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Who am I? What am I about? What is my place in my social group? What is important to
me? What do I value? What do I want to do with my life? These are all questions related
to what psychologists call identity. Many theorists have argued that we are driven to answer
these questions, particularly during adolescence. In this article, I summarize an expectancy
value perspective on identity and identity formation. Within this framework, identity can be
conceptualized in terms of two basic sets of self perceptions: (a) perceptions related to skills,
characteristics, and competencies, and (b) perceptions related to personal values and goals.
Together these two sets of self perceptions inform both individuals’ expectations for success
and the importance they attach to becoming involved in a wide range of tasks. Within this
perspective, then, I focus on the role personal and collective identities can play on motivated
action through their influence on expectations for success and subjective task values. I also
discuss briefly how personality and collective identities develop over time.

Who am I? What am I about? What is my place in my social
group? What is important to me? What do I value? What do
I want to do with my life? These are all questions related to
what psychologists call identity. Many theorists have argued
that we are driven to answer these questions, particularly
during adolescence (e.g., Adams, Ryan, Hoffman, Dobson,
& Nielsen, 1984; Ashmore, Deaux, & McLaughlin-Volpe,
2004; Eccles, 1994, 2007; Erikson, 1980; Harter, 1998; Hig-
gins, 1987; Kroger, 2004; Marcia, 2002; Markus & Nurius,
1986; Phinney, 1990; Sellers, Smith, Shelton, Rowley, &
Chavous, 1998, to name just a few). In this chapter, I sum-
marize an expectancy value perspective on identity and iden-
tity formation. Within this framework, identity can be con-
ceptualized in terms of two basic sets of self perceptions:
(a) perceptions related to skills, characteristics, and com-
petencies (the “Me” self in James’s perspective; see James,
1892/1963), and (b) perceptions related to personal values
and goals. Together these two sets of self perceptions inform
both individuals’ expectations for success and the importance
they attach to becoming involved in a wide range of tasks.
Within this perspective, then, I am focusing on identity in

Correspondence should be addressed to Jacquelynne Eccles, Research
Center for Group Dynamics, Institute for Social Research, 426 Thompson
Street, P. O. Box 1248, Ann Arbor, MI 48106. E-mail: jeccles@umich.edu

terms of its influence on behavioral choices, that is, in terms
of its influence on motivated action.

I also want to make a distinction between two types of
closely related identities: personal identities versus collec-
tive/social identities. Although this distinction is inherently
quite fuzzy, I find it useful because I am interested in the re-
lation of social roles to personal choices. I believe that social
roles influence behavior through quite similar mechanisms
as personal identity but I also do not belief that all aspects
of personal identities are grounded in social roles. Thus,
in this article, I discuss both personal and collective/social
identities, focusing specifically on gender as my exemplar
of a collective/social identity. For me, personal identities are
those aspects of one’s identity that serve the psychological
function of making one feel unique. Thus, I am defining these
aspects of one’s identity in terms of the most personally val-
ued aspects of what James called the ME self—the self that
one knows through observation of one’s own behaviors and
characteristics (James, 1892/1963).

In contrast, I am defining collective identities as those
personally valued parts of the self that serve to strengthen
one’s ties to highly valued social groups and relationships—
such as one’s gender, race, religion, social class, culture, and
family (see also Ashmore et al., 2004; Cross, 1991; Phinney,
1990; Sellers et al., 1998). Thus, I am defining these aspects in



PERSONAL AND COLLECTIVE IDENTITIES AS MOTIVATORS OF ACTION 79

terms of the most personally valued aspects of what we might
call the WE self. Together, personal and collective/social
identities contain those parts of the self that are highly valued
by the individual (like self-schemata a la Markus & Nurius,
1986, and future possible selves a la Oyserman & Markus,
1990, or foreclosed or achievement identities a la Marcia,
2002, and Phinney, 1990, or central and salient identities a la
Cross, 1991; Sellers et al., 1998; and Phinney, 1990, 1996)
because they help individuals define who they are both for
themselves and for the people with whom they interact.

I believe that behavioral choices are a primary mech-
anism through which individuals enact their personal and
collective/social identities and thus validate their identities.
Like some of these other authors (e.g., Ashmore et al., 2004;
Oyserman & Markus, 1990; Sellers et al., 1998), I am assum-
ing that personal and collective identities include ideas and
schema related to which types of specific behaviors, tasks
and activities are, and are not, associated with the success-
ful enactment of personal and collective identities. To the
extent specific identities are very important or very central
and salient to the individual, these activities, behaviors and
tasks will take on high subjective value and the individual
will be highly motivated to enact these activities, behaviors,
and tasks. It is this aspect of personal and collective identities
that I want to explore in this article.

Finally, I discuss briefly how these aspects of the self
develop over the course of a lifetime. Within my theoret-
ical frame, individuals have multiple personal and collec-
tive/identities that change in content, salience, and centrality
over situations and over time. For example, the salience of
these identities is quite malleable over situations at the same
point in time (i.e., as one moves from context to context—
each of which has its own characteristics and norms that
influence the immediate salience of different identities and
thus influence the behavioral choices likely to be made and
enacted in each context). Furthermore, the contents, salience,
and valence of various personal and collective identities de-
velop over a lifetime based on (a) the social and psychologi-
cal experiences individuals have as they are growing up and
moving through adulthood; (b) their own agency in both in-
terpreting and creating social roles and experiences that serve
to reinforcement, redefine, or undermine particular personal
and social identities; and (c) the co-construction of the con-
tent, meaning, and salience of various personal and social
identities by the individuals themselves in conjunction with
the people with whom they interact each day and over time.

