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The aim of this article is to briefly review the literature on stigmatization and more generally 
identity threats, to focus more specifically of the way people appraise and cope with those 
threatening situations. Based on the transactional model of stress and coping of Lazarus and 
Folkman (1984), we propose a model of coping with identity threats that takes into accounts 
the principle characteristic of stigma, its devaluing aspect. We present a model with specific 
antecedents, a refined appraisal phase and a new classification of coping strategies based 
on the motives that may be elicited by the threatening situation, those of protecting and/or 
enhancing the personal and/or social identity.
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All those consequences of stigmatization and discrimination 
have such deleterious effect on the individual (e.g., low self-esteem, 
anxiety, lower performance), that several authors have recently con-
ceived stigma as a very powerful stressor (Crocker et al., 1998; Clark 
et al., 1999; Miller and Kaiser, 2001; Major and O’Brien, 2005). As 
such, many authors proposed to use or adapt models of stress to 
better understand how stigma affects people. Based on this logic 
and drawing on the literature on stigmatization, discrimination 
and more generally on identity, the aim of the present article is 
to propose a revised model of stress and coping with stigmatiza-
tion by focusing on its principal characteristic, its devaluing aspect 
for identity.

Stigmatization aS a Source of StreSS
The idea that people are active in responding to discrimination 
and stigmatization is not new. More than 50 years ago, Allport 
(1954) described how victims of discrimination used compensa-
tory behaviors to cope with the discreditation of their identity. 
The Social Identity Theory (SIT) and its developments gave also 
a vision of the human being as being particularly active in react-
ing to various threats to identity and systematized those reac-
tions into a coherent and fruitful theory (Tajfel, 1981; Tajfel and 
Turner, 1986; Blanz et al., 1998). More recently, other authors 
focused more on the effects of discrimination, and showed again 
that stigmatized individuals are not passive, respond actively to 
identity threats and are not condemned to get lower self-esteem 
(Crocker and Major, 1989; Branscombe et al., 1999; Schmitt and 
Branscombe, 2002).

The view that stigmatization, discrimination, and more gener-
ally identity threatening situations are important sources of stress 
was developed later, pointing not only at the immediate reactions of 
people under threats but on the effects of these threats on identity, 
health, physical reactions, and social functioning (Allison, 1998; 
Clark et al., 1999; Miller and Major, 2000; Miller and Kaiser, 2001). 

Originally, a stigma was a physical mark that was apposed on some 
persons to signal not only their lower status (e.g., prostitute, slave), 
but the fact that one should avoid them because of morality flaws, 
sicknesses or more generally because those person could be danger-
ous in a way or another. Today’s conceptualizations have changed 
quite a lot, going from a single external mark that told people to 
avoid a person, to, nowadays, the possession (or the belief of it) 
of “some attribute or characteristic that conveys a social identity1 
that is devalued in a particular social context” (Crocker et al., 1998, 
p. 505). Now, one can be stigmatized because he merely belongs 
to a group that is devalued in a given society. This can be because 
one is a woman, poor or from a poor family, homosexual, from 
another culture, member of a minority or simply because one does 
not look like everybody else (e.g., too big, too tall, too small). All 
are stigmatizing “categories” that can be met in the school context.

The consequences of stigma are numerous, especially for the 
stigmatized. One of the most obvious and frequent consequence 
of stigmatization is the discrimination that often comes with it. 
This can be blatant aggressions or more subtle mistreatment such 
as receiving a lower grade than deserve, being ignored by teachers 
and peers (Fisher et al., 2000). But stigmatization can also have 
more subtle effects as stigmas can serve teachers to fulfill prophecies 
(Jussim and Harber, 2005; Jussim et al., 2009) and can also have 
deleterious effects on performance through stereotype threat effects 
(Steele and Aronson, 1995; Huguet and Régnier, 2007).
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1We will use here the definitions of personal and social identity of Hogg (2003, 
p. 463). For Hogg, “social identity refers to commonalities among people within 
a group and differences between people in different groups and is associated with 
group behaviors.” Personal identity refers to “self as distinct from other people or 
self as defined in terms of specific relationships with other individuals and is not 
associated with group behaviors.” Note that for Hogg, social identity is a theory of 
the self. “This theory makes a distinction between the collective self (social identi-
ty), which is associated with group membership, group processes, and intergroup 
behaviors, and the individual self (personal identity), which is associated with close 
personal relations and idiosyncratic attributes of self.”
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get from family, friends and social network), psychological (e.g., 
beliefs, self-esteem, perceived control, morale), or material (e.g., 
financial, tools).

Coping refers to “cognitive and behavioral efforts to master, 
reduce, or tolerate the internal and/or external demands that are 
created by the stressful transaction” (Folkman, 1984, p. 843; see also 
Folkman and Lazarus, 1980). Given the diversity of responses to 
stress that exist, most authors tried to make significant and mean-
ingful categorizations (e.g., active versus passive or avoidant coping, 
see Suls and Fletcher, 1985; Roth and Cohen, 1986). Lazarus and 
Folkman (1984) proposed that coping serves two major functions. 
One is the regulation of emotions or distresses that come with 
the stressful situation (emotion-focused coping). The other is the 
management of the problem that is causing the stress by directly 
changing the elements of the stressful situation (problem-focused 
coping). Although both forms of coping are used in most stress-
ful encounters, they are nevertheless dependent of the way one 
appraises the situation (i.e., as a threat and/or a challenge) and of 
the antecedents of the model. For example, Folkman and Lazarus, 
who analyzed 1300 stressful episodes reported by people, found that 
both forms of coping were used in most encounters. Nevertheless, 
people tended to use more problem-focused strategies when the 
situation was appraised as changeable and more emotion-focused 
strategies when the situation was appraised as not or less change-
able (Folkman and Lazarus, 1980).

Lazarus and Folkman (1984) identified at least to broad cat-
egories of antecedents which will directly influence how people 
appraise and cope with the situation: those linked to the character-
istics of the individual and those linked to the characteristics of the 
situation. Among the first ones, we can find, for example, commit-
ments (which defines what is important for the person and so what 
is at skate in that situation), beliefs, such as beliefs about personal 
control (Folkman, 1984), and personal traits such as self-esteem 
(Rector and Roger, 1997). Among situational factors, we can find 
the novelty or the predictability of the situation, the uncertainty 
of the event, temporal factors (e.g., time generally enhance threat 
but can also leave some time to think through) or the ambiguity 
of the situation (Lazarus and Folkman, 1984).

advantageS and limitS of the tranSactional model 
of StreSS for the Study of identity threatS
The use of transactional models of stress represents a real progress 
in that it permits to better explain and predict the variety of 
responses that people show when encountering discrimination and 
prejudice, as well as the effect of discrimination and prejudice on 
self-esteem and other adjustment related variables (Major et al., 
2003a). They helped to systematize a large literature, highlight-
ing the fact that stigmatized individual are not passive when con-
fronting discrimination and that individual and situational factors 
interact to create a specific appraisal of the situation and engender 
specific coping strategies.

