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Identity development across the transition from primary to 
secondary school: The role of personality and the social 
context
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ABSTRACT
The secondary school transition may be important for identity 
change. We investigated identity change and subgroups therein, 
and whether personal and environmental factors explain subgroup 
membership. Data was used from four timepoints across the 
last year of primary and first year of secondary school from 241 
adolescents (Mage = 11.6, range 10.5–12.8). Identity change was 
generally in the direction of higher pre-transition commitment 
and lower post-transition commitment and exploration, with most 
change as well as differences therein manifesting post-transition. 
Neuroticism and best friend support did not predict group mem-
bership; parental support predicted more adaptive change. These 
findings suggest educational identity change around the transition 
and especially during its runup is relatively normative, with strong 
expectations of how adolescents should change.
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Developing their own sense of identity is the main task young people in the Western 
world face during adolescence. As such, much research has examined normative devel-
opment of identity (for an overview see Branje et al., 2021; Meeus, 2011), often starting 
from when adolescents are in secondary school. These studies have linked a stronger 
identity, as evidenced by stronger commitments and less exploration, to better well- 
being, less psychological problems, and better performance and motivation in school. 
However, levels of educational identity commitment and explorative behavior suggest 
that at least some identity development has already taken place before this point (e.-
g., Meeus et al., 2010), emphasizing the importance of capturing educational identity 
already before adolescents are in secondary school. Identity theory (e.g., Bosma & Kunnen, 
2001) suggests that transition periods may play a vital role in driving identity develop-
ment, by making the question of “who am I?” more salient. For normative transitions such 
as the transition to secondary school, identity change may occur not only at the time of 
the transition and aftermath, but also in the runup (Christiaens et al., 2022). Therefore,
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examining identity around such transitions may provide key insights into early adolescent 
identity development.

Transitions may not impact all adolescents’ identity in the same way (e.g., Christiaens 
et al., 2022; Van Doeselaar & Reitz, 2021), and it is important to take into account 
individual differences in the person and environment which may predict more or less 
adaptive identity change during transitional periods. In the present study, we examined 
educational identity development before and after the transition from primary to sec-
ondary school, when adolescents are on average 12 years-old. We distinguished different 
groups of adolescent identity change and predicted membership of these groups using 
neuroticism and perceived support to better understand which adolescents may change 
more adaptively and which more maladaptively.

Adolescent identity change and the role of transitions

The question of identity gains prominence during adolescence, when youth start question-
ing their early identifications and increasingly think about their own values and beliefs 
(Crocetti et al., 2008; Meeus et al., 2010). Given that later development (e.g., of choosing an 
education and career that fit with one’s strengths and preferences) hinges on the formation 
of a stable and coherent sense of self, identity development during adolescence is also vital 
to set the stage for healthy development in later life (Erikson, 1950). The process of identity 
development can be captured by a dual-cycle model (Crocetti et al., 2008; Luyckx et al., 
2006), in which adolescents develop their identity through exploration of different alter-
natives and selecting the best-fitting one (i.e., the formative cycle), and then maintain their 
identity by comparing their expectations and needs to their current commitments and 
identifying with those commitments (i.e., the maintenance cycle). When commitments are 
no longer satisfactory, adolescents may engage in a process of reconsideration in which 
they start exploring new options and may eventually choose to relinquish their current 
commitments (Crocetti et al., 2008). During early adolescence, when identity development 
will mostly be a process of making new identity commitments, we may expect to see mostly 
the exploration of new identity choices and commitment to a particular option.

Although identity develops continuously, periods of transition or stress may increase 
identity salience, and force adolescents to consider or reconsider their identity (Bosma & 
Kunnen, 2001; Marcia, 1966; Waterman, 1982). This may be especially true in “closed” 
identity domains such as education (Meeus et al., 1999), where we would not expect 
much (possibility for) change outside of such key moments. That is, outside of moments 
where they get to choose a new school, education, or curriculum focus, adolescents may 
have little opportunity to change their education or school. Before such normative events 
or transitions, adolescents may be mostly engaged in identity making processes, whereas 
in the aftermath they may engage more in processes relating to identity evaluation and 
maintenance. In contrast to a normative transition which individuals can prepare for, 
when adolescents experience unexpected stressful events they may be forced more 
abruptly into the identity making cycle, and may as such experience less adaptive identity 
change. In line with this, several studies have evidenced that the experience of negative 
events may predict decreases in adolescents’ commitments and a greater likelihood of 
identity diffusion (e.g., Penner et al., 2019; Van Doeselaar et al., 2018). During the 
normative transition to secondary school, multiple aspects of the transition may be
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related to identity. Having to make a choice (e.g., for a certain school) may increase 
salience of identity as adolescents need to think about their strengths, weaknesses, and 
preferences. Additionally, the change of physical and social context may impact adoles-
cents’ identity development. The transition to secondary school is paired with a change in 
peer group, a different curriculum with multiple teachers, and often a larger school 
environment. The presence of major and more minor stressful events (e.g., being 
excluded in the class, missing the bus) may contribute to differences in adolescent 
identity change and even make some adolescents more likely to reconsider their school 
choice. Indeed, studies have emphasized individual differences in the development of 
identity across the transition from secondary school to tertiary education (Christiaens 
et al., 2022) and to working life (Van Doeselaar & Reitz, 2021). The present study examined 
identity development in early adolescence, across the transition from primary to second-
ary school.

