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BLACK YOUTH AND 
PSYCHOSOCIAL DEVELOPMENT 

A Conceptual Framework 

RONALD L. TAYLOR 
Department of Sociology 
University of Connecticut 

While there exists a massive literature on the characteristics 
and problems of black Americans, few studies exist which 
take as the main focus of attention the black adolescent or 
youth and the problem of psychosocial development. More- 
over, while there has been considerable genuine interest and 
concern for the psychosocial developmental problems of 
black youth, there has been little actual systematic or 
theoretically guided research in this area (Pettigrew, 1964; 
Proshansky and Newton, 1968). Indeed, a perusal of that 
small corpus of research which does exist suggests that many 
of the more fundamental and significant questions have not 
even been broached, much less subjected to empirical 
investigation. For example, the way in which black youth 
"construct" or cultivate their identities through the use of 
others as models has been virtually ignored, despite evidence 
from psychological, clinical, and sociological studies on the 
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significance of role models as sources of psychosocial 
development (Bandura and Walters, 1963). 

The dearth of research on psychosocial development 
among black youth, in contrast to the wealth of data on early 
self-identity development among black children, is all the 
more surprising when seen against the background of recent 
social change (both within and without the black com- 
munity), the substantial growth and visibility of a black 
professional leadership class sufficiently available as models 
of achievement, and the dramatic growth in the number of 
black youth currently enrolled in traditionally white and 
black colleges and universities. In view of these recent 
developments, together -with new and expanded opportu- 
nities in employment and the apparent new level of self- 
awareness among black youth, it is reasonable to assume that 
these events have created new and unfamiliar developmental 
problems for not a few black youth. 

The development of a relevant theoretical or conceptual 
framework is essential for a more thorough understanding 
and analysis of psychosocial identity development among 
black youth. The purpose here is to emphasize, through 
theoretical formulation and case study analysis, the utility of 
the role model approach as a conceptual framework for 
investigating the development of psychosocial identity among 
black youth. More specifically, this paper focuses upon the 
ways in which role models are selected and rendered useful 
by these youth in their various attempts to cultivate features 
of their personal and social identities. Such a focus allows 
observation of how the youth shapes his own identity 
through his own actions, rather than being acted upon by his 
social environment. While such an approach is subject to 
certain limitations, it is clearly a useful strategy to explore 
the theoretical possibilities opened up by considering the 
function of role models in black psychosocial development. 
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THEORETICAL AND CONCEPTUAL ORIENTATION 

Psychosocial development, of which identity formation is 
of prototypical significance, has been the subject of consider- 
able discussion and investigation by behavioral scientists in 
recent years. Nowhere has this subject received fuller 
treatment than in the numerous works of Erikson (1950, 
1964, 1968). While his perspective is dictated by psycho- 
analytic theory, he has systematically reorganized that theory 
to take greater account of the sociocultural environment. For 
Erikson, the quintessential task of youth is the establishment 
of a sense of one's own identity as a unique person. Identity 
represents an evolving configuration gradually established 
through successive synthesis and resynthesis of psychosocial 
components, involving the articulation of personal capacities, 
values, identifications, and fantasies with plans, ideals, 
expectations, and opportunities. Thus in Erikson's view, 
relative identity formation is not fully possible before late 
adolescence, when the body, "now fully grown, grows 
together into an individual appearance," when the fully 
developed cognitive structure enables the youth to envisage a 
career within an historical perspective, and when the emer- 
gence of the capacity for and interest in sustained hetero- 
sexual intimacy has been reached. 