However, studies that tried to test or directly apply transactional 
models of stress often failed to show adequate results. For example, 
Barnes and Lightsey Jr. (2005) asked to 114 African Americans col-
lege students to answer several measures: a measure of perceived 
racism (i.e., how often participants experience different forms of 
discrimination), a measure of coping (i.e., the Coping Strategies 

For instance, some studies showed that discrimination is associated 
with more physiological arousal and in particular, cardiovascular 
responses among stigmatized persons (see Harrell et al., 2003, for a 
review). In addition, a recent study by Richman et al. (2007) showed 
that Black men with a past experience with discrimination had a 
more acute physiological reaction to stressors than Whites (i.e., 
recall a past experience of feeling angry toward another person), 
suggesting that discrimination weakens stigmatized people in their 
ability to cope with other kind of stressors.

On a more psychological level, other studies showed that women 
declaring to be victim of sexism are more depressed (Kobrynowicz 
and Branscombe, 1997) and have a lower self-esteem (Swim et al., 
2001) than women who do not perceive to be victims of sexism. This 
is also the case of other members of minority groups such as homo-
sexuals (Diaz et al., 2001) or Black Americans (Branscombe et al., 
1999) or of young students. For example, a study of Fisher et al. 
(2000) showed that white students (ranging from 13 to 19 years) 
reported less distress reactions to perceived discrimination from 
the institutional or the educational contexts than their African 
Americans, Hispanics, or Asians peers (Fisher et al., 2000).

the tranSactional model of StreSS and coping
According to Lazarus and Folkman (1984), “psychological stress 
is a particular relationship between the person and the environ-
ment that is appraised by the person as taxing or exceeding his 
or her resources and endangering his or her well-being” (Lazarus 
and Folkman, 1984, p. 19). This relationship goes through two 
important phases that are (1) cognitive appraisals and (2) coping.

Cognitive appraisal is the “process of categorizing an encounter, 
and its various facets, with respect to its significance for well-being” 
(Lazarus and Folkman, 1984, p. 31). Indeed, before actually cop-
ing with a situation, this one has to be cognitively evaluated as 
potentially stressful. This appraisal goes through two cognitive 
mechanisms which are primary and secondary appraisals. Primary 
appraisal is an assessment of what is at stake: “Am I in trouble or 
being benefited, now or in the future, and in what ways?” If the 
answer to this question is yes, then people categorize the situation 
as being a threat, a challenge or a loss. Loss refers to damages or 
harms that have already happened; threat and challenge appraisals 
can refer to past events or to anticipated ones. While threat sug-
gests potential danger to one’s well-being or self-esteem, challenge 
suggests that one focuses on the success, the social rewards and 
the personal growth that the situation could bring. It is impor-
tant to note however that threat and challenge appraisals are not 
necessarily mutually exclusive. As stated by Lazarus and Folkman 
(1984), threat and challenge appraisals are not two ends of a sin-
gle continuum. Although they are negatively correlated (Skinner 
and Brewer, 2002; Berjot and Girault-Lidvan, 2009), threat and 
challenge appraisals can occur simultaneously. For example, 
Folkman and Lazarus (1985) showed that students waiting for an 
exam appraised the upcoming event as particularly threatening 
and challenging.

Secondary appraisal is an assessment of coping resources 
and answers to the question: “Can I cope with this situation?” 
It indicates confidence in one’s ability to cope with the situation 
because one has the resources to cope with it. Resources can be 
physical (e.g., health, energy), social (e.g., social support one can 
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(Wheeler and Petty, 2001), or more conscious as when a stigmatized 
person is in a situation where the negative stereotype that is associ-
ated with his group could apply and/or be confirmed (Skrypneck 
and Snyder, 1982; Steele and Aronson, 1995; Jussim et al., 2000). 
As shown by numerous studies, people do not cope with identity 
threatening situations as they do with situations that do not involve 
identity. Although both kinds of situations have to be coped with, 
they are nevertheless qualitatively distinct and need to be distin-
guished in their effects and processes. In particular, it seems to 
us that it is necessary to distinguish between what is tangible in a 
situation and that can be coped with (e.g., with traditional coping 
strategies), from what the situation means for identity. Indeed, 
coping with the consequences of discrimination (i.e., coping with 
the fact that one refuses me a job or a flat) is not exactly the same 
thing than coping with what it means for my identity (i.e., I feel 
like I am nobody, I feel that members of my group are insulted, 
etc.). If I can cope with the fact that an employer refuses me a job 
because I am a woman (by acting on the stressor, by “planning my 
actions” as models of coping would propose), how do I cope with 
the fact that my identity (personal and/or social) is threatened?

The model we propose here applies more specifically to those less 
tangible threats that are threats to identity (Berjot et al., 2008). We 
propose to keep all the different phases of the model (antecedents, 
appraisal, and coping) but make some refinements to adapt them 
to the specificities of identity relevant situations. In particular, as 
we will see, we propose to take into account both aspects of identity 
(personal and social) and the motive that are elicited when those 
aspects of identity are threatened or challenged (see Figure 1).

antecedentS
The transactional model of stress classifies antecedents into per-
sonal and situational factors (Lazarus and Folkman, 1984). We 
propose here to keep the two categories defined by Lazarus and 
Folkman (1984) and add a third one which takes into account 
the characteristics of stigma. Note that if most of the variables 
identified by the transactional models as influencing appraisals 
have not been tested yet in the context of stigmatization or iden-
tity threats, it seems plausible that they could also be pertinent for 
those specific threats.

characteriSticS of Stigma
Because of the high number of stigmas, it is necessary to classify 
them according to some criterion. One of the earlier is the well-
known classification of Goffman (1963) who distinguished between 
tribal stigmas (e.g., racial and religious identities), abominations 
of the body (e.g., physical disabilities), and blemishes of individual 
character (e.g., addictions, mental illness, homosexuality). But this 
way of categorizing stigmas is more based on similarities between 
stigmas than on real shared characteristics that differentiate dif-
ferent stigmas and could explain (1) how people act toward stig-
matized people and/or (2) how stigmatized individuals react to 
discrimination and exclusion. Although some studies tried to find 
pertinent classifications of stigmas (see for example, Weiner et al., 
1988; Frable, 1993; Deaux et al., 1995), it is essentially the one pro-
posed by Crocker et al. (1998) that is used nowadays. According to 
the authors, stigmas can on one side be visible or not visible, and 
on the other side be controllable or uncontrollable.

