
stered a battery of measures to 174 late adole-
scent participants that included identity style 
(Berzonsky, 1992), identity commitment (Be-
rzonsky, 2003), rational reasoning (Cacioppo, 
Petty, 1982; Cacioppo, Petty, Kao, 1984), and 

automatic reasoning (Faith in Intuition: Epste-
in, et al., 1996). Commitment was regressed 
hierarchically in three steps. After the effects 
of age and sex were controlled, the cogniti-
ve variables on Step 2 accounted for an ad-
ditional 9% of the variation in identity com-
mitment: both rational (β = .20, p <.01) and 
intuitive (β = .22, p <.01) reasoning made uni-
que positive contributions. The style variables 
added on Step 3 accounted for an additional 
37% of the variance, with all three styles uni-
quely explaining signifi cant variation in com-
mitment scores (Figure 2). Neither cognitive 
variable remained signifi cant on Step 3 indi-
cating that their contributions were complete-
ly mediated by the style variables. As shown 
in Figure 2, the relationship between rational 
processing and commitment was complete-
ly mediated by the informational (positively) 
and diffuse-avoidant (negatively) styles. The 
contribution of intuitive reasoning was media-
ted by the informational and normative styles. 
The entire model explained 49% of the varia-
tion in strength of identity commitment.

Rational
Processing

Informational
Style

Normative
Style

R2 = .49**
Identity

Commitment

Diffuse-Avoid
Style

Intuitive
Processing

.24**

.21**

.22**

–.31**

–.63**

.19**

ΔR2 = .09**

.29**

Figure 2. Signifi cant paths between cognitive processes, identity styles, and strength of identity commit-
ment. Effects of sex and age are not included (adapted from Berzonsky, 2007)
** p < .01  

ΔR2 = .37**
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Berzonsky (2008a) found that the same 
cognitive variables accounted for 14% of the 
variation in strength of commitment, with only 
rational processing (β = .37, p <.01) making
a unique contribution. Adding the style vari-
ables explained an additional 20% of the var-
iance, with all three making unique contribu-
tions: informational (β = .14, p <.05); normative 
(β = .38, p <.01); and diffuse-avoidant (β = –.22,
p <.01). Consistent with the mediational mod-
el, the standardized beta coeffi cient for ration-
al processing was reduced by approximately 
50%. A Sobel test indicated that the associa-
tion between rational processing and strength 
of identity commitment was partially mediated 
by the informational style. Total adjusted R2 for 
the model was .38, p <.01. 

The results indicate that commitments may 
be formed in a mentally effortful, informed 
fashion or a more automatic, normative one. 
In both investigations linkages between gen-
eral cognitive processes and strength of iden-
tity commitment were mediated by identity 
processing styles. Also, the identity styles ac-
counted for a greater portion of the commit-
ment variance than the cognitive processes. 

Identity Elements

As noted above, identity processing styles are 
differentially associated with the type of self-
-relevant information or self-elements indi-
viduals utilize to form their sense of identity 
(Cheek, 1989). Berzonsky (2008b) conducted 
two studies to evaluate whether identity pro-
cessing styles mediated relationships between 
cognitive processes and the types of self-ele-
ments that individuals relied on to defi ne their 
sense of identity: (a) personal identity attribu-
tes such as “personal values” and “self-know-
ledge;” (b) social identity components inclu-
ding “reputation” and “impressions made on 
others;” and (c) collective identity elements 
such as “religion” and “family.” In the fi rst 
study, approximately 300 participants were gi-
ven measures of identity style, rational pro-
cessing (Cacioppo, et al., 1984), intuitive pro-
cessing (Epstein et al., 1996) and the Aspects 
of Identity Questionnaire (AIQ-III) develo-
ped by Cheek, Underwood, & Cutler (1985). 

