
ANRV348-SO34-02 ARI 4 June 2008 6:54



ANRV348-SO34-02 ARI 4 June 2008 6:54

From Mead to a Structural
Symbolic Interactionism
and Beyond
Sheldon Stryker
Department of Sociology, Indiana University, Bloomington, Indiana 34235;
email: strykers@indiana.edu

Annu. Rev. Sociol 2008. 34:15–31

The Annual Review of Sociology is online at
soc.annualreviews.org

This article’s doi:
10.1146/annurev.soc.34.040507.134649

Copyright c© 2008 by Annual Reviews.
All rights reserved

0360-0572/08/0811-0015$20.00

Key Words

frames, theories, multiple identities, bridging

Abstract
This review discusses the continuing value of and problems in G.H.
Mead’s contributions to sociology from the standpoint of the contem-
porary discipline. It argues that the value is considerable and the prob-
lems largely avoidable with modifications to Mead’s framework; it also
offers necessary modifications via structural symbolic interactionism.
Permitting the development of testable theories such as identity theory
is a major criterion in evaluating a frame, and capacity to bridge to other
frames and theories inside and outside sociology is another. The review
examines bridges from the structural symbolic interactionist frame and
identity theory to other symbolic interactionist theories, to other so-
cial psychological frames and theories in sociology, to cognitive social
psychology, and to structural sociology.

15

Click here for quick links to 
Annual Reviews content online, 
including:

• Other articles in this volume
• Top cited articles
• Top downloaded articles
• Our comprehensive search

FurtherANNUAL
REVIEWS



ANRV348-SO34-02 ARI 4 June 2008 6:54

In my (sociological) beginning, there was Mead.
Introduced via cursory allusions to the “I” and
“me” in undergraduate social psychology, I be-
came intrigued, then enamored by Mind, Self,
and Society (Mead 1934). My initial intrigue
arose from the insight Mead’s analyses gave me
into interactional processes that led to a ma-
jor in sociology on my return to the Univer-
sity of Minnesota after service in World War
II. I moved from intrigue to fascination as I
read as much of Mead as I could lay hands
on. What fascinated me as an undergradu-
ate and graduate student was in part the dig-
nity accorded humans by seeing them as im-
portant determiners of their lives rather than
the pure product of conditioning. This, said
Mead, was accomplished through the develop-
ment of self and self-reflection made possible
by communication with others. I undertook a
dissertation examining accuracy in role-taking
and adaptation in and to social relationships,
drawing inspiration from Mead (Stryker 1956,
1957).

My training led me to envision sociology as
social science, not by emulating physical sci-
ence but by having the capacity to rigorously
test theories of human social behavior. I rec-
ognized that sociology was a historical disci-
pline and could not anticipate timeless laws,
but I believed then (and now) that it could sen-
sibly aspire to and research proposed general
explanations of social life that would hold for
reasonable periods of time. As a student, I also
read a number of authors asserting or imply-
ing that their work tested Mead’s social psy-
chological theory. I came to believe that most
of what I read did not test anything; rather, it
illustrated Mead’s concepts, doing so on the ba-
sis of post hoc application. I believed that Mead
deserved the respect of thorough test. What I
hoped to do was show that his thinking could
be used to frame a theory, from which theory
hypotheses could be derived. I believed that
meaningful operational measures of concepts
of the theory could be developed, the derived
hypotheses could be empirically examined, and
decisions about the validity of the hypothe-

ses (and so the underlying theory) could be
reached.

Among the important things I learned from
the dissertation work was that testable hy-
potheses from Mead’s work could be devel-
oped only by drawing on knowledge about
specific interactional relationships and the set-
tings that served as the contexts for person’s
interactions with others. In general terms, the
fundamental lesson learned was that Mead’s
social psychological work constituted a concep-
tual/theoretical frame, not a theory per se. So-
ciology has a long history of confounding the
distinction between the two.1 Though the dis-
tinction is often recognized now, contemporary
discussions often ignore or blur it (anyone wish-
ing to follow up on this point should read the
essays in Turner 2001 and Burke 2006).

The general utility of recognizing the differ-
ence between the two kinds of theoretical work
is important to the evaluation of each: The cri-
teria are different. The specific utility in draw-
ing the distinction is that it makes clear what can
legitimately be compared to what. The value
of a sociological or social psychological theory2

lies in its demonstrated ability to account for
empirically discovered regularity in social or
personal life, and only theories that make the
same explanatory claims can be competitively
evaluated. The value of a frame is commonly
understood to be found in its fertility in gen-
erating researchable theory (I suggest below an
expansion of the criteria underlying evaluation
of theories); frames are not subject to direct tests
of “truth.” Obviously, the propriety of these

1See virtually every text labeled “sociological theory” from
the 1930s to the present. A reminder for those whose
memories—or reading—do not go back before the turn of
the present century (if that far): Before World War II, there
was little in the literature of sociology that required the dis-
tinction I am insisting on.
2A radical distinction between sociology and (sociological)
social psychology is unjustified. Every sociological frame in-
corporates some social psychological frame, if only by assum-
ing equivalence of the human beings entering interaction and
relationships. Rather than using language suggesting a radi-
cal distinction, I use only the term social psychology with the
warning that its meaning extends to sociology and reflects my
commitment to a sociologically informed social psychology.
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assertions rests on the meanings assigned to
frame and theory. Equally obviously, to argue
a difference between the two does not deni-
grate either Mead’s work or the theoretical sig-
nificance of a frame. Theory development de-
pends on the conceptual frames available and
used, and as a practical matter no theory can in-
corporate all conceivable concepts of potential
import in explaining some social phenomenon
or event. A frame specifies a manageable set of
general assumptions and concepts assumed im-
portant in investigating particular social behav-
iors. It tells the researchers what concepts (or,
in operational terms, what variables) are likely
important in studying what may be of interest
to them, but it does not specify the connec-
tions between or among the concepts/variables.
It is, in short, the basis on which theorists justify
their confidence that the relationships among
the frame’s concepts will be a significant part of
the explanation(s) for investigated behaviors. In
contrast, a theory provides a testable explana-
tion of empirical observations, making use of re-
lationships among the concepts provided by the
frame. This understanding implies that frames
necessarily focus on and emphasize a relatively
small subset of concepts on which research bets
are placed; other, alternative, sets remain out of
focus and deemphasized.

