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ABSTRACT 

Ego-identity is influenced by many factors. 

Formal operations and field-dependence have often been 

cited as important factors in the level of ego-

identity achieved. One hundred fifty-three 

introductory Psychology students were given the 

Personal Orientation Inventory as a measure of ego-

identity and actualization, a test of Formal 

Operations developed by Karen Hardy-Brown, and the 

Embedded Figures test as a measure of Field-

dependence. A manova was performed. Results 

indicated that ego-identity as measured here may not 

be influenced by the use of formal operations or by 

the presence of field-dependence. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

According to Erikson (1959), adolescence is 

the threshold of adulthood. Theorists such as 

Commons, Richard and Armon (1984), believe that before 

adolescence, a person is only capable of dealing with 

the world in bits and pieces and that the pre-

adolescent doesn't have the cognitive machinery for 

global understanding or long-range planning. A new, 

more sophisticated cognitive mechanism develops with 

the onset of adolescence. This mechanism is called 

formal operations (Piaget, 1972). The adolescent 

tends to become less dependent on the family. As 

adolescence progresses, Erikson sees the adolescent as 

becoming more capable of separating from the patterns 

of behavior of the family, and more able to choose 

behaviors that are more consistent with internal needs 

and drives. Kimmel and Weiner (1985) describe how the 

adolescent has the option of becoming field 

independent. Field independence measures a person's 

ability to focus on pertinent information, while 



resisting the influences of the environment. (Witkin 

and Goodenough, 1981). The adolescent can survey past 

experiences, form them into a meaningful whole and use 

that precept to structure future behavior. In forming 

the precept, the adolescent must raise most defenses 

and allow repressed and latent material to come close 

to consciousness (Erikson, 1959). Erikson (1959) saw 

the suspension of defenses as allowing the adolescent 

to try on new roles. He believed that the adolescent 

who is most successful in forming the new precept is 

field-independent and capable of using Formal 

Operations. This paper looks at the role of field-

independence and Formal Operations in adolescence. 

Adolescence is a relatively new concept that 

has developed in industrial western cultures. In the 

pre-industrial society, infant and child mortality was 

high. Infants were sent to "nurses", women who lived 

in rural areas and cared for the children until they 

reached ten years of age. If the children were still 

alive, they were brought back into their parent's 

house and treated like little adults (Aries, 1965). 

The Industrial Revolution gave youth a lot more free 

time. People worried about the large numbers of idle 

youth causing problems so laws were passed requiring 

more schooling. In earlier times, children were 
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apprenticed "by the age of 14 and were no longer 

dependent on parents. The apprenticeship was chosen 

by the parents and the child didn't have any decisions 

to make about the course life would take. Prolonged 

schooling and dependence on parents gave the youth 

knowledge and choices that the parents never had. At 

the same time, the industrial revolution opened up new 

areas of work for the educated youth to fit into 

(Kimmel & Weiner, 1985). 

Different cultures also approach the 

transition to adulthood in different ways. In more 

primitive societies, the child has definite duties and 

roles and is usually sure what is expected. David 

Elkind (1984) talks about markers for the child and 

adolescent. He says that there are clothing markers, 

a person dresses in a certain manner at each stage of 

life. Clothing markers are most typical of young 

teenagers in our society. Young teens adopt a "fad" 

way of dressing that identifies them as part of their 

cohort and different from people who are older or 

younger. Elkind (1984) also identifies activity 

markers. People of each age engage in activities that 

are not common for other age groups. Very few people 

over age twenty-five will be found at hard rock 

concerts. On the other hand, very few adolescents 
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would attend a cocktail party. Elkind (1984) said 

that there are innocence markers. There is 

information that a person is not privy to until a 

certain age or rite is passed. There are also image 

and authority markers. The presence of these markers 

in a society helps a person know how to act and the 

roles the person is expected to play. Elkind (1984) 

thought that the more markers present in the society, 

the more likely a person is to accept pre-formed 

roles. American society has relatively few markers, 

so each adolescent is expected to form an identity 

with a minimum of guidance. 

Mead (1970) lists three different ways that 

information is passed on in a society. A postfigura-

tive society is one in which children learn from their 

elders. Change in these societies is slow and 

children assume the same roles and rules of behavior 

that their parents used. These societies tend not to 

accept deviant behavior. By Erikson's standards, the 

people in these societies would be labeled foreclosed. 

Children adopt the values and lifestyles of their 

elders without question. A cofigurative society is 

one in which people only learn from their peers. Each 

cohort is connected by feelings of caring and 

affection, but not by patterns of behavior. Mead 
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(1970) saw modern society as being prefigurative. In 

a prefigurative society, adults and children learn 

from each other. This means that identity, or the 

sense of being the same over time, can change several 

times in a person's life as new cohorts exert 

influence. In the primitive society, the child that 

wondered about behavior and societal roles had pre

formed answers all ready. In modern times, the 

answers are not given. There are many choices open to 

each person and that person has to deal with the 

questions in an ongoing manner. 

Erikson (1950) states that the main task of 

the adolescent is identity formation. Identity is the 

sense that our behaviors, attitudes, and feelings are 

the same over time. This continuity is evident both 

to ourselves and to others around us. Our actions are 

consistent enough that our reactions to any given 

situation can be predicted with a great sense of 

accuracy. We are still subject to 'states' or 

stresses that are short-term. When the state has 

passed, we return to our 'trait' behavior, or the 

behavior that makes up our identity. 

Identity Formation actually begins long before 

adolescence. In the womb we are subjected to 

constantly altering chemical environments. We are 



affected by the moods and health of our mother. After 

birth, we encounter a never-ending stream of stimuli. 