Most behavioral scientists are agreed that the youth stage 
of the lif1e cycle is increasingly more problematic owing to 
social, psychological, and physical changes (Conger, 1973; 
Hauser, 1971). Youth find themselves in the position of 
having lost their former childhood status and yet not having 
acquired the full status of the adult. They are, as Hoffer 
(1965) suggests, in a traditional period between statuses and 
affiliations characterized by rootlessness and a high rate of 
change. The experience of status discontinuity confronts the 
youth with few clearly defined expectations or norms to 
guide his behavior.' At the social level, youth are expected to 
become more seriously committed to the acquisition of 
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values, skills, and patterns of behavior appropriate to the 
adult world of experience, to enlarge the range of potential 
reference groups and significant others, and to become much 
more sophisticated in relating to others. These relationships 
in turn bring new expectations, demands, and opportunities 
to which the youth is expected to respond. As a psycho- 
logical phenomenon, the youth perhaps for the first time 
attempts consciously and deliberately to conceptualize him- 
self, to reconcile the external and internal world of experi- 
ence, i.e., to come to terms with himself and his society 
(Douvan and Adelson, 1966; Erikson, 1968). The growth in 
cognitive capacity and the development of intellectual skills 
permit new ways of learning and incorporating behavior 
while simultaneously serving as liberating and motivating 
forces impelling the youth toward more active participation 
in his own socialization. These unprecedented changes create 
perturbations if not severe stress. The normative identity 
crisis so often referred to in connection with this period is a 
result of these multiple transformations and social pressures. 

There is little to indicate that black youth escape the 
tensions and turbulence of this period, as numerous auto- 
biographical accounts and essays would seem to suggest 
(Malcolm X, 1965; Ellison, 1963; Brown, 1965; Cleaver, 
1968). Moreover, problems precipitated by minority status, 
cultural conflict, and caste victimization may result in 
complications of a somewhat different order and may be seen 
to take different forms and find quite different solutions 
among these youth (Rainwater, 1966; Clark, 1965; Brody, 
1964). 

The issues of crucial significance for youth are questions of 
choice and commitment (Marcia, 1966; Erikson, 1968). The 
need to develop a sense of identity from among all past, 
current, and potential relations compels the youth to make a 
series of increasingly more circumscribed selections of per- 
sonal, occupational, and ideological commitments. His choice 
and commitment to the performance of certain social roles 
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aids in the establishment of his social identity, while his 
commitment to certain personally relevant values and beliefs 
permits membership in a larger community through which 
extensions of his identity are fostered and solidified. The 
variety of social roles and values as available options open to 
the youth are not, however, unlimited. With each choice the 
breadth and variety of alternatives narrow. Such variables as 
race, religion, level of education, and community have the 
effect of reducing the range of possibilities. Furthermore, 
there is some reason to believe that the specific ways in 
which the youth attempts to resolve these issues is deter- 
mined in part by his position or the position of his parents in 
the hierarchy of social classes (Schonfeld, 1971; Musgrove, 
1964). That is, the status differentials among youth are 
highly related to the ways in which they orient themselves to 
the society at large and have a decided influence on the 
content, duration, and stressfulness of the period. Hence, 
youth of various classes may be expected to differ in their 
modes of response to problems encountered during this 
period in their development and to move at differing paces 
toward relative identity formation. 

With the prospect of choice and decision, the youth is 
likely to be shopping around for behavioral models and 
clarifying definitions that offer the possibility of relative 
permanence and stability in personal organization. Parents 
may only ambivalently serve as acceptable models during this 
period given the youth's early dependency on them. Further- 
more, the inability of parents to confer extrinsic personal 
status is well recognized by the youth, as is the knowledge 
that a sense of identity and personal worth as an adult 
requires a degree of social recognition that transcends the 
family. How parents are displaced as role models is revealed 
in a study by Havighurst and his associates (1946) in their 
analysis of essays written by children and youth on the 
theme, "The Kind of Person I Want to Be." In childhood the 
persons most clearly idealized are parents, while during early 
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adolescence parents are partially displaced by various glam- 
orous "personalities" such as movie stars, athletes, or 
fictional characters. But in late adolescence, the most 
idealized individuals tend to be attractive and visible indi- 
viduals who exemplify certain valued competences or skills, 
and who are generally admired by adults in the community. 
Yet parents are not altogether rejected by the youth. .Their 
significance and function as models tend to vary depending 
upon socioeconomic status and the nature of early parent- 
child relationships. 