Indicator, Amirkhan, 1990), and finally a measure of perceived 
stress (i.e., the PSS14, Cohen et al., 1983). The authors showed 
that perceiving discrimination is stressful. However, if coping was, 
as hypothesized, linked to stress, perception of discrimination did 
not predict coping, and coping did not moderate the effects of 
discrimination on stress.

Other authors have tried to test the transactional model of stress 
for the study of stereotype threat. Stereotype threat, which is “being 
at risk of confirming, as self-characteristic, a negative stereotype 
about one’s group” (Steele and Aronson, 1995, p. 797), is another 
example of situations that can potentially threaten the identity of 
individuals (personal as well as social). In one study, Berjot et al. 
(2010) asked students from North African’s origins and French 
to realize a task that was presented as diagnostic or not of abili-
ties, and assessed afterward coping strategies and perceived stress. 
Results revealed that stereotype threat enhanced the use of emo-
tion-focused strategies and decreased the use of problem-focused 
strategies for students from North African origins presented with 
a diagnostic task. However, the transactional model of stress failed 
to explain the whole process by which performance decreases for 
threatened individuals. First, only problem-focused coping partly 
mediated the relation between stereotype threat, while emotion-
focused coping did not. Secondly, perceived stress was high for 
students from North African origin in both conditions (the threat-
ening and the no-threatening). Therefore, the model could not 
specifically differentiate between the two kinds of stressors (i.e., 
the one that was involved by the fact that students were evalu-
ated, and the one that implied a threat to their identity. In another 
experiment using the same paradigm and population, Berjot et al. 
(accepted) assessed primary appraisals, that is, how participants 
appraised the situation in terms of threat and/or challenge. Once 
again, results partly infirmed the transactional of model of stress, in 
that only challenge appraisals partly mediated the relation between 
stereotype threat and performance. Threat appraisals, that were 
operationalized according to the transactional model (i.e., harm or 
loss that are going to take place, and that suggest potential danger 
to one’s well-being or self-esteem (Lazarus and Folkman, 1984; 
Lazarus, 1991; Skinner and Brewer, 2002) did not explained the 
relation. The reason is that the transactional definition of threat 
appraisals may be too global and not focused on threats to the 
identity (personal and/or social). Because stereotype threat is a 
threat to the social and personal aspect of identity and not to the 
global well-being or the self, results failed to confirm the adequacy 
of the transactional model.

the model of StreSS and coping with Stigma and 
identity threatS
Although the studies reported above did showed that stress and 
coping frameworks can effectively be useful to explain how people 
react to threats to their identity (e.g., stereotype threat, discrimi-
nation, prejudice), they also showed that those models need some 
refinements to better adjust to the specificities of the situations 
that stigmatized persons have to face. First, one has to take into 
account the main characteristic of stigma, its devaluing aspect for 
identity. Indeed, as stated by Crocker et al. (1998), stigmatized indi-
viduals are often devalued in society, in numerous situations. This 
can be unconscious, as this is the case with activation processes 
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of the stigma. For example, according to the way we think about the 
origins of poverty (as something entirely due to personal lacks and 
bad choices or principally due to socio-economical characteristics), 
we will think that this stigma is more or less controllable. Because 
the explanations we give for the reasons of being stigmatized are 
different according to the time and cultures, it may be important not 
to take for granted that certain stigmas are, or not, controllable. For 
example, while stereotypes about those who are poor are, in the US, 
mostly internal (e.g., poor people are poor because they do not work, 
they are described as lazy), stereotypes held in other countries such 
as France are internal and external (e.g., poor people are described as 
less smart but also courageous; Berjot and Drozda-Senkowska, 2007).

Controllability seems to be a pertinent categorization because 
it seems to influence attitudes toward stigmatized individuals 
(Hegarty and Golden, 2008). For instance, some studies showed 
that people who possess a controllable stigma are more rejected and 
prejudiced against than those possessing an uncontrollable stigma 
(Weiner et al., 1988; Crocker et al., 1998), but also are more likely 
to evoke pity and are less likely to receive help from others (Weiner 
et al., 1988; Menec and Perry, 1998). This is particularly the case of 
people suffering of obesity who are blamed for being fat and held 
responsible for their condition (Crandall, 1994).

Visibility refers to the fact that one can easily and visually clas-
sify (or not) a stigmatized person because of his external aspect. 
So, women, Blacks, physically disabled persons, people suffering of 
obesity all possess a visible stigma. Homosexuals, people suffering 
from certain sicknesses such as HIV or diabetes, possess a non-
visible stigma. Note here that this dimension can be sometimes 
not as impermeable as it seems. So on the one hand, stigmatized 
people can decide to make their group belonging visible by saying 
it to others or by the use of external indices such as clothing, or 
non-verbal behaviors. On the other hand, people can also infer 
that a person is homosexual, poor, or sick by the observation of 
those indices.

Controllability refers to the fact that the origin or the issue of a 
stigma is (or not) controllable, that is (1) that the stigmatized person 
is responsible for the acquisition of the stigma (e.g., being fat, being 
physically disabled because of a car accident that one was responsible 
for) and/or (2) that the stigmatized person could do something to get 
rid of the stigma (e.g., could go on diet if he/she is fat, could find some 
work if he/she is jobless or poor). Again, note here that this dimension 
should be understood on a continuum. The categorization is not that 
easy to make for certain stigmas such as homosexuality or poverty 
because they largely depend on the beliefs we have about the origins 

Figure 1 | Appraising and coping with identity relevant situations.
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As this is also the case with traditional strategies, one can also 
think that some coping strategies can be so stable that they can act 
as personality characteristics and directly act upon appraisals by 
interacting with situational cues. This is for example the case of 
self-handicapping that can be a stable characteristic. As such, some 
studies showed that some people self-handicap more than others 
(called high self-handicappers; see Rhodewalt, 1990 for a review). 
That characteristic is so powerful that high self- handicappers tend 
to self-handicap even in non-threatening situations. This was 
shown for example by Finez et al. (in press) with athletes who had 
to perform a motor task designed to detect their physical ability 
(high ego-threatening condition) or provide pre-testing data for an 
upcoming study (low ego-threatening condition). Results showed 
that high self-handicappers who also had low self-esteem engaged 
in self-handicapping even in a non-threatening situation.