My dissertation led me to believe that
Mead’s work had problems taken either as frame
or explanatory theory. Still, I believe it is of ut-
most import to an adequate contemporary so-
cial psychology. What problems and why my
belief?

MEAD’S SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY

A quick review of Mead’s central theses3 under-
writes an equally quick review of the problems

3This review of Mead’s theses is largely adapted from Stryker
(1997). I have not always used Mead’s language here, hop-
ing to simplify, albeit without distortion, what he had to say.
Choosing the word “say” rather than “wrote” is deliberate.
Mind, Self, and Society is an edited compilation of notes taken
by multiple generations of students in his classes at the Uni-
versity of Chicago.

they give rise to. For Mead, humans’ distinctive
characteristic is their development of “minds”
and “selves” in the course of evolution: Humans
have the capacity to resolve blocks to ongoing
activity by internally manipulating symbols to
review and choose among potential solutions.
They also have the capacity to respond reflex-
ively to themselves, treating themselves as ob-
jects akin to any object in their experience; in-
deed, reflexivity defines self. Mind and self arise
out of ongoing social interaction made neces-
sary when solutions require cooperating with
others; cooperation is based on taking the atti-
tude or role of the other to anticipate responses
to projected lines of action. Role-taking is en-
abled by communication, and communication
rests on the development in interaction of com-
mon meanings among those engaged in the on-
going social process that constitutes society.

According to Mead, society is a never-
ending process of routinization of solutions
to repetitive problems. Both persons (humans
with minds and selves) and society are created
through social process; each is constitutive of
the other, and neither has ontological priority.
Society emerges out of interaction and shapes
self, but self shapes interaction, playing back
on society. Society is continuously created and
recreated as humans inevitably meet new chal-
lenges. Thus, change is a constant in the so-
cial process, as is emergence: the occurrence of
new, unpredictable experience that necessitates
creative adaptation. Stated differently, novel so-
lutions to problems emerge as persons adapt
existing meanings and behaviors to deal with
unforeseen contingencies in the social process.

“In the beginning there is social process.”
This aphorism expresses the assumption under-
lying Mead’s frame as well as his answer to the
question of the relation of the social and the
individual. It asserts that treating the social as
simply the setting for individual experience and
behavior is inadequate as a starting point for
social psychological analysis. At least implicitly,
Mead also asserts the socially organized charac-
ter of human experience; the constructed nature
of social life; the significance of self in mediating
the relation of society to behavior and behavior
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to society; self as initially formed on the ba-
sis of others’ responses to the person; an active
agent view of the human being; the importance
to social behavior of persons’ definitions and in-
terpretations;4 and the limitations of determin-
ism in accounts of social behavior. Given these
emendations, an expansion of the “in the begin-
ning” aphorism well states Mead’s theme: The
social process shapes society, self, and social in-
teraction, and each feeds back on the others.
Although the foregoing is insufficient as expo-
sition of Mead’s thought (but sufficient, I hope,
to motivate students and even their elders to re-
ally read Mead rather than remain on the level
of the typical textbook treatments), it serves rea-
sonably as text for an appraisal of problems in
that thought.5

Viewing theory as testable explanations of
directly or indirectly observable social regulari-
ties, Mead’s ideas are seriously flawed.6 As many
(see Stryker 1980/2000) have observed, by and
large his ideas are not empirically refutable.
Too, key concepts in his work are imprecise and
ambiguous and cannot without serious specifi-
cation serve as the basis for theories that are
open to empirical refutation. This is particu-
larly true of arguments implicating the concepts
of society and self and the way(s) the two relate.

Mead’s conceptualization of society is most
open to criticism. Mead understands that social
process sometimes solidifies into communities
and institutions, and he is aware that conflict
sometimes exists between persons and between
social units. He is also aware of age, gender,
and (especially) a division of labor in society.

4“[T]he world to which humans react and on which they act is
a symbolized world, a world specified by meanings attached to
the objects comprising it. . . . The point of view of participants
in social interaction must enter decisively into satisfactory
accounts or explanations of that interaction” (Stryker 1997,
p. 320).
5Remember that I start this discussion with an assumption
that something reasonably approximating a sociology-as-
science is both possible and desirable.
6Mead’s fundamental task was to develop a naturalistic ac-
count of the development of self in human beings, that is,
to present an account of that development without assuming
the presocial existence of self. In meeting that task, he was
eminently successful.

