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4 Identity
Vera Varhegyi (Elan Interculturel, France)

4.1. Why Tackle the Concept of Identity and what Does ‘Identity’ 
actually Mean?
Before we start to discuss identity, we would like to ask the reader to take a pause and write down 
eight answers to the question ‘Who am I?’ Have a look at your list. Some of the answers will probably 
refer to traits that make you unique, represent your personal traits and reflect your life journey  
(e.g. ‘I am curious’ ‘I am an explorer’ etc.). Other answers will represent you in relation to somebody 
else: ‘I am a mother,’ ‘a companion,’ ‘a good friend’ etc. Finally, some answers will refer to groups 
and communities that you are a member of: ‘I am a migrant’, ‘I am a woman’, ‘I am an atheist’ etc. 
Together, these three types of statements make up the mosaic of who we are, our identity. Here is 
a more concise definition from Vignoles et al. (Vignoles 2011, p. 3): ‘Identity consists of the confluence 
of the person’s self-chosen or ascribed commitments, personal characteristics, and beliefs about 
herself; roles and positions in relation to significant others; and her membership in social groups and 
categories (including both her status within the group and the group’s status within the larger context); 
as well as her identification with treasured material possessions and her sense of where she belongs  
in geographical space.’ 

Clearly, there are many possible answers to the question of ‘who we are’, on all levels, which implies 
that every single individual is characterised by a multiplicity of identities. Furthermore, would your list 
be the same if you rewrote it while you are on holiday on a different continent? Would it be the same 
if you had to migrate to an unknown country whose language you do not speak? Probably not. From 
the sum of all our identities, different situations make some features salient: we feel more female  
in a party amongst men, and we feel more like a social psychologist at a conference where everyone else 
is a clinician. This openness to the external context already points to the fact that identity is sensitive to 
changes in our cultural environment, such as international mobility.

Identity gives us a sense of who we are, a sense of continuity. Yet this ‘continuity’ of who we are is 
in permanent negotiation with the social environment, and the constancy we feel is the fruit of 
perpetual dialectics and the integration of the new aspects – of the other – in the self (Camilleri 1990).  
The content of identity, which results from this negotiation, can refer to oneself as a unique individual, 
to roles and relationships as well as to memberships in cultural groups. For the proponents of motivated 
identity process theory, this negotiation follows a certain number of principles or motives that we try to 
satisfy through the processes of identity construction:

1. Continuity across time and situation (continuity) 

2. Uniqueness or distinctiveness from others (distinctiveness)

3. Confidence and control of one’s life (self-efficacy)
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4. A sense of personal worth or social value (self-esteem) 

5. Belonging – maintaining feelings of closeness to and acceptance by other people  
(Vignoles et al. 2002; Vignoles et al. 2006)

6. Meaning – finding significance and purpose in one’s life (Vignoles et al. 2002; Vignoles et al. 2006)

7. A psychological coherence motive – establishing feelings of compatibility among one’s 
(interconnected) identities (Jaspal and Cinnirella 2010) 

(Bardi et al. 2014, p. 176)

Our capacity to satisfy these motives is not independent from the external environment: freshly arriving 
at a new university as an international student, the chances of feeling ‘belonging’ are reduced, we have 
to redefine the identities that can help me connect to our new peer students. Breakwell (1988) talks 
about identity threats to denote such situations where the processes of identity construction fail to 
satisfy the motives behind identity. Belonging is not the only motive that can be threatened during 
international student mobility.

We will first explore whether there are cross-cultural differences in our ways of relating to identity, 
and then explore how intercultural contact and adaptation affects identity. In truth, there is no ‘culture 
shock experience’ that does not touch the identities of the protagonists. But some incidents focus 
precisely on identity related issues. We will use these incidents to illustrate the key concepts and at 
the end of the section will draw some conclusions and possible strategies that could help to avoid the 
escalation of identity-based conflicts and resentments. 

4.2. Cross-Cultural Differences in the Construct of Identity
The individualist versus collectivist or interdependent identity orientation is probably the most 
researched feature of cross-cultural differences. What does this distinction mean? If we go back to our 
question ‘who are you’, members of individualistic cultures are expected to give more individual answers 
whereas people with collectivist orientation would define themselves more in terms of relationships 
and group membership. In Hofstede’s definition: ‘Individualism, can be defined as a preference for 
a loosely-knit social framework in which individuals are expected to take care of only themselves and 
their immediate families. Its opposite, Collectivism, represents a preference for a tightly-knit framework 
in society in which individuals can expect their relatives or members of a particular in-group to look 
after them in exchange for unquestioning loyalty. A society’s position on this dimension is reflected in 
whether people’s self-image is defined in terms of ‘I’ or ‘we.’’ (Hofstede 2020). There is ample evidence 
for such a distinction, that like all statistic generalisation, it will not apply to every single individual. 