Identity processes around the transition from primary to secondary school

Individuals develop their identity in different life domains, but some domains are more 
salient than others at different points in their lives (Heaven et al., 2008). The educational 
domain may be especially salient during adolescence (Crocetti, 2017; Meeus, 2011), because 
adolescents spend a majority of their time in school. Educational identity reflects commit-
ment and exploration processes related to education (Becht et al., 2016), and may express 
itself in motivation for and performance in school (e.g., De Moor et al., 2019; Oyserman & 
Destin, 2010; Roeser et al., 2012). In addition, educational identity may also play a role in 
selecting a secondary school. Thus, educational transitions present relatively fixed norma-
tive moments for educational identity exploration and commitment making, which is in 
contrast to many other identity domains (e.g., friendships) where transitions are more 
variable and unforeseeable. In particular, around such moments adolescents are expected 
to explore different options (e.g., schools) and commit to one particular option. At the same 
time, even strong commitments, especially in the absence of previous exploration, may be 
suboptimal, as they may reflect a foreclosed educational identity commitment and may 
ultimately be related to less positive adjustment (Lannegrand-Willems et al., 2016). 
Particularly during early adolescence, when adolescents are just starting to give up their 
earlier identifications, strong commitments might reflect identity foreclosure (Erikson, 1950).

The transition from primary to secondary school is an important moment in adoles-
cents’ lives (Pratt & George, 2005; Zeedyk et al., 2003), marking the point from which they 
gain new relationships, freedoms, and opportunities but also new responsibilities. Many 
studies have found the school transition to impact adolescents’ mental and educational 
adjustment, often setting them on persistent pathways of adjustment or maladjustment 
throughout secondary school (see Symonds & Galton, 2014 for an overview). The school 
transition might be particularly impactful for Dutch adolescents due to the school 
structure in the Netherlands. Specifically, secondary school is stratified into broad levels 
of vocational, technical, and theoretical education, which correspond to tertiary education 
levels and set adolescents onto broad tracks of occupational options. By the end of 
primary school, when youth are on average 11–12 years-old, Dutch adolescents receive 
an advice for the level most suited for them based on their teacher’s evaluation and 
a standardized test. Adolescents can then choose a secondary school based upon their
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educational level advice, which they will go to after the summer holiday. Given that the 
transition to secondary school is an important moment in adolescents’ lives and its 
normative character allows adolescents to anticipate it, the school transition may increase 
the salience of educational identity and drive its development in early adolescence.

Room for individual differences: Personality and social context

As discussed above, the impact of the school transition on identity may not be uniform 
across adolescents, but rather may depend on the experiences that accompany it. Indeed, 
as a result of different experiences, the transition may accentuate existing differences in 
identity (Graber & Brooks-Gunn, 1996). In this case, we would expect that adolescents who 
were already doing quite well in terms of academic and social functioning will accumulate 
positive experiences and continue to do even better. In contrast, adolescents who may 
have been floundering before the transition may experience an even more negative 
developmental trend after the transition. Alternatively, and additionally, the transition 
may be a point of deviation due to differences in the extent to which adolescents 
experience a good person-environment fit in the post-transition environment (e.g., 
Symonds & Galton, 2014). Following from this model, we may expect that adolescents 
who experience a good fit with their new school due to more positive experiences have 
more positive post-transition identity change and adolescents who experience poorer fit 
have more negative change. Supporting the notion of the school transition as point of 
deviation in identity change, Christiaens and colleagues (2021) reported increased differ-
ences after the transition from secondary to tertiary education. Specifically, whereas some 
youth experienced stable low or stable high self-certainty before and after the transition, 
other adolescents experienced identity change marked by increasing self-certainty or 
decreasing certainty after the transition.

Understanding who develops a stable and coherent sense of identity and who experi-
ences identity issues may be a first step in identifying and targeting vulnerable youth. 
Factors in the person and in their environment may explain differences in adolescents’ 
change across the school transition in multiple ways. In particular, individual differences 
may predict poorer fit in the post-transition situation, and/or may predispose adolescents 
to being more or less able to cope with the transition and associated stressful experiences.

Firstly, adolescents’ personality may predict their identity change. In particular, 
neuroticism, or emotional instability, may be predictive of continued doubts and 
in-breadth exploration. Neuroticism can be defined as a tendency to experience 
negative emotions and instability of mood, and is characterized by a lacking 
capacity to deal effectively with negative emotions (Caspi et al., 2005; McCrae & 
John, 1992). As such, individuals with high levels of neuroticism are more likely to 
experience events in their lives as stressful (Brown & Rosellini, 2011) and to 
ruminate on these events, which may increase their vulnerability to the stress 
associated with these events (Watkins et al., 2008). Together, this might make 
adolescents high on neuroticism more likely to experience negative consequences 
of impactful events for their mental health (Jeronimus et al., 2014). Moreover, with 
regard to identity, neuroticism has also been linked to less adaptive outcomes, For 
instance, adolescents high on neuroticism have been found to report weaker 
commitments (Klimstra et al., 2012) and to ruminate more on their identity
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commitments (Hatano et al., 2017), and some studies have reported the associa-
tions of neuroticism with identity to be more robust than associations of the other 
four Big Five personality traits with identity (e.g., Hatano et al., 2017; Lounsbury 
et al., 2007). In addition, in a period such as the school transition when uncertainty 
is likely and even normative, it may be expected that youth’s inability to deal with 
uncertainty and associated negative emotions may be an important factor in 
considering their adjustment. Particularly, across the transition from primary to 
secondary school adolescents who have higher levels of neuroticism might be 
more likely to change in the direction of a more unstable identity, as characterized 
by more doubts, than their peers with lower levels of neuroticism.

