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Abstract
This paper introduces social identity theory and self-categorization theory to policy pro-
cess research. Drawing from the prominent and widely acknowledged psychological social 
identity approach, it develops the theoretical concept of social identities in the policy 
process (SIPP) and advances the understanding of policy actors’ behavior. Compared to 
psychological foundations of existing theories of the policy process, the social identity 
approach emphasizes the importance of social group membership for forming common 
views on policy content and shaping policy actors’ behavior as beneficial to the in-group. 
Policy actors thus act in accordance with their salient social identity. This salience is 
dependent on the strength of a social identity, determined by the feeling of belonging, posi-
tive evaluation, and emotional bond to a group. Additionally, social identities are moder-
ated by internal and external factors. SIPP distinguish three levels of analysis, ranging from 
the psychological microlevel concerned with individual behavior and preferences, over the 
socio-psychological mesolevel of intra- and intergroup dynamics toward a macroperspec-
tive of general types of social identities. In policy subsystems, five such types appear rel-
evant: organizational identities, local identities, sectoral identities, demographic identities, 
and informal identities. By integrating SIPP into the analytical categories of theories of the 
policy process, this paper calls for a future research agenda establishing a further theoreti-
cal lens for a better understanding of policy processes.
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Introduction

Theories of the policy process mostly originate from assumptions about the behavior of 
policy actors. These assumptions range from utility maximization (Rational Choice The-
ory) over belief systems (advocacy coalition framework), to ambiguity (multiple streams 
framework) (Nohrstedt and Olofsson 2016; Herweg et  al. 2017; Weible and Sabatier 
2017; Jenkins-Smith et al. 2017; Bandelow et al. 2017). Although theories that focus on 
individual actors make use of psychological concepts, the existing theories of the policy 
process do not yet systematically include psychological models of choice (Cairney and 
Weible 2017). One of the most prominent and acknowledged psychological theories are 
the social identity theory (SIT) (Tajfel 1982a) and the related Self-Categorization Theory 
(SCT) (Turner et al. 1987) that are subsumed under the label of the social identity approach 
(Haslam 2014). Up to now, researchers of policy studies only marginally refer to the SIT 
(Boydstun and Glazier 2013; Miles 2016; Gilad and Alon-Barkat 2017), when in fact the 
social identity approach provides the possibility to explain preferences and behavior of pol-
icy actors, to enhance existing theories with regard to the model of the individual and to 
present a tool for political advisors (Winterich et al. 2012).

The social identity approach supposes that actors’ behavior is substantially shaped 
by intergroup relations and group identification (Tajfel 1974; Jenkins 2014). Its applica-
tions touch upon a variety of research fields, including organizational and management 
research (Ashforth and Mael 1989; Ellemers et al. 2004; Steffens et al. 2014), marketing 
and sponsorship (Grohs et al. 2015), party politics (Greene 1999; Bartle and Bellucci 2009; 
Bonneau and Cann 2013), intercultural studies (Sides and Citrin 2007; Adams and van 
de Vijver 2015), international relations (Kakachia and Minesashvili 2015), social move-
ments (Simon and Klandermans 2001; Polletta and Jasper 2001; Subašić et al. 2008; van 
Zomeren et al. 2008; Thomas et al. 2009; Klandermans 2014; Naples and Bickham Men-
dez 2015), education (Mavor et al. 2017; Reynolds et al. 2017) and gender studies (Wang 
and Dovidio 2016). Those are parts or related fields of research on the policy process but 
still, there is a need for integrating the social identity approach into policy process theories. 
In the hitherto four editions of the influential “Theories of the Policy Process,” there are 
only few hints to (social) identity (Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith 1999). None of the theories 
on which this paper grounds, neither SIT nor SCT, are referred to in these overviews yet 
(Sabatier 1999, 2007; Sabatier and Weible 2014; Weible and Sabatier 2017). Building on 
the extensive groundwork of related fields already integrating the social identity approach, 
this paper starts to fill this gap and proposes a more explicit adoption in the form of social 
identities in the policy process (SIPP).

The presented theoretical perspective is suitable to answer research questions concerned 
with the dynamics in the policy process, such as the conditions under which identities 
become salient in the policy process, the mechanisms behind individual identification with 
policy-concerned groups, the extent of coordinated action across policy-concerned groups, 
the effect of salient policy-concerned identities on policy preferences, and the eventual 
influence of social identities in decision-making processes. General types of identities that 
are assumed to be pertinent to the policy process are organizational identities (Cole and 
Bruch 2006), sectoral identities (Hassenteufel et al. 2010), local identities (Bonaiuto et al. 
2002), demographic identities (Béland 2017), and informal identities (Walsh 2004).

By reviewing the state of the art regarding the social identity approach in general and its 
applications to political science in particular, the following section outlines the facets of the 
social identity approach that later are connected to policy process research. Section “Social 
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identities in the policy process (SIPP)” consequently introduces SIPP as a new theoreti-
cal concept to the policy process by deriving hypotheses from the previously elaborated 
state of the art and distinguishes SIPP from established theories of the policy process. With 
regard to a macrolevel of analysis, this part also discusses five general types of social iden-
tities relevant to the policy process. Despite the demarcation from other frameworks, SIPP 
may likewise complement research that uses different theoretical perspectives, as section 
“Integrating SIPP: past and future research” outlines and thus opens avenues for further 
research. Finally, a conclusion summarizes the proposed theoretical advancement.