The analytic strategy used to test the media-
tional models again involved hierarchical re-
gression with age and sex entered as control 
variables on Step 1. Study 2 ( N = 170) was 
a replication with the exception that automa-
tic processing was operationalized with the 
Webster, Kruglanski (1996) Need for Cogniti-
ve Closure (NFCC) scale, which assesses dif-
ferences in the extent to which people are mo-
tivated to avoid ambiguity and uncertainty by 
responding in a relatively automatic or min-
dless fashion without exerting much cogniti-
ve effort or taking time to consider alternati-
ves or process new information. People with 
a high need for cognitive closure are cogni-
tively impatient, infl exible, reluctant to sus-
pend judgment, and closed minded (Kruglan-
ski, 1990). Because the decisiveness subscale 
has been found to measure a different latent 
variable than the other NFCC subscales (Neu-
berg, Judice, West, 1997), it was not included 
in computing the NFCC score. 

Personal self-attributes. Berzonsky (2008b,
Study 1) found that the cognitive variables ex-
plained 13% of the variance in utilization of 
personal identity elements (e.g., my values, 
my self-knowledge, etc.) with both rational
(β = .23, p <.01) and intuitive (β = .27, p <.01) 
processing making unique contributions. En-
tering the style variables accounted for an ad-
ditional 9% of the variance with all three mak-
ing signifi cant unique contributions (Figure 3). 
Support for the mediational model was found: 
the beta coeffi cient for rational processes was 
reduced about 60% and a Sobel test indicated 
that the relationship between rational process-
ing and reliance on personal identity attributes 
was partially mediated by an informational 
style. As indicated in Figure 3, the contribu-
tion of intuitive processing to personal identi-
ty was not mediated by any of the style vari-
ables. An ancillary analysis in which the style 
variables were entered before the cognitive var-
iables indicated that the unique contribution of 
style variables (9%) was larger than that of the 
cognitive ones (6%).

In Study 2, automatic processing was meas-
ured by need for closure. The cognitive varia-
bles explained 8% of the differences in the uti-
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lization of personal self-elements; only rational 
processing (β = .28, p <.01) had a unique ef-
fect. The style variables explained an addition-
al 11% of the variance. Only an information-
al style had a unique effect (β = .39, p <.01) 
and it completely mediated the effect of ration-
al processing. A supplemental analysis where 
the style variables were entered before the cog-
nitive variables indicated that the unique con-
tribution of style (11%) was larger than that of 
the cognitive ones (2%). Total adjusted R2 for 
the model was .29, p <.01.

The fi ndings indicate that although ration-
al cognitive processing was associated with the 
tendency to defi ne oneself in terms of personal 
attributes and components, that relationship was 
at least partially mediated by an informational 
processing approach to identity issues and con-
fl icts. Further, the results suggest that while ex-
perience-based intuitive reasoning may direct-
ly contribute to differences in the utilization of 
personal identity information, the tendency to 
reason and make decisions in a closed, mind-
less, and preemptive fashion is not.

Social self-attributes. Rational (β = –.17, 
p < .05) but not intuitive processing was found 
to uniquely predict a reliance on social identi-
ty-elements such as “what others think of me,” 
“popularity,” and “impressions made on others”
(Δ R2 = .03, p < .05) (Berzonsky, 2008b, Study 
1). Adding the style variables accounted for an 
additional 4% of the variance with the norma-
tive and diffuse-avoidant styles making unique 
positive contributions (Figure 4). After con-
trolling for style, the direct negative effect of
rational processing was no longer signifi cant 
providing evidence for complete mediation. 
Sobel tests revealed that the negative contribu-
tion of rational processing to the use of social 
identity attributes was mediated by both the dif-
fuse-avoidant and normative styles. An ancil-
lary analysis in which the style variables were 
entered before the cognitive ones revealed that 
the unique contribution of the style variables
(Δ R2 = .04, p < .01) was greater than that of the 
cognitive variables (Δ R2 = .01ns). 