In the first few years of life, we learn how to 

manipulate our bodies. We then learn how to 

manipulate our environment to receive gratification. 

We learn that our needs will be met or not met. We 

begin to feel worthwhile or worthless, in control or 

out of control. All these feelings contribute to a 

sense of identity. Theorists such as Erikson and 

Piaget believe that true identity begins with the 

stage of Formal Operations. Formal Operations is the 

ability to plan, understand consequences of actions 

that have not taken place yet, form hypothesis and 

test them out (Kimmel & Weiner, 1985). Piaget (1972) 

believes that formal Operations begin about age 

eleven. Erikson (1959) states that adolescence 

begins with the onset of puberty and ends when the 

person takes on the full set of adult 

responsibilities. Thus, adolescence can last from a 

few months to most of a person's life in extreme 

cases. 

During adolescence, according to Erikson 

(1959), we have a chance to sort through the 

experiences that we have had in our life and decide 

which ones will be important to us. The adolescent is 
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capable of introspection, the ability to think about 

thinking (Kimmel & Weiner, 1985). Introspection allows 

the adolescent to think back over the experiences and 

feelings accumulated and make a judgment about their 

meaning and relevance. Past experience is compared to 

future expectations. If many more hurtful things have 

happened than happy things, the adolescent may decide 

the world is bad because bad things happen. The 

adolescent's identity will be constructed in such a 

way that further 'bad' experiences will be found that 

will support the hypothesis of badness. If an 

adolescent has had a positive experience overall, then 

behaviors and experiences that will support a 

hypothesis of goodness will be chosen. The adolescent 

may become scripted at this time. Scripting is 

following some previous pattern of behavior that had 

great significance. The script is generalized to all 

situations and original or different behavior is not 

possible for the person (Berne, 1964). The pattern of 

behavior that results from this introspection will be 

the person's identity. 

The opposite of identity is role confusion 

(Erikson, 1959). Role confusion results when the 

adolescent is not able to decide on a consistent 

pattern of behavior and feelings. Instead, behaviors 
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meet the expectations of others, giving no 

consideration to long-term goals. The role diffused 

adolescent is reactive instead of proactive. The 

adolescent does not feel control. New situations are 

not actively sought, but passively waited for. 

Identity formation follows a period of crisis. 

Crisis refers to actively evaluating new patterns of 

behavior. This crisis usually belongs to the later 

part of adolescence. In early adolescence, teenagers 

adopt an identity that the whole cohort shares in 

common. This is the time when clothing markers and 

other external sources of identity are most important 

because the adolescent does not feel an inner 

identity that is strong and continuous. The cohort 

identity will be very different from the identity used 

at the same age by other cohorts. Teenage fads 

create identities that depend on wearing the proper 

clothes, speaking appropriate slang, and being seen in 

the proper places with the proper people (Kimmel & 

Weiner, 1985). In later adolescence, age 18-21, the 

person is prepared to act as an individual instead of 

part of a group. 

Commitment follows the crisis. The adolescent 

feels ready to commit time and energy to specific 

jobs, people, religions, social ideals, political 
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causes, and sexual patterns. Commitment is not 

reached in all the areas at the same time. An 

individual may commit to one area quickly but have 

trouble committing to other areas. A commitment to a 

certain area may not work out as planned so a new 

crisis and commitment has to be formed. The final 

stage of crisis and commitment is a conscious 

emotional separation from the parents and the role of 

child. 

Erikson (1959) said people's identity falls 

into one of two classes. The first class is high ego-

identity. These people have a strong sense of 

cohesion, direction, and continuity. High ego 

identity people tend to be inner-directed, oriented to 

the future and the present, not the past. They also 

tend to have high self esteem and can adjust flexibly 

to the demands of life. The second group Erikson 

identified is low ego-identity or identity diffusion. 

He stated that low ego-identity people tend to feel 

little connection between past, present and possible 

future selves. They tend to have a high degree of 

anxiety, are less certain about what constitutes their 

'self' (Bronson, 1958), tend to have low self-esteem, 

and tend to be field-dependent, taking their cues from 

demands of the environment instead of inner needs and 
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drives, and they tend to react rigidly and stereo

typical ly to the changing demands of life. Low ego-

identity adolescents tend to accept false evaluations 

of themselves because a false identity is better than 

having no identity at all (Gruen, 1960). Low ego-

identity people also tend to be more defended against 

new growing experiences (Browning, 1983). 

A study done by Lutes (1981) suggests that low 

ego-identity people tend to consider fewer 

alternatives before choosing a course of action. The 

tendency to consider fewer alternatives may be based 

on a cognitive deficit instead of emotional 

suppression. 

J. E. Marcia (1968) divided Erikson's identity 

statuses into four categories—foreclosure, identity 

diffusion, moratorium, and identity achievement. 

Marcia stated that the low ego-identity group is 

composed of people who tend to be are foreclosed or 

diffused. Foreclosed identity people tend to adopt 

the values and goals of other people in their entirety 

without any evaluation of the goodness-of-fit to their 

own life. They do not seem to have a period of 

crisis. Foreclosed people tend to adopt their 

position early in adolescence. They tend to come from 

authoritarian families. The authoritarian family 



tends to give little freedom to its members. The 

rules are usually strict and rigid. Considering 

alternative behaviors is not approved. The total 

withdrawal of love and support can be the consequence 

of any deviant behavior. Since the young adolescent 

is not able to make a living in our society, the 

adolescent is forced to conform to parental 

expectations. The need to constantly conform to 

someone else's standards creates a high degree of 

tension and anxiety. The demonstration of this 

anxiety tends to be unacceptable to the parents and 

sometimes to the adolescent, so the adolescent tends 

toward passive-aggressive methods of meeting needs. 