Perhaps at no other time is the tendency to rely on models 
more open to observation than during the adolescent period 
of development. The literature abounds in examples of youth 
seeking desperately for someone to have faith in, to look up 
to, someone to serve as a reliable and trustworthy model for 
experimentation and guidance into their new identities 
(Goethals and Klos, 1970). "To such a person," Erikson 
(1956) writes, "the late adolescent wants to be an apprentice 
or disciple, a follower . .. a patient." The phrase "in search 
of identity" quite appropriately describes the youth's experi- 
mentation with different models and value systems to find 
the ones of best fit. Since identity is something to be 
cultivated and not merely a function of social inheritance, 
there is the necessity of experimenting and choosing, and the 
possibility of making incorrect and inappropriate choices. 
Nonetheless, how the youth relates himself and is related to 
his society is revealed through these crucial choices. 

To the extent that identity formation involves the activity 
of relating oneself to persons, values, and institutions in one's 
society, it invariably involves the process of identification. As 
the massive literature and research reveals, the process of 
identification is one of the principal media through which 
behavior, values, skills, and other identity elements are 
learned-the essential means by which identity grows in ever 
more mature interplay with the identities of the individual's 
models. The cultivation of identity through the process of 
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identification inevitably gives to the individual's identity 
features which are common to the identities of others. Thus 
the youth identifies with others and those others become 
extensions of his identity, i.e., features or symbols of its 
content. 

The selection and identification with role models may be 
determined by several factors. As Bandura and Walters 
(1963) have shown, models must be perceived as having high 
utility value for the realization of personal aspirations and 
goals. In addition, such variables as age, sex, social class, and 
racial and ethnic status are all important determinants in role 
model selection. Equally important are the potential identi- 
fier's own characteristics that affect his preferences and 
determine the types of models who are selected for observa- 
tion and emulation (Bandura and Walters, 1970). Most youth 
may be assumed to have some plans regarding their personal 
futures, the outlines of which are only roughly sketched in. 
Hence, the youth's anticipations and aspirations may be said 
to serve as the reference ground for present conduct and 
stylizations of his identity (Hauser, 1971). In his choice of 
models he is likely to choose attributes or qualities that fit 
him, become him, those things that go with his other 
qualities. Again, much depends on how the youth sees 
himself and his future, for appropriateness and fit are only 
meaningful in terms of the ideal identity for which the 
qualities of the model are chosen. 

In considering the role of models as they function in the 
service of relative identity formation, attention should be 
focused on relevant psychosocial tasks to be resolved at this 
stage in the life cycle. Among the tasks encountered during 
this period are those of instrumental and interpersonal 
competence, i.e., the development of role skills and styles of 
performance related to particular social roles. For male 
youth, choosing and preparing for a vocational role takes 
precedence in awareness, since occupation plays a crucial 
defining role in his identity (Blau, 1963). The dominant 
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theme in his choice of models is therefore likely to be work 
relevant. An equally important task has to do with the 
establishment of a set of personal values and, more generally, 
the commitment to an ideological system. Lane (1969) and 
Smith et al. (1956), among others, have demonstrated the 
important function of ideological commitments in the search 
for a personal sense of identity. The values to which the 
youth commits himself are not simply carbon copies of 
parental values, nor are they the result of internalization of 
disembodied rules, principles, or other abstractions; rather 
they are the outcome of discovery through experience of 
these ideals and principles appropriate to his circumstances. 

From the foregoing, two types of role models can be 
conceptually distinguished. Models may be conceived as: (1) 
specific persons who serve as examples by means of which 
specific skills and behavior patterns are acquired, and (2) a 
set of attributes or ideal qualities which may or may not be 
linked directly with any one particular person as such, in 
which case the model is symbolic, representing a synthesis of 
diffuse and discrete phenomena. Hence, exemplary and 
symbolic models may be observed to serve different func- 
tions and to be invested with quite different meanings by the 
youth engaged in the process of cultivating various features 
of his social and personal identity.2 