The social identity approach

Social identity theory (SIT) is credited to Henri Tajfel (1974), who developed the theory in 
line with his research on—among other foci—effects of minimal categorization, intergroup 
relations, and social comparison. Minimal categorization implies that human beings tend 
to facilitate the world through categorization, and thus categorize themselves and others. 
An important point of reference for categorization are social groups, which each consist of 
two or more people who define themselves as a member of the social group and thus share 
a common social identification (Turner 1982). Social identification, meaning a person’s 
identification with a social group, encompasses three components: a cognitive, an evalua-
tive, and an affective (Van Dick 2001). Once an individual identifies with a group, it takes 
over the social identity connected to it. The individual from then on distinguishes itself 
from others by this categorization. Two main motivations guide individuals in their group 
identification: the wish for sameness and the wish for distinctiveness (Hogg et al. 2017), 
stemming from optimal distinctiveness theory (Brewer 1991; Leonardelli et al. 2010).

Furthermore, individuals strive for positive social identity, that is evaluating their social 
groups positively in comparison with others (Hogg et  al. 2017). Tajfel and his student 
Turner developed the SIT accordingly to a “Social Identity Theory of Intergroup Behav-
ior” (Hogg et al. 2004). They referred to intergroup behavior using the definition of Sherif 
(1966, 12): “Whenever individuals belonging to one group interact, collectively or indi-
vidually, with another group or its members in terms of their group identification, we have 
an instance of intergroup behavior” (Sherif 1966, 12). In this view, however, Tajfel (1982b) 
determined two necessary conditions for intergroup behavior, an internal and an external. 
While the existence of a group is dependent on the internal condition of group identifica-
tion or social identification, comprising the individual awareness of group membership, 
value connotations associated with this membership awareness and an emotional compo-
nent associated with the two, intergroup behavior necessitates also an external consensus 
concerning the existence of the group. Further research on intergroup behavior revealed 
that the social identification with a group resulted in pro-group behavior. Individuals 
favored in-group members over out-group members in the distribution of resources (Turner 
1982). This finding proposes that individuals act in accordance with the guiding principle 
of achieving a benefit for the own social group. Salient identities bring about biases toward 
in-group against the out-group, affecting not only evaluative but also distributional and per-
ceptional dimensions (Turner et al. 1987).

While SIT regards social identity as a distinct component of the self-concept that feeds 
on the dimensions of social identification (subjective belonging, evaluation, and emotional 
attachment), SCT postulates that “individuals categorize themselves on different levels” 
(Van Dick et al. 2005): a personal level that refers to the unique individual, a group level 
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that refers to the individual as a member of a social group distinct from other social groups, 
and on a superordinate level on which the individual distinguishes itself as a human being 
from other species (Van Dick et al. 2005). Consequently, whether a social identity is influ-
ential in a given situation is dependent not only on the social identification but also on 
the context and the salience of a social identity in the given context. Salience is triggered 
both by accessibility and fit of a social identity, whereas accessibility means the extent 
to which an individual perceives this social identity as relevant due to personal meaning 
and significance. Accessibility may be partly operationalized by assessing the level of 
social identification (i.e., the strength of a social identity). Since social identification is 
based on the awareness of membership, positive evaluation, and positive emotional bond 
(Tajfel 1982b), the degree of an individual’s group identification—that is the degree of the 
mentioned dimensions—determines the strength of the individual social identity (Ellem-
ers et al. 1999). Social identities are also supposed to be stronger when they have a long 
history and when policy actors have regular contact with others sharing the same social 
identity (Cole and Bruch 2006; Haslam et al. 2011a, b; Westfall et al. 2015; Suhay 2015).

Fit, complementarily, refers to the extent to which a categorization matches the stimulus 
reality (Oakes et al. 1991). This can take a normative and a comparative dimension. On 
the former dimension, normative fit implies that an individual’s expectation regarding cat-
egory members’ stances on content-related issues are reflected by its actual observation of 
similarities and differences between those members. On the latter dimension, comparative 
fit means that a social identity is more likely to become salient if the individual perceives 
the differences between members of this social group as smaller than differences between 
these members and members of other social groups (Haslam et al. 1999; Haslam 2001; Van 
Dick et al. 2005).

Concerning context, a specific policy may trigger a specific social identity, e.g., a debate 
on abortion may make the demographic social identity more salient than the organizational 
social identity (Haslam et al. 1999; Transue 2007). Likewise, a social identity may be more 
salient when the social identity is stronger. This seems tautological, but in fact it is not: A 
salient identity is the social identity that is perceived by an actor in a specific situation as 
the guiding principle of action. A social identity may be weak but still be salient in a spe-
cific situation due to the context. Nevertheless, the strength of a social identity also influ-
ences how often it becomes salient.

