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Unpacking Identities 
 
 Identity is defined by Webster’s dictionary as the collective aspect of the set of 

characteristics by which a person is definitively recognized or known, or as the set of behavioral 

or personal characteristics by which an individual is recognizable as a member of a group. Our 

identity consists of the various characteristics we use to categorize and define ourselves and 

the various characteristics that are constructed by those around us. Sometimes, people only 

think of identity as those visible characteristics of a person, but many of our identity 

characteristics are invisible: 

Visible Invisible 

Gender 

Ethnicity 

Race 

Religion 

Socioeconomic status 

 

Religion 

Socioeconomic status 

Language 

Marital/relationship status 

Parent or childless 

Family size and composition 

Education 

Career 

 

Social Identity Groups 

Social identity groups are based on the physical, social, and mental characteristics of 

individuals. They are sometimes obvious and clear, sometimes not obvious and unclear, often 

self claimed and frequently ascribed by others. For example, racial groupings are often ascribed 

as well as self-claimed. Government, schools, and employers often ask an individual to claim a 

racial identity group or simply ascribe one to an individual based on visual perception. Other 

social identities are personally claimed but not often announced or easily visually ascribed such 

as sexual orientation, religion, or disability status.  



Below are examples of social identity groupings. Since issues of social identity often are 

the basis of much social conflict, it is reasonable to expect that even the terms we use to 

describe them may cause disagreement. Feel free to use your own preferred terms for the 

identifications below.  

 
Examples (Feel free to use your own language for your identities.)  
 
Gender   Woman, Man, Transgender, Post-Gender  
 
Sex    Intersex, Female, Male  
 
Race    Asian Pacific Islander, Native American, Latin@, Black, White,  

Bi/Multiracial  
 
Ethnicity   Irish, Chinese, Puerto Rican, Italian, Mohawk, Jewish, Guatemalan,  

Lebanese, European-American  
 
Sexual Orientation Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Pan-Attractional, Heterosexual, Queer,  

Attractionality, Questioning  
 
Religion/Spirituality  Hindu, Muslim, Buddhist, Jewish, Christian, Pagan, Agnostic, 
Faith/Meaning  Atheist, Secular Humanist  
 
Social Class   Poor, Working Class, Lower-Middle Class, Upper-Middle Class, Owning  

Class, Ruling Class  
 
Age    Child, Young Adult, Middle-Age Adult, Elderly  
(Dis)Ability   People with disabilities (cognitive, physical, emotional, etc.), Temporarily  

able-bodied, Temporarily disabled  
 
Nation(s) of Origin  United States, Nigeria, Korea, Turkey, Argentina  
and/or Citizenship  
 
Tribal or Indigenous Mohawk, Aboriginal, Navajo, Santal  
Affiliation 
 
Body Size/ Type  Fat, Person of Size, Thin  
 
 
Marginalized Group: social identity groups that are disenfranchised and exploited  
 
Privileged Group: social identity groups that hold unearned privileged in society 
 
 
 



 
Social Identity Wheel 

 
 
 
 
 



 
 

Personal Identity 
  
 Personal identity is the concept you develop about yourself that evolves over the course 

of your life. This may include aspects of your life that you have no control over, such as where 

you grew up or the color of your skin, as well as choices you make in life, such as how you 

spend your time and what you believe. You demonstrate portions of your personal identity 

outwardly through what you wear and how you interact with other people. You may also keep 

some elements of your personal identity to yourself, even when these parts of yourself are very 

important. Individuals may consider any or all of the following to make up aspects of their 

personal identities: 

• Race and ethnicity 

• Gender identity and expression 

• Sexual orientation 

• Personal appearance 

• Nationality 

• Political beliefs 

• Religious beliefs 

• Interests 

• Past experiences 

• Life philosophy 

• Membership in communities 

• Socioeconomic status 

• Career 

The relative importance of each of these traits will vary from one individual to another and can, 

in many cases, change over the course of a person's lifetime. Of course, some aspects of 

personal identity, such as race and ethnicity, remain stable over time. 