IDENTITY AS A MOTIVATIONAL CONSTRUCT:
AT THE CONJUNCTION OF ABILITY SELF

CONCEPTS AND SUBJECTIVE TASK VALUES

Over the past 35 years, my colleagues and I have studied
the motivational and social factors influencing such long-
and short-range achievement goals and behaviors as career

aspirations, vocational and avocational choices, course se-
lections, persistence on difficult tasks, and the allocation of
effort across various achievement-related activities. More re-
cently, we have also looked at choices regarding such things
as with whom to hang out, what clothes to wear and what
music to listen to, what to do with one’s friends and relations,
and more generally how to spend one’s time and energy.
Much of our attention has focused on gender and ethnic/race
differences in these types of behavioral choices. To guide
this research effort, we elaborated a social cognitive model,
grounded in both expectancy-value theory of task choice and
socioculture theories of socialization, self-socialization, and
social influence. In this model, depicted in simplified form in
Figure 1, we linked salient life-defining behavioral choices,
such as those related to education, recreation, occupations,
friendship networks, and so on, most proximally to two sets
of beliefs: the individual’s expectations for success and the
importance or value the individual attaches to the various
options perceived by the individual as available.

We also specified a set of the relations of these beliefs
to cultural norms, social roles, and social experiences; per-
sonal experiences and one’s interpretations and memories of
these experiences; individual’s aptitudes, talents, personali-
ties, and temperamental characteristics; and to those personal
beliefs and attitudes that are commonly assumed to be asso-
ciated with achievement-related activities by researchers in
this field (see Eccles et al., 1983). In particular, we linked
achievement-related beliefs, outcomes, and goals to inter-
pretative systems like causal attributions, to the input of so-
cializers (e.g., parents, teachers, siblings, peers, and media),
to various social-role related beliefs, to self perceptions and
self concept, and to one’s perceptions of various tasks, be-
haviors, and activities themselves. We predicted that each
of these factors influence both the expectations one holds
for future success at the various achievement-related options
and the subjective value one attaches to these various op-
tions. In turn, we predicted that these expectations and the
value attached to the various options were the most proximal
psychological influences on the choices people among these
options—the decisions they make about how to spend their
time and energy.

Finally, we predicted how these behavioral choices them-
selves provide information that informs the subsequent de-
velopment of individuals’ views of themselves, as well as
of various social roles and various tasks and behaviors. We
assumed that social experiences, as well as each individual’s
own interpretation and agentic selection of social and indi-
vidual experiences, provide the initial information on which
individuals begin to form their own notions of their “Me” and
“We” selves, as well as their view of the values the people
most central to them attach to, and the more distal cultural
norms regarding, the differential values of various possible
personal characteristics and actions for the individual. Over
time, of course, behaviors selected based on these self and
task/activity/behaviors-related beliefs yield new information
that informs the further development of both sets of beliefs.
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In addition, with maturation, further development will be
informed by at least two processes. First, every cultural group
has notions about the ordering of developmental tasks and
experience. Consequently, every cultural group structures se-
quences of experiences accordingly. As a result, individuals
will be exposed to different types of situations that have
different behavioral norms and provide different types of
challenges with which the individual must cope as they ma-
ture. These situational demands, as they are interpreted and
interacted with by each individual, provide abundant new in-
formation that can be used by the individual to shape new
views of the self and the world and thus new personal and
collective identities. Second, with increasing maturity, each
individual will become better able to pick social contexts and
experiences that also allow the individual to shape their own
sets of beliefs—creating new sets and modifying existing sets
of self and task/activity/behavior-related beliefs. These new
beliefs may be incorporated in the salience, centrality, and
content of many possible personal and collective/social iden-
tities. Thus, the process of forming “Me” and “We” selves
and then of attaching differential values and importance to
the various aspects of these selves is a very fluid and dynamic
process both across contexts at one point in type and within
contexts across time.

In essence, I believe that individuals develop a set of
beliefs about who they are and who they would like to be
become (similar to Higgins’s, 1987, notion of real selves,
ideal selves and ought selves; Harter’s, 1998, notion of self
perceptions of competence; Markus and Nurius’s, 1986, no-
tion of self schema and possible selves). When these views of
the self become a salient and central part of a person’s iden-
tity, they become part of what I am referring to as personal
and collective identities. In this sense, personal and collec-
tive identities include beliefs regarding both the importance
of various personal and collective selves and the content of
what behaviors, tasks, and activities are associated with the
successful enactment of these selves.

I have now come to believe that the motivational aspects
of identity and identity formation processes (those aspects
linked to task/activity behavioral choice whether made con-
sciously or nonconsciously) are directly related to my so-
ciocultural expectancy-value model of motivated behavorial
choices. I think it is useful to think of at least this one aspect
of identity in terms of a set a beliefs about one’s abilities, per-
sonality, and characteristics (the Jamesian “Me” self and the
“We” self I discussed earlier that is linked to collective/social
identities) and the personal value one attaches to these char-
acteristics and their associated personal goals. For example,
let us consider the decision to major in science at college. The
model predicts that people will be most likely to select this
college major only if they are both confident of their ability
to do well in the courses required by this major and place
high value on majoring in science—in other words, if their
ME self includes the competencies believed to be necessary
to do well in science and the belief that majoring in sci-

ence is personally more valuable than majoring in something
else.