Since every individual possesses several social identities, some of which it will feel 
stronger attached to than to others, social identity conflict may occur (Hirsh and Kang 
2015). Multiple group membership of an individual may thus have a diverse effect on the 
subjective representation, as the degree of overlap of these multiple identities determines 
the degree of social identity complexity: Individuals can converge their cross-cutting iden-
tities to one identity (intersection), decide on one superordinate identity to follow (domi-
nance), have a salient identity depending on context (compartmentalization) or merge 
multiple social identities, which leaves blurred lines between in-group and out-group iden-
tification (merger) (Roccas and Brewer 2002). Consequently, different situations and con-
text (including previously elaborated fit and accessibility) influence salience of social iden-
tities and with it individual behavior, but this behavior is equally dependent on the type of 
an individual’s multiple identities and the associated ability to integrate beliefs and values 
of conflicting identities. Furthermore, the behavior of an individual in a given situation is 
always dependent on the identity structure of his/her different social identities and the level 
of inclusiveness of each identity. This process of one (individual or group) identity being 
activated over the other is described as functional antagonism (Liu and Hilton 2005; Horn-
sey 2008).
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A parallel path of research on the importance of social identities developed in political 
science (Campbell et al. 1960; Miller 1986). Since then, the social identity approach was 
applied in research on partisanship, arguing that voting for a party is essentially depend-
ent on group identification (Kim 2017). Partisanship is a type of social identity formed by 
childhood socialization and other social group memberships, which results in attachment to 
a party and corresponding behavior (e.g., voting) (Bartle and Bellucci 2009; Greene 2004). 
Depending on the salient (partisan) identity, individual preferences and behavior diverge 
(Unsworth and Fielding 2014). Further work on this subject showed that party identifica-
tion is a predisposition rather than a consequence of core values and attitudes (Goren 2005; 
Dancey and Goren 2010). Recent research emphasizes the influence of peer networks on 
the salience of partisan as social identities (Parsons 2015). Posner (2017) investigated 
social cleavages as foundation of social identities and their political salience for decision-
making, to connect to the established cleavage theory in Europe (Lipset and Rokkan 1967). 
Already some 15 years ago, Huddy (2001) called for analyzing which real-world identities 
matter for political phenomena and how their respective strength and salience in certain 
situations may be explained.

The above deliberations on social identities predominantly concern the microlevel of 
action. As the social identity approach stems from psychology, social identification is at 
first an individual process. Taking it one step further, a mesolevel of analysis regards inter-
group relations (Tajfel 1974). This perspective also looks at intra-group dynamics, such 
as a social cohesion model that assumes that group structures with assigned group roles 
emerge (Turner 1982) and has a rather sociological than psychological nature. Apart from 
psychology, the concept of group leadership has found entrance into economics, particu-
larly organizational and marketing studies (Woisetschläger et al. 2008). Collective group 
values are said to be handed down hierarchically from the group leader to the group mem-
bers (Ellemers et  al. 2004; Steffens et  al. 2014), as exemplified by the identity transfer 
model (Wieseke et  al. 2009). Alternatively, a “new psychology of leadership” (Haslam 
et al. 2011a, b) opposes the traditional image of top-down group leaders that rest on com-
pliance but rather uses the idea of group leaders as primus inter pares, who does not impose 
a social identity but takes part in shaping it collectively—though in his sense. Dialogue 
among group members and understanding the group members’ values is important for suc-
cessful leadership. He who manages to make the group believe that his agenda and prefer-
ences are part of their social identity manages to lead a group effectively. No matter which 
assumption is taken, leadership presents an important determinant of the development of 
a social group and the collective group values (Epitropaki et al. 2017). Collective group 
values are different from individual values as they are usually those that are the distinct 
characteristic for distinguishing the in-group from other out-groups, e.g., pro-environmen-
tal attitudes (Fielding and Hornsey 2016). In contrast, individual values originating from a 
social identity do not need to be the most distinguishing group value but may be any kind 
of value coined by the social group. Accordingly, an analysis of the formation of collective 
attitudes and behavior is possible. Collective identity may equally be a driver of radicaliza-
tion in a politicized conflict about power structures (Klandermans 2014). Thus, the concept 
of collective identity is frequently used in social movement research (Polletta and Jasper 
2001).

Regarding group dynamics, Richter et al. (2006) analyzed in what way dual identities 
(coexisting social group membership within an organization through membership in a 
work group and parallel membership in the superordinate organization) affect intergroup 
relations on the work group level. Essential in this correlation is the role of boundary span-
ners as those group members that cultivate frequent contact with out-groups. In case of a 
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high identification with the superordinate social group and lower identification with the 
work group to which they belong, they were able to effect productive intergroup coopera-
tion. Thus, there might exist amicable groups and between-group cooperation under certain 
political circumstances that generate attention to a superordinate identity (e.g., in parlia-
mentary democracies, the opposition might experience a specific between-group cooper-
ation between parties with originally distinct agendas, as the opposition could present a 
superordinate social identity). A superordinate identity can equally be a product of personal 
identities firstly contributing to subgroup social identities that finally conduct the superor-
dinate organizational identity to enhance organizational outcome. This process is promi-
nently referred to as the ASPIRe (Actualizing Social and Personal Identity Resources) 
model (Haslam et al. 2003; Peters et al. 2013). Similarly, research in organizational psy-
chology has problematized mergers between companies against the backdrop of original 
group identification (Ullrich and Van Dick 2007). With social identification being a central 
factor of success for mergers, this finding can be transferred to the political sphere: Social 
groups may merge and develop a shared social identity or split because intra-group social 
identities diverge. In party politics, there exist several examples of party mergers or splits 
(such as the Liberal Democrats in Great Britain) that may be analyzed through the theoreti-
cal lens of social identification. Likewise, new groups may emerge; groups may develop 
and change, or decline. While the question why actors in the policy process involve in 
coordinated action to pursue common policy goals is at the center of several perspectives, 
integrating the social identity approach may also contribute to their respective research 
interest. Hence, the likeliness of collaboration among policy actors, both individual and 
collective, can be enhanced through social identification.