Foreclosed people tend to be more compliant, approval 

seeking, and are perceived as more mature. Passive-

aggressive and foreclosed people often have unmet 

dependency needs. Passive-aggressive and foreclosed 

people tend to have trouble facing normal teenage 

ambivalence about being independent so they become 

adult mimics. This delays emotional maturation (Long 

1975). Anxiety and anger tend to be expressed in an 

oblique manner and the adolescent tends to deny they 

are present when confronted. The only way for the 

adolescent to deal with the level of anxiety in a 

long-term manner is to totally adopt the value system 
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of the person in charge. The adolescent is then 

foreclosed. The earlier foreclosure happens and the 

longer foreclosure lasts, the less likely that a more 

advanced identity status will be achieved. 

For other families, the family can become the 

primary entity. Individuals can become secondary in 

importance to group process. These families tend to 

inhibit the expression of individual needs and free-

choices. Fulfilling individual needs could threaten 

the cohesiveness and identity of the group. If the 

group identity dissolves, then all the members of the 

family could lose their identity (Laing, 1968). These 

families are also likely to use scripts where there 

are set roles that must be played. When a role is 

emptied because of death or desertion, a new member of 

the family is drafted to fill the role. The testing 

of hypothesis and the considering of alternatives is 

usually discouraged in this family too. 

Marcia's second division of low ego-identity 

is identity diffusion. In this condition, a person 

changes behaviors to fit each situation. Personality 

is not consistent over time, nor can other people 

identify behaviors that are constant. 

Many adolescents seem very changeable. This 

is expected as they try different behaviors and 
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personalities. In early adolescence, teenagers tend to 

be governed by states. A state is a reaction to a 

present situation. As the teenagers grow older, they 

should be governed more by traits than states (Markus 

& Nurius, 1986). In other words, an identity of 

consistent feelings and behaviors should become 

apparent that determines reactions to all but the most 

extreme situations. 

Juvenile delinquents may also choose 

foreclosure. Members of street gangs may find it 

safer and easier to adopt the formal rules and 

protection of a gang than to cope with the threats of 

ghetto life alone. These adolescents frequently live 

in an impoverished environment where alternative 

behaviors are not easily available or often seen 

(Friedman et al., 1975). Members of delinquent 

subcultures often have good inter-personal relations 

and are satisfied, secure, loyal and accepted members 

of a group (Kimmel & Weiner, 1985). 

Marcia divides high ego-identity into 

moratorium where the person is currently in crisis and 

exploring alternative behaviors, and identity 

achievement where the identity is chosen and practiced 

in a consistent manner. The identity achieved person 
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also tends to be high in Formal Operations. Identity 

achieved people have the ability to be self-

actualizing. They tend to be more able to identify 

and express needs, consider alternatives and 

understand their consequences. They tend to be more 

able to deal with the inconsistencies and dynamics of 

life in a flexible, competent manner. 

Identity formation is an ongoing process. A 

person's identity status can progress or regress as 

different life experiences are met. The high ego-

identity person does not usually regress to low ego-

identity, but the achieved person can regress to a 

moratorium. The longer a person stays in a low ego-

identity status, the less likely it is that identity 

achievement will be reached. 

If a cognitive deficit is part of ego 

identity, then training i.n cognitive processes should 

bring identity closer to the optimal level of identity 

achievement. This should be true whether the 

cognitive deficit is due to biological factors such as 

developmental disability or social factors such as 

impoverishment of environment. The social factors 

should, be helped most by cognitive training, but 

biological factors should also show some improvement. 
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Markus and Nurius (1986) describe "possible 

selves." They state that the possible self is a 

construct built out of past experience, present 

reality and future hopes and fears. They believe that 

possible self comes from imagining ourself living life 

in a different manner. A successful person can have a 

possible self that is a failure if he is worried about 

being unsuccessful. A change of profession is also 

acting out a possible self. In order to identify 

possible selves, we need the ability to identify 

alternatives. Possible selves may be necessary for 

the day-to-day changes in behavior needed to 

successfully cope with life. Circumstances often 

require us to use behaviors that we are riot accustomed 

to. We have to be able to imagine ourself doing the 

new behavior in order to actually perform the behavior 

we 11. 

The low ego-identity person, especially the 

foreclosed person, does not seem to have the ability 

to identify alternatives. The foreclosed person seems 

to be well-adjusted and functioning at optimal levels 

until a situation that calls for alternative behaviors 

is encountered. The foreclosed person is more likely 

to marry early and then divorce (Lutes, 1981). The 

foreclosed person is more likely to divorce because of 
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a tendency to believe in rigid roles and behaviors, 

but marriage is a series of compromises in a dynamic 

relationship (Lutes, 1981). Most college students who 

are married are foreclosed (Kimmel & Weiner, 1985). 

Eri'kson (1959) believes that the high ego-

identity is in close touch with reality. The high 

ego-identity person gathers information and forms 

plans of action based on that information. The low 

ego-identity person is not in good touch with reality. 