Secondly, the social environment may also play a role in predicting how ado-
lescents develop their identity across the school transition. In particular, adoles-
cents’ perception of support from parents and friends may be important, as it 
reflects a broad perception of adolescents on the availability of and closeness with 
parents and friends rather than a specific behavior on the side of the parents or 
friends, and may as such act as a general resource. In line with this, social support 
has been found to buffer against the negative effects of stressful events on 
adolescents’ mental health (e.g., Dubois et al., 1994; Murberg & Bru, 2004; Yang 
et al., 2010). Moreover, parental and friend support has also been found to be 
a direct predictor of a more stable identity (e.g., De Moor et al., 2019; Meeus et al., 
2002), with adolescents who experience more support reporting more exploration 
and less reconsideration of their commitments. Therefore, having more supportive 
relationships with parents and friends may be predictive of change toward increas-
ing certainty during the school transition from primary to secondary school.

The current study

The transition from primary to secondary school is an important moment in young 
people’s lives, and is sometimes even seen as the start of adolescence. The school 
transition has been shown to have a profound impact on psychological and educa-
tional adjustment (e.g., Symonds & Galton, 2014), and may also be a moment around 
which the question of identity becomes more salient. Therefore, it is important to 
better understand how the transition impacts identity change. In the present study, 
we identified groups of adolescents with differing levels of educational commitment 
(i.e., commitment making, identification with commitment), exploration (i.e., explora-
tion in breadth, exploration in depth), and doubt across the school transition, and 
examined whether neuroticism and social support predict membership of these 
groups. We hypothesized that several groups would emerge across the transition. 
Based on research estimating identity trajectories across adolescence (De Moor et al., 
2022) and across the transition to tertiary education (Christiaens et al., 2021), we 
expected at least three groups of stable low, stable high, and decreasing commitment, 
exploration, and doubt. We expected that adolescents with lower neuroticism and 
higher parental and friend support would be more likely to have a more adaptive 
identity trajectory. The present study’s research questions, hypotheses, and analytical 
plan were pre-registered at https://osf.io/bm4qk.
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Method

Participants and procedure

For the present study, we used data of Wave 1–4 from the longitudinal INTRANSITION 
project (N = 241), which followed adolescents across the year before (2019–2020) and after 
(2020–2021) they transitioned to secondary school. The project focused on the develop-
ment of identity and autonomy during the transition period. Participants, a parent, and 
a friend filled out a half-yearly questionnaire four times, in the fall and spring of the pre- 
transition year and in the fall and spring of the post-transition year. Parents and their 
children provided informed consent and ascent, respectively. Participants received €10,- 
per measurement occasion for completing the questionnaire and could receive a €5,- bonus 
for participating at each measurement occasion. The INTRANSITION project was approved 
by the Ethics Review Board of Utrecht University (protocol number: FETC18–135). 
Adolescents in our sample were on average 11.6 years-old at Time 1 (SD = 0.44, range 
10.5–12.8) and 50.0% was female. When asked about the group they identified with most, 
97.1% indicated Dutch; the remaining participants indicated either Moroccan (1 participant; 
0.4%) or other (6 participants; 2.5%). We included all available data of the participants 
regarding identity, neuroticism, and social support. There was some attrition after the first 
measurement occasion, with data on identity of 194 (80.5%), 193 (80.1%), and 171 (71.0%) 
adolescents at Wave 2–4, respectively.

Measurement instruments

Commitment, exploration, and doubt were measured at Wave 1–4 with the Educational 
Identity Processes Scale (EIPS; Christiaens et al., 2022), which was newly designed for the 
INTRANSITION study to capture identity processes around the school transition. The items 
were based on existing questionnaires that were less context-dependent (i.e., Dimensions 
of Identity Development Scale, Luyckx et al., 2008; Utrecht-Management of Identity 
Commitments Scale, Crocetti et al., 2008 Vocational Identity Status Assessment, Porfeli 
et al., 2011). The questionnaire has a pre- (22 items) and a post-transition (18 items) 
version, with five subscales each. Before the transition, the subscales were commitment 
making (3 items), identification with commitment (4 items), exploration in breadth (5 
items), exploration in depth (5 items), and self-doubt (5 items). After the transition, they 
were identification with commitment (4 items), exploration in breadth (3 items), explora-
tion in depth (5 items), and self-doubt (3). A reconsideration scale (3 items) was also 
included in the post-transition version, but was not used in the present study, as it was 
strongly correlated with exploration in breadth (which also captures reconsideration after 
the transition, Christiaens et al., 2022). Across waves, reliability was acceptable for nearly 
all constructs, with an omega total coefficient in the range of .72–.89 (with the exception 
of commitment making at Wave 2, see Table 1 for an overview). Example items of the 
included subscales are “I know which school I want to attend” (commitment making; only 
measured pre-transition), “The school I want to attend really fits me”/”My school really fits 
me” (identification with commitment; pre-transition and post-transition wording, respec-
tively), “I try to find out a lot about the different schools I can attend”/“I try to find out a lot 
about other schools I can attend” (exploration in breadth), “I try to find out a lot about
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what I am good at and less good at school” (exploration in depth; same wording pre- and 
post-transition), and “I worry about which school I really like”/“I worry if I really like my 
school” (self-doubt). The items were rated on a scale from 1 (completely disagree) to 5 

Table 1. Descriptive statistics and correlations of the study variables.

1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 10.

