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My Brain Contains Multitudes: The Value of a Flexible Approach to Identity

Leor M. Hackel and Jamil Zaki

Department of Psychology, Stanford University, Stanford, California

Humans value our identities as individuals and as members of
groups: We feel a sense of meaning when we construct our life
stories (McAdams, 2001) and a sense of belonging when we
lose ourselves in a collective (Baumeister & Leary, 1995;
Brewer, 1991). Yet it has long remained unclear how this value
is represented in the brain. Meanwhile, in the last two decades,
a robust research literature has characterized the computations
by which the brain represents, learns about, and uses a com-
mon currency of value to guide decisions about diverse goods
(Chib, Rangel, Shimojo, & O’Doherty, 2009; Hare, O’Doherty,
Camerer, Schultz, & Rangel, 2008; Kable & Glimcher, 2009;
Rangel, Camerer, & Montague, 2008). Yet this work has tended
to focus on material gains, such as money, food, or possessions.
By fitting these ideas together in the identity-value model
(IVM), Elliot T. Berkman, Jordan L. Livingston, and Lauren E.
Kahn (this issue) offer a powerful approach for understanding
how the brain uses identity to guide behavior. Valuation can
serve as a bridge between abstract social motives and neural
computation: To the extent that people find identity motiva-
tionally meaningful, identity should influence neural represen-
tations of value within a common currency (Levy & Glimcher,
2012; Ruff & Fehr, 2014).

At the same time, the IVM assumes that identity is, on the
whole, a “relatively stable mental representation of the self” (p.
79). Berkman and colleagues acknowledge that identity (or
aspects of it) can be somewhat malleable but assume that iden-
tity is broadly stable enough to have a consistent impact on val-
uation across settings. Here, we suggest that this assumption
may not hold true when considering people’s identification
with social groups—termed social identification.

Social identification involves defining oneself as part of a
group and feeling invested in that group (Leach et al., 2008;
Tajfel & Turner, 1979; Turner, Oakes, Haslam, & McGarty,
1994). Social groups play an important role in people’s lives:
Groups provide access to material and social resources (Brewer,
1988; Correll & Park, 2005), promote a sense of belonging
(Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Brewer, 1991), and reduce people’s
uncertainty about how to act (Hogg, 2000). As a result, people
are more motivated by and willing to pay for outcomes that ful-
fill the norms of their groups (Akerlof & Kranton, 2000; Oyser-
man, Fryberg, & Yoder, 2007). These insights suggest that
social identities can alter value representations—an insight
included in the IVM. However, we elucidate three ways in
which social identities are highly flexible, suggesting that iden-
tity can impact value in different ways across contexts. We

suggest expanding the IVM to give social identity a more
central role, and in doing so to account for these forms of
flexibility.

The Flexibility of Self-Construal

People construe their “self” in fundamentally different ways
across situations. In some settings, people construe themselves
as individuals, whereas in other settings people construe them-
selves as members of relationships or social groups (Brewer &
Gardner, 1996). As people move from individual identities
toward social identities, they can become “depersonalized,” see-
ing themselves as an interchangeable member of a collective
(Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher, & Wetherell, 1987). In these
cases, people’s attitudes, behaviors, emotions, and sense of self-
interest often change to match their groups (Brewer, 1991;
Seger, Smith, & Mackie, 2009; Turner et al., 1987). This insight
suggests stronger flexibility than that suggested by the IVM:
Neural representations of value may depend on how people
construe themselves in a given moment. When people construe
themselves as part of a group, their representations of value are
likely to change, as reflected in their behavior and in neural
regions linked to value (e.g., ventral striatum and vmPFC;
Clithero & Rangel, 2013).

Evidence supports the idea that self-construal shapes valua-
tion, both when people receive rewards and when they make
decisions. When people are primed with an interdependent
self-construal (emphasizing participation in a collective), they
show similar neural responses in ventral striatum when they
win money or witness a friend win money; in contrast, when
people are primed with an independent self-construal (empha-
sizing one’s individuality), they show greater ventral striatum
responses for their own wins (Varnum, Shi, Chen, Qiu, & Han,
2014). Similarly, when a group identity is made salient, people
give more resources to distant others in social dilemma games
(De Cremer & Van Vugt, 1999; Kramer & Brewer, 1984)—a
type of decision making linked to neural representations of
value in vmPFC (Wills, Hackel, & Van Bavel, 2017). Shifting to
a group-level identity may even impact neural responses related
to self-reference, which in turn predict later social decisions.
For instance, in one neuroimaging study (Cikara, Jenkins,
Dufour, & Saxe, 2014), participants read descriptions of their
own moral behavior (provided earlier) or the moral behavior of
another person. This type of task induces greater vmPFC
responses during self-reflection, as reviewed by Berkman and
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colleagues. When completing the task during group competi-
tion, however, participants who showed weaker vmPFC
responses to their own moral behavior were also more willing
to harm the outgroup. In this manner, self-construal predicts
social preferences.