As noted previously, we assume that these subject-area be-
liefs about one’s abilities in these specific subject areas and
the value of developing these abilities and skills are shaped
over time by individuals as they interact with experiences
linked to the related subject areas, as well as by the individ-
ual’s subjective interpretation of those experiences (e.g., does
the person think that her/his successes are a consequence of
high ability, lots of hard work, luck, or high-quality teach-
ing; does the person believe that competencies in different
subject areas are incremental or entity-based?). Likewise, we
assume that the relative value of a particular college major
rather than another to each individual is influenced by several
factors. For example, does the person enjoy studying science
more than reading literature? Is majoring in science seen as
more instrumental in meeting one of the individual’s long-
or short-range goals than other majors? Have the individual’s
parents or counselors insisted that she or he major in science
or, conversely, have people tried to discourage the individual
from majoring in science? As I discuss next, I believe that the
answers to each of these questions can sometimes be found
in individuals’ developing personal and collective identities.
I discuss personal-identity-related processes first and then
apply these ideas to the possible role of gender collective
identities to behavioral choices.

EXPECTATIONS AND PERSONAL EFFICACY
AS MEDIATORS OF ACHIEVEMENT-RELATED

CHOICES

Expectations for success, confidence in one’s abilities to suc-
ceed, and personal efficacy have long been recognized by de-
cision and achievement theorists as important mediators of
behavioral choice (see Eccles, Wigfield, & Schiefele, 1998).
There have been numerous studies demonstrating the impact
of task specific expectations for success and related con-
structs on a variety of behavioral choices (see Eccles et al.,
1998) including educational and vocational choices among
both average and gifted populations. For example, Betz and
Hackett (1986) demonstrated a link between ratings of per-
sonal efficacy in various academic subjects and career choice.
It is clear in this work that individuals’ expectations for suc-
cess vary across tasks and that people are much more likely
to select those tasks for which they have high expectations for
success and a high sense of personal efficiacy. In addition, my
colleagues and I believe that task/activity/behavior choices
are influenced by the intraindividual’s hierarchy of success
expectations and personal efficacies. We predict that people
select those activities for which they feel most efficacious (or
for which they have the highest expectations for success). By
and large evidence supports this prediction (see Eccles et al.,
1998).
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What influences these intraindividual hierachies of ex-
pectations for success? In our model, we predict that ability
self concepts and perceptions of task difficulty interact as the
primarily psychological predictors of expectations for suc-
cess. Empirically, we have found that ability self-concepts
are so directly linked to expectations for success that it is
quite difficult to distinguish between these two constructs.
Thus it seems that the “Me” self ideas about one’s competen-
cies across a wide range of tasks are very direct determinates
of expectations for success. But where do these self con-
cepts come from? Like several other scholars (e.g., Bandura,
1986; Marsh, 1986; Ruble, 1983; Ruble & Martin, 1998), I
believe that both external and internal comparison processes
are key—people assess their own skills by comparing their
performances with those of other people and with their own
performances across domains. They also likely compare the
amount of effort it takes them to succeed across different
domains and conclude that some tasks are easier for them
to master than others. This may involve comparing tasks or
activities in terms of the current level of effort needed to do
well or the ease with which they improved their skills over
time. All of these types of comparisons help individuals an-
swer questions like: How good am I at X? and Which areas
am I better at or more likely to do well at?

But these types of comparisons are not the only source
of information for these types of questions. Psychological
interpretative processes linked to causal attributions are also
important. We know that people who attribute their success
in a particular domain to high levels of aptitude come to rate
their related abilities higher and to have higher expectations
for future success in that domain (relative to other domains).
Similarly, we know that people who attribute difficulties in
mastering a particular domain to lack of effort or inadequate
instruction rather than lack of talent or aptitude maintain
higher expectations for future success and persist in trying
to master the material longer than people who attribute their
difficulties to lack of sufficient aptitude.

Social influences are also important. Parents, teachers,
and peers tell people what they are good at or not good
at, often with very little information on which to base such
conclusions (see Eccles, 2006). Often such statements are
based on stereotypes and other socially constructed belief
systems. Similarly, socializers provide causal attributions for
other people’s performance that are likely to influence how
individuals come to make attributions for their own experi-
ences over time. Individuals also draw inferences about their
likely abilities through processes associated with modelling
and vicarious learning (see Ruble & Martin, 1998).

Finally, individuals play a very agentic role in co-
constructing with others beliefs about what they are good
at and what are their likely aptitudes for mastering various
possible tasks and activities. This can be done through com-
munication patterns or through individuals actively seeking
out particular experiences in which they get the opportunity
to both learn new skills and demonstrate existing skills.

What is important here is to note that all of these sources of
information feed into the identity formation process linked to
the development of various components of the ME self. These
identity components, in turn, can motivate or demotivate
behavior when they are activated in relevant situations and
contexts. Thus there is constant development over time as
individuals are exposed to, or select, more experiences and
interpret these experiences in ways that inform their growing
“Me” selves.