1. Commitment making W1

2. Identification with com-
mitment W1

.56*

3. Exploration in breadth W1 .03 .32*

4. Exploration in depth W1 .14* .32* .61*

5. Doubt W1 −.52* −.43* −.02 .07

6. Commitment making W2 .34* .27* .04 .09 −.35*

7. Identification with com-
mitment W2

.34* .42* .13 .19* −.29* .62*

8. Exploration in breadth W2 −.06 .12 .55* .43* .02 .10 .22*

9. Exploration in depth W2 .14 .18* .36* .48* −.01 .12 .26* .62*

10. Doubt W2 −.22* −.19* −.02 −.01 .32* −.48* −.47* .05 .01

11. Identification with com-
mitment W3

.16* .35* .17* .13 −.33* .17* .39* .21* .21* −.29*

12. Exploration in breadth W3 −.07 −.05 .15* .10 .03 −.07 −.01 .17* .08 .13

13. Exploration in depth W3 .04 .11 .21* .19* −.07 −.01 .15* .28* .37* .01

14. Doubt W3 −.13 −.26* −.10 −.08 .26* −.20* −.23* −.13 −.11 .36*

15. Identification with com-
mitment W4

.12 .32* .18* .07 −.33* .32* .37* .13 .24* −.30*

16. Exploration in breadth W4 −.12 −.12 .15 −.01 .16* −.03 −.13 .12 .01 .14

17. Exploration in depth W4 .06 .18* .14 .13 −.01 .14 .15 .15 .27* −.04

18. Doubt W4 −.11 −.32* −.03 −.02 .32* −.25* −.24* −.09 −.16* .40*

19. Neuroticism W1 <.01 −.02 −.12 −.12 .09 .10 .10 −.11 .01 .02

20. Parental support W1 .12 .39* .30* .27* −.19* .09 .25* .23* .20* −.18*

21. Best friend support W1 .16* .30* .18* .17* −.21* .04 .10 .27* .17* −.01

Mean 3.55 4.00 3.60 3.32 2.07 4.35 4.25 3.42 3.17 1.62
SD 0.94 2.07 0.91 0.86 0.82 0.68 0.63 0.98 0.85 0.72

Ω .72 .85 .88 .86 .84 .61 .80 .87 .85 .89

11. 12. 13. 14. 15. 16. 17. 18. 19. 20. 21.

11. Identification with com-
mitment W3

12. Exploration in breadth W3 .01

13. Exploration in depth W3 .32* .46*

14. Doubt W3 −.52* .38* .10

15. Identification with com-
mitment W4

.61* −.04 .30* −.40*

16. Exploration in breadth W4 −.07 .34* .11 .22* −.10

17. Exploration in depth W4 .23* .24* .48* .05 .33* .39*

18. Doubt W4 −.39* .21* −.07 .58* −.41* .38* −.01

19. Neuroticism W1 .04 .03 .14 .06 .05 .03 .12 −.04

20. Parental support W1 .34* −.02 .19* −.32* .22* −.02 .11 −.26* .04

21. Best friend support W1 .24* .07 .13 −.12 .05 .07 .17* −.11 .08 .43*

Mean 3.90 2.06 2.86 1.65 3.71 1.93 2.66 1.67 3.76 4.19 3.72
SD 0.72 1.17 0.83 0.78 0.91 1.01 0.81 0.90 1.12 0.63 0.59

Ω .79 .91 .79 .88 .87 .88 .80 .89 .79 .87 .86
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(completely agree), with higher scores reflecting higher commitment making, identifica-
tion with commitment, exploration in breadth, exploration in depth, and doubt. More 
information about the EIPS, its development, and its psychometric properties can be 
found in Christiaens et al. (2022).

Neuroticism was assessed with the Quick Big Five (Goldberg, 1992; Vermulst & Gerris, 
2005) at Wave 1. The measure contained 6 items measuring neuroticism, which were 
assessed on a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). An example item is “I am 
touchy.” The Quick Big Five has been found in previous research with Dutch youth to have 
good reliability across adolescence (Branje et al., 2004; De Moor et al., 2022; Klimstra et al., 
2010). Reliability for scores on the neuroticism items in the present study was acceptable 
(ω = .79). The scores were averaged into one score of neuroticism, where higher scores 
reflected being more neurotic.

Parental support and friend support were also measured at Wave 1, using the support 
subscale from the Network of Relationship Inventory (NRI; Furman & Buhrmester, 1985, 
1992). This subscale consisted of 6 items, which were answered on a 5-point Likert scale (1  
= never to 5 = often). The NRI was filled out by adolescents two times: once for the 
relationship with parents, and once for the relationship with the best friend. An example 
item is “How much do your parents/does your best friend treat you like you are admired 
and respected?.” Reliability was acceptable for scores on the parental support (ω = .87) 
and best friend support (ω = .86) items. Scores on all six items were averaged into one 
support score for the relationship with parents and one for the relationship with the best 
friend. Higher scores reflected more support.

Analytical plan

To examine the change in identity across the last year of primary school and the first year 
of secondary school, and potential groups therein, we conducted five Latent Profile 
Analyses (LPAs).1 LPA is a statistical technique that generates clusters based on distinct 
patterns of responses across multiple variables, and estimates the probability of each 
individual belonging to a certain cluster (Vermunt et al., 2008). In other words, LPA results 
in clusters of co-occurring scores across variables within individuals. In our models, mean 
scores of each of the four waves of one identity process (e.g., Wave 1–4 of identification 
with commitment) were included as the traits around which the profiles were created. For 
each construct, we first estimated a 1-profile model to capture the general trajectory. 
Then, we estimated models with 2–4 profiles. The best-fitting model was determined 
based on the Bayesian Information Criterium (BIC; Schwarz, 1978), the Lo-Mendell-Rubin 
Likelihood Ration Test (LMR-LRT; Lo et al., 2001), and the entropy. Specifically, we 
determined that the best-fitting model would have the lowest BIC and an entropy 
above .80. Moreover, the best-fitting model would be the model with the number of 
profiles after which adding an additional profile would no longer significantly improve the 
model fit. Finally, all profiles also had to contain a substantial number of participants, as to 
be practically meaningful (Van De Schoot et al., 2017). In the context of our sample of 
roughly 240 participants, we used a minimum profile size of 10% as cutoff. To test
whether scores within profiles (e.g., Wave 1 commitment making and Wave 2 commit-
ment making) and the same scores across profiles differed significantly from each other 
(e.g., Wave 1 commitment making in profile 1 and profile 2), we performed pairwise 
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comparisons using the Wald test. A significance level of p < .05 was chosen as indicating 
a significant difference between mean scores. The size of differences was calculated with 
Cramer’s V, which can be interpreted as small = .10, medium = .30, and larger = .50.