Finally, another variable that seem promising but does not 
have been really explored is motivation. Hodgins and Knee (2002) 
for example have proposed a model that posits that individuals’ 
motivation influences their ability to experience events without 
defensiveness. Specifically, the authors considered that autono-
mous and controlled motivation orientations (see Deci and Ryan, 
2008) predict threat and defense. Autonomous motivation refers to 
engaging in an activity out of pleasure and/or volition and choice. 
In contrast, controlled motivation is defined as engaging in an 
activity for internal (e.g., guilt) or external pressure (e.g., external 
rewards). Results from past studies (e.g., Knee et al., 2005; Hodgins 
et al., 2006) revealed that individuals who are autonomously moti-
vated are less defensive than those displaying controlled motivation 
especially because autonomous motivation is positively associated 
with integrated and secure self-processes (e.g., self-evaluation, self-
awareness, self-actualization; see Deci and Ryan, 1985). Hodgins 
et al. (2010) used motivation priming to examine the links between 
motivation, defense, and performance in a sample of 77 undergrad-
uates. Participants were exposed to a structured stressful interview 
with moderately high social threat and then, were asked to give a 
speech which was videotaped to evaluate their performance. The 
study included multiple objective consequences to assess threat 
response such as verbal defense, response latency, response length, 
fake smiling, vocal fundamental frequency, cardiac reactivity, and 
vascular resistance. Results showed that relative to controlled moti-
vation, autonomous motivation lowers threat response (e.g., longer 
interview responses, less acoustic vocal fundamental frequency). In 
addition, the effect of motivation on performance was mediated 
by threat response. Specifically, autonomous motivation decreases 
threat response, that in turn, predicts higher levels of performance. 
Taken together, these studies provide evidence for the importance 
of autonomous motivation in the prediction of threat response 
and subsequent task performance.

Situational characteriSticS
Situational characteristics are characteristics of the environment 
the person lives in and that could modify how he or she appraises 
and copes with the situation. If some characteristics issued from 
general stress and coping frameworks can again be pertinent (e.g., 
controllability of the situation), others are particularly pertinent in 
the context of identity threats. Among them, we can firstly identify 
those characteristics of the social context that directly impact the 

perSonal characteriSticS
Among the characteristics of the person that could have an impact 
on appraisal, we propose to focus on those that were the most 
studied in the stigmatization and identity literature. This is not to 
say that those highlighted by the transactional model could not 
fit. Variables such as self-efficacy or optimism have been shown 
to impact appraisal and or coping, in general and in identity rel-
evant situations. For example, Kaiser and Miller (2004) showed 
that optimistic women tended to make more benign appraisals of 
the consequences of confronting sexism, appraisals that in turn 
predicted actual responses to prejudice.

Stigmatized individuals can vary in the degree they recog-
nized or detect discrimination in their environment. They can be 
for example hyper-vigilant to rejection, that is, as described by 
Mendoza-Denton et al. (2002), be very sensitive to environmental 
cues that could be indices of rejection based on their race. They 
can also be, as showed by Pinel, more or less high in stigma con-
sciousness. According to the author, stigmatized people differ in 
the way they expect to be judged and treated on the basis of the 
stereotypes associated with their group membership (Pinel, 1999, 
2002). According to their sensibility to rejection or on their stigma 
consciousness, stigmatized people will then appraise identity rel-
evant situations differently.

Another personal variable that could also moderate the impact 
of potentially threatening situations on the way people appraise 
and react to them is the implicit theories people have on their 
selves. According to Dweck (1999), aspects of self (personality, 
intelligence, morality, etc.) can be conceived as fixed, non-mal-
leable trait-like entities (entity theory) or as malleable entities 
that can be changed and developed (incremental theory). Those 
theories structure the way people understand and react to human 
action and outcomes, in particular to negative social feedbacks. 
For example, Hong et al. (1999) showed that undergraduate 
university students who believed that intelligence was malleable 
(incremental theorists) were more likely to take remedial actions 
when faced with setbacks than students who believed that intel-
ligence was not malleable. This effect was mediated by attributions 
for failure. Incrementalists attributed more their failure to their 
lack of efforts than entitatists. In another series of experiments, 
Nussbaum and Dweck (2008) showed that implicit theories have a 
direct effect on the strategies people used when faced with identity 
threats. While entitatists opted for defensive self-esteem repair 
(here, downward comparison), incrementalists opted for a more 
self-enhancing strategy (i.e., upward comparison). To test this 
idea that failure or threat of failure is more threatening for entita-
tists than for incrementalists, Aronson et al. (2002) trained Black 
and White student to see intelligence as malleable rather than 
fixed. Results showed that Black students who saw intelligence 
as malleable showed greater performance than those who were 
not trained to see it as malleable. More recently, and on another 
aspect of self, Rattan and Dweck (2010) showed that the way 
University undergraduates from minorities (African Americans, 
Latino Americans) think of their personality predicted their deci-
sion (or not) to confront prejudice. Those who believed that per-
sonality can be changed (incrementalists) declared confronting 
prejudice more that those who believed that personality is fixed 
and cannot be modified (entitatists).
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choice of coping strategies such as the stability of the social context 
(i.e., if the position of the group in society is perceived as stable), 
the legitimacy of the group status and its position in society (i.e., is 
the status of my group perceived as being legitimate or not?), as well 
as the permeability of the frontiers of my group (i.e., can I go from 
my revalorized group to another, more valued group). Those char-
acteristics, highlighted by the SIT and the self-categorization theory 
tenants (Tajfel and Turner, 1986; Turner et al., 1987; Mummendey 
et al., 1999) showed to be quite predictive of actual coping strategies.

More generally, the context can also vary according to the 
number of indices that can inform stigmatized persons that the 
situation can be potentially threatening for their identity (Major 
et al., 2003b). Among those factors, we can cite the fact that one can 
be the only representant of his social group in a context (e.g., solo 
status or token, see Inzlicht and Ben-Zeev, 2000; Sekaquaptewa and 
Thompson, 2002; Inzlicht et al., 2006). For example, Inzlicht and 
Ben-Zeev (2000) asked women to complete a difficult Math test in 
different configuration of men/women ratios. Results showed that 
women performed less well when in minority and that their per-
formance were proportional to the number of males in the group.