Exemplary models may be seen as persons who provide the 
technical knowledge, skills, or behavioral patterns which can 
be effectively utilized by the youth for developing certain 
competencies; in effect, they demonstrate for the youth how 
something is done (Kemper, 1968). A variety of exemplary 
models may be utilized for cultivating different features of 
identity and may reflect more clearly achievement strivings 
and identity goals. Symbolic models may be conceived as 
representing particular value orientations, ideal or ideological 
perspectives. We have in mind the tendency of cultures to 
embody abstract values, principles, and other "collective 
representations" in mythical, historical, and living figures 



Taylor / PSYCHOSOCIAL DEVELOPMENT [3611 

(e.g., heroes), and the inclination of individuals to view 
certain figures as repositories of particular virtues, ideals, or 
esteemed attributes. As persons, symbolic models function as 
guides in the search for congenial ideology and values 
through their "personalization" of values and ideals. Through 
personal achievement, courage, or social activities, they serve 
to inspire adherence to certain ways of behaving and 
thinking. 

The nature and extent of a given model's influence in the 
emerging psychosocial identity of youth may vary, and such 
a possibility must be taken into account. As a means of 
approach, the relationship between a given youth and his 
models may be conceptualized in terms of type, content, and 
scope of their relationship. Type refers to the quality or tone 
of the relationship and may be defined as positive, negative, 
or neutral. The quality of the relationship between the 
subject and the model can be established largely through an 
analysis of the content of the relationship. By content we 
refer to the nature of the model's influence as this is defined 
or described by the subject. Such influence may be described 
as having occurred on the level of overt behavior or conscious 
orientations, with respect to values, aspirations, beliefs, or 
goals. In addition, the influence of the model may be seen as 
general or specific, in which case we refer to the scope of the 
model's influence, that is, whether the youth is inclined 
toward appropriating specific behaviors or orientations of the 
model, or whether his desire is generally to "be like" the 
model in most respects. In those terms, the scope of the 
model's influence would indicate whether he functions in the 
capacity of exemplary or symbolic model. 

This approach to psychosocial development attempts to 
remedy what Matza (1964) has termed the "hard deter- 
minism" perspective, which suffuses sociological and social 
psychological research at some levels with an emphasis on 
personal choice, commitment, and uniqueness as essential 
ingredients in identity formation. Hence, it seeks to focus 
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attention on the interactional and constructive processes of 
psychosocial development in which the individual is an active 
participant. Its value lies in the potential for providing useful 
data on the content and character of black youths' evolving 
sense of identity as reflected in their choice of models. Its 
utility has already become apparent in a recent investigation 
carried out by the author (Taylor, 1973). Some of the more 
salient findings from that study are summarized below. 

BLACK YOUTH AND ROLE 
MODELS IDENTIFICATION 

Thirty black male youth made up the total sample for the 
investigation. They ranged in age from 18 to 21 and 
represented a wide range of socioeconomic backgrounds and 
geographical locations. The sample is therefore a highly 
specific one. To begin with, it consists only of male college 
youth.3 While this fact places an important limitation on the 
kinds of conclusions that can be drawn, the aim was to 
examine the lives of a certain segment of the youth 
population to discover the function of role models in their 
emerging psychosocial economies. The techniques of investi- 
gation consisted of the autobiography and the intensive 
interview. A number of topics empirically shown to be 
relevant to psychosocial development were explored, includ- 
ing the youth's early and more recent experiences in the 
family and community, his conceptions of the future as 
reflected in aspirations and plans, and his value orientations 
and self-definitions (Douvan and Adelson, 1968; Elder, 1968; 
Hauser, 1971). Data from these areas provided the basis upon 
which to establish the general sociohistorical context within 
which psychosocial development occurred, and it was within 
this context that role model identifications and their func- 
tion in psychosocial identity were examined. 
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It is in the youth's striving to systematize and order the 
various and sundry influences on his life that his significant 
models can be observed to emerge. In fact, the clarity of 
self-concept can be seen to have been aided by the 
establishment of significant identifications; we found that 
such models could be isolated for most of these youth and 
that they were closely related to the quality of integration of 
their psychosocial organization. 