Second, to examine whether individual differences before the transition could explain 
differences in identity trajectories, we added neuroticism and parental and best friend 
support as predictors of profile membership to the best-fitting model for each identity 
process. These predictors were added as auxiliary variables following the 3-step method 
(R3STEP), so that these predictors did not alter profile specification (Asparouhov & 
Muthén, 2014). All analyses were conducted in Mplus, version 8.7 (Muthén & Muthén, 
1998–2017). The data used for this study and the analysis scripts are made available at 
https://osf.io/gjcqw/.

Results

Descriptive statistics

Means, standard deviations, and correlations between the main study variables are 
presented in Table 1. Relatively strong, positive correlations existed between the different 
subscales of commitment (e.g., at Wave 1: r = .56) and between the subscales of explora-
tion (at Wave 1: r = .61). Moreover, doubt was inversely related to the commitment 
subscales, but not substantially related to the exploration scales. Autocorrelations were 
in the expected direction, with the size of the correlation growing smaller with increasing 
time intervals (e.g., for commitment making W1-W2: r = .34 and W1-W4: r = .12). 
Neuroticism was not significantly correlated with any of the identity constructs at any 
timepoint. For parental and best friend support, modest associations existed with each of 
the identity constructs, with somewhat stronger correlations with constructs measured at 
the same and adjacent timepoints than with constructs measured later in time. Moreover, 
there was also a sizable and positive correlation between parental support and best friend 
support, suggesting that adolescents who reported more support from parents also 
reported more support from their best friend.

1-profile latent profile analysis models: Examination of variation in development

To get a sense of the average trajectory of identity change across the school transition, we 
first estimated LPAs with one profile for each of the identity processes. Mean scores and 
test statistics from Wald tests are provided in Table 2; a graphical representation of these 
average profiles is shown in Figure 1. Effect sizes (Cramer’s V) for the changes between 

Table 2. Means of the 1-profile solution for each of the identity constructs and outcomes of 
significance tests.

Wave 1 Wave 2 Wave 3 Wave 4

Commitment making 3.55b 4.35a

Identification with commitment 4.00bcd 4.24acd 3.88abd 3.72abc

Exploration in breadth 3.60bcd 3.42acd 2.06ab 1.93ab

Exploration in depth 3.32bcd 3.16acd 2.86abd 2.67abc

Doubt 2.07bcd 1.61a 1.68a 1.68a

Subscripts are used to denote significant mean-level differences between scores, as tested with the Wald test 
and significant at p < .05; a = different from Wave 1; b = different from Wave 2; c = different from Wave 3; d =  
different from Wave 4.
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consecutive waves are available in Supplementary Material Table S1. Commitment mak-
ing was only assessed before the transition, and so only scores across the two pre- 
transition timepoints were available. On average, commitment making increased across 
the final year of primary school (small effect). Identification with commitment increased 
slightly from the start to the end of the last year in primary school, and then dropped (very 
small to small effects). For exploration in breadth and in depth, mean scores dropped
across the school transition, indicating less engagement in exploration over time (very 
small to large effects and small effects, respectively). Finally, for doubt there was 
a decrease across the year prior to the transition, but relative stability during the post- 
transition year (very small to small effects).

Multiprofile latent profiles analyses: Different subgroups in change

To examine whether subgroups existed in change in identity processes, we again per-
formed Latent Profile Analyses (LPAs) for each of the identity constructs. We estimated 
models with 2, 3, and 4 classes (Table 3). For identification with commitment and doubt 
none of the multiprofile solutions fit well. In these models, there also was a high percen-
tage of the sample in one of the profiles (for all 2-profile solutions, > 90%), suggesting that 
most individuals had a similar pattern of change. Thus, for these identity processes we 
maintained the 1-profile solution.

For commitment making, two profiles could be distinguished based on adolescents’ 
levels across waves (see Table 4, see Figure 2 for a graphical representation; see Table S2 
for effect sizes of differences between profiles and consecutive waves). The first profile 
(“stable commitment makers”, 79.3% of the sample) had slightly above-average initial
levels of commitment making and remained at approximately the same level across 
the year (very small effect size). The second profile (“increasing committers”, 20.7%) 
showed slightly higher commitment making at baseline compared to the “stable commit-
ment makers” (very small effect) and also showed an increase across the year (large 
effect).

Figure 1. Average profiles of identity trajectories.
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A three-profile solution was found to best fit the data for exploration in breadth. There 
was a decrease in exploration in breadth over time for all profiles. In profile 1 (“pre- 
transition explorers”, 56.4%), levels of exploration were relatively stable at a slightly 
above-average level across Wave 1 and 2 (very small effect), but then decreased markedly 
after the school transition at Wave 3 and recover a little bit at Wave 4 (large effect and very 
small effect, respectively). Profile 2 (“sudden-stop explorers”, 14.0%) was characterized by 
stable high exploration in breadth across the two timepoints before the transition and the 
first timepoint after the transition (very small effects), after which exploration decreased
to a below-average level (small effect). Individuals in profile 3 (“gentle decliners”, 29.5%) 
had an initial level of exploration similar to that of the pre-transition explorers (very small 
effect), and showed gradual decreases in exploration behavior across the first three 
timepoints (very small to small effects).