Yet his image of society is unsatisfactory from
a contemporary point of view. He sees soci-
ety as differentiated in few ways, with extant
conflict and differentiation likely to disappear
as social evolution leads to the incorporation
of smaller units into more encompassing units.
And he sees evolution as ultimately developing
a single universe of discourse based on com-
mon experience produced by social interaction
in attempts to resolve problems of social life. A
current sociological view of society is very dif-
ferent, premised on experiences that include de-
pression; two world wars and multiple more lo-
cal wars; brutal dictatorships; genocides; widely
destructive tribal loyalties; and virulent class,
racial, and ethnic conflicts, etc. Too, Mead’s
concept of “generalized other” erases distinc-
tions among social structures within societies,
despite variations consequential for social inter-
action. That is, collectivities are all (at least po-
tentially) generalized others, all serving equiva-
lently as representatives of society in an internal
I-me dialogue that is the self.

Correlative with viewing society as relatively
homogeneous and with the dominant view of
personality in the psychology of his time and
even today (Smith 2005), Mead visualizes self as
singular, internally relatively undifferentiated
and (ideally) coherent. This humanistic sense
of self makes it difficult to theorize effectively
about many issues, e.g., the evident impact of
social structural and situational variables on so-
cial behaviors and when and how apparently
disparate roles result in intrapersonal conflict.

Other problems lie in a model of human so-
cial behavior as the scientist rationally choosing
among alternative hypotheses by testing each
against the empirical world. The model, de-
riving from an evolutionary perspective and a
pragmatic philosophy, visualizes emotion and
reason as antithetical, with emotion destined to
disappear. Such ideas fail to do justice to the im-
port of emotion in directing behavior, individ-
ual or social. What is more, this model accen-
tuates the role of self-consciousness in human
behavior. Consequently, the focus carries lim-
itations with respect to a wide range of social
behaviors in which self-consciousness is absent
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(however, noting this “limitation” in Mead does
not deny the import of self-consciousness in hu-
man social behavior).

Given these problems, other than that Mead
supplies many of the conceptual bases for my
work, what justifies a belief in his importance
to social psychology? His emphasis on mean-
ings as critically important to social interaction
and social behavior is solidly reinforced by re-
search in both social psychology and the cogni-
tive social psychology of the past half century.
He makes humans something other than au-
tomatons bending to intractable social forces
while recognizing the potential of social forces
to overwhelm them. He insists on the priority
of society in the emergence of self, a stance so-
ciologists must appreciate. He provides a prin-
cipled way of understanding limits on science in
anticipating futures from pasts that fits a view of
sociology as a historical discipline operating in a
world not fixed by nature. He provides grounds
for recognizing what human beings bring to the
histories that produce them, yet avoids a subjec-
tivism that rejects science. Furthermore, with
but a few significant modifications grounded in
his own ideas, he offers a view that has virtues
important to contemporary social psychology.
The modified view can accommodate both so-
cial stability and change, both social production
and reproduction, both the inherent possibility
of the new in social life and the differing possi-
bilities of novelty emerging under various con-
ditions. And it allows the possibility of explain-
ing such antimonies within a single, consistent
frame.

STRUCTURAL SYMBOLIC
INTERACTIONISM AND
IDENTITY THEORY

The necessary modifications in Mead’s view
lead to a consideration of structural sym-
bolic interactionism (Stryker 1980/2000). This
frame revises Mead’s aphorism. Although so-
ciety emerges from social process, organized
society exists before the appearance of all new
members. Thus, the basic premise of the per-
spective can be rewritten: Society shapes self

shapes social interaction. The frame then takes
as its starting point sociology’s sense of social
structures as patterned interactions and rela-
tionships, emphasizing the durability of such
patterns, resistance to change, and capacity to
reproduce themselves. This view sees social dif-
ferentiation as a continuous process counter-
ing homogenization of interactional experience
and the structures within societies. It sees soci-
ety as composed of organized systems of inter-
actions and role relationships and as complex
mosaics of differentiated groups, communities,
and institutions, cross-cut by a variety of de-
marcations based on class, age, gender, ethnic-
ity, religion, etc. It sees the diversity of parts
as sometimes interdependent and sometimes
independent of one another, sometimes iso-
lated and insulated from one another and some-
times not, sometimes cooperative and some-
times conflicting, sometimes highly resistant to
change and sometimes less so. It sees social
life as largely taking place not within society
as a whole but within relatively small networks
of role relationships, many—perhaps most—
local.7

This image of societies carries with it sev-
eral implications. It suggests that greater sig-
nificance should be placed on the impact of so-
cial structures on social interaction than Mead’s
frame allows, and it suggests the utility in think-
ing of structures as social boundaries making it
more or less probable that persons with differ-
ing backgrounds and resources will enter par-
ticular social relationships. In this view, social
structures on various levels and of various kinds
operate as facilitators of and constraints on en-
trance into and departures from networks of in-
terpersonal relationships.

Taking seriously Mead’s dictum that self
mirrors society, the frame also adopts a mul-
tifaceted sense of self, envisioning the parts of
self as sometimes conflicting and sometimes in-
dependent of one another. Finally, structural

7As this suggests, a structural symbolic interactionism adopts
a role-theoretic sense of social structure, albeit more in the
vein of Robert Park’s or Ralph Turner’s work than, e.g.,
Talcott Parsons’s.
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interactionism sees the effect of social struc-
tures as a process by which large-scale struc-
tures such as class, age, gender, and ethnicity
operate through more intermediate structures
such as neighborhoods, schools, and associa-
tional memberships to affect relationships in
social networks. The latter are proximate struc-
tures presumed to shape the content of self and
its organization.