Building on this vast literature of social psychological research, the upcoming section 
transfers the insights from social psychology to policy process research. In particular, it 
formulates specific hypotheses that combine the results from social psychology with the 
policy process and identifies different types of social identities that can be observed on a 
macrolevel of analysis. These do neither correspond exactly to each individual social iden-
tity in the policy process, nor do they shed light on intra- or intergroup relations. On the 
contrary, they indicate general types of social identities, and thus present the unique con-
tribution of SIPP to the existing research on social identities. The following section thus is 
explicitly devoted to these types of social identities by assessing shared characteristics of 
policy actors, which may suffice to build common behavior and views (Light 2015).

Social identities in the policy process (SIPP)

In public policy analysis, the distinction between theories and frameworks is subject to a 
prominent discussion (Schlager and Weible 2013). This paper’s understanding is that intro-
ducing social identities in the analysis of policy processes may serve to supplement exist-
ing frameworks or be applied as a theoretical perspective on its own to shed light on actors’ 
behavior, preference formation, and decision-making processes in politics. An integration 
of the social identity approach into policy analysis grounds in Lasswell’s (1970) well-
known claim that policy sciences are multidisciplinary and require taking into account a 
broad range of explanations. Table 1 pins down SIPP as a theoretical concept according 
to the classifying criteria used to distinguish the most recent theories of the policy pro-
cess. With this classification, it is integrated into the established categories of the most 
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important theoretical frameworks of the policy process presenting a first orientation and 
clarifying its boundaries and opportunities.

The main assumption proposed here is that in the policy subsystem, which presents 
the usual level of analysis in policy process research, several social identities coexist. 
In line with the existing research on social identities, these policy-related identities are 
relevant to the policy process. Drawing from the state of the art in social psychological 
research presented in section “The social identity approach”, one research interest lies 
in the analysis of which social identities are salient under which policy-related circum-
stances and in what way they shape individual policy preferences, decision-making and 
political behavior. Social identities in turn are subject to external and internal forces. 
External factors acting on the formation, structure, and change of social groups may be 

Table 1  Classifying social identities in the policy process (SIPP). Source: Categories derived from Heikkila 
and Cairney (2017)

Comparative criterion Social identities in the policy process (SIPP)

Scope Policy actors’ orientation and interaction
Level of analysis Social groups, individuals, and subsystems
Shared vocabulary and language Key concepts: social identity, social group, five cat-

egories of social identities on the macrolevel
Assumptions Explicitly defined based on social identity approach
Model of the individual Individual as a member of social groups with social 

identities constraining behavior
Relationships among key concepts Hypotheses at microlevel, mesolevel, and macrolevel 

on the influence of salient social identities on 
actors’ behavior and policy outcome

Extent of publications Extensive research on social identity approach in 
psychology, some few references in Politics and 
International Relations

Tested in multiple contexts and/or with multiple 
methods

Psychologically tested on the mesolevel and micro-
level, methods are predominantly experimental, for 
policy studies both qualitative (on the micro- and 
mesolevel) and quantitative (on the macrolevel) 
methods applicable

Shared research protocols, methods, approaches Social Identity Lab, directed by Michael Hogg (http://
www.socia liden tityl ab.com)

Change or adaptation to the theory over time Development of theory in psychological research
Actors making choices Policy actors who are members of social groups have 

social identities and act according to the salient 
identity

Institutions as rules or venues of decision-making Institutions might influence group formation and the 
salience of social identities. Concrete influence is 
subject to empirics and not to theoretical assump-
tions

Networks/subsystems Subsystems and social groups
Ideas or beliefs Social identities forming shared views of social group 

members
Context External factors like political institutions, policy 

content, external events, public opinion
Events External events and internal events affecting social 

groups

http://www.socialidentitylab.com
http://www.socialidentitylab.com
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political institutions, events, public opinion, and the policy content at stake. Likewise, 
subsystem-internal factors may influence these group-related developments. Among 
these internal factors are personnel turnovers in the subsystem, scandals or successes 
of single group members or the group as a whole, the internal group image, and alike. 
While external and internal factors interact, both in the end shape group-related pro-
cesses that eventually affect group formation, structures, dynamics, and the salience of 
social identities. Connecting to the previously elaborated research, we can formulate 
specific hypotheses for later testing on how social identities play a role in the policy 
process.

Microlevel of social identities in the policy process

Based on the assumption that policy actors possess several social identities due to their 
social identification with multiple social groups, the most general hypotheses from social 
identity research are transferable to a policy subsystem. Consequently, the strength of a 
social identity is supposed to be dependent on the degree of social identification (feeling of 
group belonging, subjective group evaluation, emotional bound) and the degree to which 
the social identity is internalized, both due to the long history that it persists and due to the 
frequency of contact to other actors with the same social identity:

Identity Strength Hypotheses: A social identity is stronger…

a. …the more intense the group belonging.
b. …the better the (subjective) group evaluation.
c. …the deeper the emotional bound.
d. …the longer the identity persists.
e. …the more frequent the contact to actors sharing the same social identity.