The person seems less able to accurately forecast the 

ability to perform an assigned task. Once the 

prediction, is made, the person is not able to change 

the prediction even after being presented with 

multiple failure experiences (Gruen, 1960). Possible 

selves are built out of information that we gather 

about ourself. If the low ego-identity person is not 

able to accurately gather information, it reduces the 

amount of possible selves that will be available. The 

low ego-identity person does not add much material to 

self-knowledge and has trouble identifying new modes 

of behavior (Markus & Nurius, 1986). Improving 

cognitive skills through a training procedure should 

improve a person's self-knowledge and thus the ability 

to try new modes of behavior. 
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If the tendency to consider fewer alternatives 

before making decisions is the result of a cognitive 

deficit, then any learning that improves cognitive 

functioning should allow the adolescent to achieve a 

higher identity status. Formal Operations is the 

highest mode of cognitive functioning. Formal 

Operations is also an important part of identity 

formation; anything that increases Formal Operations 

should lead to an advance in identity status. Formal 

Operations helps the adolescent evaluate a position in 

the world and increases the ability to identify 

alternatives before making a decision. The adolescent 

should be less field-dependent and more future 

oriented if capable of using Formal Operations. The 

field-dependent person is not able to recognize which 

information is pertinent and which is not, and is 

influenced by all aspects of the environment. Witkin 

and Goodenough (1981), believe that the field-

dependent person tends to operate on global 

perceptions. There is no differentiation of the 

global perception into parts. They do not perceive 

people as separate identities having attributes, needs 

and values that are separate from others. The field 

dependent person has trouble forming new precepts when 

needed because there are no parts to rearrange into 
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new patterns. The field-independent person exhibits a 

high degree of differentiation, is able to form the 

parts into new wholes when necessary and has a clear 

idea of the self being separate from others with 

individual needs and values. 

People who are field dependent use prevailing 

social norms to make decisions instead of internal 

states. They make more use of objective reality, are 

better at learning material with social content, they 

look at faces and are sensitive to cues from faces, 

have poor impulse control, low self-esteem, low 

confidence and are low in initiative. They tend to be 

rated as warm and outgoing by their peers (Chatterjea 

& Bhaskar, 1981). 

The field-independent person is better at non-

social tasks, is more impersonal, works better with 

abstract information, doesn't look at faces and is not 

sensitive to the cues found in faces. This type of 

person tends to be seen as cold by peers (Chatterjea & 

Bhaskar, 1981). 

Identity seems to be influenced by several 

distinct factors. The first factor is the way in 

which information is gathered. The second factor is 

the way in which gathered information is processed. 
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This study tests two hypotheses. The first is 

that degree of ego identity is related to the ability 

to use formal operations. The second hypothesis is 

that degree of ego identity is related to degree of 

field dependence. 
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CHAPTER 2 

METHODS 

Measures 

Personal Orientation Inventory 

The Personal Orientation Inventory (POI) was 

used as the criterion measure of ego-identity. 

Marcia's Measure of Adolescent Ego-Identity is usually 

used in this type of study. Marcia's measure requires 

two interviewers who are trained in clinical 

interviewing, assessment and the use of Marcia's 

measure. The rating of ego-identity is a subjective 

finding of the interviewers. Wagner (1987) found that 

identity status as measured by Marcia's interview 

method had no relation to Formal operational level. 

The POI is an objective measure based on 

Maslow's theories of self-actualization. The self-

actualized person is fully functioning and living a 

more enriched life than the average person (Shostrum, 

1974). To be self-actualized, the person would have 

to have high ego-identity, use formal operations and 

be field-independent. Maslow (1968) states that the 

concepts of growth, individuation, autonomy and self-

actualization are all synonymous. They describe an 
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area of human experience that can't be sharply 

defined. This study assumes that by measuring Maslow's 

concepts, using the POI, that an accurate estimate of 

a person's ego-identity level can be reached. The 

concepts of Formal Operations and field-dependence 

would relate to Maslow's concept of self-actualizing 

in the same way they would relate to Erikson's concept 

of ego-identity because the two concepts are closely 

related and to a great extent, included in each other. 

The POI consists of 150 forced choice items 

that measure comparative value and behavior choices. 

Scores from the POI are plotted into profiles that can 

be compared to normative data. According to Shostrum 

(1974), the subject tends to score in a narrow range 

on all fourteen scales. Scores for a given subject 

will all be either high, medium, or low. Raw scores 

are converted into Standardized T scores. 

Norms were derived from testing done on 2,607 

entering college freshmen (Shostrum, 1974). There 

were significant differences in scores based on 

gender. Shostrum (1974) states that when the POI was 

compared to the social introversion scale of the MMPI, 

values beyond the .01 level were reached for 12 of the 

24 obtained r's. These 12 r's were .40 or larger. 
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Shostrum (1974) states that similar r's were 

obtained with the depression scale of the MMPI. 

Shostrum (1974) also states that the POI is 

significantly correlated with scales from the Eysenk 

Personality Inventory, the Sixteen Personality Factor 

Questionnaire and the Guilford-Zimmerman Temperament 

Survey. 

Test-retest reliability ranged from .52 to .82 

when given to 48 undergraduate students a week apart. 

The highest reliability was found on the time-

competence and inner directedness scales (Shostrum, 

1974). 

The POI has 14 scales measuring such 

attributes as the ability to focus on present issues 

instead of past issues, a dimension Shostrum (1974) 

calls other-directedness versus inner-directedness, 

there is a self-actualizing value, as well as scales 

that measures self-acceptance and self-regard as well 

as the ability to accept change and inconsistency in 

others. These are all attributes that a high ego-

identity person should be able to demonstrate. 