SUBJECTIVE TASK VALUES AS MOTIVATORS
OF ACTIVITY CHOICES

Subjective Task Value is the second major component of
the expectancy/value model of achievement-related choices
shown in Figure 1. My colleagues and I predict that life-
defining choices such as those linked course enrollments,
college majors, and occupational choice are influenced by the
value individuals attach to the various achievement-related
options they believe are available to them. Extensive evidence
supports this prediction (see Eccles et al., 1998). I now be-
lieve that subjective task value is directly related to personal
and collective/social identities and the identity formation pro-
cesses underlying the emergence of these identities. To make
this association clearer, I want to outline exactly how I think
about the notion of subjective task value.

Like others (e.g., Raynor, 1974), I assume that subjec-
tive task value is a quality of the task that contributes to the
increasing or decreasing probability that an individual will
select it. My colleagues and I suggest that this quality is in-
fluenced by at least four components: (a) intrinsic interest
in, and enjoyment of, the task; (b) the utility of the task in
facilitating one’s long range goals or in helping the individual
obtain immediate or long-range external rewards; (c) attain-
ment value or the value an activity has because engaging in
it is consistent with one’s self-image and personal and col-
lective/social identities; and (d) the cost of engaging in the
activity in terms of financial and emotional costs, as well as
in terms of the potential meaning of the behavior for either
disconfirming a salient personal or collective identity or pre-
venting one from engaging in other behaviors that are key
to confirming a salient personal or collective/social identity.
The last two of these are especially important for my discus-
sion of the relation of personal and collective identities to
subjective task value. But let me say a bit about each of these
four components.

Interest Value

Interest value is based on anticipated enjoyment of the en-
gaging in the activity or behavior itself. This aspect of value
relates most directly to the activity itself and the pleasure it
provides the individual while engaged in it. It is quite likely
that, over time, the individual will develop competence at the
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task and thus skill at this activity will become part of the
individual’s “Me” self. It is also likely through classical con-
ditioning that the person will come to value this aspect of his
or her “Me” self because of both growing competence and
enjoyment. Thus a task that begins being valued primarily
because of interest can over time become valued because of
its attainment value. In fact, it is quite likely that one will
need to incorporate this domain into one’s personal identity
structures to have sufficient motivation to engage in the types
of challenging and effortful practice needed to become a true
expert in any particular skill area.

Attainment Value

In the past, I conceptualized attainment value in terms of
the needs and personal values that an activity/behavior or
task fulfills. Today I am conceptualizing it more in terms of
personal and collective identities. As they grow up individu-
als develop an image of who they are and what they would
like to be. This image is made up of many component parts
including (a) conceptions of one’s personality and capabili-
ties, (b) long-range goals and plans, (c) schema regarding the
proper roles of men and women, (d) instrumental and termi-
nal values (Rokeach, 1973), (e) motivational sets, (f) ideal
and ought images of what one should be like, and (g) social
scripts regarding proper behavior in a variety of situations.
Those parts of an individual’s self-image that are central or
critical to self-definition should influence the value the indi-
vidual attaches to various educational and vocational options;
these differential values, in turn, should influence the indi-
vidual’s achievement-related choices (Eccles, 1994; Markus
& Nurius, 1986). For example, if helping other people is a
central part of an individual personal or collective identity,
then this individual should place higher value on “helping”
occupations than on “non-helping” occupations.

Essentially, I am arguing that personal and collective iden-
tities operate in ways that both decrease the probability of
engaging in those activities or roles perceived as inconsistent
with one’s central values and identities as well as increase the
probability of engaging in roles or activities perceived as con-
sistent with one’s definition of self—that is, one’s personal
and collective identities. More specifically, I believe that indi-
viduals perceive tasks in terms of certain characteristics that
can be related to their needs, values, and both personal and
collective identities. For example, a difficult task requiring
great effort for mastery may be perceived as an achievement
task; if it also involves pitting one’s performance against oth-
ers, it may be perceived as a competitive task. Other tasks
may be perceived in terms of nurturance, power, or aesthetic
pleasure. Participating in a particular task will require the
demonstration of the characteristics associated with the task.
Whether this requirement is seen as an opportunity or a bur-
den will depend on the individual’s needs, motives, personal
values (i.e., their personal identity) and on the individual’s

desire to demonstrate these characteristics both to himself or
herself and to others.

In summary, I assume the following: (a) Individuals seek
to confirm their possession of those characteristics central
to their self-image and both personal and collective identi-
ties, (b) various tasks provide differential opportunities for
such confirmation, (c) individuals place more value on those
tasks that either provide the opportunity to fulfill their iden-
tities or are consistent with their identities and long-range
goals, and (d) individuals are more likely to select tasks with
high subjective value than tasks with lower subjective value.
To the extent that individuals have different self-images and
identities, various activities will come to have different sub-
jective value for them. This aspect of subjective task value
is much like what Deci and Ryan (see Deci & Ryan, 2004)
have referred to as behaviors that are motivated by integrated
regulation—that is behaviors for which individuals have in-
tegrated both internal and external sources of motivation into
their own self-schema and are now performing the behaviors
because they are central to their personal identity.

Utility Value

Utility value is the value a task has because it fulfills a less
personally central goal. It is much like attainment value but
I reserve the term attainment value for the value a task or
behavior takes on because of role it plays in fulfilling a part
of the individual’s personal and collective identities. The dis-
tinction I am drawing here is quite similar to the distinction
Deci and Ryan make between identified versus integrated
regulation.