Identity theory (Stryker 1968) began by
specifying the terms of the premise that soci-
ety impacts self impacts social behavior. Social
behavior is specified by taking “role choice”—
the opting by persons to meet expectations of
one role rather than another—as that which the
theory seeks to explain. The concept of iden-
tity salience is a specification of self, elaborated
from the multifaceted view of self. Persons are
seen as having multiple identities [self is under-
stood to include affective and conative as well
as cognitive aspects (Stryker 1968)], with per-
sons having, potentially, as many identities as
there are organized systems of role relation-
ships in which they participate. Identities re-
quire that persons be placed as social objects
by having others assign position designations
to them and that persons internalize the des-
ignations.8 Identities are then self-cognitions
tied to roles, and through roles, to positions
in organized social relationships. By this usage,
identities are cognitive schema (Markus 1977),
with the capacity of schema to affect cogni-
tive and perceptual processes (Stryker & Serpe
1994). As cognitive schema, they are not situa-
tion specific and can be carried by persons into
the many situations they experience, affecting
conduct in those situations. Identities are or-
dered in a salience hierarchy,9 defined as the
likelihood that an identity will be invoked in
a variety of situations. Role choice is hypothe-
sized to be a consequence of identity salience.

8Identities are not roles. Eliason et al. (2007) show that varia-
tions in objective paths to adulthood lead to variations in the
internalization of an adult identity.
9A strict hierarchical ordering of identities is not required.
Current measurement procedures allow no statement of dis-
tances between rankings.

The referent of commitment is in networks
of interaction and social relationships. Com-
mitment, conceived as ties to social networks,10

is a “small” unit of structure and a specification
of “society.” To the degree that one’s relation-
ships to a set of others depend on being a partic-
ular kind of person and playing out particular
roles, one is committed to being that kind of
person. Commitment is hypothesized to be the
immediate source of salience attached to iden-
tities (Stryker 1968, 1980/2000).

Evaluating a frame is first a matter of its util-
ity in producing researchable theory. Identity
theory research (Stryker & Serpe 1982, 1994;
Serpe 1987; Serpe & Stryker 1987, 1993) tested
these hypotheses, finding strong support for
them. At the same time, this research examined
other issues related to the theory. Stryker &
Serpe (1994) examined psychological centrality
as an alternative to salience in linking commit-
ment and role choice. Results show that the two
self variables are moderately related, that both
are predicted by commitment and predict role
choice, and that salience’s relationship to role
choice is stronger than is centrality’s.11 Serpe
(1987) studied the over-time relation between
commitment and identity salience, finding that
each affected the other, but commitment had
a stronger impact on subsequent salience than
salience had on subsequent commitment. Trac-
ing the effect of prior identities when students
move from home to a new environment, Serpe
& Stryker (1987) found that students tried to
create in new settings relationships with oth-
ers that allow them to maintain prior iden-
tities. Serpe (1987) factor analyzed the mea-
sure of commitment used in early research,

10This term is intended to refer to what sociologists call both
groups and social networks. For sociologists, a group is a unit
of social interaction, not simply a set of persons who identify
themselves with a social category, as is true for social identity
theorists in psychology (see Hogg 2006).
11Psychological centrality (Rosenberg 1979), the subjective
importance of identities, entered identity theory when re-
search purportedly examining identity theory’s concept of
identity salience used subjects’ rankings of the importance of
their identities to measure salience. The cited research used
appropriate measures of each.
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finding two factors entering later work: inter-
actional commitment (the number of relation-
ships linked to a given identity and ties among
networks of relationships) and affective com-
mitment (emotional attachment to others in
networks of relationships). Stryker et al. (2005)
show racial/ethnic variation in commitment
processes, also evidencing the role of large,
essentially stratification features of society in
channeling persons through intermediate lev-
els of social structure to interpersonal networks
as well as directly impacting the latter. Lee
(2005) demonstrates that when social relation-
ships change, identity salience, psychological
centrality, and role-related behaviors change to
meet expectations of those to whom persons be-
come attached. Lee (2002, 2005) also provides
evidence of gender similarities and differences
in identity change processes.

Much effort has been expended to broaden
identity theory to apply to a variety of out-
comes. Work on bargaining in a coalition for-
mation setting (Stryker & Psathas 1965) indi-
cates that persons draw inferences about their
identities consistent with assigned structural
power positions and that emergent identities
affect bargaining behavior. Another early study
examines the impact of therapists in an adoles-
cent treatment center in reinforcing patients’
role and identity based on emotional distur-
bance (Schwartz et al. 1966). Stryker & Wells
(1988) theorize the effect of life-course pro-
cesses on changes in identities. Stryker (1994)
uses symbolic interaction and identity theory
as the bases of a theory examining conditions
under which structures serve to constrain or fa-
cilitate freedom of action in the social arena.
Competing identities tied to different social
networks are seen as key to varying kinds and
levels of participation in social movement activ-
ities (S. Stryker 2000). The relationship of emo-
tion to identity is theorized in Ervin & Stryker
(2001) and Stryker (2004); the former devel-
ops a model integrating self-esteem and iden-
tity theory, whereas the latter examines how
unanticipated emotional responses to interac-
tion events amplify commitment and identity
salience and vice versa.

BRIDGE BUILDING: A
CRITERION FOR EVALUATING
FRAMES AND THEORIES

If single frames and theories cannot provide
full explanations of any social behavior, ca-
pacity to bridge to other frames and theories
becomes an important criterion in evaluating
them. Relating ideas across theoretical and re-
search traditions helps avoid intellectual chaos
in a field in which specialized theories deal-
ing with specialized topics seem unrelated to
one another. Building bridges requires knowl-
edge of ideas with implications beyond par-
ticular segments, implying a need for com-
munication across segments. Communication
across segments increases the probability of en-
countering ideas that can generate novel in-
sights unavailable if communication is limited
to persons sharing the same ideas. Do the
structural symbolic interaction frame and iden-
tity theory bridge to other social psychologi-
cal frames and theories in sociology, to cogni-
tive social psychology, and to other segments of
sociology?