Berzonsky (2008b, Study 2) found that
automatic processing assessed by Need for 

Figure 3. Signifi cant paths between cognitive processes, identity styles, and reliance on personal identity 
elements. Effects of sex and age are not included (adapted from Berzonsky, 2008b)
* p < .05; ** p < .01  

ΔR2 = .13** ΔR2 = .09**

.28**
.27**

.09**

– .09**

.26**

– .11**

Rational
Processing

Informational
Style

Normative
Style

Diffuse-Avoid
Style

Intuitive
Processing

R2 = .54**
Personal
Indentity
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Cognitive Closure (β = .16, p < .05) unique-
ly predicted use of social identity attributes 
but rational processing did not (Δ R2 = .03,
p < .05). Perhaps the negative contribution of 
rational processing in Study 1 refl ected a ten-
dency to deal with issues in a closed, preemp-
tive fashion. The style variables explained an 
additional 4% of the variance with both the 
normative (β = .18, p < .05) and diffuse-avoid-
ant (β = .18, p < .05) styles making unique pos-
itive contributions. A Sobel test indicated that 
the relationship between automatic processing 
(NFCC) and use of social identity elements was 
completely mediated by the normative style.
A supplemental analysis indicated that the
unique contribution the style variables (Δ R2 = 
.04, p < .05) made to differences in a reliance on 

social self-elements was signifi cant but that of 
the cognitive variables was not (Δ R2 = .02 ns). 
Total adjusted R2 for the model was .13, p <.01.

Collective self-attributes. Berzonsky (2008b, 
Study 2) found that cognitive variables ac-
counted for 7% of the differences in the ten-
dency to defi ne oneself in terms of collective 
self-attributes such as “religion,” “national-
ity,” and “family.” Only automatic process-
ing as measured by need for closure, however, 
made a unique contribution (β = .29, p < .01). 
The style variables explained an additional 8% 
of the variance with only the normative style 
making a unique direct contribution (Figure 5). 
When the style variables were controlled, the 
standardized beta for automatic processing was 
reduced about 45% and a Sobel test provided 

Figure 4. Signifi cant paths between cognitive processes, identity styles, and reliance on social identity  
elements. Effects of sex and age are not included (adapted from Berzonsky, 2008b)
** p < .01  

ΔR2 = .03**

ΔR2 = .04**

– .22**

.14*

Rational
Processing

Normative
Style

Diffuse-Avoid
Style

R2 = .40**
Social

Indentity

– .22**

.19**

Figure 5. Signifi cant paths between cognitive processes, identity styles, and reliance on collective identity 
elements. Effects of sex and age are not included (adapted from Berzonsky, 2008b)
** p < .01  

ΔR2 = .07**

ΔR2 = .08**

R2 = .24**
Collective

Normative
Style

Cognitive
Closure

.16**

.34**.35**
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evidence for partial mediation. A supplemental 
analysis with the order of entry reversed indi-
cated that the unique contribution of the style 
variables was greater than (Δ R2 =.08, p <.01) 
that of the cognitive variables (Δ R2 = .02ns). 

In Berzonsky (2008b, Study 1) when au-
tomatic processing was measured with intui-
tive reasoning, the cognitive variables did not 
account for signifi cant variation in collective 
identity scores (Δ R2 = .00ns). Entering the 
style variables accounted for 8% of the var-
iance, with only the normative style being a 
unique predictor (β = .33, p <.01). Total adjust-
ed R2 was .08, p <.01. It appears as if automat-
ic processing that is relatively mindless plays a 
signifi cant role in the tendency to defi ne oneself 
collectively in terms of the dictates of social in-
stitutions and standards. A normative process-
ing style, in turn, was found to at least partially 
mediate the path from effortless need for clo-
sure to a collective sense of self.

Identity Status Variables

For more than 45 years, most identity research 
has been framed in terms of the identity sta-
tus model developed by James Marcia (1966). 
Drawing on Erikson’s (1964) theoretical wri-
tings, Marcia operationally defi ned different 
four identity types or statuses in terms of the 
absence or presence of commitment and self-
-exploration (originally referred to as a perso-
nal crisis or turning point). Individuals catego-
rized as identity achieved (commitment present 
following a period of self-exploration) have 
been found to perform better along a multitu-
de of cognitive, social, and personal than their 
counterparts in the other statuses (see Berzon-
sky, Adams, 1999; Marcia, 1993). Individuals 
classifi ed as identity foreclosure (commitment 
present in the absence of self-exploration), and 
especially identity diffusion (commitment and 
self-exploration absence). People in the mora-
torium status category (ongoing self-explora-
tion; fi rm commitments absent) tend to be the 
most variable; they score second to achievers 
on some dimensions but similar to uncommit-
ted diffusions (see Berzonsky, Adams, 1999; 
Kroger, Marcia, in press; Marcia, 1993). 