Table 3. Fit of the latent profile analyses with multiprofile solutions with 2 to 4 profiles for each of the 
identity constructs.

% of participants in profile

BIC LMR-LRT Entropy Profile 1 Profile 2 Profile 3 Profile 4

Commitment making 1007.81 33.55, p = .270 .75 20.7 79.3
997.17 25.44, p < .001 .83 0.6 76.2 23.2
938.99 24.71, p = .263 .79 0.6 17.3 31.9 50.2

Identification with commitment 1644.02 41.93, p = .173 .85 9.1 90.9
1642.52 27.83, p < .001 .91 90.3 8.6 1.1
1653.20 16.07, p = .144 .81 80.6 8.6 1.1 9.7

Exploration in breadth 2187.13 63.50, p < .001 .68 66.5 33.5
2155.95 56.45, p = .001 .78 56.4 14.0 29.5
2120.66 60.42, p = .001 .75 22.4 47.5 9.4 20.6

Exploration in depth 1914.58 24.78, p = .003 .64 75.3 24.7
1927.48 13.94, p = .013 .78 8.6 22.9 76.2
1941.85 12.51, p = .266 .74 9.1 24.4 9.6 65.1

Doubt 1712.09 78.79, p = .020 .89 90.2 9.8
1754.30 43.75, p = .174 .83 16.9 76.4 6.7
1695.36 83.24, p = .537 .81 58.1 24.0 15.0 2.9

Percentage of sample in profiles is based on most likely membership. 
Best-fitting solution bolded.

Table 4. Unstandardized mean scores per profile and denotations of significant differences between 
scores.

Wave 1 Wave 2 Wave 3 Wave 4

Commitment making Profile 1: “stable low commitment makers” 3.12f 3.30f – –
Profile 2: “increasing committers” 3.66be 4.62ae – –

Exploration in breadth Profile 1: “pre-transition explorers” 3.55cdf 3.38cdf 1.17abdfg 1.57abcfg

Profile 2: “sudden-stop explorers” 4.08deg 4.06deg 4.20deg 2.35abce

Profile 3: “gentle decliners” 3.47bcdf 3.21acdf 2.73abef 2.43abe

Exploration in depth Profile 1: “stable explorers” 3.30cd 3.20cd 2.92ab 3.01abf

Profile 2: “decliners” 3.38cd 3.06d 2.68ad 1.62abce

Subscripts are used to denote significant mean-level differences between scores, as tested with the Wald test and 
significant at p < .05. 

a = different from Wave 1 of the same profile; b = different from Wave 2 of the same profile; c = different from Wave 3 of 
the same profile. 

d = different from Wave 4 of the same profile; e = different from the same wave of profile 1; f = different from the same 
wave of profile 2; g = different from the same wave of profile 3.
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Figure 2. Profiles from the best-fitting multiprofile solutions for commitment making, exploration in 
breadth, and exploration in depth.
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Finally, a two-profile solution also was optimal for exploration in depth. The first profile 
(75.3%) showed relatively stable patterns of average exploration in depth scores across all 
four timepoints (very small effects), with only a significant decrease from the end of 
primary school to the start of secondary school (“stable explorers”). Youth in the second 
profile (“decliners”, 24.7%) experienced a gradual decrease in exploration in depth over 
time (very small effects from Wave 1 to Wave 3), with only a significant change from Wave 
3 to Wave 4 (small effect).

Latent profiles analyses with covariates: Predicting subgroup membership

Finally, we examined whether factors in the person (i.e., neuroticism) and environment 
(i.e., support from parents, support from the best friend) could predict identity change in 
the year before and after the transition. To do this, we added these factors as predictors of 
class membership to the LPAs (Table 5). Because none of the solutions with 2–4 profiles 
proved acceptable for identification with commitment and doubt because of too little 
variation, we did not examine the role of these factors for these constructs. Neuroticism, 
parental support, and best friend support at Wave 1 did not significantly predict identity 
profile membership for commitment making and exploration in depth. For exploration in 
breadth, parental support predicted a greater likelihood of being in profile 2 (“sudden- 
stop explorers”) compared to profile 3 (“gentle decliners”).

Discussion

The transition from primary to secondary school marks an important moment in young 
people’s lives, and may make the question of identity more salient. In the present study, 
we examined how educational identity develops before and after the transition to 
secondary school and whether subgroups of development could be distinguished. 
Neuroticism and parental and best friend support were investigated as factors that 
could potentially explain interindividual differences in development of identity. Our 
findings showed evidence of identity change before and after the transition. We only 
found evidence for subgroups of change for three out of five processes, and support for 
the explanatory role of person and environmental factors was limited.

Table 5. Odds ratios of neuroticism, parental support, and best friend support as predictors of profile 
membership.

Profile 1 odds Profile 2 odds Profile 3 odds

Commitment making 
(2-profile solution)

Neuroticism 0.68 ref. cat.
Parental support 1.75
Best friend support 0.89

Exploration in breadth 
(3-profile solution)

Neuroticism 0.95 1.02 ref. cat.
Parental support 1.53 3.48*
Best friend support 0.78 1.18

Exploration in depth 
(2-profile solution)

Neuroticism 1.11 ref. cat.
Parental support 0.81
Best friend support 1.43

* p < .05. 
ref. cat. = reference category for odds ratios. 
For exploration in breadth, there were no other significant odds ratios when profile 1 or 2 were used as reference 

category.
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Transition from primary to secondary school and identity

The primary aim of the study was to examine how educational identity changes as adoles-
cents make the transition from primary to secondary school, taking into account that the 
direction and shape of change may be different across individuals. Our findings suggest that 
change in identity does indeed occur, both in the runup and in the aftermath of the school 
transition. In particular, commitment processes tended to increase before the transition, but 
exploration processes and doubt tended to decrease across the transitional period. This 
suggests that for the transition to secondary school, most identity work is conducted in the 
formative identity cycle and less work in the maintenance cycle. Given that educational 
identity as it was measured referred specifically to educational identity in the context of the 
school transition, it seems reasonable that after the school choice is made, adolescents 
become less involved in identity processes and return to a closure status. Furthermore, 
these findings are in line with the notion that during this period adolescents release early 
identifications and engage in identity work by moving out of a status of foreclosure into 
a status of moratorium or even achievement (Archer & Waterman, 1983; Meeus, 2011).