Perceived Cost

According to our model, the value of a task should also de-
pend on a set of beliefs that can best be characterized as
the cost of participating in the activity. Cost is influenced by
many factors, such as anticipated anxiety, fear of failure, and
fear of the social consequences of success. Cost can also be
conceptualized in terms of the loss of time and energy for
other activities that may be more central to one’s personal
and collective identities. People have limited time and en-
ergy. They can not do everything they would like. They must
choose among activities. To the extent that one loses time
for Activity B by engaging in Activity A and to the extent
that Activity B is high in one’s hierarchy of importance, then
the subjective cost of engaging in A increases. Alternatively,
even if the attainment value of A is high, the value of en-
gaging in A will be reduced to the extent that the attainment
value of B is higher and to the extent that engaging in A
jeopardizes the probability of successfully engaging in B.

Empirical Support

Now let me return to the question of whether individual dif-
ferences in the relative subjective task value of a variety of
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occupations mediate individual differences in occupational
choice. As predicted in the model in Figure 1, several stud-
ies provide support for the hypothesized link between per-
sonal values and achievement-related choices. Dunteman,
Wisenbaker, and Taylor (1978) studied the link between per-
sonal values and selection of one’s college major using a
longitudinal, correlational design. They identified two sets
of values both that predicted students’ subsequent choice of
major and differentiated the sexes: the first set (labeled thing-
orientation) reflected an interest in manipulating objects and
understanding the physical world; the second set (labeled
person-orientation) reflected an interest in understanding hu-
man social interaction and a concern with helping people.
Students who were high on thing-orientation and low on
person-orientation were more likely than other students to
select a math or a science major. Not surprisingly, female
participants in their study were more likely than male partic-
ipants to be person-oriented and to major in something other
than math or science; in contrast, the male participants were
more likely than the female participants both to be thing-
oriented and to major in math and science.

We have also studied this question in our longitudinal
study of approximately 1,000 adolescents from southeastern
Michigan (The Michigan Study of Adolescent Life Transi-
tions [MSALT]). Our results provide further support for the
predicted relation between personal values, subjective task
values, and occupational choice. When these adolescents
were seniors in high school, we assessed the following con-
structs: occupational aspirations, the value and importance
they attached to a wide array of occupations and of occu-
pational characteristics (e.g., work that allows one to help
other people, work that allows one to earn a lot of money,
etc.), and their personal efficacy for success in the same array
of occupations. We then used discriminant function analysis
to determine the strongest predictors of occupational choice
within gender (for details, see Eccles, Barber, & Jozefow-
icz, 1999). As predicted in the model in Figure 1, for every
occupational category, the relevant dimension of personal
efficacy/expectations for success was an important predic-
tor (e.g., efficacy for health-related occupations was a strong
predictor only of plans to enter a health-related profession;
efficacy for working with people was a strong predictor only
of plans to enter a human service occupation).

In addition, as we predicted, the values attached to relevant
job characteristics were significant predictors of occupational
aspirations. But the findings for values were more complex in
that values had both positive and negative predictive power.
As we predicted, for any given occupational category, the ex-
tent to which the individual valued characteristics associated
with the occupation predicted plans to enter that occupational
category (e.g., valuing creativity predicted women’s plans to
become artists or writers, valuing helping others predicted
women’s plans to enter either human service or health-related
professions). In addition, however, and consistent with the
notion that it is the individual hierarchy of values that is most

important, valuing helping others predicted not aspiring to
either a physical science-related profession or a business/law
related profession. Similarly, valuing occupational prestige
predicted not aspiring to a human service occupation.

These results suggest that although expectations for suc-
cess and personal efficacy do predict occupational choice,
they are not the only predictors. The evidence suggests that
positive expectations are a necessary but not sufficient pre-
dictor of occupational choice. Believing that one can succeed
at an occupation is critical to one’s decision to enter that oc-
cupational field. But, as predicted by the Eccles et al. model
of task choice, which particular occupation one selects also
appears to depend on the value one attaches to various occu-
pational characteristics. These findings support the hypoth-
esis that individuals select the occupation that fits best with
their hierarchy of occupationally-relevant values.

SUMMARY

It is clear that self-related beliefs regarding both one’s rela-
tive competences and the relative subjective task value are
critical influences on behavioral choices. Together, I believe
these two sets of hierarchical beliefs form one source of the
motivational contribution of personal identities to behavior.
William James argued that ability self concepts should only
affect mental health to the extent that the abilities were highly
valued. Individual should not care about being incompetent
in domains that have no value to them. Similarly, I argue
that the motivational power of ability self concepts to influ-
ence task choice is, at least partially, determined by the value
individuals attach to engaging in the domain.

I also believe that these two sets of self-perceptions and
identity fragments influence each other synergistically over
time through processes that could be seen as central to per-
sonal identity formation. It is likely that the value one at-
taches to different activities will influence the development
of one’s ability self concepts in that domain and vice versa.
On one hand, because subjective task values influence the
likelihood of engaging in specific activities, they should also
influence one’s developing competencies in various activ-
ities. As a result, one should develop greater competence
for those activities that have high subjective task value. In
turn, because actual competence is a strong predictor of self
concepts of ability, subjective task values should influence
the differentiation of individuals’ ability self concepts over
time. On the other hand, differential competencies should
also influence the ontogeny of subjective task value for sev-
eral reasons. First, because experiences of success and failure
influence individuals’ emotional reactions to the associated
tasks and activities, individuals, through processes associ-
ated with classical conditioning, come to value the tasks they
do well in more than the tasks in which they do not do well.
Furthermore, because experienced pleasure is likely to the
highest for those activities that provide both a challenge and
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the opportunity to achieve mastery, success at moderately
difficult but achievable tasks is likely to lead to the greatest
increases in expectancy related self concepts and subjective
task value.