Before dealing with this question, however,
three theories with a special relationship to
identity theory must be briefly touched on: af-
fect control theory (ACT) (Heise 1979), iden-
tity control theory (ICT) (Burke 2004, Burke
& Stets 1999), and identity accumulation the-
ory (Thoits 1983). Independently developed, all
derive from Mead and structural interaction-
ism and complement identity theory. Both ACT
and ICT are concerned with the internal dy-
namic of selves viewed as cybernetic systems
seeking to restore equilibriums when identi-
ties are threatened by external events. In ACT,
interactions consist of elements—self, other,
activity—with affective values reflecting mean-
ings resident in existing culture. If an exter-
nal event disturbs the affective value of an el-
ement, adjustment essentially involves altering
one or more of the meanings, and consequently
the values, of elements—including identities—
in the settings, restoring equilibrium. An iden-
tity potentially changes when a disturbance is
so great that affective values cannot be brought
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into line with one another without changing
the identity. In ICT, adjustments essentially
involve altering activities to secure responses
from others that confirm existing identities,
and identities change when disturbing events
are so extreme that prior identities cannot be
restored. Needed is theoretical effort, starting
with internal adjustments and working back to
the commitments that organize identities and
equivalent theoretical effort in the other di-
rection, specifying when and how changes in
commitments impact internal processes aimed
at restoring equilibriums. Stryker & Burke’s
(2000) work is an effort to reinforce the
bridge between structural identity theory and
ICT’s theory of internal adjustments in identity
processes.

Smith-Lovin (2007), rooted in ACT and
identity theory, challenges the latter. She sug-
gests that interactive situations as described by
identity theory (with persons bringing multiple
identities to interactive situations) are poten-
tially important sources of cultural and social
change. However, she argues, most interactive
situations emerge in a social structure that iso-
lates social networks, require only single identi-
ties, and involve only weak ties to others, leaving
a multi-identity self of little import in mediat-
ing relationships between social structure and
behavior.12 Thoits (1983, 2003) sees roles and
identities as resources available to deal with life’s
exigencies; she finds that the number of volun-
tary roles and identities persons have mitigates
stress reactions but that the subjective impor-
tance of an identity does not affect the rela-
tionship between it and stress. These findings
also pose a challenge to identity theory, as does
Thoits’s argument that in emphasizing struc-
tural constraints on identity personal agency is
neglected.

12This critique may fail to take sufficient account of the
transportability or trans-situational character of salient iden-
tities; time and future research will tell. Too, an extension of
identity theory that incorporates trait-based identities (see
the discussion below) may be useful in dealing with such
situations.

Bridging to Other Social Psychological
Frames and Theories in Sociology

Sociological social psychology offers two
frames and related theories that do not de-
rive from Mead: expectation states and ex-
change. The first13 initially sought to explain
Bales’s (1950, 1970) findings that unacquainted
persons working on group tasks quickly show
inequalities in interaction and stabilize status
structures reflecting the inequalities. The the-
ory centers on performance expectations re-
garding contributions to group success. It sees
expectations as inferences from cultural mean-
ings associated with significant social charac-
teristics such as gender, social rewards such as
wealth, and patterns of behavioral interchanges
such as speaking first and forcefully (Correll &
Ridgeway 2003, Ridgeway 2006). Performance
expectations lead to behaviors that reinforce in-
equalities and to structures that support these
inequalities (Berger et al. 1974, 1977).

Similar ideas appear in a symbolic interac-
tionist account of how persons entering a new
group without prior information about one an-
other organize to deal with a task that brings
them together. To interact effectively, they give
meaning to the interaction by specifying who
they and others are and what the situation
is. Having no experience with or information
about each other, they use cues in early inter-
action and cultural cues, attaching meanings to
dress, appearance, speech patterns, etc., to de-
fine the situation so as to organize behavior;
and they behave toward others in ways that re-
flect the definitions. Because meanings of the
cues tend to be widely shared in a culture, ini-
tial behaviors based on the cues also tend to
elicit confirming and reinforcing responses, so-
lidifying structures implicit in the meanings of
the cues.

That a bridge between the expectation states
and interactionist frames exists suggests that

13Expectation states theory has parented a family of related
theories. The most prominent is status construction theory
(Ridgeway 2006, Correll & Ridgeway 2003), which extends
the original theory by asking how beliefs about diffuse status
characteristics translate into performance expectations.
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theories emanating from the frames could ben-
efit from one another’s concepts and pro-
cesses.14 An example: For identity theories, the
meanings of social roles and identities are given
by expectations. Identities are transportable
cognitive schema, with salience an important
determiner of the likelihood an identity will be
transported to new situations. How do preex-
isting salient identities inconsistent with mean-
ings in cultural cues available in task groups
affect performance expectations and emergent
social structures? Lucas (2003) has shown that
negative performance expectations assigned to
females by males in mixed gender groups (Pugh
& Wahrman 1983) can be reversed and that new
positive expectations carry over to subsequent
group interactions. Would males with an iden-
tity incorporating stereotypical male attitudes
toward females respond to information negat-
ing such attitudes by reversing performance ex-
pectations for females? Would they carry this
reversal forward into new group interactions?
If males respond in these ways to new informa-
tion, what is implied for the concept of identity
salience and for identity theory more generally?