Social support from other in-group members can also help in 
identity threatening situations. They are a important resource for 
people who have to deal with threat in that they can bring informa-
tion, help, share emotions and experiences about painful situations, 
or to enact specific strategies (Haslam et al., 2005; Bourguignon 
et al., 2006). But they permit also in-group identification. As shown 
by Schmitt and Branscombe (2002), group identification can be 
a resource to cope with identity threats such as discrimination. In 
their model, the authors state that discrimination enhances group 
identification which in turn, protects self-esteem.

appraiSalS
If the appraisal phase is recognized in the stigmatization literature 
as being very important, the applications or the modifications of the 
transactional model that were done by the authors usually under-
score three things that have to be taken into account if we want to 
understand the specificities of identity relevant situations: (1) the 
fact that there is not always something at stake for all individuals 
in all identity relevant situations, (2) the fact that those situations 
do not represent a threat for everyone and can be sometimes be 
appraised as challenges, and (3) the fact that those situations can 
threaten/challenge one or both aspects of identity2.

One of the reasons why those three things have tended to be 
neglected is that very often, authors have tended to consider stig-
matization, discrimination, and situations that more generally 
are relevant for identity, as inherently threatening. This is the case 
of discrimination and prejudice but also of other kinds of situa-
tions and manipulations such as giving a negative feedback on an 
important and self-defining dimension (e.g., academics, sports). 
Added to the fact that few tools permit to assess the threatening 

nature of a situation, it is not surprising that few studies showed if 
and how a situation is appraised as threatening. More frequently, 
threat appraisals are deduced from the observation of some of its 
side effects such as specific coping strategies or lower self-esteem. 
However, some authors did try to assess appraisals. For example, 
several studies, using physiological measures, did show that situ-
ations such as stereotype threat or threats to social identity are 
appraised more as threats and less as challenges (Blascovich et al., 
2000, 2001; Scheepers and Ellemers, 2005; Osborne, 2006, 2007).

On the other hand, and certainly for the same reasons, few 
studies focused on the potential for challenge of some identity 
relevant situations. Some authors have nevertheless showed that 
some people appraise identity relevant situations as a challenges 
and opportunities to enhance their identity. This is for example 
the case of members of low status groups who try to modify the 
stereotype held by members of a relevant out-group in a favorable 
direction (Klein and Azzi, 2001) or of Black students, highly identi-
fied to academics, who voluntary expose themselves to an evaluative 
situation when under stereotype threat (Cohen and Garcia, 2005). 
Challenge appraisal, contrary to threat appraisal helps to focus on 
the positive side of the situation and on the benefit that one can 
get from a success. As such, challenge appraisal might relief pres-
sure and for example facilitate performance. This is for example 
what showed a study from Alter et al. (2010). In their experiment 
the authors showed that Black school children who had to report 
their race before performing a math test performed better when 
the test was framed as a challenge (emphasizing the role of the test 
in improving their general mathematical abilities) than a threat 
(emphasizing the diagnostic nature of the test).

Another surprising aspect of past research is that often, authors 
tend to focus on one or the other aspect of identity, and more rarely 
on both (personal or social) or on their links. Research on stigma-
tization showed however that the frontier between the personal 
and the social aspects of identity is thinner than we can imagine. 
This is the case of stigmatization, which is traditionally considered 
as a threat to the social aspect of identity because one belongs to 
a group that serves to maintain a positive social identity. But as 
Schmitt and Branscombe (2002) stated recently about the protec-
tive effects of the attribution to discrimination (i.e., attributing a 
negative treatment to the prejudice of someone else: see Crocker 
and Major, 1989), the fact that we belong to groups is important for 
the definition of who we are and as such, is a part of self-definition. 
Therefore, threats to group membership also threaten the personal 
aspect of identity (Schmitt and Branscombe, 2002). This is also the 
case of a lot of other situations that do not represent a threat for 
only one aspect of identity. This is the case for example of stereotype 
threat, which is, as stated by the authors (Steele and Aronson, 1995) 
a threat to the personal and the social aspect of identity. Depending 
on the way one manipulates stereotype threat, one, the other or 
both aspects can be threatened (Berjot, 2003; Berjot and Drozda-
Senkowska, 2003; Shapiro and Neuberg, 2007; Wout et al., 2008).

According to our model, a situation into which identity is 
perceived as being at stake, can threaten and/or challenge a basic 
self motive, that of maintaining, protecting or enhancing the self 
(Sedikides and Strube, 1997; Baumeister, 1998), whether individual 
or collective. So, individuals will ask themselves “can my identity 
(personal and/or social) be called into question, devalued, or on the 

2Note that our model doesn’t take into account the many forms that social identity 
can take, such as highlighted by Ashmore et al. (2004). So, social identity can be 
threatened because one is placed (or not) by others in a specific category (self-
categorization), because one’s group is not positively perceived (by oneself or by 
others), because one’s group is particularly important for self-definition, because 
one’s is particularly and emotionally attached to the group, etc. (see Ashmore et al., 
2004, for more details).
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other identity threatening situations (e.g., like exams, negative 
feedbacks). One strategy is to try to fit identity management strate-
gies into actual categorizations. This the strategy used for example 
by Miller and Kaiser (2001) who tried to fit identity management 
strategies into the Compas et al.’s (2001) categorization. This cat-
egorization proposes to classify voluntary coping responses into 
engagement or disengagement coping with the stressful event 
or problem. Engagement and disengagement coping can then 
be aimed at either gaining primary control (i.e., efforts directed 
toward the problem and the emotional reactions that it provokes) 
or secondary control (i.e., efforts to adapt to the situation). If 
this way of doing had resolved some problems linked to that fact 
that emotion- and problem-focused copings were sometimes dif-
ficult to disentangle (Compas et al., 2001), it does not solve the 
problem of the specificities of identity management strategies and 
do not answer to the question of the functions of coping with 
identity threats4. Put otherwise, why people use specific identity 
management strategies? One way to answer to this question is to 
refer to the motives which may be triggered by specific apprais-
als, that is to protect and/or enhance the personal and/or social 
aspects of identity. Remember that people are motivated to protect 
their identity but also, when possible, to enhance it, be it personal 
and/or social (Turner, 1982; Gaertner et al., 2002; Hogg, 2003). 
Indeed, self-enhancement is a very powerful motive (Sedikides, 
1993; Sedikides and Strube, 1997) that guides people to enhance 
as often as possible their personal identity but also their social 
identity (Hogg, 2003).

So the categorization we propose to use here is directly based 
on the motives that are elicited by the appraisal made in a specific 
situation, that is, strategies aimed at protecting the personal iden-
tity, strategies aimed at protecting the social identity, strategies 
aimed at enhancing the personal identity and strategies aimed a 
enhancing the social identity. Note that this proposition, as many 
others, is not the panacea, in that certain strategies permit to fulfill 
different motives. As we will see, some strategies can be used for 
one, or another motive.