Although these examples depict social preferences, shifts in
identity may also change nonsocial preferences, consistent with
the idea that the brain represents diverse goods in a common
currency of value (Levy & Glimcher, 2012; Peters & Biichel,
2010; Ruff & Fehr, 2014; Zaki, Lopez, & Mitchell, 2014). As
people move from personal to social identification, they may
value even basic goods—like foods—differently. To test this
idea, Hackel, Coppin, Wohl, and Van Bavel (2017) asked
Southern participants to rate the expected tastiness of foods,
some of which were representative of Southern identity (e.g.,
grits) and some of which were not (e.g., pizza). In addition, par-
ticipants were primed with either Southern identity or their
personal identity. Participants who reported high identification
with Southerners expected that Southern foods would be tastier
than non-Southern foods—but only when primed with social,
as opposed to personal, identity. Thus, people can flexibly shift
between identities at different levels of expansiveness, and these
identities can serve as different lenses through which to view
the world (Packer & Van Bavel, 2014; Xiao, Coppin, & Van
Bavel, 2016).

The Flexibility of Self-Categorization

Even when people construe themselves as group members,
rather than as individuals, social identity introduces a second
source of flexibility. People have multiple social identities that
can become salient in different contexts (e.g., national, reli-
gious, or professional identities)—a core insight of self-catego-
rization theory (Turner et al., 1987; Turner et al., 1994). From
the perspective of self-categorization theory (SCT), different
contexts highlight different ways in which people can cleave
the world into a meaningful “us” and “them.” For instance,
during a primary political campaign, people group themselves
based on the primary candidate they support; during a general
election a few months later, members of a party tend to coalesce
and contrast themselves from the other party. Under these cir-
cumstances, people shift their economic preferences accord-
ingly. For instance, one study examined intergroup bias in
prosocial giving during the 2008 U.S. presidential election
(Rand et al.,, 2009). During the primary campaign period, sup-
porters of Hillary Clinton and Barack Obama showed in-group
bias by sharing more money with supporters of their preferred
candidate. After the Democratic National Convention, this bias
disappeared in the face of party unity. Because other work links
prosocial decisions to value representations in vmPFC (Zaki
et al., 2014; Zaki & Mitchell, 2011), these findings suggest that
self-categorization can flexibly reorient value.

Changes in self-categorization can even alter long-standing
biases in evaluation. For instance, Van Bavel and colleagues
assigned participants to novel mixed-race teams and measured
participants’ attitudes toward members of each team
(Van Bavel & Cunningham, 2009; Van Bavel, Packer, &
Cunningham, 2008). Because each team had an equal number
of Black and White members, this manipulation made race

irrelevant to group membership. Although past work had iden-
tified robust implicit biases based on race, participants in this
research had positive implicit attitudes toward fellow team
members, regardless of race (Van Bavel & Cunningham, 2009).
In addition, participants reported liking ingroup members
more than outgroup members regardless of race, and this bias
was mediated by orbitofrontal cortex (Van Bavel et al., 2008)—
a region again associated with valuation (Kringelbach, 2005).
Thus, when people adopt a different self-categorization, their
value representations can change even in the face of ostensibly
stable tendencies.

Finally, self-categorization can change how people respond to
social norms. Berkman and colleagues note that social groups
can affect value both because people value conforming with the
behavior of their peers (Zaki, Schirmer, & Mitchell, 2011) and
because identity itself can impart value. However, people are also
more likely to conform with the behavior of ingroup members
(Abrams, Wetherell, Cochrane, Hogg, & Turner, 1990; Platow
et al, 2005), even for value-based decisions like choosing how
much food to eat (Cruwys et al., 2012). Group-based conformity,
in turn, depends on which group categorizations are salient in a
given moment (Abrams et al., 1990). In other words, when peo-
ple shift between social identities, they may value different
norms. Altogether, people can shift from one social identity to
another, and these shifts can alter value.

Mixed Effects of Identity on Value and Self-Regulation

The IVM also posits that there is a broadly positive relationship
between identity and value, and a positive relationship between
value and self-regulation. Berkman and colleagues acknowledge
that identity might sometimes negatively impact value for some
individuals, such as those with low self-esteem. However, social
identity again introduces more nuanced ways in which identity
can negatively impact value and self-regulation.

People vary in how much they identify with different
groups, and these differences moderate the impact of social
identity on behavior (Ashmore, Deaux, & McLaughlin-Volpe,
2004; Leach et al., 2008). In particular, those with low social
identification often want to be treated as individuals and resent
being categorized as group members (Branscombe, Ellemers,
Spears, & Doosje, 1999)—an experience that may subtract,
rather than add, value to group-related actions. Social identity
can therefore increase or decrease value depending on how a
person feels about a particular group, providing a between-per-
son (rather than within-person) source of flexibility.