While recent work on exchange continues to
focus on the relations between the structure of
exchange networks and power use,15 it has also
concerned itself with a wider variety of social
psychological issues including fairness, trust,
emotion, cohesion, and commitment (Cook &
Rice 2003). In roughly the past decade, Lawler
(2001, Lawler & Yoon 1996, Lawler et al. 2000)
has developed theory to explain the proclivity
of those engaged in exchanges to continue to
exchange with others with whom they have ex-
changed in the past, or commitment. The the-

14They could also benefit from another frame’s style of re-
search; for example, the expectation states tradition provides
a model of programmatic research that all might hold as an
ideal and might approximate to the degree possible.
15When Richard Emerson’s (1981) chapter on this theme ap-
peared, I sent him an appreciative note. He replied, writing
that he intended to incorporate into his exchange formulation
the interactionists’ concern with meanings. Unfortunately,
his accidental death prevented him from doing so. It is inter-
esting to speculate on what impact his doing so might have
had on later developments in exchange theory.

ory argues that repeated exchanges with the
same other(s) generate positive affect for the
relationship per se that in turn creates commit-
ment to the relationship sufficient to override
self-interest. Recently, Lawler (2003) has made
useful contact with structural symbolic inter-
actionist and identity theoretic ideas relevant
to this concern, delineating the commonalities
(and differences) between the broader interac-
tionist and the more focused exchange perspec-
tives and suggesting that exchange theory meets
interactionism’s need to contextualize social in-
teraction. He also bridges identity and exchange
theory by arguing that, when actors are attached
affectively to groups, their commitments to
identities in role relationships within the group
are strengthened, and, when identity-related
role relations in a group are strong, affective ties
to the group are strengthened. Lawler’s bridges
between exchange and structural interaction-
ism principally use the concepts of role iden-
tities and identity salience. Good use might be
made of the concept of multiple identities. This
thought arises from asking the questions, What
if exchange theory relaxed the assumption that
persons enter exchange relations with a single
identity, and what if designs permitted either
the prior assessment of entering identities and
their relative salience or assessed these in the
course of bargaining? Obviously, analysis would
be complicated, but equally obviously, exper-
iments would better approximate real-world
circumstances.

Bridging to Cognitive Social
Psychology (and Personality Theory)

The cognitive revolution in psychology opened
the way for dialogue between the sociological
and psychological versions of social psychology,
largely through their common interest in self.
This is an arena in which cross-discipline com-
munication is (almost) institutionalized. Em-
bodied in work published over the past 30 years
by both sociologists and psychologists (e.g.,
Howard & Callero 1991; Yardley & Honess
1987; Hormuth 1990; Owens et al. 2001;
Stryker 1977, 1989, 1991; Stryker et al. 2000;
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Stets & Burke 2000; Reid & Deaux 1996; Thoits
& Virshup 1997; Kashima et al. 2002), the links
are a two-way street, from cognitive theory to
identity theory and vice versa. Identity theory
received a prime benefit from the work on selves
as cognitive schema (Markus 1977).16 Markus
finds that perceptions of schema-related stim-
uli are quicker and memories more accurate and
stronger than are perceptions of stimuli not re-
lated to self schema. That identities are schema
implies that situations entered are more likely
to be interpreted as calling for identity-relevant
behavior and that opportunities for identity-
related actions are more likely to be recognized.
Conceptualizing self and identities as schema
strengthens considerably the identity theory ar-
gument that salient identities are likely to pro-
duce behavior consistent with expectations at-
tached to those identities.

Perhaps the most prominent effect of iden-
tity theory on the thinking in cognitive social
psychology has been through the concept of
multiple identities and the related concept of
identity salience. There may be, however, a
more important but largely potential contribu-
tion of identity theory: Behind cognitive orga-
nization lies social organization. As many have
said, self (and so identity) is produced by per-
sons’ experiences. However, experiences are not
distributed randomly through society. Rather,
the content of and the meanings derived from
experiences are shaped by where the persons
are located in the social structures of class, eth-
nicity, gender, age, religion, etc. Large-scale
structures channel persons into social struc-
tures on a more intermediate level; the latter
then channel persons into interpersonal net-
works (these, obviously, are probability asser-
tions), and the relationships persons enter will
importantly impact their self-concepts, atti-
tudes, and behaviors. Understanding the struc-
tural sources of persons’ identities will not only
remind cognitive theorists of the limitations of
purely cognitive explanations of behavior, but

16Schemas are sets of related cognitive elements that are
linked in that arousal of one is likely to arouse others.

also deepen their understanding of cognitive
processes.

One of the more interesting debates cur-
rently bridging cognitive social psychology and
identity theory involves the distinction between
social identity and role identity, the former
deriving from Tajfel (1981, 1982) and Turner
(1982) and understood as being based on per-
ceived membership in a social category, and the
latter being a core concept of identity theory
understood as internalization of role expecta-
tions attached to positions in social networks.
Although there is some tendency to see the two
in either-or terms, a fairly typical happening
in debates in social psychology, current work
now asks about the relationship between the
two (Thoits & Virshup 1997, Deaux & Martin
2003, Deaux et al. 1999, Stets & Burke 2000).
The undoubted outcome of that debate will be
to see that cognitive identification with a cat-
egory is both precursor to and consequence of
involvement in social networks representative
of the category. However that may be, the out-
come will reflect the bridging of identity theory
and social identity theory.