Formal Operations 

Formal operations was assessed by a method 

developed by Hardy-Brown (1981). This instrument 

measures the operational level of the subject as well 
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as the ability to form hypothesis. A score is 

arrived at by adding the number of hypothesis generated 

to the operational level. The subjects fall into one 

of these categories, concrete operational, 

transitional or formal operational. The subjects were 

asked to interpret 2 poems—'Eight O'clock' (Appendix 

A), by A. E. Houseman and 'Anecdote of the Jar' by 

Wallace Stevens. The Houseman poem contains meanings 

that are diffuse and hypotheses must be arrived at 

indirectly. The Stevens poem directs the reader to a 

central element that is crucial to the meaning of the 

poem. 

Hardy-Brown (1981) found that subjects who 

scored high on the formal operations test were able to 

generate more hypothesis about the poems. They were 

also able to separate the narrative and symbolic 

levels of the poems. She also found that Concrete 

thinkers focused on literal objects and people and on 

the obvious story line while transitionally formal 

subjects could identify both the literal and symbolic 

but could not fuse the two. Finally, Hardy-Brown 

(1981) found that fully formal subjects could 

integrate the literal and symbolic aspects of the 

poems. She gave the following scoring criteria: 



A. Literal comprehension: (1) Appeared, to 

perceive the jar in a very literal fashion, as 

just a jar. Suggested no type of symbolic or 

abstracted meanings for the poem. (2) 

Insisted that the jar was a symbol, but could 

make no suggestions as to the poem's meaning, 

but other comments made during the interview 

indicated that the subject was still 

perceiving the jar literally. 

B. Mixed literal and symbolic comprehension; 

( 1 )  I n s i s t e d  t h a t  t h e  j a r  w a s  a  s y m b o l ,  a n d  

suggested some possibilities, but could not 

arrive at any sort of overall meaning or 

summary of what the poem was about. 

(2) Appeared to suggest that the jar was 

symbolic, and attempted to make summarizing 

statements as to the poem's meaning, but other 

comments made during the interview indicated 

that the subject was still perceiving the jar 

literally. 

C. Consistent symbolic comprehension: 

( 1 )  I n d i c a t e d  t h a t  t h e  j a r  w a s  s y m b o l i c  a n d  

could suggest possibilities. Always made some 

sort of summarizing statement as to the poem's 

meaning. Tended to initially make a one-to-
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one transference of the jar to some other 

specific object or image which it was supposed 

to represent (e.g., a 'nuclear tower', or 'a 

person'). (2) Understood the jar to be 

symbolic, and did not need to specifically 

refer to the jar when asked what the poem was 

about (i.e., first reaction was a global 

abstraction of the poem's events). Nor did 

they initially 'translate' the jar into 

another specific image or object, but 

discussed the poem abstractly from the 

beginning. 

Hardy-Brown applied these criteria to both 

poems. One point was given for each hypothesis and 

one point was given for each level of abstraction. 

Literal Comprehension was worth one point while 

consistant symbolic comprehension earned three points. 

The Formal operations score was determined by adding 

the abstraction scores for both poems to the total 

number of hypothesis generated for both poems. 

The measure of Formal Operations was scored by 

an independent graduate student, blind as to the 

hypothesis of this study and to the scores subjects 

had achieved on other measures. The scoring criteria 

of Hardy-Brown (1981) was used. 



33 

Embedded Figures Test 

Field-dependence was measured by the Embedded 

Figures test (Witkin & Goodenough, 1981). The 

Embedded Figures test measures a person's ability to 

focus on pertinent information while ignoring less 

pertinent information. 

Each subject was provided with a booklet 

containing the Group Embedded-Figures Test developed 

by L. L. Thurstone. Each stimulus figure is followed 

by 4 figures. More than one of the figures may 

contain the stimulus. The subject indicated choices 

by making check marks. Correct choices were totaled 

to give the score. In scoring the Embedded figures 

test, a higher number of correct choices indicates 

lower field dependence, while fewer correct choices 

indicates higher field dependence. 

Sub.i ects 

One hundred fifty-three Introductory 

Psychology subjects were tested. Participating in 

this testing satisfied partial requirements for the 

course. 

Participation in the study was voluntary for 

all subjects. Random sampling procedures were not 

used. The combined subjects had a mean age of 18.9 
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years (sd = .94). The range of all subjects was 18-

21. This group was chosen because Erikson stated that 

the major work of identity formation is done between 

the ages of 18 and 21. Most of the people taking 

Psychology 101 would fall between these ages. Two 

subjects were outside the stated age limit so their 

data was excluded. 

Seven subjects did not complete enough of the 

POI to be scoreable. This left 144 subjects with 

usable data. Mean scores obtained on the POI were 

used to rank order the subjects. The highest 25% of 

the POI scores were assigned to the high ego-identity 

group (N = 44, x = 52.77, sd = 2.97, range = 49-60). 

The high ego-identity group was composed of 14 males 

and 30 females. Their mean age was 18.82 (sd = .922). 

All subjects were single, 36 had chosen a major and 

reported that the likelihood of continuing that major 

was 7.5 (sd = 3.25) on a scale from 1-10. 

The lowest 25$ of the scores on the POI were 

assigned to the low ego-identity group (N = 33, x = 

36.67, sd = 3.87, range = 28-41). The low ego-

identity group was composed of 15 males and 8 females. 

The mean age was 19 with a standard deviation of .968. 

Only one member of this group was married. Twenty-six 

had chosen a major, and had a mean of 6.76 (sd = 3.52) 
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on a scale of 1-10 when asked how likely they were to 

continue in that major. See Table I for a summary. 