The role style plays in mediating relation-
ships between cognitive processing and iden-
tity status has been investigated in two studies 
(Berzonsky, 2007, 2008a). In both investiga-
tions, participants were administered measures 
of identity style, rational processing (Cacioppo
et al., 1984), intuitive processing (Epstein et al.,
1996), and identity status (Adams, 1999). 

Identity achievement status. Berzonsky 
(2008a) found that both automatic intuitive
(β = .17, p < .05) and effortful rational (β = .20,
p < .01) processing contributed to variation 
in identity achievement scores (Δ R2 = .06,
p < .01). Adding the style variables accounted 
for an additional 6% of the variance with an in-
formational and normative style making unique 
contributions (Figure 6). Evidence for com-
plete mediation was obtained when the style 
variables were controlled; neither cognitive 
variable remained signifi cant. As shown in Fig-
ure 6, relationships between both cognitive var-
iables and identity achievement were mediat-
ed by an informational style. Interestingly, the 
relationship between experientially-based intu-
itive processing and identity achievement was 
not mediated by a normative style. A supple-
mental analysis in which the order of the cog-
nitive and style variables was reversed revealed 
that the independent contribution of the style 
variables to identity achievement was greater 
than (Δ R2 =.11, p < .01) that of the cognitive 
variables (Δ R2 = .01ns). 

Berzonsky (2007) found that only rational 
processing (β = .26, p < .01) uniquely predict-
ed identity achievement (Δ R2 =.08, p < .01). 
Adding the style variables explained an addi-
tional 14% of the variance with all three styles 
making unique contributions: informational
(β = .18, p < .05); normative (β = .24, p < .01); 
and diffuse-avoidant (β = – .27, p < .01). In-
cluding the style variables reduced the direct ef-
fect of rational processing approximately 60% 
providing evidence for partial mediation. Sobel 
tests revealed that the relationship between ra-
tional processing and identity achievement was 
partially mediated by both the informational 
(positively) and diffuse-avoidant (negatively) 
styles. Total adjusted R2 was .21, p < .01.
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Consistent with Marcia’s (1966) views on 
deliberate self-exploration, rational processing 
was found to play a role in identity achieve-
ment. The linkage between rational thinking 
and achieving an individualized sense of iden-
tity, however, was found to be partially medi-
ated by an informational processing style. The 
hypothesized role that experientially-based in-
tuitive processing may play in identity achieve-
ment (Berzonsky, 2004; Epstein et al. 1996) re-
ceived at least partial support. The contribution 
of such automatic reasoning, however, appears 
to be mediated via an informational orientation 
to identity issues and confl icts. Although a di-
rect linkage from the normative style to identi-
ty achievement was found in both studies, the 
normative style did not mediate any of the cog-
nitive effects that were found. Thus the auto-
matic reasoning that is associated with norma-
tive processing (Berzonsky, 2004, 2008a) does 
not appear to contribute to the achievement 
of a personal sense of identity. This seeming-
ly anomalous association between a normative 
style and identity achievement (see also Ber-
zonsky, 1990; Berzonsky, Kuk, 2000; Berzon-
sky, Neimeyer, 1994; Krettenauer, 2005) may 
refl ect the high level of commitment associated 
with both variables. This is an issue that war-
rants further investigation. 