While there are several elements of our personal identity that we have no control over, 

there are also many elements that we do have control over. We can choose how we want to 

express ourselves through clothing, hairstyle, piercings, and tattoos. We can also put ourselves 

in certain situations that will change our perception of ourselves. For example, one can travel 

alone and learn what it takes to be independent and completely responsible for one's life. Of 

course, there are certain experiences that we have no control over, such as the loss of a family 

member, or experiencing love. These experiences also shape who we are and how we view 

ourselves. 

Have you ever pondered the question, 'Who am I?' or thought about who you might 

become in the future? These questions have been thought about and discussed throughout 

history, in particular by philosophers who have immersed themselves in the search for 

knowledge about the nature of being human. Such questions as, 'What does it mean to be a 

person?' and 'What is my purpose?' have engaged key thinkers and created conversations that 

we still grapple with in our society. Most people feel they want to endure in some way, both in 

their lives and beyond death. The philosophy of personal identity aims to address these matters 

of existence and how we even know we exist through time.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

PERSONAL IDENTITY WHEEL 
Fill in your identity for each of the categories listed. In the inner circle, record the 
identities that are the most important or salient to you. In the outer circle, record the 
identities that are less important or salient to you. 

 
 
 

 
Adapted from Arizona State University 

 



 

Attachment Theory 

 Attachment theory focuses on relationships and bonds (particularly long-term) between 

people, including those between a parent and child and between romantic partners. Research 

on adult attachment is guided by the assumption that the same motivational system that gives 

rise to the close emotional bond between parents and their children is responsible for the bond 

that develops between adults in emotionally intimate relationships. The theory of attachment 

was originally developed by John Bowlby (1907 - 1990), a British psychoanalyst who was 

attempting to understand the intense distress experienced by infants who had been separated 

from their parents. Bowlby observed that separated infants would go to extraordinary lengths 

(e.g., crying, clinging, frantically searching) to prevent separation from their parents or to re-

establish proximity to a missing parent.  

 Bowlby hypothesized that these attachment behaviors, such as crying and searching, 

were adaptive responses to separation from a primary attachment figure--someone who 

provides support, protection, and care. Because human infants, like other mammalian infants, 

cannot feed or protect themselves, they are dependent upon the care and protection of "older 

and wiser" adults. Bowlby argued that, over the course of evolutionary history, infants who were 

able to maintain proximity to an attachment figure via attachment behaviors would be more 

likely to survive to a reproductive age. According to Bowlby, a motivational system, what he 

called the attachment behavioral system, was gradually "designed" by natural selection to 

regulate proximity to an attachment figure. 

 Research has shown that there are many behaviors in addition to emotion regulation 

that relates to a child’s attachment style. Among other findings, there is evidence of the 

following connections: 

• Secure Attachment: These children are generally more likely to see others as 

supportive and helpful and themselves as competent and worthy of respect. They relate 



positively to others and display resilience, engage in complex play and are more 

successful in the classroom and in interactions with other children. They are better at 

taking the perspectives of others and have more trust in others; 

• Anxious-Avoidant Attachment: Children with an anxious-avoidant attachment style are 

generally less effective in managing stressful situations. They are likely to withdraw and 

resist seeking help, which inhibits them from forming satisfying relationships with others. 

They show more aggression and antisocial behavior, like lying and bullying, and they 

tend to distance themselves from others to reduce emotional stress; 

• Anxious-Resistant Attachment: These children are on the opposite end of the 

spectrum from anxious-avoidant children. They likely lack self-confidence and stick close 

to their primary caregivers. They may display exaggerated emotional reactions and keep 

their distance from their peers, leading to social isolation. 

• Disorganized Attachment: Children with a disorganized attachment style usually fail to 

develop an organized strategy for coping with separation distress, and tend to display 

aggression, disruptive behaviors, and social isolation. They are more likely to see others 

as threats than sources of support, and thus may switch between social withdrawal and 

defensively aggressive behavior (Kennedy & Kennedy, 2004). 