Sixty-seven cases were rejected as falling in 

the 'normal' range between 42 and 48 on their mean POI 

scores. All the subjects were asked to indicate on a 

form whether they have ever been married or are still 

single because Erikson stated that adolescents who are 

married are more likely to be foreclosed. They were 

asked to indicate on a form if they had chosen a major 

and were asked to indicate on a scale of 1-10 how 

likely they were to continue in that major until 

graduation. This information gave some idea of the 

level of commitment that had been reached. 

Procedure 

Small groups of 15-30 subjects were tested 

during the Summer 1987 and Fall 1987 semesters using a 

battery of pen and pencil tests. The subjects were 

told that this is a test of personality and there are 

no right or wrong answers. The POI was administered 

first with 45 minutes allowed for completion. The two 

poetry selections were given second with a total of 20 

minutes allowed for completion. The Embedded Figures 

Test was given last. Fifteen minutes was allowed for 

completion of the test. The subjects were debriefed 

and allowed to leave. 
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Analysis of Data 

The lowest 25$ of the scores on the POI and 

the highest 25$ of the scores on the POI were 

determined by finding the mean value of all the scale 

scores for each subject. The resulting means were 

rank ordered with 25$ selected from each end. 

A Manova was done using the mean POI scores of 

each individual in the high and low groups of subjects 

as the independent variable and the scores of the 

other POI scales, the scores of the Formal Operations 

Measure and the scores of the Embedded Figures Test as 

the dependent variables. The demographic variables, 

age, sex, marital status, major chosen, and likely to 

continue in that major, were also entered into the 

Manova. 
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CHAPTER 3 

RESULTS 

Manova 

Hypothesis 1 stated that degree of ego-

identity is related to scores on a. test of Formal 

Operations. 

The low ego-identity formulated a mean of 

five hypothesis (sd = 1.98), on the test of Formal 

Operations, and had a mean operational level of 4.49 

(sd = 1 .30). 

Forty-four subjects scored in the high ego-

identity range. They formulated a mean of 5.30 

hypothesis (sd = 1.76) on the test of Formal 

Operations and had a mean operational level of 4.73 

(sd = 1.0). This resulted in an F = .48, p = .49 on 

the number of hypothesis formed, and F = .86, p = .36 

on the operational level attained. 

The hypothesis that degree of ego-identity is 

related to ability to use formal operations was not 

supported. 
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The second hypothesis stated that degree of 

ego-identity is related to field dependence, also not 

supported. 

Low ego-identity subjects obtained a mean 

score of 63.36 (sd = 14.02) on the test of Field 

Dependence. High ego-identity subjects obtained a 

mean score of 64.39 (sd = 12.29) on the test of Field 

Dependence. This resulted in an F = .12, p = .74. 

Demographics 

Table I shows that these were no differences 

between the two groups on such factors as sex (F = 

1.48, p = .23), age (F = .70, p = .41), marital status 

(F = 1.34, p = .25), having chosen a major (F = .11, p 

= .74), or continuing in that major till graduation (F 

= .92, p = .34). 



Table 1. Means, Standard Deviations, F-values, and significance of F for variables by high and 
low ego-identity groups 

Group I Group II Group I 4 II Significance 
Variable Low Ego-Identity High Ego-Identity Combined F of F 

n • = 33 x = 36.67 n = 4-4 x = 52.77 n = 77 
sd = 3.87 sd = 2.97 
range = 28-4-1 range = 49 -60 

Age X = 19.0 x = 18.82 x = 18 .90 
(range = 18-21) sd = .968 sd = .922 sd = . 94 1 . 48352 .227 

Sex m = 15 f = 18 m = 14 f = 30 m = 29 f = 48 70258 .405 
Marital Status m = 1 s = 32 m- = 0 s = 44 m = 1 s = 76 1 . 33929 .251 
Maj or Chosen yes = 26 no = 7 yes = 36 no = 8 yes = 62 no = 15 10768 .744 

X sd X sd X sd 

Likely to Continue 
(scale 1 - 10) 6.76 3.52 7.5 3-25 7. 18 3.36 ,91813 .341 
Time 
Incompetence 30.06 10.72 50-31 8.50 41 . 64 13.82 85. .58372 . 000 
Time Competence 28.82 9.92 50.23 7.87 41 . 05 13.79 111, .59877 . 000 
Other Directed 34.39 5.53 53.23 3-94 45. 16 10.47 304. .84558 . 000 
Inner Directed 35.67 5.38 55.30 3-76 46. 88 10.76 355. .10711 . 000 
Self-Actualizing 

6.16 Value 40.76 8.28 55-80 6.16 49. 35 1 0.31 83. .56548 . 000 
Existentiality 36.85 7.44 52.43 5.83 45. 75 10.14 106. .22998 . 000 
Feeling 

6.16 Reactivity 39.76 7.91 54.41 6.16 48. 13 10.05 83. .57436 . 000 
Spontaneity 38.33 7.14 56.07 5-46 48. 47 10.79 152 .43604 . 000 
Self-Regard 40.90 9.69 56.16 6.02 49. 62 10.85 72 .05644 . 000 
Self-Acceptance 33.88 7.00 48.07 6.75 41 . 99 9.82 80 .70455 . 000 
Nature of Man 39.42 8.94 49.46 7.71 45. 16 9.60 27 .83953 . 000 
Synergy 35-82 9.4-6 50.07 8.88 43. 96 11 .52 45 .90824 . 000 
Acceptance of 
Aggression 40.21 8.66 54.89 7.84 48. .60 10.95 60 .37790 . 000 
Capacity for 

4.57 Intimate Contact 38.0 7.51 53.91 4.57 47. .09 9.92 132 .39744 . 000 

Hypothesis 5.0 1 .98 5.30 1 .76 5. .17 1 .85 .47638 .492 

Operational Level 4-. 49 1 .30 4.73 1 .00 4. .62 1.14 .85714 .358 

Total 9.49 2.84 9.93 2.26 9, .74 2.52 
-

.59230 .444 

Embedded Figures 63.36 14-. 02 64.39 12.29 63. .95 12.98 .11571 . .735 
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CHAPTER 4 

DISCUSSION 

Formal Operations and Field Dependence 

This study found that Formal Operations and 

field dependence are not related to ego-identity level 

as measured by the POI. Similar results have been 

obtained using J. E. Marcia's interview method of 

subjective testing (Wagner, 1987). 