While strength is but one determinant of identity salience, other factors may influence 
whether and to what extent a specific social identity is salient in a given situation. In the 
policy process, this especially concerns the arenas of policy-making within which actors 
find themselves and the policy issue which is subject to discussion and may trigger the 
salience of an identity. As a result, the concepts of social psychology such as normative 
and comparative fit as well as accessibility and contextual determinants may be adapted to 
policy process research as follows:

Identity Salience Hypotheses: Salience of a social identity as determinant for actors’ 
behavior in policy subsystems increases

a. …with the extent to which this social identity fits the policy issue at hand so that dif-
ferent normative stances on the policy issue are reflected by different social groups 
(normative fit).

b. …with the extent to which the actor perceives differences between members of this (his) 
social group as smaller than in comparison to members of other social groups relevant 
in the policy subsystem (comparative fit).

c. …with the strength of this social identity (see identity strength hypotheses) (accessibil-
ity).

d. …with the extent to which the policy issue at hand activates a given social identity 
(context).
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Staying on a microlevel of analysis and building on the hypotheses on identity sali-
ence, specific hypotheses can be derived on policy actors’ attitudes and behavior. Spe-
cifically, if policy actors possess multiple social identities, which is assumed, the work 
by Roccas and Brewer (2002) on social identity complexity suggests that the actors’ 
behavior when following the salient social identity is dependent on the structure of 
these multiple social identifications. Both values and behavior of actors are postulated 
to be a function of the salient social identity (or salience of multiple identities), as in 
political science the work of Goren (2005) indicates.

Identity Conflict Hypothesis: Policy actors possess several social identities. In each 
situation in the policy process, the nature and interrelation of an individual’s multiple 
identities determine the salience of identities and guides the actor’s behavior.

Identity Value Hypothesis: Actors in the policy process follow in their values, pref-
erences, and opinions their salient social identity.

Identity Behavior Hypothesis: Actors in the policy process follow in their behavior 
their salient social identity.

Mesolevel of social identities in the policy process

In policy process research, the focus of analysis at times shifts from the individual to a 
collective actor. In such cases, the social identity approach provides insights that allow 
for depicting group dynamics related to collective identities. Social groups produce 
shared views on specific policies that demarcate them from other out-groups, whereas 
the development of a collective identity follows the internal structure of the group 
and is therefore strongly dependent on the group leadership. Consequently, the social 
identity approach can provide explanations for collective action, which is among the 
research interests of policy process research. Following the argument of social iden-
tification, collective action between individuals is a function of the commonality of 
the identities that these individuals exhibit. If their characteristics of their (multiple) 
identities overlap or if they even share social identities, collective action between them 
is more likely because the feeling of belonging together to a group will be particularly 
strong. With respect to collective action between social groups, the role of group lead-
ers is important. As group leaders essentially coin the dynamics, attitudes, and val-
ues of social groups, frequent contact between opposing groups’ leaders can overcome 
intergroup differences and lead to collective action between social groups. Such type 
of collective action is also more likely if there exists a superordinate identity that is 
stronger than the subordinate identity, as it emphasizes the characteristics that bind the 
social groups that are to act collectively rather than outlining the features that separate 
them.

Collective Action Identity Hypotheses:

a. Collective action among individual policy actors is more likely the greater the degree 
of their overlapping and shared social identities.

b. Collective action among social groups is more likely the more frequent there is inter-
group contact between group leaders.

c. Collective action among social groups is more likely the stronger the group leaders’ 
superordinate identity is compared to the subordinate identity.
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Macrolevel of social identities in the policy process

Beyond these micro- and mesolevel hypotheses, five types of social identities may be 
observable on a macrolevel and relevant to the politics of the policy process, each of 
which is described in detail below, each with reference to empirical evidence from 
other psychological studies. Briefly worded, social identities may manifest themselves 
as (1) a local identity, both in terms of geography and political decision levels, (2) 
a sectoral identity concerning a policy sector or policy expertise committee, (3) an 
organizational identity, which might be a partisan identity or an interest association 
identity, but includes also other forms of organizations, from clerical to trade unions or 
alumni networks, (4) a demographic identity stemming from demographic character-
istics, and (5) informal identities, which comprise all sorts of informal social groups 
such as networks of policy actors, privately organized friend meetings, hobby groups, 
etc. Obviously, the latter type of identity is the hardest to assess empirically. Stud-
ies should therefore start with an evaluation of the other identities and—following the 
method of sufficient complexity (Lindenberg 2001)—include informal identities and 
the mesolevel and microlevel only when the former do not provide an encompassing 
explanation. A macrolevel answers questions of which sort of social identities are rel-
evant for which issues, how political systems and/or venues may address certain social 
identities and others not. However, the macrolevel will not be able to prove causality 
and to capture the entire subsystem. To do so, it is necessary to combine the levels of 
analyses and methods.

Local identity

Political elites, especially politicians, in their daily communication operate in several 
political loci. These may be determined by the political level (federal, state, county) 
(Kolata et al. 2015), by the predominant culture (Gupta and Ferguson 1992), or by the 
location (north vs. south, east vs. west). For example, Uzzell et al. (2002) found that 
place-related identity affects attitudes on environmental sustainability—the location of 
a community and the related social cohesion and local identity influence individual 
preferences. Especially since the European integration, some people consider them-
selves rather like a national citizen and some rather like a European. In a similar vein, 
Kennedy (2012) explores the link between supranational, national, and local identity 
on the one side and democratic and post-materialist values on the other. Whether the 
country is federal (like the USA), has a mixed electoral system with direct and list 
mandates (like Germany) or a cleavage between larger cities and counties (like Swit-
zerland)—examples of local identities are manifold. Consequently, the assumption 
immediately suggests that local identities shape the view on specific policies. Look-
ing up to escalation research, the NIMBY (Not In My Backyard; (Di Nucci and Brun-
nengräber 2017) debates often circle around where people live and how they will be 
affected—and compensated—for negative consequences of large infrastructure pro-
jects. A politician may regard one local identity as more important than another, or 
may be more aware of the one that is more closely connected to a policy at stake. This 
may be dependent on their electoral mandate (Olivella and Tavits 2013) or local con-
cerns (Bonaiuto et al. 2002). Additionally, the effect of other identities on policy pref-
erences may be moderated by a local community (Deleon and Naff 2016).
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Sectoral identity