Second, it is also likely that psychologically healthy in-
dividuals will work to bring their ability self concepts and
subjective task values in line to maximize their opportunities
to have mastery experiences. One very adaptive means of
coping with failure on achievement-related tasks and activ-
ities is to reduce the subjective task value one attaches to
competence in these domains. Such a psychological system
would lead individuals to place the greatest subjective task
value on those tasks and activities at which they are most
likely to both enjoy and excel. Such a behavioral strategy
would optimize their achievement-related behavioral invest-
ments, which would also optimize the time and energy they
have to devote to other non-achievement-related activities
that have high subjective task value. I believe that these types
of psychological processes are central to personal identity
formation.

COLLECTIVE IDENTITIES: GENDER ROLES,
GENDER-ROLE IDENTITY, AND MOTIVATED

BEHAVIORAL CHOICES

This analysis has a number of important implications for our
understanding of the ways in which social roles like gen-
der, social class, and ethnicity end up influencing motivated
life choices through the relation of collective or social-role
identity formation, collective identities and the hierarchies
associated with individuals’ expectancies for success (do-
main specific personal efficacies) and subjective task values.
Such an analysis also helps us understand socially defined
group differences in life choices (e.g., gender, race, ethnic
group, and social class group differences in the educational
and vocational choices). For illustrative purposes, I focus on
gender in this article. I believe a similar analysis can be and
should be applied to a wide variety of socially defined groups
of individuals.

Because experiences linked to both external socializa-
tion and more agentic self-socialization shape both individ-
uals’ self-perceptions and their goals and values, men and
women should acquire different self-concepts, different pat-
terns of expectations for success across various activities,
and different values and goals through the processes asso-
ciated with gender-role socialization and self-socialization.
Through their potential impact on both expectations for suc-
cess and subjective task value, these externally and inter-
nally generated experiences can affect educational vocational
choices in several ways.

For one, gender-role related experiences could lead male
and female individuals to have different hierarchies of core
personal values (such as their terminal and instrumental val-
ues; Rokeach, 1973). For example, among the high school

seniors in our longitudinal study of adolescent life transitions
(MSALT), young women placed more value than young men
on the importance of making occupational sacrifices for one’s
family and on the importance of having a job that allows one
to both help others and do something worthwhile for society.
In contrast, the young men placed more value on becoming
famous, making lots of money, seeking out challenging tasks,
and doing work that involves the use of math and computers
(Eccles et al., 1999). These women and men did not differ in
the value they attached either to doing one’s best at whatever
job one takes on or to doing creative and/or intellectually
stimulating work. To the extent that these differences exist,
tasks embodying various characteristics should have differ-
ent attainment and cost value for women and men. Our data
support this prediction. We followed the MSALT sample until
they were in their 20s. Both college major and occupational
choices were predicted by these beliefs. Furthermore, the pri-
mary reasons that the women were less likely than the men
to go into engineering and physical science was because the
women were more likely than the men to want jobs that di-
rectly helped people. This job value predicted NOT going into
physical science and engineering professions (see Eccles,
2007).

Gender-role related experiences can also lead male and
female individuals to place different values on various long-
range goals and adult activities. The essence of gender roles
(and of collective/social roles in general) is that they define
the activities that are central to the role. In other words, they
define what one should do with one’s life to be successful in
that role. If success in one’s personally defined gender role
is a central component of one’s personal and/or collective
identities, then activities that fulfill this role should have
high attainment value and activities that hamper efforts at
successfully fulfilling one’s gender role be seen as having
high cost. Gender roles mandate different primary activities
for women and men. Traditionally, women are supposed to
support their husbands’ careers and raise their children; men
are supposed to compete successfully in the occupational
world in order to confirm their worth as human beings and
to support their families. To the extent that a woman has
internalized this cultural definition of the female role, she
should rank order the importance of various adult activities
differently than her male peers. In particular, she should rate
the parenting and the spouse-support roles as more important
than a professional career role and she should be more likely
than her male peers to resolve life’s decisions in favor of these
family roles. We found evidence of these gender differences
in our longitudinal study of adolescents (Eccles, 2007; Eccles
et al., 1999). In contrast, men should rate family and career
roles as equally important. In fact, because they can fulfill
their family role by having a successful career, men should
expect these two sets of roles to be compatible. Consequently,
aspiring after a high-status, time-consuming career should
not pose as much of a conflict for men and such careers
should have high subjective value not only because of the
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rewards inherent in these occupations but also because they
fulfill the male gender-role mandate.

Similarly, gender roles can influence the definition one
develops of successful performance of those activities con-
sidered to be central to one’s identity. Consequently, women
and men may differ in their conceptualization of the require-
ments for successful task participation and completion. If so,
then men and women should approach and structure their
task involvement differently even when they appear on the
surface to be selecting a similar task. The parenting role pro-
vides an excellent example of this process. If men define
success in the parenting role as an extension of their oc-
cupational role, then they may respond to parenthood with
increased commitment to their career goals and with em-
phasis on encouraging a competitive drive in their children.
In contrast, if women define success in the parenting role
as high levels of involvement in their children’s lives, they
may respond to parenthood with decreased commitment to
their career goals. Furthermore, if staying home with her
children and being psychologically available to them most
of the time are central components of a woman’s gender-
role schema, then involvement in a demanding, high-level
career should have reduced subjective value precisely be-
cause it conflicts with a more central component of her
identity.