In addition to a general increase before the transition and a decrease after the transition, 
we also found support for variation in identity change for several processes, before and after 
the transition. Thus, although on average adolescents’ commitment making increased 
before the transition and identity exploration tended to decrease across the transition, 
these trends and their timing were not the same for all adolescents. For commitment 
making, exploration in breadth, and exploration in depth, several profiles of change could 
be distinguished. Across these identity processes, for the majority of adolescents we saw 
stable or decreasing exploration and stable or increasing commitment before the transition, 
and decreasing levels of commitment and exploration after the transition. Where change 
occurred, it tended to be substantial. For instance, there were changes with medium to large 
effect sizes from Wave 1 to 2 for the “increasing committers” and from Wave 3 to 4 for 
“sudden-stop explorers” for exploration in breadth and the “decliners” in exploration in 
depth (Table S2). However, there were also profiles marked by relative stability across time 
(i.e., “stable commitment makers” and the “stable explorers” for exploration in depth), with 
levels that centered around the midpoint of the scale. Thus, for the identity processes where 
multiple profiles could be distinguished, there was large variation in the direction and 
timing of change across profiles and across identity processes.

These findings partially support our expectations for groups of stable low, stable high, 
and decreasing identity levels over time, which were based on identity development 
across the transition to tertiary education (Christiaens et al., 2021). In particular, for 
commitment making and exploration in depth we found evidence of subgroups with 
stable levels across the year before and across the transition, respectively. However, for 
the other subgroups for these and the other traits there was substantial change across 
time. Potentially, the fact that we found only limited evidence for stability might be 
explained by our focus on a normative life transition in combination with a relatively
young age group, where identity may have only just started to develop. The transition to 
secondary school is a normative event, which occurs for all Dutch adolescents at approxi-
mately the same age. It goes paired with identity-relevant choices (e.g., “What subjects do 
I enjoy?”), but also contextual changes (e.g., being part of a larger student body with older 
and more diverse peers), which may each contribute to change in identity. Moreover, 
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because previous studies have often only started tracking identity once adolescents were 
in secondary school (e.g., see Meeus, 2011; Branje et al., 2021 for recent overviews), it is 
possible that the greater change we evidenced is characteristic of this younger age. As 
such, our findings highlight the importance of studying identity already before the 
transition to secondary school. In part, the substantial changes we found may also be 
a result of the use of a context-specific measure, which was more attuned to identity 
processes specific to the context of the school transition.

Moreover, the limited evidence for interindividual differences in general, as also 
evidenced by the fact that we could not find a multi-profile solution for identification 
with commitment and doubt, suggests that for these constructs the variation in patterns 
of change between adolescents at this age is likely small. Possibly, at this age identity 
change may be driven by a more uniform developmental process and room for individual 
differences might thus be smaller. Alternatively, it may be that the transition has a strong 
normative character and requires identity work from adolescents uniformly. However, the 
present study also differed from that by Christiaens et al. (2021) in the length of time 
across which adolescents were followed. In particular, the present study consisted of four 
half-yearly timepoints, whereas this previous study made use of nine yearly timepoints. 
Possibly, stable differences between individuals take a longer time to manifest, and may 
therefore not have been captured in the present study. Thus, future work on early 
adolescent populations with longer study periods is needed, to better understand nor-
mative development and the impact of life transitions during this period.

Interestingly, there was more evidence of differences in change after the school 
transition than before the school transition. For instance, for exploration in breadth all 
three groups scored above the midpoint of the scale on both timepoints before the 
transition, but one group remained at this level post-transition whereas the other groups 
decreased. This increased variability after the transition is in line with previous work on 
general adjustment after the school transition (e.g., Nelemans et al., 2018), and corrobo-
rates the notion that impactful moments can form a point of deviation in individuals’ 
development (Graber & Brooks-Gunn, 1996). Possibly, the above-mentioned normative 
character of the transition may be stronger pre-transition, when adolescents are required 
to make a school choice, than post-transition, when differences in context and the person- 
environment fit may also predict identity change. For example, whether or not an 
adolescent experiences a good relationship with fellow students and teachers may impact 
to what extent they experience doubts about their choice for a secondary school. 
Furthermore, the increase in variability also underlines the importance of taking 
a context-dependent approach to measuring identity.

Room for individual differences: Personality and social context

In addition to examining identity change across the school transition and whether there are 
subgroups of adolescents with different developmental patterns, we examined whether
factors in the person and environment may explain differences in identity change. In 
contrast to our expectation that adolescents with lower neuroticism and higher parental 
and friend support would have more adaptive identity development, we found limited 
support for a role of neuroticism, parental support, and best friend support in identity 
change. These factors did not explain individual differences in commitment making and 
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exploration in depth, and only parental support predicted subgroup membership for 
exploration in breadth. In particular, adolescents who perceived a higher level of parental 
support were more likely to have a high starting level and a sudden stop of exploration in 
breadth than to have a closer to average starting level and a gentle decline in their 
exploration behavior across time. Possibly, these adolescents feel more confident to initially 
start exploring and later stop exploring their options broadly because they are more 
confident about their choice. As such, this finding is in line with our expectations, and 
corroborates earlier work showing that support may help buffer the negative effects of 
stressful events (Dubois et al., 1994; Murberg & Bru, 2004; Yang et al., 2010), and is a direct 
predictor of more adaptive identity (e.g., De Moor et al., 2019; Meeus et al., 2002). Possibly, in 
the context of the school transition, perceived support from parents may have contributed 
to more thorough exploration in breadth, which may have resulted in a better fit with the 
new school environment and have less transition-related stress altogether.