The Impact of Attachment Styles on Relationships 

 It makes intuitive sense that a child’s attachment style is largely a function of the 

caregiving the child receives in his or her early years. Those who received support and love 

from their caregivers are likely to be secure, while those who experienced inconsistency or 

negligence from their caregivers are likely to feel more anxiety surrounding their relationship 

with their parents. However, attachment theory takes it one step further, applying what we know 

about attachment in children to relationships that we engage in as adults. These relationships 

(particularly intimate and/or romantic relationships) are also directly related to our attachment 

styles as children and the care we received from our primary caregivers (Firestone, 2013).  



 It is easy to see how these attachment styles in childhood lead to attachment types in 

adulthood. Below is an explanation of the four attachment types in adult relationships. The adult 

attachment styles follow the same general pattern described above: 

• Secure Attachment: These adults are more likely to be satisfied with their relationships, 

feeling secure and connected to their partners without feeling the need to be together all 

the time. Their relationships are likely to feature honesty, support, independence, and 

deep emotional connections. 

• Dismissive-Avoidant (or Anxious-Avoidant) Attachment: One of the two types of 

adult avoidant attachments, people with this attachment style generally keep their 

distance from others. They may feel that they don’t need human connection to survive or 

thrive, and insist on maintaining their independence and isolation from others. These 

individuals are often able to “shut down” emotionally when a potentially hurtful scenario 

arises, such as a serious argument with their partner or a threat to the continuance of 

their relationship. 

• Anxious-Preoccupied (or Anxious-Resistant) Attachment: Those who form less 

secure bonds with their partners may feel desperate for love or affection and feel that 

their partner must “complete” them or fix their problems. While they long for safety and 

security in their romantic relationships, they may also be acting in ways that push their 

partner away rather than invite them in. The behavioral manifestations of their fears can 

include being clingy, demanding, jealous, or easily upset by small issues. 

• Fearful-Avoidant (or Disorganized) Attachment: The second type of adult avoidant 

attachment manifests as ambivalence rather than isolation. People with this attachment 

style generally try to avoid their feelings because it is easy to get overwhelmed by them. 

They may suffer from unpredictable or abrupt mood swings and fear getting hurt by a 

romantic partner. These individuals are simultaneously drawn to a partner or potential 

https://positivepsychology.com/honesty-integrity-worksheets-activities-tests/


partner and fearful of getting to close. Unsurprisingly, this style makes it difficult to form 

and maintain meaningful, healthy relationships with others (Firestone, 2013). 

Each of these styles should be thought of as a continuum of attachment behaviors, rather than a 

specific “type” of person. Someone with a generally secure attachment style may on occasion 

display behaviors more suited to the other types, or someone with a dismissive-avoidant style 

may form a secure bond with a particular person. Therefore, these “types” should be considered 

a way to describe and understand an individual’s behavior rather than an exact description of 

someone’s personality. 

Based on a person’s attachment style, the way he or she approaches intimate 

relationships, marriage, and parenting can vary widely. The number of ways in which this theory 

can be applied or used to explain behaviour is compounded and expanded by the fact that 

relationships require two (or more) people; any attachment behaviours that an individual 

displays will impact and be influenced by the attachment behaviours of other people. Given the 

wide variety of individuals, behaviors, and relationships, it is not surprising that there is so much 

conflict and confusion. It is also not surprising, although no less unfortunate, that many 

relationships end up in divorce or dissolution, an event that may continue an unhealthy cycle of 

attachment in the children of these unions.



Notes & Key Takeaways 



Self Report Measures for Love and Compassion Research: Attachment  
 

THE EXPERIENCES IN CLOSE 
RELATIONSHIPS-REVISED (ECR-R) 

QUESTIONNAIRE 
 
Reference: 
Fraley, R. C., Waller, N. G., & Brennan, K. A. (2000). An item-response theory analysis of self-report 

measures of adult attachment. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 78, 350-365. 
 
Description of Measure: 
 
 A 36-item measure of adult attachment style.  The ECR-R measures individuals on two 
subscales of attachment: Avoidance and Anxiety.  In general Avoidant individuals find discomfort 
with intimacy and seek independence, whereas Anxious individuals tend to fear rejection and 
abandonment. 
 