How can such a difference trigger culture shock? Putting the individual needs behind what is good 
for the community often appears as threatening to individualists whose focus is on the autonomy of  
the individual. The incident ‘Protected girls (AT)’ highlights the surprise of the narrator as he observes 
that the Iranian classmates are accompanied by a chaperon, sent by the community to safeguard the 
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respect of the community’s rules and values during pub-crawling. Our identity orientation also has  
an impact on how we behave in conflicts: ‘Our identity orientation also has an impact on how we behave 
in conflicts: ‘(...) in conflict situations, collectivists are primarily concerned with maintaining relationships 
with others, whereas individualists are primarily concerned with achieving justice’ (Ohbuchi cited  
in Triandis 2002, p. 139).

4.3. The Specific Challenges of Identity Dynamics in International 
Student Mobility:

4.3.1. Expectation towards Identity Change and the Threat of Continuity
The traditional conceptualisation of the changes of identity at the new host university envisioned a rather 
linear transformation process in which the new international students slowly lose their distinguishing 
features as they acquire the patterns of the new cultural environment. This process is often referred to 
as ‘acculturation’. The model proposed by Berry (e.g. 1994) is probably the most cited in the domain. 
He distinguishes four different ‘acculturation strategies’: assimilation, marginalisation, separation and 
integration, following the interplay of two dimensions: the continuity of one’s original cultural identity 
and the engagement with the cultural identity of the dominant group. For instance, the assimilation 
strategy is based on and the adherence to the local cultural identity combined with letting go of the 
original identity. 

Studies showed that the picture is much more complex (see Bhatia/Ram 2001). People negotiate 
their identities on various levels and develop a special identity-system, sometimes displaying cultural 
creativity to gap contradictions. In ‘Protected girls (AT)’ a group of Iranian students accepts to join the 
colleagues on a pub crawl, but they are accompanied by a chaperone. Nevertheless, in genuine lay 
thinking we find that the representation of ‘linear’ and ‘progressive’ identity change persists and raises 
expectations towards members of minorities – and as we see even towards international students.  
In the situation ‘Christmas presents for everyone (AT)’, a student offers gifts for all classmates, even  
the Muslim colleague, assuming he must have gotten used to this practice.

The lack of adaptation is sometimes interpreted as a resistance towards the host culture.  
At the same time, members of minorities can perceive such an expectation and experience it as a form 
of oppression and discrimination that does not give them the autonomy to maintain their cultural 
identity. For Schwartz, the expectation of the assimilation of the other is connected to ‘symbolic threats 
that the presence of cultural minorities can pose to cultural majority members’. This is a threat of  
the same motive of continuity but this time of the majority’s cultural identity (Schwartz et al. 2014).

4.3.2. Threat to Positive Value, Recognition 
In ‘The Demand for Dignity and the Politics of Resentment’, Fukuyama explores how ‘Thymos’, the ‘part 
of the soul that craves recognition of dignity’ (Fukuymama 2018, p.12) underlies much of the identity 
dynamics taking place in current politics all over the world. In Identity Process Theory (IPT) this concept 
is connected to the motive of self-esteem, in social identity theory to the need for a positive identity. 
This need seems to underlie the great majority of incidents connected to identity where the narrators 
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face a lack of respect and recognition for some of their identities. Sometimes, this happens seemingly 
without intention (such as in the ‘Mohammedan (AT)’ incident) and sometimes, the malevolence of 
the perpetrators seems explicit (‘Jokes on Holocaust (DE)’). The threat to the need of having positive 
identities irrevocably triggers negative feelings: in the incident ‘Mohammedan (AT)’ a word with 
negative connotations is used to refer to Muslims. In ’Chinese people eat dogs (FR)’, a social group is 
connected to a potentially disgusting habit, while ‘Jokes on Holocaust (DE)’ connects a national identity 
to a very negative part of history. ‘Distorting the language (PT)’ points to the lower status of the Brazilian 
language in Portugal and hence Brazilian identity in the eyes of the Portuguese students.

Repeated episodes of such non-recognition or denigration of the identity can result in a negative social 
identity. In these cases, ‘stigma consciousness’ (Pinel 2002) can develop: when an identity is ‘loaded’ 
with negative representations, and the individual possibly has experienced several stereotypes, 
prejudice, acts of discrimination, s/he is ‘primed’ to interpret the behaviour of others as yet another 
experience of prejudice and discrimination. Such stigma-consciousness may explain the very intense 
reaction of the Muslim student in the incident ‘Red Wine Cake (AT)’. 