Identity foreclosure status. Unique rela-
tionships between identity foreclosure (com-
mitment without self-exploration) and ration-

al (β = – .31, p < .01) and intuitive (β = .20, 
p <.01) processing (Δ R2 =.12, p < .01) were 
found by Berzonsky (2007). Adding the style 
variables accounted for an additional 20% of 
the variance in foreclosure scores with only 
the normative style making a unique contribu-
tion (Figure 7). When the style variables were 
controlled, the direct relationship with intuitive 
processing was no longer signifi cant indicating 
that the relationship was completed mediated 
by the normative style. Although the standard-
ized beta for rational processing was reduced 
approximately 55% when the style variables 
were controlled, no evidence for partial media-
tion by style was found (Figure 7). Total adjust-
ed R2 was .41, p < .01.

A foreclosed approach to identity formation 
appears to be relatively automatic or mindless 
(Langer, 1989) in nature. It involves the form-
ing of commitment without actively deliber-
ating or intentionally considering options and
alternatives.

Identity moratorium and diffusion sta-
tuses. Neither rational nor intuitive cognitive 
processes were found to explain signifi cant 
variation in moratorium (Δ R2 = .00, ns) or dif-
fusion (Δ R2 = .01, ns) status scores (Berzon-
sky, 2007). In both models the style variables 
made signifi cant contributions. Moratorium 
scores were uniquely predicted by the informa-
tional (β = .20, p <. 01) and diffuse-avoidant
(β = .20, p < .01) styles (Δ R2 = .06, p < .01). 

ΔR2 = .06** ΔR2 = .06**

 .19**

.18*
Rational

Processing
Informational

Style

Intuitive
Style

R2 = .21**
Identity

Achievement

 .43**

.16**Normative
Style

Figure 6. Signifi cant paths between cognitive processes, identity styles, and identity achievement. Effects 
of sex and age are not included (adapted from Berzonsky, 2008a)
* p < .05; ** p < .01  
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Likewise, the diffuse-avoidant (β = .20, p < .01) 
and informational (β = – .17, p  < .01) styles 
both independently accounted for differences in 
diffusion identity scores (Δ R2 = .07, p  < .01). 

These fi ndings at least suggest that identity 
diffusion may to some extent refl ect situation-
al rather than dispositional factors. For instance, 
individuals with a diffuse-avoidant process-
ing style are hypothesized to operate in a sit-
uation-specifi c fashion: their behavior may de-
pend more on where they are and who they are 
with than what they think and plan (Berzonsky, 
in press). The failure to fi nd a signifi cant pos-
itive relationship between rational processing 
and identity moratorium scores is puzzling. By 
defi nition, individuals categorized as moratori-
ums are in the process of active self-exploration 
(Marcia, 1980, 1993). Moreover, an informa-
tional processing style was directly positive-
ly associated with moratorium scores. Perhaps, 
the Adams (1999) measure of identity moratori-
um, which is positively correlated with the dif-
fusion scale, played a role. This is an issue that 
needs to be addressed in future research.

CONCLUSIONS AND LIMITATIONS 

The literature that was reviewed indicates that 
identity styles refl ect strategic differences in 
the processing of identity relevant information 
(Berzonsky, 1990, 2004). A self-directed, in-

formed approach to identity formation was as-
sociated with both rational and automatic in-
tuitive processing. However, an informational 
style was not linked with automatic proces-
sing as measured by need for cognitive closu-
re. Thus, individuals with high informational 
scores indicate a willingness to tolerate ambi-
guity and monitor their reasoning processes, 
which may enable them to override or release 
from automatic processing when feedback in-
dicates that their reasoning is biased and di-
storted (see Berzonsky, 1990, 2004; Klaczyn-
ski, 2004). A normative approach to identity 
issues was more exclusively automatic in na-
ture: it was consistently associated with a high 
need for cognitive closure as well as intuiti-
ve reasoning. Individuals with high normati-
ve scores tend to be cognitively infl exible, clo-
sed-minded, and strongly motivated to process 
self-relevant information in a structure-driven 
fashion, which can minimize ambiguity by 
confi rming and preserving existing self-views 
(Berzonsky, 1990). 