For more information on adult attachment, visit these websites: 
http://psychology.ucdavis.edu/labs/Shaver/measures.htm 
http://www.psych.uiuc.edu/~rcfraley/measures/ecrritems.htm 
 
Abstracts of Selected Related Articles: 
 
Fraley, R. C., & Shaver, P. R. (2000). Adult romantic attachment: Theoretical developments, 

emerging controversies, and unanswered questions. Review of General Psychology. 
 

The authors review the theory of romantic, or pair-bond, attachment as it was originally 
formulated by C. Hazan and P. R. Shaver in 1987 and describe how it has evolved over more 
than a decade. In addition, they discuss 5 issues related to the theory that need further 
clarification: (a) the nature of attachment relationships, (b) the evolution and function of 
attachment in adulthood, (c) models of individual differences in attachment, (d) continuity 
and change in attachment security, and (e) the integration of attachment, sex, and 
caregiving. In discussing these issues, they provide leads for future research and outline a 
more complete theory of romantic attachment.  

 
Fraley, R. C. (2002). Attachment stability from infancy to adulthood: Meta-analysis and dynamic 

modeling of development mechanisms. Personality and Social Psychology Review, 6, 123-151. 

A central tenet of attachment theory is that a person's attachment pattern in adulthood is a 
reflection of his or her attachment history—-beginning with the person's earliest 
attachment relationships. However, the precise way in which early representations might 
shape adult attachment patterns is ambiguous, and different perspectives on this issue 
have evolved in the literature. According to the prototype perspective, representations of 
early experiences are retained over time and continue to play an influential role in 
attachment behavior throughout the life course. In contrast, the revisionist perspective 
holds that early representations are subject to modification on the basis of new 
experiences and therefore may or may not reflect patterns of attachment later in life. In 
this article, I explore and test mathematical models of each of these theoretical processes 
on the basis of longitudinal data obtained from meta-analysis. Results indicate that 
attachment security is moderately stable across the first 19 years of life and that patterns 
of stability are best accounted for by prototype dynamics.  



Self Report Measures for Love and Compassion Research: Attachment  
 

Shiota, M.N., Keltner, D., & John, O. P. (2006). Positive emotion dispositions differentially 
associated with Big Five personality and attachment style. The Journal of Positive 
Psychology, 1, 61-71. 

 
Although theorists have proposed the existence of multiple distinct varieties of positive 
emotion, dispositional positive affect is typically treated as a unidimensional variable in 
personality research. We present data elaborating conceptual and empirical differences 
among seven positive emotion dispositions in their relationships with two core personality 
constructs, the ‘‘Big Five’’ and adult attachment style. We found that the positive emotion 
dispositions were differentially associated with self- and peer-rated Extraversion, 
Conscientiousness, Agreeableness, Openness to Experience, and Neuroticism. We also found 
that different adult attachment styles were associated with different kinds of emotional 
rewards. Findings support the theoretical utility of differentiating among several 
dispositional positive emotion constructs in personality research.  

 
Scale: 
 
The statements below concern how you feel in emotionally intimate relationships. We are interested 
in how you generally experience relationships, not just in what is happening in a current 
relationship. Respond to each statement by circling a number to indicate how much you agree or 
disagree with the statement. 
 

 QUESTION 1=Strongly Disagree………7=Strong Agree 
1. I'm afraid that I will lose my partner's love. 1         2         3         4         5         6         7 
2. I often worry that my partner will not want to stay with 

me. 
1         2         3         4         5         6         7 

3. I often worry that my partner doesn't really love me. 1         2         3         4         5         6         7 
4. I worry that romantic partners won’t care about me as 

much as I care about them. 
1         2         3         4         5         6         7 

5. I often wish that my partner's feelings for me were as 
strong as my feelings for him or her. 

1         2         3         4         5         6         7 

6. I worry a lot about my relationships. 1         2         3         4         5         6         7 
7. When my partner is out of sight, I worry that he or she 

might become interested in someone else. 
1         2         3         4         5         6         7 