Who are the figures that emergte in the imagery of these 
youth as they move toward engagement of identity-related 
issues and the task of evolving an identity ideal? When the 
data are analyzed for those models having a significant 
impact on the psychosocial identity of these youth, patterns 
of identification are centered primarily, though not exclu- 
sively, in the family. Parental models are observed to play 
powerfully active roles in the evolving sense of identity of 
these youth. To be sure, other models are also observed to 
have a significant impact on shaping their identities and tend 
to reflect certain styles of psychosocial development. 

Most behavioral scientists seem to agree that the influence 
of one parent or the other tends to exceed the influence of 
any other one or two persons in our lives. Some students 
attribute the more formative and influential rolk to the 
mother whose early relationship with the child is assumed to 
be of crucial importance in subsequent development. In this 
connection, the role of the black mother has been given 
particular attention owing to her alleged dominant position 
in the family and the assumed consequences this seems to 
have for the child. A variety of empirical evidence would 
appear to support the view of the mother's influential role in 
the child's early development (Emmerich, 1956; Mussen, 
1969; Winch, 1962). However, a somewhat different pattern 
of influence may emerge during later stages of development. 
For the male youth, the mother may continue to function as 
an object of moral and emotional support, while others, 
including the father, serve as models through whom he seeks 
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to cultivate his social and personal identity. Indeed, this is 
precisely the pattern which emerges from the accounts of our 
subjects. The model who figures most prominently in their 
accounts of their more recent development is clearly the 
father or father surrogate. 

From their various accounts it becomes clear that a 
considerable transformation has occurred over the years in 
their relationship with the father, growing stronger or weaker 
as the case may be, as each youth has gained in the capacity 
and knowledge to make critical judgments of the father's 
personal qualities, competences, and limitations. Changes at 
both the conceptual and perceptual levels have apparently 
resulted in changes in valuing and behaving toward the father 
as model, and more often than not these changes have 
revealed new and different aspects of his personal qualities 
previously overlooked or ignored. This may be seen to have 
important consequences for the father's role as model for his 
son. 

At least several factors or conditions could be identified as 
having influenced the extent to which the father became a 
salient model for the youth. In general, the father's influence 
as a model stems from his ability to provide what may be 
called crucial resources, i.e., pertinent behavior patterns, 
general value orientations, and the like, which the youth has 
found, through experience, to be particularly effective in 
coping with certain developmental problems. Hence, the 
father's role as significant model was often contingent upon 
and expressed in terms of what he did or failed to do for the 
youth at various crucial periods in life. What emerges, then, is 
a general principle of "reciprocity", i.e., an exchange of 
resources for identification between father and son (compare 
Scanzoni, 1971). 

For most youths the father functions generally as exem- 
plary rather than as symbolic model. That is, few choose him 
as their identity ideal. Rather, a pattern emerges whereby the 
father, during various stages in the early life of the youth, 
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functions as a powerful symbolic model, but growth and 
maturity lead to an apparent rejection of him at later stages, 
though he continues to serve the useful function of exem- 
plary model. However, where appropriate opportunities for 
making critical judgments of the father's personal attributes 
or competences were not possible, or where such opportu- 
nities were severely limited, a transformation in this role 
frequently did not occur. This tendency was often observed 
in cases where the father was absent from the home through 
separation, divorce, or death, and where his place in the 
psychological economy of the youth became that of an 
unchanging figure whose personal characteristics and expecta- 
tions were imagined to always be the same. Under these 
circumstances, the youth desired to become like this ideal- 
ized image of the father (often encouraged by the mother 
and other relatives) and sought to cultivate his putative 
characteristics. 