It is possible that the automatic processing 
associated with the normative and information-
al style occurs for different reasons. The nor-
mative style may primarily refl ect a “mindless” 
process (Langer, 1989) of prematurely internal-
izing beliefs and commitments without delib-
erate conscious effort (see Berzonsky, 1988). 
The automaticity associated with an informa-
tional style, in contrast, may be more experi-

ΔR2 = .12**

 .22**

– .17*

Rational
Processing

Intuitive
Processing

R2 = .41**
Identity

Foreclosure
.53**Normative

Style

Figure 7. Signifi cant paths between cognitive processes, identity styles, and identity foreclosure. Effects
of sex and age are not included (adapted from Berzonsky, 2008a)
* p < .05; ** p < .01  

ΔR2 = .20**
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ence based. Although effortful rational process-
ing may be instrumental in the initial formation 
of views and commitments, as those views are 
repeatedly accessed and applied they may be-
come increasingly automatic and activated 
with minimal mental effort and resources (see 
Bargh, 1997). 

A diffuse-avoidant style was negatively 
associated with effortful rational processing, 
which supports the view that diffuse-avoidance 
is a non-refl ective, situation-specifi c approach 
to identity issues (Berzonsky, 1990). It ap-
pears that individuals with high diffuse-avoid-
ant style scores strive to avoid self-relevant in-
formation. Given their limited commitments 
and self-standards (Berzonsky, 2003), they 
may fi nd themselves dealing with context-spe-
cifi c demands and consequences in a reactive,
impulsive, or indifferent fashion. Research in-
dicates that diffuse-avoiders make excuses and
deny responsibility for negative outcomes
and engage in self-handicapping behaviors that 
tend to sabotage their performance on poten-
tially self-diagnostic tasks (Berzonsky, Ferrari, 
1996, 2009).

The type of information or self-attributes 
that individuals highlight in their sense of iden-
tity was differentially associated with identity 
style. Specifi cally, an informational style was 
linked to personal self-element and a norma-
tive style was associated with collective self-
-attribute. Given that individuals with high nor-
mative scores are motivated to form views and 
obtain answers with a minimal expenditure of 
mental resources, perhaps collectively based 
commitments enable them to avoid the anxie-
ty, uncertainty, and personal responsibility that 
is associated with personal decision making 
(see Berzonsky, 2003; Marcia, 1993). This ap-
proach, however, may be a two-edged sword: 
automatic, belief-driven reasoning is likely 
to increase the extent to which decisions and 
judgments are biased and erroneous (Berzon-
sky, 1990; Klaczynski, 2004). A diffuse-avoid-
ant style was associated with social self-at-
tributes such as reputation and impressions of 

others, which again underscores the situation-
al nature of the diffuse-avoidant approach to 
identity formation: opportunistically attempt-
ing to adopt and slough off roles, views, and 
public presentations as one moves from situa-
tion to situation.

Evidence for the mediational role of iden-
tity processing style was obtained in all of the 
analyses where initially the cognitive variables 
were directly associated with the measure of 
identity formation, which supports the supposi-
tion that identity styles focus on the processing 
of identity-relevant information in particular 
rather than information in general (Berzonsky, 
1990, in press). Even though the cognitive var-
iables were entered into the regression models 
fi rst, when the style variables were entered they 
still generally accounted for a greater portion of 
the variation on the identity measures. Moreo-
ver, in all of the analyses that were reviewed 
(Berzonsky, 2007, 2008a, 2008b), the style var-
iables explained a greater amount of the unique 
variation in the identity measures than did the 
cognitive ones. 

In conclusion, I want to emphasize that 
the causal ordering of the cognitive, style, and
identity variables was based on conceptual
not empirical considerations. Because the data
were collected at the same point in time
a number of alternative explanations are pos-
sible. For example, it is possible that the 
construction of a personal sense of identity
contributes to the use of an informational style, 
which leads to more rational processing. Or, 
it is possible that the pattern of relationships 
between the style and identity variables was 
due to some unmeasured third variable such 
as common method variance or motivational
orientation. Collecting longitudinal data and 
examining cross-lagged paths between the var-
iables would be one way to begin to evaluate 
some competing explanations. Also, in future 
research it would be helpful to directly meas-
ure rational and automatic processing strate-
gies rather than rely exclusively on self-report-
ed strategies.
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