Women and men could also differ in the density of their
goals and values. There is some evidence suggesting that
men are more likely than women to exhibit a single-minded
devotion to one particular goal, especially their occupational
goal. In contrast, women seem more likely than men to be
involved in, and to value, competence in several activities
simultaneously (Baruch, Barnett, & Rivers, 1983; Maines,
1983; Terman & Oden, 1947). If this is true, then the cost
of devoting a lot of time to one goal at the expenses of
other goals should be higher for women than men. Sev-
eral researchers have suggested that the perceived conflict
of traditional female values and roles with the demands of
male-typed achievement activities is very salient to women
(e.g., Baruch et al., 1983; Eccles, 1994; Farmer, 1985). How
this conflict affects women’s lives is a complex issue. Some
studies emphasize its negative consequence.

This conflict in gifted girls’ lives is well illustrated by an
ethnographic study of a group of gifted elementary school
girls by Lee Anne Bell (1989). She interviewed a multieth-
nic group of third- to sixth-grade gifted girls in an urban
elementary school regarding the barriers they perceived to
their achievement in school. Five gender-role related themes
emerged with great regularity: (a) concern about hurting
someone else’s feeling by winning in achievement contests,
(b) concern about seeming to be a braggart if one expressed
pride in one’s accomplishments, (c) over reaction to nonsuc-
cess experiences (apparently not being the very best is very
painful to these girls), (d) concern over their physical ap-
pearance and what it takes to be beautiful, and (e) concern
with being overly aggressive in terms of getting the teacher’s

attention. In each case the gifted girls felt caught between
doing their best and either appearing feminine or doing the
“caring” thing.

Similarly, in his study of the worries of doctoral students
in mathematics, Maines (1983) found that the men were
most concerned about their professional status and about
their mentors’ estimates of their professional potential. In
contrast, the women were most concerned about the impact
of their graduate training on their families and their other in-
terests; they felt that graduate training was taking too much
time and energy away from other activities that they valued
just as much. Thus, the women appeared to place high attain-
ment value on several goals and activities; in contrast, the
men appeared more likely to focus on one main goal: their
professional development. If this is true then the psycholog-
ical cost of engaging in their primary goal in terms of time
and energy lost for other important goals would certainly be
less for these men than for their female colleagues.

In contrast, several investigators have pointed out that
this conflict results, in part, from the fact that women have
multiple roles and multiple goals (e.g., Baruch et al., 1983;
Crosby, 1991; Eccles, 1994; Grossman & Chester, 1990).
These multiple roles provide richness to women’s lives as
well as stress. There is growing evidence that women with
multiple roles are healthier both mentally and physically than
women with few roles and than men in general (Baruch et al.,
1983; Crosby, 1991).

Finally, as predicted in the model in Figure 1, gender roles
could affect the subjective value of various educational and
vocational options indirectly through their influence on the
behaviors and attitudes of the people individuals are exposed
to as they grow up. If, for example, parents, friends, teachers,
and/or counselors provide boys and girls with different feed-
back on their performance in various school subjects, with
different advice regarding the importance of various school
subjects, with different information regarding the importance
of preparing to support oneself and one’s family, with differ-
ent information regarding the occupational opportunities that
the student should be considering, and with different oppor-
tunities to develop various skills, then it is likely that girls
and boys will develop different self-perceptions, different
patterns of expectations for success, and different estimates
of the value of various educational and vocational options.
Similarly, if the girls and boys around the children engage in
different educational and vocational activities, then girls and
boys should develop different ideas regarding those activities
for which they are best suited. Finally, if one’s peers reinforce
traditional gender-role behaviors and values, girls and boys
will likely engage in different activities as they are growing
up and thus are likely acquire different competencies, differ-
ent patterns of expectations or success and different values
and long-term goals. There is growing evidence that each
of these processes operate in the lives of American children
as they grow up in this culture (see Eccles, 1993; Ruble &
Martin, 1998).
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My colleagues and I are currently working most inten-
sively on the roles of parents and teachers. Our findings
clearly indicate that parents and teachers distort their per-
ception of the competencies of particular female and male
individuals in various domains in a gender-role stereotypic
fashion. That is, when parents who endorse the traditional
gender-role stereotypes regarding the distribution of talent
and interests among girls and boys are asked to rate their
children’s competencies in a male-typed activity like athlet-
ics or physics, they underestimate their daughters’ talent and
overestimate their sons’ talent (Eccles, 2006; Eccles et al.,
1990). Furthermore, parents provide girls and boys with very
different experiences and with different messages regarding
their talent and their best educational and vocational options.
For example, they provide boys with more opportunities to
do sports and computing; in contrast, they provide girls with
more opportunities to read and to interact socially with their
peers (Eccles, 1993). They also make different attributions
for daughters’ versus sons’ academic successes and failures
(Yee & Eccles, 1988). In turn, these gendered experiences and
messages appear to undermine girls’ confidence in their own
math abilities and interest in applied math-related courses and
fields, particularly relative to other abilities and interests.