A recent case of the bridging of structural
symbolic interaction/identity theory and cog-
nitive social psychology involves personality
theory. Personality theorists have generally fol-
lowed their disciplinary heritage in conceptual-
izing self and identity as dispositional structures
of traits. However, at least a few (e.g., Roberts
& Donahue 1994, Wood & Roberts 2006) are
open to the idea of role-based traits and have
incorporated into their theorizing and research
a multiple self conception of the person, spec-
ified as a multiple trait conception of self, and
the concept of identity salience as a significant
characteristic of the organization of self.

A rather fortuitous contact with this lit-
erature17 led to seeing that traits as well
as roles can define and organize identities.

17About two years ago, I received an email from Brent
Roberts, who was editing a special issue of the Journal of Per-
sonality, asking if I would present my work to the audience
of that journal. Intrigued (and flattered) by an interest in my
work I had no awareness of, I agreed to do so. Stryker (2007)
resulted.
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Persons can build self concepts around traits;
these can be internalized and can guide social
cognitions and interpersonal behaviors. Recog-
nizing that people can construct identities based
on traits brings the panoply of identity theo-
retic concepts and arguments into play, opening
research possibilities for both sociologists and
personality theorists. Can traits-based expecta-
tions override role expectations, and if so, under
what conditions? Can traits underwrite multi-
ple identities? Can they be more salient than
specific role identities? Will structural over-
lap be the basis on which competition between
trait identities occur, as for role identities? It
is around such questions that sociologists start-
ing with role identities or psychologists starting
with traits can theorize and research relation-
ships of trait and role identities.

Bridging to Other Segments
of Sociology

A structural symbolic interactionist frame and
identity theory have been used by persons work-
ing on theoretical and substantive problems
in a variety of subareas of sociology. Perhaps
of particular current interest is the cognitive
invasion of organizational sociology that has
opened the way for bridges from Mead, sym-
bolic interactionism, and identity theory to
work on organizations.18 The invasion began
with the introduction into organizational the-
ory of new institutionalism’s concept of culture,
incorporating the idea of cognitive taken-for-
grantedness (Zald 1970, Meyer & Rowan 1977,
DiMaggio & Powell 1991). It continued in a se-
ries of conceptual/theoretical moves that have
brought concepts of culture, meaning, multiple
selves, and group and role identities into orga-
nizational theory. The intervening steps in this
succession of moves are well illustrated in a se-
ries of publications by Robin Stryker, beginning

18We enter now a bridging arena that provides persons like
myself special satisfaction given the past intellectual distance,
sometimes disdain and dismissal, that marked the attitudes of
many interested in institutional and organizational sociology
towards a social psychology inspired by Mead.

with her study of the organizational politics of
the National Labor Relations Board (NLRB)
(Stryker 1989).19 That study tied differences
in the professional logics, identities, and re-
lated attributions of meaning of economists and
lawyers employed by the NLRB to organiza-
tional and societal conflicts resulting in a re-
making of the NLRB.

A second effort (Stryker 1994) extends the
reach of the earlier interest in competing pro-
fessional logics by constructing a general frame-
work tying the legitimacy of law to a mix-
ture of legal and scientific rationalities. Robin
Stryker uses that framework to specify how
competing scientific and legal rule/resource sets
(Sewell 1992)—i.e., social structures—impact
legitimacy processes, order, and change in insti-
tutions through the cultures, identities, mean-
ings, and behaviors of individual, institutional,
and collective actors. The third piece in this se-
ries (R. Stryker 2000) makes explicit the impli-
cations for new institutionalist theories of orga-
nizations of the ideas developed in the first two.
She defines the fundamental institutional logics
of social institutions, including law and science,
noting that the institutional logics can be trans-
posed or extended across situations and arenas
of behavior. Observing that the new institution-
alism of organizations in American sociology
emphasizes cognitive aspects of institutions and
often equates institutionalization with cogni-
tive taken-for-grantedness, she argues that the
taken-for-grantedness of institutions is fragile
in contemporary societies. This is because in-
stitutions are highly differentiated, and individ-
ual actors and organizations occupy positions
simultaneously in multiple institutions with
contradictory logics, resulting in contradictory
or competing role expectations, creating cog-
nitive and emotional dissonance, ambiguities
and role conflicts promoting active choice and
institutional innovation. More generally, the
institutional logic (rules/schema) and associ-
ated practices of law are socially constructed

19This series also illustrates the potential benefits of bridging
from one set of interests to another, in this case within the
broad field of sociology.
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and mobilized as resources through interpre-
tive and political processes involving cognitive,
normative, and instrumental components. Law
helps constitute everyday meanings, identities,
roles, relationships and structures, norms, val-
ues, ideas, and ideals (R. Stryker 2000).

It is thus only a small step, if any step at all,
to explicit considerations of Mead, symbolic
interactionism, and identity theory in work on
organizations. Rao et al. (2003), in a study of in-
stitutional change in French gastronomy from
classical to nouvelle cuisine, assert that cultural
frame institutionalism has difficulty explaining
how existing institutional logics and role iden-
tities are replaced by new logics and role iden-
tities. The difficulty exists, the authors write,
because cultural frame institutionalism holds
that institutional logics are belief systems that
provide guidelines for action and governance
structures by which power and authority are
exercised. Thus, institutions are durable, their
logics constitute the identities of actors and cre-
ate obligations, and their governing structures
constrain action. Consequently, organizations
resemble one another and exhibit little diver-
sity. Further, Rao et al. (2003) assert, cultural
frame institutionalism says little about how so-
cial movements underwrite reinstitutionaliza-
tion in the professions, glossing over variations
in professional logics and role identities.