StrategieS aimed at protecting the perSonal aSpect 
of identity
In that category, one can put all identity management strategies 
that are aimed at protecting the characteristics that defines us as 
a person. They can be used in a group context (as when dealing 
with discrimination or with group relations) as well as in a per-
sonal context.

Attribution to discrimination is one of the strategies that people 
can use to cope with discrimination. This strategy, first defined 
by Crocker and Major (1989) protect self-esteem of members of 
stigmatized groups because they attribute “negative feedback or 
poor outcomes to the prejudiced attitudes of others toward the 
group” (Crocker and Major, 1989, p. 612). Note that according to 
the authors, this attribution must be perceived as unjust and as 

contrary enhanced, praised, and become more positive?” Put other-
wise, is this situation a threat and/or a challenge to my personal 
and/or my social identity3.

This conceptualization of appraisal implies that we can make 
two important assumptions. The first one is that, depending 
on the individual and on the context, a situation may well be 
appraised as a threat and a challenge. As in the transactional 
model, threat and challenge are two separate appraisals that can 
be made simultaneously in a situation (Lazarus and Folkman, 
1984; Skinner and Brewer, 2002; Berjot and Girault-Lidvan, 2009). 
The second thing is that, as we mentioned earlier, a situation can 
threaten or challenge one, the other or both aspects of identity, 
again, depending on the individual, its group characteristics and 
the situation.

Those assumptions were tested in a series of studies which first 
aim was to develop and validate a scale that measured how indi-
viduals appraise a situation in which their identity was at stake; as 
a threat and/or a challenge to their personal and/or social identity 
(Berjot et al., 2009). In one study, we compared people suffering 
of obesity with people from North African origins in the way they 
appraised discrimination. Results showed that while people suffer-
ing from obesity principally appraised discrimination as a threat 
to the personal aspect of their identity, people from North African 
origins appraised it as a threat and a challenge to the social aspect 
of their identity. We can then see here, that some groups, certainly 
because of the social support that their group identification can 
offer, appraise discrimination both as a threat and a challenge. 
On the other hand, other groups such as fat people, who are not 
identified with their in-group, and who bear a controllable stigma, 
appraise discrimination principally in terms of threat to the per-
sonal aspect of their identity.

coping
It is evident that the strategies highlighted by the transactional 
model of stress to cope with standard or “regular” situations are 
not the same than those used when having to cope with identity 
threats, such as those used to cope with stigmatization or with 

Table 1 | Proposition for a classification of some of identity 

management strategies.

 Personal identity Social identity

Protection Attribution discrimination Decreasing importance 

motives  of identity

 Individual mobility Domain disengagement

 Self-handicapping Selective affiliation

Enhancement Self-affirmation Social competition

motives  Positive re-evaluation of 

  comparison dimensions

  New dimension comparison

  Social identity affirmation.

3Note here that the process of appraisal implies that the potentially threatening si-
tuation have been perceived and recognized. The interaction between personal and 
situational factors, will or will not elicit appraisal. A situation that is not recognized 
as potentially threatening or at least pertinent for identity will not be processed 
consciously and so is not described in our model.

4Many other classifications of identity management strategies have been proposed, 
mostly based on actual coping strategies classifications. We can cite for example 
the taxonomy of strategies derived from the SIT proposed by Blanz et al. (1998) as 
being either behavioral or cognitive and either individual or collective (classifica-
tion based on the characteristics of the coping answer).
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as less important for the self-definition, the performance dimen-
sion on which they or their group faire(s) poorly, and selectively 
valuing those dimensions on which they or their group excel(s)” 
(Crocker and Major, 1989, p. 616)5. This strategy will be used when 
a domain into which we decide to enter is threatening because of the 
stereotype associated with the group membership (as for example 
women studying math in prestigious universities). Note that this 
strategy can also be used to protect the personal aspect of identity 
when one regularly receives negative feedbacks on a valued domain.

Selective affiliation is another strategy that can be used to pro-
tect the social aspect of identity. This strategy consists at intensi-
fying contacts with in-group members to find social support and 
a revalorization of one’s identity (Deaux and Ethier, 1998; Siegal 
et al., 1998).

StrategieS aimed at enhancing the Social aSpect of 
identity
Among the strategies aimed at enhancing the social aspect of iden-
tity, we can cite social competition (Tajfel, 1978), that is, competing 
for a positive evaluation of the in-group by specific actions and 
behaviors. Another set of strategies that can help to enhance social 
identity is the social creativity (Tajfel, 1978).

One can for example re-evaluate some threatened dimensions 
and declare them/perceive them as positive instead of negative or 
one can also choose another comparison dimension on which the 
in-group have a higher status or excels. This last strategy resembles 
the “originality” strategy described by Lemaine (1974). In one of his 
experiment, Lemaine (1974) observed children during a summer 
camp after having formed two groups. Each group had to build a 
hut in the wood which would be afterward rewarded. But one of the 
two groups was given a handicap that prevented them to build a real 
hut (i.e., impossibility to build a ladder). The authors observed that 
the handicapped group often introduced another criterion of judg-
ment to differentiate themselves of the others by doing “something 
different” (e.g., build a garden) and, even if admitting the superior-
ity of the other group on the original criterion (i.e., the hut), asked 
to be recognized on the new criterion which they had introduced.

Finally, another strategy that can be used to enhance social 
identity is to affirm one’s social identity by direct claim or behav-
ior toward others. This strategy does not consist at finding a new 
dimension but at showing the existence of this identity (in all its 
aspects). Deaux and Ethier (1998) called this strategy “reaffirma-
tion.” According to the authors, reaffirmation “refers to identity 
work in which the person proclaims or reasserts an identity that 
is already part of her or his self-definition” (Deaux and Ethier, 
1998, p. 309).

StrategieS aimed at enhancing the perSonal aSpect 
of identity
Bias or self-enhancing processes are numerous (Sedikides and 
Strube, 1997; Sedikides and Gregg, 2003). But explicit coping strate-
gies aimed at enhancing the personal aspect of identity are scarcer. 
The most known is self-affirmation (Steele, 1988), which is the 

coming from someone else to permit the discounting of self-blame 
(Major et al., 2003b). An attribution made to group membership 
but that is judged to be fair or justified (as this is the case for example 
for overweight women who regularly blame themselves for being 
overweight, see Crocker et al., 1993) will not permit a restoration 
of self-esteem.