While every person has some kind of local identity, the second category of identities intro-
duced here might only be central for policy elites. In any modern political system, there is 
a need for specialization which forces political elites to join one or more sectors. Scholars 
have found an intergroup-related policy conflict between a welfare state elite (called “cus-
todians” of the health sector) and a fiscal elite (called “austerians” and mainly comprising 
the ministry of finances), in French health policy (Genieys 2010; Hassenteufel et al. 2010). 
These are types of sectoral identities that may shape policy processes. In light of SIPP, 
the sectoral identity shapes a common view on certain policies. An empirical example is 
presented by Drulák et  al. (2003), who observe that Czech civil servants in the EU act 
rather in line with their sectoral affiliation—thus cooperating with actors from the same 
sectoral affiliation—instead of their national identity. When different sectors participate in 
policy-making, social identities ascribed to each of the sector may coin different prefer-
ences: Air pollution control is perceived differently among individual politicians depend-
ing on whether they are an environmental or an economic politician. Another example is 
genetic engineering, negotiated within different sectors, like research policy, health policy, 
environmental policy and economic policy (Bandelow 2006). Some sectoral identities may 
be stronger than others, such as the military sector may be particularly strong in coining 
social identity (Hislop 2002). When sectoral identities change, e.g., when politicians or 
civil servants change sectoral affiliations, these changes can explain changes in individual 
preferences if the change of sector leads to new group memberships of individuals. Secto-
ral identity is expressed through intensive occupation within a policy sector, e.g., through 
work in a ministry or membership in parliamentary expert committees.

Organizational identity

Organizational membership forms the third expression of social identity discussed here 
(Hogg and Terry 2000; Ashforth and Schinoff 2016). Policy actors are often members of 
political parties or interest groups. Partisanship influences MPs’ behavior in a number of 
ways. Firstly, parliamentary parties are to various extents hierarchically structured and 
impose the obligation to vote in accordance with party policy on individuals (André et al. 
2013; Detterbeck 2011). Such cases are only of limited suitability to picture predominance 
of identities. Although not all political decisions succumb this obligation, the identifica-
tion with a party predicts behavior better than an associated ideology (Bankert et al. 2016), 
which presents partisanship as a social group membership that is particularly relevant in 
policy processes, because parties essentially shape values regarding specific topics, par-
ticularly those that recently emerged (Vogeler 2018). Partisanship is generally considered 
to be a stronger social identity with individual loyalty being high (Clifford 2017). However, 
other organizational identities, such as the membership in interest associations (Nadler and 
Hannon 2013) and trade unions (Cregan et al. 2009), but also the religious identity as a 
member of a church (Różycka-Tran 2017) have shown to be relevant social identities.

Demographic/biographic identity

While the research on legislative behavior in parliamentary systems still focuses on the 
role of parties, there is a rising bulk of literature that also acknowledges characteristics of 
individual MPs, especially sociodemographic properties, as influential on voting behavior 
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(Baumann et al. 2015). A specificity of demographic and biographic identities is that they 
are almost unchangeable. It is not (in a natural way) possible to change age or sex. It is not 
possible to undo an education once obtained, or to not have the children already born. All 
these characteristics may affect a demographic identity and depending on a policy issue 
this may become salient. Therefore, it may be sometimes possible that a shared demo-
graphic identity translates into shared policy preferences. This may be a definable social 
group that corroborates its views through communication as an underrepresented group 
(Mehra et  al. 1998) or merely a shared demographic characteristic, such as gender, that 
shapes a specific political ideology (Deleon and Naff 2016). Demographic identities also 
comprise elements of an individual biography, such as professional identity (Thorne 2017) 
or university attendance (Stubager 2009).

Informal identities

Organizational research early outlined the specific importance of formal and informal 
groups in organizations, which expedite group formation and social identification (Ash-
forth and Mael 1989). Discussions about politics often take place in informal groups, with 
a high potential of polarization and social division (Walsh 2004). Informal groups present 
a type of organization, but the difference compared to the organizational identity is that the 
individual membership in this group is often not visible. Likewise, informal groups can 
take all sorts of forms, such as a pub quiz team (Jenkins 2014), or, with regard to the ACF, 
an advocacy coalition identity, as advocacy coalitions are a type of informal social group 
with a specific group identification. They can also depict social groups that evolved through 
biographical intersections and surpassed sectoral identities to form a programmatic group 
(Hornung and Bandelow 2018). The possible variety of informal groups makes them even 
harder to identify when not knowing what to look for. Nevertheless, informal groups often 
exert much more influence than formal groups and provide more room for unexpected 
maneuver.