8. When I show my feelings for romantic partners, I'm afraid 
they will not feel the same about me. 

1         2         3         4         5         6         7 

9. I rarely worry about my partner leaving me. 1         2         3         4         5         6         7 
10. My romantic partner makes me doubt myself. 1         2         3         4         5         6         7 
11. I do not often worry about being abandoned. 1         2         3         4         5         6         7 
12. I find that my partner(s) don't want to get as close as I 

would like. 
1         2         3         4         5         6         7 

13. Sometimes romantic partners change their feelings about 
me for no apparent reason. 

1         2         3         4         5         6         7 

14. My desire to be very close sometimes scares people away. 1         2         3         4         5         6         7 
15. I'm afraid that once a romantic partner gets to know me, he 

or she won't like who I really am. 
1         2         3         4         5         6         7 

16. It makes me mad that I don't get the affection and support 
I need from my partner. 

1         2         3         4         5         6         7 

17. I worry that I won't measure up to other people. 1         2         3         4         5         6         7 
18. My partner only seems to notice me when I’m angry. 1         2         3         4         5         6         7 
19. I prefer not to show a partner how I feel deep down. 1         2         3         4         5         6         7 
20. I feel comfortable sharing my private thoughts and feelings 1         2         3         4         5         6         7 



Self Report Measures for Love and Compassion Research: Attachment  
 

with my partner. 
21. I find it difficult to allow myself to depend on romantic 

partners. 
1         2         3         4         5         6         7 

22. I am very comfortable being close to romantic partners. 1         2         3         4         5         6         7 
23. I don't feel comfortable opening up to romantic partners. 1         2         3         4         5         6         7 
24. I prefer not to be too close to romantic partners. 1         2         3         4         5         6         7 
25. I get uncomfortable when a romantic partner wants to be 

very close. 
1         2         3         4         5         6         7 

26. I find it relatively easy to get close to my partner. 1         2         3         4         5         6         7 
27. It's not difficult for me to get close to my partner. 1         2         3         4         5         6         7 
28. I usually discuss my problems and concerns with my 

partner. 
1         2         3         4         5         6         7 

29. It helps to turn to my romantic partner in times of need. 1         2         3         4         5         6         7 
30. I tell my partner just about everything. 1         2         3         4         5         6         7 
31. I talk things over with my partner. 1         2         3         4         5         6         7 
32. I am nervous when partners get too close to me. 1         2         3         4         5         6         7 
33. I feel comfortable depending on romantic partners. 1         2         3         4         5         6         7 
34. I find it easy to depend on romantic partners. 1         2         3         4         5         6         7 
35. It's easy for me to be affectionate with my partner. 1         2         3         4         5         6         7 
36. My partner really understands me and my needs. 1         2         3         4         5         6         7 

 
 
Scoring: 
(adapted from http://www.psych.uiuc.edu/~rcfraley/measures/ecrritems.htm): 
 
Scoring Information: The first 18 items above comprise the attachment-related anxiety scale.  Items 
19 – 36 comprise the attachment-related avoidance scale.  In real research, the order in which these 
items are presented should be randomized.  To obtain a score for attachment-related anxiety, please 
average a person’s responses to items 1 – 18.  However, because items 9 and 11 are “reverse keyed” 
(i.e., high numbers represent low anxiety rather than high anxiety), you’ll need to reverse the 
answers to those questions before averaging the responses.  (If someone answers with a “6” to item 9, 
you’ll need to re-key it as a 2 before averaging.)  To obtain a score for attachment-related avoidance, 
please average a person’s responses to items 19 – 36.  Items 20, 22, 26, 27, 28, 29, 30, 31, 33, 34, 35, 
and 36 will need to be reverse keyed before you compute this average.   
 



Resources 
Suggested Literature/Readings/Books 

Recommended Resources/Reading 

Attached: The New Science of Adult Attachment and How It Can Help 

You Find—and Keep—Love by Amir Levine and Rachel Heller  

Wired for Love: How Understanding Your Partner’s Brain and 

Attachment Style Can Help You Defuse Conflict and Build a Secure 
Relationship by Dr. Stan Tatkin 

Suggested Videos 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YXbg6e-A9V4
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