Just as the father may come to serve as a powerful object 
of positive identification, both admired and emulated by the 
youth, he was also observed to function in the capacity of 
"negative model," an evil prototype of identity features the 
youth should seek to avoid and of a potential future he 
should seek to prevent. This seeming rejection of the father 
as a relevant or useful model does not necessarily see the end 
of his influence, however. Indeed, he may "live on" in the 
shadows of thp youth's consciousness, assuming the role of 
rival, and thus come to occupy a prominent place in the 
evolving identity. Implicit here, of course, is the notion that 
the perception and rejection of the father as appropriate 
model extends beyond simple nonacceptance of his modes of 
behavior, attitudes, or values, frequently encompassing the 
formation of counter-behavior and values. Hence, the father's 
role as negative model may often turn out to be just as 
influential in shaping the behavior, values, and identity 
aspirations of the youth as his function in a more positive 
sense. 
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In general, from these data it becomes clear that the father 
plays a highly significant role in the evolving identity of these 
youth. It seems that in one way or another, they are 
compelled to come to terms with the paternal figure. And 
since different motives may be seen to have driven the youth 
at different periods in life, the extent to which the father 
becomes a salient model may be governed by the relevance of 
certain of his personal attributes or qualities for coping with 
the central concerns of the youth during a given period, 
including the resolution of certain tasks related to identity 
formation. Thus our analysis suggests that the father's 
function as role model is never static or unchanging, except 
under conditions where he may be absent from the home 
during crucial periods in the life of the youth. 

Other models are also observed to play active roles in the 
emergent identity of these youths. While these models are 
seen to come and go, to wax and wane in importance across 
the span of the youth's biographical career, they tend to fall 
roughly into two main categories: work relevant and value 
relevant models. Both are essential in the youth's ability to 
evolve an identity ideal, an interrelated set of images that 
have psychological significance for him. Almost all youth had 
strong work models, i.e., they had identified closely with 
someone in a vocational area in which they were interested. 
Although it is difficult to know whether the choice of an 
occupation preceded identification with a specific model, or 
whether the discovery of the model resulted in a strong 
interest in a given field, it is clear that the model often served 
to deepen vocational interests and inspire commitment of a 
significant nature. Indeed, the model was often said to have 
more clearly focused the interests and energies of the youth, 
a typical response being: "I became more serious about my 
studies and more conperned about really preparing myself for 
a career." 

Value relevant models come into focus as the youth moves 
toward setting priorities among his interests and preferences, 
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as he seeks to give a certain structure and meaning to his life. 
Such attempts reflect a growing awareness of the diversity of 
human values, the complexity of human experience, and the 
relationship between values and the achievement of social 
purpose. Such value relevant models were both living and 
dead, and were frequently selected on the basis of their 
convictions, courage, and achievements. They provided values 
and beliefs about what is worthwhile in life and inspired hope 
in the future and in one's individual chance. 

Perhaps one of the most serious and recurring problems 
encountered by many of these youth in evolving an identity 
ideal-that is, in selecting appropriate models for inclusion in 
the evolving pattern-has to do with the impermanence of 
potentially useful models which, in turn, renders significant 
and lasting identifications difficult, if not impossible. In 
recent years numerous popular black figures have appeared, 
persons with whom these youth have become familiar and to 
whom many have become attracted. Yet the failure of many 
such persons to withstand the press of events and changing 
times has often resulted in their failure to hold the 
imagination of these youth. Indeed, the emergence and 
demise of once popular models has at times been so incessant 
as to leave many youth confused, frustrated and eventually 
unwilling to invest themselves, their admiration, and their 
trust in any and all models. 

Here one may observe a strong skepticism toward popular 
and not so popular models. The attitude may be assumed 
that all models are constantly becoming out of date, 
beginning to decline even as they emerge, since things are in a 
state of flux. For some youth a solution is found in selecting 
as models more distant figures, those less vulnerable to 
change, e.g., the deceased. Thus it is not surprising that such 
figures as Martin Luther King, Malcolm X, Marcus Garvey, 
Frederick Douglass, or W.E.B. DuBois, all important black 
men of the past, are identified as the nearly most perfect 
models by these youth. 
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Since one's own fate may be thought to be linked with 
that of one's model in the sense that their failures and 
humiliations become one's own and, therefore, damaging to 
self-esteem, the selection of deceased figures may often be 
seen as "safer" investments, as less susceptible to the 
vicissitudes of contemporary life than are living models. In 
any case, one is less likely to be disappointed by such models 
in the future since their biographical careers have been 
terminated. 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