They propose that identity-based social
movement theory (rather than more instru-
mental movement theory) enables understand-
ing of how movements foster cultural change in
the professions by reshaping logics and redefin-
ing individuals’ role identities. Basic to change
is the introduction of identity-discrepant cues
with regard to professional logics and identi-
ties. Identity movements, celebrating the differ-
ences between new logics and identities and old,
create competition between new and old iden-
tities that jeopardize the old and lead actors to
adopt the new. Although Rao et al. (2003) seem
to have a social identity concept most in mind
in delineating the processes whereby identity
social movements impact cultural change, their
discussion makes it clear that initially individ-
ual logics and role identities are altered and

in that sense are precursors to identity move-
ments. Specifics of their account of the changes
in both the cuisine and in the professionals who
altered the cuisine make it evident that it is the
meanings of cuisine and chef that are at stake
in the competition between old and new log-
ics and role identities. This aligns their frame
with that of Mead as well as with a structural
symbolic interactionism and identity theory.20

Using academic institutions as a prime illus-
tration of a wide class of organizations, Kraatz
& Block (2008) are concerned with institu-
tional pluralism, the case in which organiza-
tions operate in multiple institutional spheres
and present multiple and varied faces to the
multiple audiences in their environment. Con-
stituted by more than one cultural logic, these
organizations possess multiple identities con-
ferred by segments of their environments that
make different demands and so generate ten-
sions in the organizations themselves. Primar-
ily concerned with the theoretical and prac-
tical implications of cognitive or constitutive
pluralism—viewing pluralism as constitutive
and ideational, infusing and not merely imping-
ing on organizations—Kraatz & Block note that
both problems and opportunities are created for
institutions in a pluralistic environment. The
problems inhere in the potential for incoher-
ence, fragmentation, conflict, goal ambiguity,
and instability; the opportunities inhere in the
potential for complementarities among identi-
ties that hold an organization together. Impor-
tant features of organizations—organizational
legitimacy, governance, and change—structure
the discussion.

Kraatz & Block (2008) cite three key
sources of their perspective on organiza-
tions in pluralistic contexts. Two are conven-
tional in sociological analyses of organizations:
the institutionalisms of March (1994, 1999)

20This alignment (or bridging) of the new social movements
literature and the literature deriving from Mead on structural
symbolic interactionism/identity theory is also seen, in some-
what different terms, in my (S. Stryker 2000) discussion of the
concept of identity competition and its relevance to variation
in modes and depth of social movement participation.
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and Selznick (1949). Both of these see the
organization’s environment as politically and
ideologically heterogeneous; the former, in-
terestingly, embraces a sociological conception
of self. The third is not (yet?) conventional,
namely, a structural symbolic interactionist
frame and identity theory. Specifically, Kraatz
& Block (2008) credit identity theory’s dis-
tinction between self (the whole) and multi-
ple identities (parts of the whole) as especially
critical in understanding organizational gover-
nance in pluralistic organizations, arguing that
it is through governance that organizational
self selects, prioritizes, and integrates its var-
ious institutionally given identities. They also
credit attention given in identity theory to pro-
cesses of identity expression and verification,
the idea that people seek ways to behave that
express their salient identities and seek identity-
confirming responses from others. They sug-
gest that it is through actors seeking to validate
their identities via symbolic exchanges with dif-
ferent segments of their environments that or-
ganizations’ diverse identities are legitimated or
delegitimated. Finally, they argue that individu-
als’ (especially leaders’) personal identities have
a strong impact on the expressions of organiza-
tional identities. For those interested in identity
processes themselves, Kraatz & Block (2008)
show just how fertile multiple identity organi-
zations are as grounds within which actors’ per-
sonal identities mesh with organizational iden-
tities (or fail to do so).

Pratt & Foreman (2000) are concerned with
the management of multiple organizational
identities and not individual-level identities;
they nevertheless explicitly borrow the logic
and insights of Mead, the structural interaction-
ist frame, and identity theory in their effort in
that realm. I add only that managing organiza-
tional identities necessarily involves managing

individual-level identities as well; that is, while
distinguishable analytically, organizational and
individual-level identities are not independent
of one another.

SUMMARY AND CODA

The first part of this review is addressed to those
who may know little or nothing about the socio-
logical tradition inspired by Mead, symbolic in-
teractionism, or the modification of that frame
labeled structural symbolic interactionism, and
to those who may find a refresher course on
this subject matter useful. A second part focuses
on identity theory, a major derivation from the
modified interactionist frame, chosen because
it has been at the center of my interests for
roughly the past 50 years. The third part ar-
gues that beyond fertility in producing a strong
tradition of research, the value of a theoreti-
cal frame and derived theory lies in their ca-
pacity to bridge from their own foci to other
theoretical and research foci, both inside and
outside of sociology per se. In proposing the
value of a structural interactionist frame and
identity theory in those terms, the review dis-
cusses bridges to theories and research that also
have ties to Mead, each with a strong theoret-
ical and research base; to two other pairings of
frames and theories in sociological social psy-
chology, expectations states and exchange; to
cognitive social psychology; and to structural
sociology. I hope that the utility of a struc-
tural symbolic interactionist frame and of iden-
tity theory has been demonstrated successfully.
More importantly, I hope that I have succeeded
in demonstrating the value to sociology of seek-
ing bridges across its own specialized concerns
as well as bridges to cognate disciplines to which
we have much to contribute and from which we
have much to learn.
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