Another strategy that can be used to protect personal iden-
tity is individual mobility. Originally conceived in the context of 
intergroup relation by the tenants of the SIT (Tajfel, 1978), this 
strategy consists at trying to leave the negatively viewed in-group 
to integrate a new and positive one. This is a strategy likely to be 
preferred by individuals who categorize themselves at the personal 
level in a given context and aims at protecting the personal aspect of 
identity (Branscombe and Ellemers, 1998). This strategy resembles 
that described by Deaux and Ethier (1998), the “elimination of 
identity.” The authors define it as the abandon or the elimination 
of a social identification. Note that this strategy is likely to be used 
after numerous threat to the identity and more rarely after one 
encounter with prejudice (Deaux and Ethier, 1998).

One last example of a strategy aimed at protecting the individual 
self can be self-handicapping. This strategy consists of adopting 
(behavioral self-handicapping) or claiming (claimed self-handi-
capping) impediments to success prior to performing (Jones and 
Berglas, 1978; Hirt et al., 1991; Finez et al., 2008), in order to pro-
tect one’s image in the event of failure (self-protective motives) or 
to enhance it in the event of success (self-enhancement motives; 
Jones and Berglas, 1978). So, this strategy can serve both motives, 
that of protecting or of enhancing the self. Even if this strategy is 
not specifically used to cope with group threats, some authors did 
assess its use in a context of social identity threats. For example, 
Steele and Aronson (1995) showed that Black students who had 
to take a task presented as diagnostic of abilities self-handicapped 
more (i.e., claimed they had less hours of sleep the night before 
and that they had less ability to focus) than Black students who 
had to take a non-diagnostic task or than White students. This 
use of self-handicapping in a stereotype threat paradigm was lat-
ter replicated in the sport context by Stone (2002) for behavioral 
self-handicapping. Note that the manipulation of stereotype threat 
used in those two studies threatens more the personal aspect of 
identity than the social aspect (see Shapiro and Neuberg, 2007, for a 
discussion on the effects of the different manipulation of stereotype 
threat on identity). If self-handicapping was principally studied in 
the context of personal identity threats, it is nevertheless possible 
that this strategy can be used to protect the social aspect of identity.

StrategieS aimed at protecting the Social aSpect of 
identity
This set of strategies groups the different attempts to protect the 
social aspect of identity, that is, to protect the positivity of the exist-
ing group membership. Among those, we can find for example the 
decrease of the importance attached to an identity. One still identifies 
with his group but places less importance on this identity to define 
himself (Deaux and Ethier, 1998). This renders identity relevant 
situations less threatening.

This strategy is close of another one, the “domain disengagement” 
(Crocker and Major, 1989; Steele, 1997) which consists for mem-
bers of stigmatized groups “to selectively devaluing or regarding 

5Note that this strategy is most often temporary. The continual use of this strategy 
to protect identity can lead, according to Steele (1997) to a chronic state of “domain 
disidentification;” one leaves definitively the threatening domain.
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affirmation (in one’s own eyes or in the eyes of others) of ones per-
sonal qualities. If self-affirmation seems to have a positive impact on 
cognitive processes (e.g., resistance to persuasion, lower cognitive 
dissonance), this strategy is quite effective to cope with identity 
threats (Steele, 1988; McQueen and Klein, 2006). Self-affirmation 
enables for example to negatively stereotyped group members to 
perceive others as being less prejudiced (Adams et al., 2006) or to 
cope efficiently to stereotype threat (Martens et al., 2005).

Self-affirmation can also express itself via compensation (com-
pensatory self-enhancement, see Baumeister and Jones, 1978; 
Baumeister, 1982). In that case, people will show to the other per-
son that they have other qualities or positive characteristics. For 
example, Jarry and Kossert (2007) showed that women threatened 
on their self-esteem (through a negative feedback on an intellectual 
task) and who had viewed media images featuring thin models, 
declared themselves more pleased with their appearance than not 
threatened women (having received positive feedback) who had 
not viewed such images.

Another strategy that can be thought of as a strategy aimed at 
protecting the personal aspect of identity is “basking in reflected 
glory” (Cialdini and Richardson, 1980). Although, this strategy can 
be used in a very limited number of situations (i.e., when someone 
else has outperform us).

going further: how emotionS could fit in thiS 
model?
One last issue that we did not discuss is the question of emo-
tions. This could be viewed as a lack of the proposed model but 
we believe that this question is quite premature at this point. We 
can only propose some broad hypotheses because several major 
problems have to be resolved before introducing emotions in 
the model.

The first one concerns the way emotions are defined and the 
implications for measuring. If authors do not always agree with the 
definition of emotions, almost all agree to consider that emotions 
are short but dynamic processes (Lazarus, 1999, 2006; Sander and 
Scherer, 2009). Emotions are elicited in response to an event and 
depends on the event’s characteristics. So they may change as the 
event unfold as different appraisals are made and different actions 
are undertaken. As Lazarus puts it, “when there is stress, there are 
also emotions” (Lazarus, 1999, p. 35). For our model, this implies 
that emotions can be expressed and will surely be different (1) when 
encountering a situation (and be dependant on its characteristics 
such as its novelty and ambiguity, and on one’s characteristics), (2) 
after primary appraisal (and depend on the kind of appraisal which 
is made), (3) after secondary appraisal (and depend on the resources 
individuals think they have) and (4) after coping (and depend on 
the actions taken and their efficiency). This complicates a lot the 
model. Some authors have shown for example that emotions are 
not the same depending on the phase of the process. For example, 
Marx and Stapel (2006) told Dutch undergraduates that they have 
to complete a test that was presented as a diagnostic task (or not) 
for examining Math abilities. Half of the participants completed 
an emotion measure before taking the test, while the other half 
completed the measure after the test. Results showed that females 
in the stereotype threat condition reported more anxiety before 
the test (i.e., afraid, anxious, confident, distressed, nervous, scared, 

uncertain) and more frustration after the test (i.e., angry, ashamed, 
frustrated, happy, irritable, unintelligent, upset) than their male 
counterparts.

The second point concerns the fact that even if emotions are 
recognized as playing a very important role in identity relevant 
situations, there is not an extensive literature on their place and role 
in the process of coping with identity threats. Moreover, authors 
have more often focused on global emotions (e.g., positive versus 
negative emotions, affective states, mood) instead of on specific 
emotions (Tracy and Robins, 2004; Marx and Stapel, 2006). So, 
except the fact that identity threats are emotionally painful, and 
conduct to lower self-esteem and well-being, we know little about 
what specific emotions are experienced in different kinds of identity 
relevant situations.