Although there are perhaps many ways of looking at the 
process of becoming an adult, that is, of achieving a mature 
and relatively stable sense of personal identity, we found it to 
be a useful strategy to see the process as one in which the 
youth gradually acquires a variety of commitments as 
revealed through his selections and identifications with 
certain role models who influence as well as constrain his 
psychosocial development. In effect, commitments create the 
conditions for stability in personal organization and thus 
permit the relative formation of identity. The extent to 
which a given youth was able to establish significant role 
model identifications was found to be intimately related to 
the character and quality of integration of his psychosocial 
organization. The notion of commitment allows us to focus 
upon the age at which it becomes possible to make serious 
choices of some lasting consequence. For example, it seems 
less likely that children are capable of making lasting 
commitments which more or less bind them to a future 
course of development than are youth about to enter upon a 
new and different status, youth who are not only encouraged 
to make serious commitments but who have at their disposal 
a rich variety of social and psychological supports as well as a 
fund of experience upon which to rely. 
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How the youth comes eventually to commit himself to 
achieving a, certain identity requires a fuller analysis than we 
have given here. Investigations have only recently begun in 
this area of which the work of Hauser (1971) is a notable 
example. In his investigation of identity formation among 
black and white lower-class youth, he finds an identity 
foreclosure pattern to be most prevalent among black youth. 
He attributes this identity variant to "model deprivation," 
frequent failure, and to their perception of limited opportu- 
nities. Hence, their view of the future, together with absent 
role models, had a decided effect on their ability to make 
future commitments, i.e., to stake themselves on achieving 
certain identities with a fairly confident expectation that 
such identities would be realized in the future. But what of 
other youth? What antecedent conditions give rise to their 
permanence of choice and commitment? Does environmental 
stability, including such things as changes in family structure, 
frequent changes in social conditions, and the impermanence 
of popular and potentially useful models, affect the perma- 
nence with which they are able or willing to make more or 
less lasting commitments? While these data suggest that 
environmental stability is indeed an important aspect influ- 
encing personal commitments, only a more rigorous investiga- 
tion can produce evidence that would either confirm or deny 
the validity of this observation. 

There would appear to be heuristic value in conceptu- 
alizing psychosocial identity as a constructive process, a 
process mediated by the youth's conception of the future 
which he may render tractable by choices made in the 
present. Stated differently, the youth's anticipation of a 
certain future is the reference point for present conduct and 
stylizations of identity. His role model identifications would 
expose the changing meaning of the future. Youth lacking a 
clear conception of the future, having failed to develop a 
tentative life plan, were observed to have less instrumental 
and realistic notions of steps toward their goals, including the 
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selection of appropriate models who might help to bring 
about their realization. Future investigations might focus 
more fully on the sequence of models as indications of the 
youth's changing perspectives, values, and identity goals. In 
addition, stability and change in role model identifications 
may offer important insights into the nature of the youth's 
conception of future possibilities in terms of identity 
construction. 

A thorough developmental analysis of personal and social 
identity among black youth is a major task that goes beyond 
the present undertaking. What is required is a comprehensive 
longitudinal portrayal of development, including description 
and explanation of the evolving relations between the 
processes of construction, interaction, and enculturation. We 
have attempted to develop a tentative conceptual framework 
which, it is hoped, will facilitate analysis and interpretation 
in this area, one which will enable us to see the function of 
role models as integral parts of the developmental and 
maturational process. 

NOTES 

1. While it is perhaps true that youth subcultures function as sources of 
interim status and social support, they are for most youth temporary solutions. It 
remains for the youth to come to grips with the adult world of experience where 
a mature (or more acceptable), permanent identity and status are to be found. 

2. Orrin Klapp uses the term "symbolic leaders" to describe such persons as 
movie stars, politicians, and other celebrities; see his Symbolic Leaders (1967). 
Bandura and Walters (1963) have used the term symbolic and exemplary models 
to describe persons presented through films to children. As these terms are used 
here, both take on a largely different meaning than those assigned by Klapp or 
Bandura and Walters. 

3. Black females were not included in the sample because it was assumed on 
the basis of some empirical evidence that females are normally presented with a 
somewhat different set of psychosocial problems and thus would have made the 
task of analysis more difficult. 
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