Integrating SIPP: past and future research

The previous sections have shown that an integration of the social identity approach into 
policy process research is particularly fruitful and provides the potential to gain new 
insights into individual and collective actors’ behavior and preferences in policy-making 
and decision-making processes. Whereas the elaborated considerations are grounded in the 
positive sense of identification with a group and the respective consequences for individ-
ual, intra- and intergroup characteristics, an expanded model of identification might equally 
prove useful in the study of policy processes. Kreiner and Ashforth (2004) further devel-
oped organizational identification by examining disidentification, ambivalent identification, 
and neutral identification. Disidentification means that an individual does not identify with 
aspects of an organization (or any other group). Identification and disidentification are not 
two ends of a bipolar scale but in fact two separate concepts of striving toward a posi-
tive identity. Simultaneously identifying and disidentifying with aspects of a social group 
results in ambivalent identification. Owed to the increased complexity of social groups, 
norms, values, and practices, an individual’s social identification thus might stem from 
positive identification (in the sense that it identifies with aspects of a social group), from 
negative identification (in the sense that it disidentifies with aspects of a social group), 
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from ambivalent identification where different or the same aspects of a social group at once 
foster identification and disidentification, or neither form of social identification. The lat-
ter is termed neutral identification, whereas neutral identification can be self-identifying, 
too, in the sense that an individual does not involve in extreme conflict or take sides in a 
dispute. Evidence has shown that these dimensions of identification correlate with the indi-
vidual’s organizational citizenship behavior (Schuh et  al. 2016). Transferring these find-
ings to politics, ambivalent identification may yield to what extent policy actors of social 
groups behave with the aim of contributing to better group performance (e.g., in political 
communication) and to outputs that are beneficial to the group (e.g., in view of policy deci-
sions that affect social groups in the subsystem). The hypotheses merely would have to be 
adjusted accordingly to control for these types of identification.

While SIPP may be applied as a sole theoretical perspective in studies of the policy pro-
cess, it may equally serve as addendum to established theoretical frameworks to enhance 
the analysis of individual preference formation and behavior. The widely established mul-
tiple streams framework (MSF) (Herweg et al. 2017) predicates its model of the individ-
ual on bounded rationality in the form of cognitive limitations and ambiguity (Zahariadis 
2003). Ambiguity refers to an unclearly definable problem definition—as a problem defi-
nition is always vague and potential solutions are various—and resulting unclear policy 
preferences of policy actors. Social identities may tie in at this point and shed light on the 
preference formation of policy actors that emerges in interaction with others (intergroup 
relations) or concretize the concept of ambiguity through the connection with ambivalent 
social identification. Similarly, psychological research has used social identities to explain 
actors’ behavior in reducing uncertainty (Hogg 2011). This might equally inform MSF 
research as a new lens through which to explain decision-making under situations of uncer-
tainty. Linking to the idea of ambiguous problem definitions and actors’ preferences, the 
MSF posits that three independent streams of problem definitions, policy solutions, and 
political circumstances flow next to each other and that to effect policy change, a policy 
entrepreneur must couple these streams when time is right (defined through the opening 
of a window of opportunity) and put a given solution to a given problem on the political 
agenda (Zohlnhöfer et al. 2015). In the view of SIPP, actors would have ambiguous prefer-
ences only until a social identity is activated—although this does not contradict ambiguity. 
Still, ambivalent social identification can go along with ambiguous actors’ preferences. An 
important factor to observe for policy entrepreneurs to couple streams would be to exclude 
triggers of social identities of others that would contradict his policy solution or, in positive 
terms, to make salient a latent identity of a relevant actor salient.

As a second major theoretical framework, the advocacy coalition framework (ACF) 
(Jenkins-Smith et al. 2017) is suitable for providing an anchor for the integration of SIPP 
into policy process research. The ACF assumes that actors possess a triad of beliefs, 
including deep normative core beliefs that are consolidated in early childhood and hardly 
changeable, policy core beliefs that are stable over around a decade and present the bind-
ing element of advocacy coalitions in a subsystem, and secondary aspects that are adapt-
able in favor of the more fundamental beliefs (Leach and Sabatier 2005). One can argue, 
however, that advocacy coalitions present a type of social group, which is also reflected 
by biased perception of maliciousness and power of in-group and out-group members—a 
phenomenon that the ACF labels devil shift (Sabatier et al. 1987; Vogeler and Bandelow 
2018). Among the parallels of the ACF and SIPP are the assumptions that policy is for-
mulated in the subsystem, that political institutions present opportunity structures within 
which actors move, and that external subsystem events may affect resources and constraints 
of actors (Jenkins-Smith et al. 2017). As a result, the focus on social identities may reveal 
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why subsystem actors possess certain resources and others not because these may be con-
nected with belonging to a social group. Social identities may explain both stability and 
change in the policy process, when considering that strong social groups persist over time 
while other, weaker social groups might diminish and be replaced by new ones. Social 
identities also can be considered as the basis of individual belief and preference formation, 
which probably presents the most interesting contribution to the ACF research on coali-
tion formation and connects to recent research on coalition building (Sotirov and Winkel 
2016). When social identities overlap and thus beliefs are more similar, coalition formation 
becomes more likely. One type of social identity could also be an advocacy coalition iden-
tity, which then coins beliefs instead of being the result of shared beliefs. Advocacy coali-
tions might then be the result of other pre-existing social identities. Thereby, SIPP adds to 
the explanation of collective action, as scholars advised to draw on other frameworks to 
shed light on this specific element (Schlager 1995).

Whose social identities should we analyze? As our aim is to explore the dynamics in the 
policy process, the social identities that matter are the ones within the policy subsystem. 
Subsystems in this understanding involve all actors that have a relevant influence on a pol-
icy, independent of whether this competence results from a formal position in the political 
system or from factual power resulting from a key position in a network or interest associa-
tion. Therefore, chairmen of political parties or interest associations might be considered as 
members of the policy subsystems even if they are not possessing formal decision power. 
The five identities established on the macroperspective thereby can each potentially apply 
to all members of a policy subsystem.