The relatively limited impact of neuroticism and support on identity change might be 
due to the specific context in which adolescents’ identity was assessed. In particular, 
during most times in adolescents’ school career, options to actually change one’s educa-
tion may be limited. When that is the case, adolescents who report high commitment and 
low exploration may report better adjustment, which may be associated with low neuro-
ticism (Hatano et al., 2017; Klimstra et al., 2012) and high social support (De Moor et al., 
2019; Meeus et al., 2002). However, during and especially before the school transition, 
high exploration of alternatives may be a much more important and adaptive process, 
which may explain why the usual associations with neuroticism and social support were 
not found.

Strengths and limitations

The present study took a prospective approach to studying the school transition, examining 
adolescent identity not just in the aftermath of the transition, but also in the runup. In 
addition, it took a context-specific approach to studying identity, allowing us to pick up on 
context-specific processes of identity as adolescents prepared for the school transition and 
as they settled in to their new schools. As a result, our study may have picked up on more 
context-specific fluctuations in identity that would not have been visible with a more 
general, context-independent measure of identity.

At the same time, the present study had several limitations. First, our analyses showed 
that for two identity constructs, change could be characterized in the same way for most 
adolescents (>90%). However, a small number of adolescents fit in an alternative profile of 
change, which in the present study was too small to examine. In future work, larger 
groups should be studied to be able to examine predictors and outcomes of these small 
but potentially meaningful subgroups. It is possible that in a context where change is 
normative, these adolescents with divergent development are most at risk for 
maladjustment.

Furthermore, it is important to take into account that data for the present study were, 
in part, collected during the COVID-19 pandemic. As a result, it is possible that inter-
individual differences were smaller, due to the fact that there was less room for identity 
behaviors (e.g., exploration through visiting schools or going to presentations might have 
occurred online). At the same time, it is important to keep in mind that identity behaviors 
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may also be expressed through more everyday behaviors, such as talking to a friend. 
Therefore, although it is important to replicate our findings in a context where identity 
processes are not restricted by COVID-19 measures, it is unlikely that the findings will 
differ substantially from the present findings. It is also important to keep in mind the 
Dutch context in which this study was conducted. In the Netherlands, adolescents, 
together with their parents, make a choice for a secondary school based on an education 
advice they receive in the last year of primary school. Identity development during this 
time, then, may be expected to be at least partially driven by the necessity to make this 
choice. It is important to examine identity development around the transition from 
primary to secondary school also in other educational systems, where adolescents may 
not have to make a choice but instead are assigned (e.g., in the US based on geographic 
location), or in more rural areas where all adolescents attend the same primary and 
secondary school and the peer context remains the same. In such cases, adolescents do 
not have to make a choice but rather explore their new role in the new context, and we 
may expect the school transition to have a less normative effect on identity, and perhaps 
be more driven by other factors such as contextual changes and events surrounding the 
school transition.

Finally, the context-specific measure of identity was a strength of the present study, but 
also proved to be a challenge analytically. The different pre- and post-versions of our 
measure were too different to examine as a single or piece-wise growth process, as was 
our original plan. Relatedly, the use of a new questionnaire in combination with a relatively 
younger sample than previous studies meant that we could not perform a power analysis. 
Therefore, we cannot exclude the possibility that we lacked the power to detect certain 
effects. Power for Latent Profile Analyses can be estimated with Monte Carlo simulations, 
and the results of such analyses are highly specific for the estimated model and population 
values (e.g., see Wang & Rhemtulla, 2021 for a discussion of this issue). Given that insuffi-
cient information was a priori available to make appropriate estimates of all parameters in 
our model, and because the results of post-hoc analyses based on our own study results are 
uninformative (e.g., Sebyhed & Gunnarsson, 2020; Zhang et al., 2019), we decided against 
running such analyses. However, we strongly encourage future research to use the present 
study’s findings as input for such simulation analyses.

Conclusions

The present study examined interindividual differences in identity change before 
and after the transition to secondary school. We included neuroticism, parental 
support, and best friend support as predictors of subgroup membership. Our 
findings provided support for increasing pre-transition commitment and decreasing 
exploration across the transition and individual differences therein, although these 
differences existed only for commitment making, exploration in breadth, and 
exploration in depth, and tended to exist mostly after the transition. This, and
the limited role for neuroticism and support in predicting change, suggests that 
identity development during this life period and this life transition may be rela-
tively normative and uniform. However, adolescents who experienced greater sup-
port from their parents were more likely to have more adaptive identity change, 
suggesting that even in this normative development there may be a role for 
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parents to help their children. More research is needed that examines identity at 
this early age and takes a context-dependent approach.

Note

1. Initially, we planned to examine latent growth curve trajectories of identity across the year 
before and after the transition (i.e., four time points). However, the identity measure was 
context-specific to the pre- and post-transition context, consisting of different scales and 
items in each version. As a result, a latent growth modeling approach was not feasible and, in 
preliminary modeling attempts, resulted in very poorly-fitting models. Separate models (e.g., 
piecewise latent growth curve models or latent change scores) for the pre- and post- 
transition waves were not possible because such models require at least three waves of data.
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