4.3.3. Threats to other Motives
Other incidents illustrate how threats can appear on other motives of the identity of the international 
student:

• Belonging: the incident ‘Us and them (PT)’ highlights how local students create two distinct  
categories, denying the international students a sense of belonging to the class. The situation  
‘Where are you from? (DE)’ illustrates how this seemingly harmless question positions the interlocutor 
outside of the majority population. 

• Distinctiveness: on the contrary, in ‘Christmas presents for everyone (AT)’ the Muslim student’s 
particular religious identity is not recognised. 

• Self-efficacy: in the incident ‘Go Home! (FR)’, the student’s competence is questioned in an episode 
of public humiliation.

• Continuity: the incident ‘The Kissing (FR)’ illustrates how the incapacity of properly reciprocating  
a greeting ritual (that of receiving and giving a kiss on the cheek) breaks the narrator’s self-perception 
as a polite interaction partner.

Pathways for Solutions: How to Prevent and Manage Identity Conflicts in Higher Education with 
International Students

The incidents show how international mobility and more largely cultural diversity stimulate and 
affect the identities of international and local students alike. They make salience of certain identity 
aspects fluctuate dramatically, making some identities available and pushing others back (Vignoles 
et al 2011) and they affect people’s capacities to satisfy the motives behind identities, in particular 
positive value. Overlooking these dynamics, pretending they do not have an implication in a so called  
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‘identity-blind1’ paradigm may not be a plausible option, as it leaves the tensions latent, untreated to 
escalate invisibly. We propose to substitute the ‘identity-blind’ approach with an ‘identity-fair’ strategy, 
which gives visibility and recognition to the multiple identities present in the classroom without rigidifying 
them and enclosing students in their separate identities. A gentle form of ‘identity politics’ could help 
students and faculties to ensure that identities of all parties are recognised, in particular identities 
that are under the threat of negative representations, acknowledging for instance the particularities 
of the experiences of students from Non-Western, Non-European backgrounds, the intersections of 
ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation or economic class. We emphasise ‘gentle’ as opposed to rigid 
forms of identity politics and political correctness because they, in their effort to create safe spaces and 
protection for vulnerable identities and protecting them from oppression, run the risk of reinforcing 
separation, reducing naturally multiple identities to single story narratives and can end up cutting the 
spaces for dialogue and negotiation. 

In terms of accompaniment trainings, a session on the challenges of acculturation and adjustment 
could highlight the different needs behind identity whose satisfaction become challenged in episodes 
of international student mobility. An awareness of the multiplicity of needs can help international 
students anticipate the acculturation stress and the development of adaptive strategies to face it. 

4.5. Critical Incidents on Identity:
Overview table:

Title Country Narrator Other person Situation Topic 

A woman in 
a high position

Germany Head of 
Department, 
German

Egypt Bilateral 
consultation

Threat to continuity

African Movie Portugal Student from 
Mozambique

Portuguese Classroom Threat to positive 
identity

Being 
stereotyped

Portugal Student, 
Brazilian

Norway Classroom Threat to 
recognition

Chinese people 
eat dogs

France Student, 
Chinese

French Classroom Threat to positive 
identity

Christmas 
presents for 
everyone

Austria Student, 
Austrian

Egypt Classroom Threat to distinction

Distorting the 
language

Portugal Student, 
Brazilian

Portuguese Classroom Threat to positive 
identity

Go home! France Student, China French Classroom Threat to positive 
identity

Jokes on 
Holocaust

Germany Student, 
German

French, 
Armenian

Informal setting Threat to positive 
identity

1 ‘Identity-blind’ a term coined by the author alluding to the colour-blind ideology of the 1960’s emphasising that ‘race’ or colour 
should not matter.
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Title Country Narrator Other person Situation Topic 

Loud flatmate Austria Student, 
Austrian

Italian Student residence Individualism vs 
collectivism

Mohammedan Austria Student, Turkey Austrian Classroom Threat to positive 
identity

Protected girls Austria Student, 
Austrian

Iranian Public space Expectation of 
acculturation / 
individualism vs 
collectivism

Red wine cake Austria Student, Swiss Kosovo Classroom Expectation of 
acculturation

Silent woman Germany Support staff, 
German

Morocco Office Expectation of 
acculturation

The Kissing France Student, 
Senegalese

French University 
corridor

Threat to self-
efficacy

Addressing 
academics

Portugal Student, 
Brazilian

Portuguese Classroom Expectation of 
acculturation

Us and them Portugal International 
student from 
Brazil

Portuguese Classroom Colonialism, 
diversity, 
segregation of 
foreign students

You’ll cook for 
me

Poland Staff (Student 
Assistant), 
Polish

Saudi Arabia Student residence Threat to continuity

Where are you 
from?

Germany Staff 
(multicultural 
identity) 

German Job interview Threat to belonging
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