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In this chapter we discuss identity development from a goal implementa
tion perspective. Identity achievement is typically (e.g., Marcia, 1980)
defined as a choke between options (e.g., "Should I become a physician or
a pharmacist?"). This traditional perspective ignores the fact that identity
choices have to be accompanied by implementational efforts.

Accordingto self-completion theory (Wicklund & Gollwitzer, 1982), the
implementation of identity goals persists over time, because identity goals
cannot actually be completed. In addition, single failures do not stop their
pursuit, but lead to enhanced striving for identity goals. A person sponta
neously initiates this enhanced striving through compensatory efforts
(called self-symbolizing) that focus on indicating completeness to others
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through the acquisition of relevant symbols of the identity aspired to (e.g.,
writing articles for a scientist, children's school grades for being a good
mother). The person assigns ta others the role of an audience that only has
to take notice of the person's self-symbolizing efforts; no sensitive social
interactions between the audience and the person are attempted or neces
sary (Wicklund & Gollwitzer, 1982).

More recent research demonstrates that self-symbolizing cannot be
replaced by self-esteem-enhancing strategies (Scherer, 1999). Moreover,
even simply proclaiming one's intention to acquire relevant indicators of
an identity creates a sense of completeness as lang as these intentions are
recognized by others (Seifert, 1999). Furthermore, both easy- and difficult
to-acquire indicators of an identity are equa1ly effective in creating a sense
of possessing the aspired-to identity (Brunstein & Gollwitzer, 1996).
Finally; it has been demonstrated that the cognitive orientation (mind-set)
associated with merely choosing identity goals differs from the mind-set
associated with actually pursuing chosen identity goals (Bayer, 1998). We
discuss in this chapter the implications of these findings for personality
development across the life span. We suggest that old and very old people
can effectively maintain their identity claims through self-symbolizing,
which is facilitated by the tendency of older individuals to reduce social
contacts to a few intimate friends.

SELF-CONCEPT, SELF-ESTEEM, AND IDENTITY GOALS

Theory and research on the seH have a long tradition in psychology (e.g.,
Allport, 1943, 1955; Baumeister, 1986, 1998; Gordon & Gergen, 1968;
James, 1890/1950; Suls, 1993; Suls & Greenwald, 1983). According to
James (1890/1950), the termself(or identity}refers to a cognitive structure
that incorporates all of a person's answers to the question "Who am I?"
Researchers organize the answers given to this question into a number of
different categories. One group of answers is related to physical attributes
(e.g., "I am slirn"); another is re1ated to the broader category of sodal
identities, which includes chosen or assigned sodal roles of an individual
(e.g., "I am a woman"; "I am a teacher"). Finally; some answers may refer
to perceived traits and dispositions (e.g., "I am tolerant"), to skills and
aptitudes (e.g., C'r am a math whiz kid"), or to values and interests (e.g., 'CI
love to saH").
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