Supporting this idea, recent work found that Southerners
with low social identification expected Southern food to be less
tasty than non-Southern food, especially when primed by
Southern identity (Hackel et al., 2017). In the domain of social
preferences, students with low motivational investment in their
university may prefer giving money to students from a different
school as opposed to ingroup members (Hackel, Zaki, & Van
Bavel, in press). Moreover, when witnessing ingroup as
opposed to outgroup members win money, only individuals
with strong investment in the ingroup show larger responses in
ventral striatum (Hackel et al., in press). These findings support
the idea that social identity can increase or decrease value,
depending on one’s degree of identification.
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At the same time, even when an identity increases value, it
may not be universally useful for achieving one’s goals. Social
groups may have norms like eating unhealthy food or acting
dishonestly, in which case social identity can lead to negative
outcomes. For instance, when immigrants to the United States
feel that their American identity is threatened, they eat more
high-calorie and high-fat foods associated with the American
diet, which may explain why immigrant groups in the United
States tend to eat less nutritious diets over time (Guendelman,
Cheryan, & Monin, 2011). People even devalue the efficacy of
healthy eating and exercise when they see these activities as
incongruous with a salient group identity (Oyserman et al,
2007). Finally, social identities can have a negative impact on
prosocial behavior: Priming the professional identity of bankers
leads them to act less honestly (Cohn, Fehr, & Maréchal, 2014).
These observations remain consistent with the idea that iden-
tity alters value but present a challenge for the notion that iden-
tity is generally useful for self-regulation. As is true of many
tools, it is likely that identity can be used for good or for bad.

Even when an identity is aligned with one’s long-term goals,
identity can have mixed effects on self-regulation. Most people
eventually encounter setbacks or failures when pursuing long-
term goals. Berkman and colleagues note that failure may sting
more when it feels self-relevant, and people might therefore dis-
identify with a goal or self-handicap after failure. However,
people can also become too focused on having an identity after
failure. When people have a goal to attain a particular iden-
tity—for example, to define themselves as “exercisers”—failures
can lead people to pursue symbolic aspects of the identity, like
buying exercise gear, as a substitute for more direct achieve-
ment in that domain (Braun & Wicklund, 1989; Gollwitzer,
Sheeran, Michalski, & Seifert, 2009; Wicklund & Gollwitzer,
1982). Altogether, these considerations suggest a nuanced rela-
tionship between identity and value. Social identities can add
or take away value, depending on a person’s orientation toward
a group, and identity motives may sometimes undermine other
goals instead of facilitating them.

Implications for the IVM

Here, we have identified three ways in which social identity
introduces flexibility into the relationship between identity and
value. First, people can flexibly construe themselves as individ-
uals or group members in different situations. Second, people
can categorize themselves based on different social identities at
different times. Finally, social identities can have a positive or
negative influence on value and self-regulation for different
individuals. Although Berkman and colleagues include social
identity in the IVM and acknowledge malleability in identity,
we suggest a more central role for these phenomena.

How might the IVM expand to address these consider-
ations? First, Berkman and colleagues hope to inspire interven-
tions that leverage identity to enhance self-regulation.
Interventions could flexibly cue people to see themselves in
terms of identities that are useful for self-regulation challenges.
This idea is analogous to other forms of situational self-control,
in which people choose or create situations that promote desir-
able choices, like leaving a distracting cell phone at home when
studying at the library (Duckworth, Gendler, & Gross, 2016).
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In this vein, individuals with high trait self-control rely on
healthy habits to reach their goals (Galla & Duckworth, 2015),
which may involve creating contexts that cue desirable behav-
iors (Wood & Riinger, 2016). Similarly, people might create
contexts that cue desirable identities for reaching their long-
term goals. In this manner, the flexibility of identity need not
undermine self-regulation but can instead be incorporated into
the IVM and utilized for self-regulation.

Second, the IVM can acknowledge potential boundary con-
ditions in which identity may not be adaptive for long-term
self-regulation. For instance, when people want to attain a par-
ticular identity, this “self-defining goal” can interfere with their
pursuit of more concrete outcomes they desire (Gollwitzer
et al., 2009; Gollwitzer & Wicklund, 1985; Wicklund & Gollwit-
zer, 1982). In other cases, identities may add value to unhealthy
choices (Guendelman et al., 2011). The IVM could delineate
which types of identity-based value are beneficial versus harm-
ful for self-regulation and consider how to strengthen positive
types. Here, the flexibility of identity offers a potential solution,
rather than a challenge: Interventions can activate alternate
identities that promote more adaptive behavior.

In sum, we applaud the aim of the IVM in merging identity
and value in the brain. The IVM offers an important step
toward specifying the computations underlying identity-based
motivation and provides insight into interventions that can
promote self-regulation. We believe that both of these aims can
be strengthened by accounting for the multiplicity of selves
introduced by social identity.
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