The lack of support for the hypothesis may be 

due to the fact that self-actualization and ego-

identity are not interchangeable concepts. 

According to Erikson (1959), people with high 

ego-identity have the ability to think abstractly, are 

low on field-dependence, have higher ego-identity as 

they grow older, and choose commitments after periods 

of crisis when they actively explore alternatives. 

Maslow's theory of self-actualization deals 

mainly with internal events. According to Maslow 

(1968), self-actualization is a process where the 

individual becomes comfortable with his inner self. 

Maslow talks about concepts like self-acceptance and 
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self-regard, as well as dealing with the 

inconsistencies within the self and the world. 

Erikson's (1959) theory of ego-identity has 

more to do with a person's perceived place in society. 

Erikson talks about roles that can be tried on and 

discarded when they no longer fit. While Maslow 

concentrates on developing the potential that is 

inherent in the individual, Erikson concentrates on 

making the most of the situation that the person 

finds himself in and manipulating the environment to 

create the best situation for the individual. 

There is another difference between Erikson's 

ego-identity and Maslow's self-actualization. High 

ego-identity refers to normal skills that a person uses 

more efficiently than most people. The skills involve 

problem-solving. According to Erikson, the high ego-

identity person demonstrates the ability to use 

sophisticated thought processes to problem-solve 

consistently over time. Erikson believed that a 

persons identity level is demonstrated by this 

consistency in problem solving. A persons problem 

solving behavior is so consistent that it can be 

predicted in almost any situation. 

Because Erikson based ego-identity on 

problem-solving, ego-identity is basically a theory 
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that addresses human needs. Erikson believed a person 

needs to have a relatively stable identity, based on 

inner needs and values. He also believed that a 

person also needs to develop a clearly defined niche 

in society. In order to find the right niche, a 

person must be relatively free from the effects of 

direct influence by other members of the society. 

This is Erikson's idea of field independence. Each 

person must also go through crisis and commitment in 

many areas to best fulfill personal needs. 

Maslow's theory of self-actualization is based 

on the idea that a few select people are able to go 

beyond the needs embedded in Erikson's theory of ego-

identity. According to Maslow, self-actualized people 

have given up traditional places in society. Their 

field independence is almost total. According to 

Maslow, self-actualized people have little need for 

consistency over time either in themselves or others. 

They seem to be able to "be" in a situation. The high 

ego-identity person uses the information and tools of 

society to their best advantages, while the self-

actualized person creates new ideas and tools from 

each situation encountered. Ego-identity is about 

structure, while self-actualization is about 

flexibility. 
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By using Shostrum's Personal Orientation 

Inventory, it is likely that self-actualizing subjects 

who were more separate from traditional societal roles 

and information were identified, instead of high-ego 

identity subjects who use societies roles and rules to 

their best advantage. Because of this, Erikson's ego-

identity could not be shown to be related to formal. 

operations or field dependence. 

The two theories have many commonalities, but 

the differences may be too great to use them 

interchangeably. Maslow (1968) pointed out that terms 

like ego-identity, self-actualization and many of the 

other concepts that grew out of humanistic psychology 

are vague and hard to operationalize. Until these 

concepts are clearly defined and operationalized, any 

study of them may be too inaccurate to draw 

'conclusions. 

Shostrum (1974) states that self-actualized 

subjects are significantly higher than normals on all 

scales while non-self-actualizing subjects are 

significantly lower than normals on all scales. 

Shostrum (1974) found that the scores for an 

individual fall in a very narrow range. According to 

Shostrum (1974), self-actualized individuals have T-

scores that fall around 55 while normals have T-scores 
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close to 50, and non-actualized people have T-scores 

of 45. In this study, many subjects had T-scores that 

ranged from 30-60. This may indicate differing levels 

of crisis and commitment in each area for a given 

individual. This study might have been done more 

accurately using J. E. Marcia's structured interview 

to measure one area of commitment such as religion. 

Erikson (1959) states that an individual is at 

different levels of development in each area of life. 

Using only one area would diminish the amount of 

variance due to different levels of crisis and 

commitment. Using Marcia's structured interview would 

also cause difficulties in generalizing the 

information obtained to the other area's of the 

individuals life and to other individuals. 

The validity of the POI is also being debated 

in the literature. A study by Weiss (1987) found that 

the validation ranges of the low ego-identity group 

and the high ego-identity group had an overlap of 62-

86%. Weiss (1987) also claims that the POI fails to 

differentiate between self-actualized and non-self-

actualized people on 75$ of its scales. Using the POI 

in this study may have failed to detect differences 

that were present, as well as causing some subjects to 

be assigned to incorrect groups. 
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Archer and Waterman (1983) state that the 

early adolescents age 11-14, are unable to reach 

either moratorium or identity achievement because they 

are unable to form hypothesis and project the outcome 

into the future. They cannot understand choices, and 

the consequences of choices. In this view, formal 

operations is the most important factor in identity 

development. Arguments against the importance of 

Formal Operations have also been advanced. One of the 

arguments is that logic is severely limited in 

situations that have an emotional context (Gilligan & 

Murphy, cited in Commons, Richards & Armon, 1984). 