How should we analyze social identities? Concerning the three levels of analysis, an 
investigation on all three levels is as possible as focusing only on one of them. The micro-
level concerns the very heart of psychological research, namely why people identify with 
groups and how their social identities affect individual thinking and behavior. On a mes-
olevel, research on internal group dynamics and intergroup attitudes and relations may take 
place. Both of these levels normally require interviews or qualitative analyses of documents 
and group-concerned information. More easily, studies may assess the shared characteris-
tics of policy actors on a macrolevel to approach individual social identities. Thus, what 
we propose to follow in the research agenda is at first the principle of sufficient complexity, 
which proposes to conduct analyses at first on the least complex level and to proceed with 
more in-depth research if necessary. Hence, the suggestion is to depict social identities on 
a macrolevel by looking at variables that actors may share and use them as indicators of 
social identities.

To give a methodological example, voting behavior in roll-call votes that are freed from 
the obligation to vote in accordance with party policy may reveal salient identities when 
looking at the shared characteristics (such as other organizational bonds, direct or list man-
dates as local identities, committee membership as a sectoral identity or demographic char-
acteristics like gender, age, etc., to name but a few examples) (Engler and Dümig 2017). 
With regard to actors’ behavior, this strategy enables us to identify shared identities and to 
assess which identity was decisive for a specific vote or preference due to the underlying 
coordinated action. In-depth research on the individual level then would only be necessary 
when identities visible on the surface do not appropriately explain the dynamics. Indeed, 
rarely will we be able to fully capture the policy process by analyzing the macrolevel. 
However, this allows us large-scale international comparisons and datasets whose analy-
ses may be generalized widely before proceeding with in-depth studies on group dynam-
ics and individual social identities. Despite not exactly conceiving the individual social 
identities, this method approaches them with a well-funded theoretical argument through 



225Policy Sciences (2019) 52:211–231 

1 3

characteristics that are believed to be closely linked to group identities. When capturing 
social identities on the most visible level does not yield explanations for specific observa-
tions, the method to choose to assess which individual’s identification with a social group 
has driven his or her actions, SIPP leaves the possibility to research in-depth by using ques-
tionnaires or through interviews on a qualitative level.

SIPP builds the ground for a larger research agenda. Besides its potential to cover an 
important and complementary place when being combined with existing frameworks, the 
micro-, meso-, and macrolevel mapped in the previous sections may stand alone as a new 
theoretical lens in policy process research. An application of this perspective must account 
for the fact that the five types of identity are not cut in stone. Other identity types may be 
more relevant for other policies. A combination of identities may be equally important for 
one policy as just one not yet described identity for another. It is up to each researcher to 
theoretically derive the identities that may be pertinent to the subject under study and to 
empirically assess which one dominates for preference formation and behavior.

Conclusion

This paper introduces SIPP as a new theoretical lens for the analysis of policy processes. 
It draws on the widely acknowledged psychological social identity approach informed by 
SIT and SCT to formulate new hypotheses on the dynamics in policy subsystems as well 
as within and between coalitions. Upon condition that an individual identifies with a social 
group, this process leads to the formation of a social identity. The main idea of SIPP is 
to use this concept of social identities to explain policy actors’ behavior and attitudes in 
policy processes and eventually to shed light on the underlying dynamics of policy-making 
and decision-making.

The second and third section of this contribution formulate corresponding hypotheses 
on the micro- and mesolevel and identify five social identities on the macrolevel that are 
potentially relevant to policy processes. On the microlevel, the salience of social identi-
ties of individual policy actors in given political situations is of main interest. The mes-
olevel especially regards a collective identity shaped by leaders of social groups and cor-
responding intra- and intergroup relations. Lastly, the macrolevel provides an opportunity 
for researchers to understand coordinated action on the basis of shared social identities 
visible on the surface. Depending on which social identity is salient in a given situation 
in the policy process, actors’ preferences and behavior align with this identity. Assessing 
these allows the researcher to explain conflict and cooperation between policy actors, pol-
icy actors’ preferences, behavior, and decisions, as well as policy outcomes.

Methodologically, SIPP offers a wide array of future research opportunities. Starting 
from the macrolevel in line with the principle of sufficient complexity, large-scale quan-
titative data on decision-making process can inform research in the way that character-
istics of individual actors participating in these processes can be compared and point at 
potentially underlying social identities. Thus, specific outcomes can be explained without 
researching in-depth but merely when looking at the obvious social groups between which 
line of conflict evolved, when regarding the arguments put forward by each individual that 
hint arguments of a social group, or when collating final votes that seem to be portrayals 
of the social groups involved. Only when this level of analysis does not yield satisfying 
insights, it is through questionnaires and qualitative research that researchers can approxi-
mate the individuals and the driving identity-related aspects that guide their actions. Since 
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psychological research has paved much of the way up to this integration of the social iden-
tity approach into policy process research, there exists an extensive pool of methods and 
methodological approaches that is yet to be discovered by political scientists.

Building on the introduction of SIPP on a micro-, meso-, and macrolevel, a new research 
agenda opens beyond the presented possibilities. Thereby, the theoretical lens of SIPP does 
not need to stand alone—even though it can—but also provides the possibility of being 
combined with other theoretical frameworks. It might be applied in different contexts, and 
with regard to different policies. Moreover, scholars may concentrate on only one element 
of SIPP in their analysis, or use it on only one level of analysis. SIPP enhances the under-
standing of policy-making, independent of political systems and cultures, institutions and 
external circumstances, or subsystem-internal developments, although these may in turn 
have an impact on the formation of social identities. But it is through social identities, this 
paper argues, that actors orientate themselves in the political world and find an anchor that 
guides them through it.
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