The third point concerns the specificities of identity relevant 
situations. It seems that emotions per se (i.e., basic emotions) are 
not totally suitable for the study of identity related issues. Indeed, 
as stated by Tracy and Robins (2004), if identity relevant situa-
tions have the potential to elicit basic emotions, they also have 
the unique potential to elicit self-conscious emotions (e.g., shame, 
guilt, pride). Self-conscious emotions are emotions of the self. They 
are elicited when people become aware of the fact that they lived 
up or failed to lived up self-standards (Tracy and Robins, 2004) 
when they make inferences about other people’s evaluations about 
them (Tangney, 1992; Leary, 2007). According to Tracy and Robins 
(2004), self-conscious emotions require self-awareness and self-
representations (the I and the Me of James), that are, an activation 
of a self-evaluative process. In their theoretical model, the authors 
state that people will first appraise the identity goal-relevance of 
a situation (i.e., does it matter for how I see myself?) and then 
compare its congruence with personal goals6 (i.e., Who I am and 
who I want to be?). Congruence will lead to positive self-conscious 
emotions (e.g., pride) and incongruence will lead to negative self-
conscious emotions (e.g., shame, guilt, embarrassment). Note also 
the important role of attributions in this model to predict specific 
emotions. For example the authors propose that attributions to 
stable and global aspects of the self will elicit shame, and that attri-
butions to unstable and specific aspects of the self will elicit guilt. 
This is coherent with other points of view such as that of Tangney 
(1992) who states that guilt appears when the violation of one 
owns standards comes from oneself (or one’s own behavior) and 
shame appears when the violation comes for one’s global character.

This is also and above all coherent with the literature on stigma 
and identity and as such could easily fit our model. Indeed, stud-
ies tend to show that people who have a controllable stigma (or a 
stigma that is thought to be controllable) tend to blame themselves 
for discrimination, and feel ashamed and guilty. This is the case of 
people with mental illnesses (Stier and Hinshaw, 2007), of jobless 
people (Herman, 2007) or of people suffering of obesity. Crocker 
et al. (1993) showed for example that overweight women attributed 
rejection from a man more to their weight than to external factors 
(i.e., the men’s prejudice toward overweight people) and that this 

6Note that according to the authors, an event may be appraised as identity-goal re-
levant because it activates an actual, ideal or ought self; a past, present or future self; 
and a private or public aspect of self. We did not make this distinction in our model 
focusing instead on the integrity and positivity of identity, but agree that those 
other self-representations can also be threatened and elicit appraisal and coping.

http://www.frontiersin.org/
http://www.frontiersin.org/educational_psychology/archive


Frontiers in Psychology | Educational Psychology  March 2011 | Volume 2 | Article 33 | 10

Berjot and Gillet Coping with identity threats

“auto-blame” contributed to their lower self-esteem. This is also the 
case of some visible stigmas because they are considered as deviant 
from a norm, such as body deformations due to HIV (Persson, 
2005). These persons do not react in the same way to discrimina-
tion that people who have an uncontrollable stigma.

In our model, we made the distinction between what in a situa-
tion is tangible and can be dealt with and what it means for identity. 
This distinction would be also pertinent if we want to include emo-
tions. So for example, basic emotions can be elicited when encoun-
tering a specific situation (e.g., discrimination) and be dependent 
of the characteristics of the situation and the individual. A situation 
appraised as being particularly unjust will engender more anger 
than a situation appraised as justified (e.g., because based on my 
overweight). Once I think that my identity is at stake in this situa-
tion, self-conscious emotions can also be elicited. Threat appraisal 
might engender negative self-conscious emotions such as guilt or 
shame, while challenge appraisal might engender positive ones such 
as pride. The specific self-conscious emotions that will arise will 
depend on the kind of attribution I make regarding my identity 
(as proposed by Tracy and Robins, 2004) and on the aspect of self 
that is under threat (e.g., as proposed by Tangney, 2003). As for 
appraisal concerning the social aspect of identity, we can imagine 
that the same self-conscious emotions can be elicited.

So emotions and self-conscious emotions can well fit in this 
model. Unfortunately, there is too few investigations to make pre-
cise predictions about what kind of specific emotion will be expe-
rienced by people. More research is needed in that domain, which 
will surely help to better understand the reactions of people facing 
identity threats. One piste of research could be to work on the effects 
of self-conscious emotion on the choice of coping strategies. For 
example, Tangney (2002) reported research that tend to show that 
while shame leads to attempts to deny, hide, or escape, guilt leads 
to reparative actions such as confessing or undoing.

concluSion
To conclude this paper, we would like to highlight the pertinence 
of our model in the school context. As we explained before, this 
context concentrate in itself a high number of identity relevant 
situations. The first reason is because this context is by definition 
an evaluative context. Students are continually tested, evaluated, 

observed on their competence in different domains (e.g., intelli-
gence, sport). This makes a lot of situations where one’s identity can 
be potentially threatened and/or challenged. School is a place where 
basic psychological needs (e.g., needs for autonomy, competence, 
and relatedness; see Deci and Ryan, 2008) can or cannot be fulfilled 
and are regularly thwarted. Understand how students react to those 
threats and how it can impacts their achievement, their motivation 
(Urdan and Turner, 2005) and more generally their psychological 
adjustment is central in that context.

The second reason is that school is a social place, a place in which 
we meet not only teachers but also peers, who judge us, but are also, 
especially during adolescence a foundation for identity development 
(Wentzel, 2007). Beliefs about the self, how competent academically 
and socially we think we are, depend on positive peer relationships. 
Peers are also a important source of support. They bring help, advice, 
and information that help student to learn (Wentzel, 2007) and often 
represent one of the first chosen group identity a child can have.

The third reason is that school is a place where all kind of people 
come to study. Those are members of groups, sometimes stigma-
tized groups, and as such are potentially the victims of prejudice, 
discrimination, self-fulfilling prophecies, or stereotype threat (see 
Graham and Hudley, 2007; Hyde and Durik, 2007, for a discussion 
about the effects of gender and ethnicity in the school context).

We hope with this model to reconcile two fruitful but neverthe-
less quite separate literatures, the one on stress and coping and the 
other on identity and self. On the one hand, because all situations 
are not equal in regards to stress. Some concern the individual, 
his survival and well-being; others concern more specifically his 
identity and self. Models on stress and coping that can be used 
to explain the first ones cannot be directly applied to explain the 
others. On another hand, because the literature on identity threats 
and their consequences deserves more modelization. Our model 
is one attempt among others to put together and conceptualize 
literature on identity threats. The aim is to better understand the 
specificities and communities of those identity relevant situations. 
Even if an effort on tool development has still to be made, especially 
to assess appraisal and coping strategies, we hope that this attempt 
will help researchers, practitioners, and educators to get a more 
synthesized and applicable vision of the way people face and cope 
with identity threats.
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