Riegel (cited in Commons, Richards & Armon, 1984) 

stresses ambivalence, ambiguity, paradox, and 

contradiction in human thought. Gowan (cited in 

Commons, Richards, & Armon, 1984) believes that Formal 

Operations give way to a higher form of thought called 

transcendental contemplation. Transcendental 

contemplation involves an awareness and creativity 

that gpes far beyond the subject and object of Formal 

Operations. 

The concept of possible selves as described by 

Markus and Nurius (1986) is compatible with that view 

of cognition. Our identity is an emotional reaction 

to events of the past, present and future. The 
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possible selves that we can envision have more of an 

impact on our identity than does the intellectual 

ability of forming and testing scientific hypothesis. 

Formal operations and field dependence only play a 

small part when compared to all the factors that form 

our present working identity. 

Problems of the Study 

Three variables were significant when sex was 

considered. The first was the self-actualizing value. 

In the low ego-identity group, 459& of the subjects 

were male, while in the high ego-identity group, males 

only comprised 32$ of the sample. 

Kimmel and Weiner (1985) point out that human 

females tend to mature faster than human males. This 

is in part due to the more limited options that have 

been available to females in the past, but it also has 

a biological component. Females tend to reach 

physical maturity before males. It is possible that 

the differences between men and women would become 

nonsignificant in the next several years as the 

maturity level of the men catches up to that of the 

women. The second significant variable was acceptance 

of the nature of man. Women in this sample were also 

able to generate significantly more hypothesis than 

the men. 
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Even though the differences found were 

significant, they tended to be small with some overlap 

in their confidence intervals. The mean age of the 

total sample was just under 19. This indicates that 

this group of subjects had just begun the final stage 

of identity development. The relationships between 

the 2 groups will probably change greatly over the 

next several years and the results found in this study 

are more like a "state" than a "trait". 

This study had a problem with extreme 

variability of scores on the POI. The concepts could 

be better studied by controlling more of the 

variability. There were several possible sources for 

the amount of variance found in this study. The first 

was the fact that the tasks used in this study tended 

not to be ego-involving. Many of the subjects wrote 

notes to the effect that they refused to interpret the 

poems that measured Formal operations. Since it was 

impossible to differentiate unwilling from unable, in 

this study, they were both counted as unable. It may 

be invalid to compare a pencil and paper task to real 

world problems that will have an impact on the rest of 

a person's life. Formal operations is usually 

assessed by multiple measures that address all the 

different cognitive modes involved. This study only 
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uses one measure so pertinent information may have 

been missed. 

Language abilities also contributed to the 

outcome of this study. It was clear that some of the 

subjects did not understand the words used in the 

poems, and several approached the examiner for 

definitions. Definitions were given using language 

that would create as little bias as possible, but 

error was still introduced. 

The sample used in this study also had some 

built in biases. All of the subjects were university 

students, from approximately the same socio-economic 

groups and approximately the same age. Their life 

choices had more commonalities than differences. A 

stronger study might be done incorporating subjects 

from the general community in with the university 

population. The student role tends to be much the 

same as the child's role in our society. People who 

have left school are more likely to have taken on 

adult responsibilities than people who remain in 

school. The study would have to clearly 

differentiate whether these choices were the result 

of foreclosure or crisis and commitment. The POI 

does not differentiate between foreclosure and 

identity achievement so one of J. E. Marcia's 
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measures of identity status would have to be used as 

the critereon. 

A combination of subjective and objective 

testing would allow more personal information to be 

gathered and at the same time provide a normative 

basis for comparing subjects. A family may be very 

invested in having all the members practice the same 

religion, but not care what jobs people chose. In 

that case, field dependence would be important in the 

domain of religion, but non-existent in the domain of 

work. The design employed missed that type of 

difference and source of variance. 

Past research has shown that both field-

dependence (Shostrum, 1976) and Formal Operations 

(Witkin, 1981) tend to be short-lived phenomena, 

manifesting in some but not all situations. A better 

design might look for those behaviors in past natural 

behavior of a subject rather than unnatural laboratory 

behavior. 

Further research in this area should focus on 

the self-concept or ego-identity and how specific 

events impact on identity. Research also needs to be 

done that would better define identity and its 

components so that the concepts could be 

operationalized in a concrete manner. The role of 
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cognitive processes like formal operations and social 

factors like field-dependence could then be studied in 

specific situations with variability within and 

between subjects better controlled and related to. each 

component of identity formation. 
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APPENDIX A 

POETRY FOR FORMAL OPERATIONS TEST 

Eight O'clock 

He stood, and heard the steeple 
Sprinkle the quarters on the morning town. 

One, two, three, four, to market-place and 
people 

It tossed them down. 

Strapped, noosed, nighing his hour, 
He stood and counted them and cursed his 
luck; 

And then the clock collected in the tower 
Its strength, and struck. 

Anecdote of the Jar 

I placed a jar in Tennessee, 
And round it was, upon a hill. 
It made the slovenly wilderness. 
Surround that hill. 

The wilderness rose up to it, 
And sprawled around, no longer wild. 
The jar was round upon the ground 
And tall and of a port in air. 

It took dominion everywhere. 
The jar was gray and bare. 
It did not give of bird or bush, 
Like nothing else in Tennessee. 
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