My colleagues and I predict that gender differences in
these identity-related beliefs should help explain the gender
differences we see in educational and occupational choices.
Our own data support this hypothesis. In a longitudinal study
of the math course enrollment decisions of intellectually able,
college-bound students, gender differences in students’ de-
cisions to enroll in advanced mathematics were mediated
primarily by gender differences in the value the students’
attached to mathematics (Eccles et al., 1983; Updegraff, Ec-
cles, Barber, & O’Brien, 1996 ). More specifically, the girls
were less likely than the boys to enroll in advanced mathemat-
ics primarily because they felt that math was less important,
less useful, and less enjoyable than did the boys. We also
found clear evidence of gender differences in the value at-
tached to various school subjects and activities in our study
of elementary-school-aged children enrolled in a gifted pro-
gram (Eccles & Harold, 1992). Even though there was no
gender difference in expectations for success in mathemat-
ics, these girls reported liking math less than the boys; the
girls also rated math as less useful than the boys. In addition,
the boys also attached greater importance to sports than did
the girls.

In summary, there is substantial evidence of gender dif-
ferences in the both expectancy-related and subjective task
value related beliefs related to educational and occupational
options. Furthermore, these gender differences mediate, to a
very large extent, the gender differences in the educational
and occupational choices of American women and men. I
believe these differences are directly related to the collec-
tive identity formation processes associated with gender in
our society. Furthermore, I believe that thinking of collective
identities in terms of these motivational-self-related beliefs

provides a powerful theoretical tool for understanding how
membership in particular socially defined groups influences
the motivated choices people make for their lives.

DEVELOPMENTAL CHANGE IN THE
CONTENT, SALIENCE, AND VALENCE OF

GENDER AS A COLLECTIVE IDENTITY

Gender roles provide an excellent example of the types of
developmental changes we discussed at the start of this arti-
cle. Most theorist of gender role development agree that the
salience of gender roles shift over the life course and that
the centrality of gender roles for one’s collective identities
changes as well (see Ruble & Martin, 1998). Gender roles
appear to be particularly salient during the preschool years,
again during early and middle adolescence and again at var-
ious points in the life cycle linked to family formation and
parenting. Not surprisingly, measures of gender-role identity
yield particularly high scores during these periods of life (Ru-
ble & Martin, 1998); so do measures of gender-role behav-
ioral enactments (i.e., behavorial choices). Gender-role the-
orists also agree that these shifts in salience reflect processes
linked to both self-socialization (the agentic incorporating
and then acting out of stereotypic gender-role related behav-
ior patterns) and external socialization pressures to conform
to stereotypic gender roles and behavioral norms. For exam-
ple, it now appears that very young boys and girls identify
themselves as male or female and then become highly moti-
vated to learn about, and enact, the gender norms associated
with their own sex even in families in which such behav-
iors are not modeled and are actively discouraged (Ruble &
Martin, 1998).

Change in the centrality of one’s gender and of the va-
lence of particular contents of gender-role stereotypes also
change over the life course. A growing awareness of the
limitations of gender roles and the discriminatory nature of
female gender roles begins for many young girls during mid-
dle childhood and then accelerates in the late adolescent and
early adult years (Eccles & Bryan, 1994). Stage theorists of
gender-role development point to these periods as times of
questioning and conscious raising (Eccles & Bryan, 1994).
For many young women, this questioning becomes a turn-
ing point in terms of both the centrality and content of one’s
gender-related collective identity—a shift to a more feminist
collective identity that includes decreasing centrality of the
traditional gender role identity beliefs, increasing centrality
and salience of a feminist collective identity, and a shift in
the attainment value of behaviors, tasks, and activities linked
to both of these collective identities.

Similarly, gendered collective identities provide an excel-
lent example of the fluidity of these processes over contexts
at one point in time. Markus and Nurius (1986) argued that
the demands and norms associated with different contexts
would make one’s membership in a gender category more
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or less salient and thus would make the attainment value
of behaviors linked to one’s understanding of the content of
one’s preferred gender-role identity vary across contexts. If
this is true, then the likelihood of specific behavioral enact-
ments would depend on the salience of the content of one’s
gendered collective identity fragments in each context.

CONCLUSION

In this article, I have tried to link a classic form of expectancy-
value models of behavioral choices to the processes linked
to the enactment of personal and collective identities. In this,
I have stressed the motivational role of personal and col-
lective identities. I have argued that identities have at least
three components: (a) a value component that captures the
salience, centrality, and valence a person attaches to specific
individual characteristics and collective groups of which one
is a member; (b) a content component that includes all of the
beliefs the person has about which tasks, behaviors, manner-
ism, activities, and so on, are associated with the successful
enactment of various personal and collective identities; and
(c) an efficacy or expectancy component that includes the
individual’s beliefs about his or her ability to enact these
various behaviors. I then argued that these three components
interact with each other and a wide range of experiences
and interpretative processes over time to shape each other
and thus to influence behavioral choices at any one point in
time. Finally, I outlined various ways in which these identi-
ties and beliefs develop over the life course and provided one
example—the collective identities associated with gender—
of how my research has used these ideas to study the life
choices of women and girls. Do I believe that the processes
and mechanisms I have outlined are the only ways in which
identities manifest themselves? Absolutely not! I have tried
to provide just one possible view of the link between per-
sonal and collective identities and motivation in educational
settings regarding educational decisions.
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