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ABSTRACT

Forming an identity is a critical developmental task that is affected
by important people in an individual’s social environment, such as
friends and family members. This investigation compared whether
autonomy support from different sources (family/peer) given in
distinct contexts (personal goals/crises) was associated with identity exploration and commitment in university students over an
8-month academic year. The study used a five-wave prospective
longitudinal design with identity measured at baseline and termination. Participants were asked to name two individuals who supported them during personal goal pursuits and two who supported
them during times of crisis. Supporters were sorted into convoys of
family and peers. Results showed that perceiving autonomy support during crises from both sources was associated with an
increase in identity exploration, suggesting that family members
and peers may play an important role during crises and in promoting identity exploration. By contrast, only family autonomy support
for goals was related to greater identity commitment, suggesting
that perceiving autonomy support from family in distinct circumstances may encourage different aspects of identity development.
Basic need satisfaction mediated the relation between family
autonomy support for goals and identity commitment and
between family (but not peer) autonomy support during crises
and identity exploration.
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Forming an identity is an important developmental milestone that may be influenced by
close others, such as family and friends. During emerging adulthood, a distinct time
between 18 and 25 years of age, individuals undertake important choices about what
sort of person they aspire to be (Arnett, 2000). Indeed, a core task of this period is to form
a personal identity, which entails developing long-term motivational commitments to
values, life projects, and goals (McAdams & Zapata-Gietl, 2015). This undertaking may be
challenging because it involves exploring solid commitments in many life domains
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(Arnett, 2015). However, little is known about how specific social contexts may aid this
development.
Drawing upon self-determination theory (SDT; Deci & Ryan, 2000; R. M. Ryan & Deci,
2017), the current study aimed to compare autonomy support from family and peer
convoys during personal goal pursuits and crises among emerging adults, and examined
whether such support influenced identity exploration and commitment. Research has
demonstrated that perceiving autonomy support from close others is related to feeling
like your ideal and authentic self (W. S. Ryan & Ryan, 2019). Furthermore, perceiving
autonomy support from family members or peers may have a different impact on
university students’ growth (Audet et al., in press; Koestner et al., 2020). Comparing across
convoys provides a broad perspective of social relationships and may explain why some
types of relationships appear to be more helpful in distinct circumstances (Fuller, 2020).

Identity development
Having a coherent sense of identity is essential because it helps in integrating varied
aspects of daily experiences and provides a sense of meaning and direction in life
(Schwartz et al., 2005). Marcia (1966) extended Erikson’s (1968) theory of identity and
psychosocial development by proposing two distinct parts of identity achievement:
exploration and commitment. Exploration can be described as the extent to which
individuals engage in thinking and trying out diverse roles and life plans (Kroger &
Marcia, 2011), whereas commitment can be determined by the degree to which firm
choices about a way of defining the self have been made (McLean et al., 2016). The
present study focuses exclusively on the identity processes of exploration and commitment, for these have frequently been studied as mechanisms of identity development
(Kroger & Marcia, 2011).
Developing an identity is a repetitive process in which commitments are formed and
revised over time (Crocetti, 2017), and the exploration of various life domains (e.g.,
education, beliefs, love, or values) is generally perceived as adaptive because it facilitates
the strengthening of identity commitments (Galanaki & Sideridis, 2019; Luyckx et al.,
2011). Still, prolonged exploration can be related to psychological distress (Schwartz
et al., 2009). As such, healthy identity development is associated with the exploration of
one’s potential and committing to a set of coherent behaviors, values, and goals (La
Guardia, 2009). Indeed, forming an identity is closely associated with goal pursuits
(Kvasková et al., 2020; Luyckx et al., 2008; Marttinen et al., 2016). Taken together, it is
important to examine the possible mechanisms promoting these developmental
processes.

Family and peer convoys
Social environments influence identity development because they provide the possibility
to explore, reinforce, or abandon different sets of identities (Crocetti et al., 2017).
Consequently, supportive families and peers may help emerging adults’ identities grow
to their fullest potential. A fair amount of literature has demonstrated that family relationships are associated with identity formation (Arseth et al., 2009; Meeus et al., 2005, 2002).
Furthermore, autonomy-supportive parents were found to encourage self-endorsed

SELF AND IDENTITY

3

commitments, such that children started to behave according to their own authentic and
self-initiated values and goals (Grolnick, 2003; Soenens & Vansteenkiste, 2011).
Nevertheless, peers may likewise play a significant role in identity formation because
interpersonal feedback is most valued when it comes from close others (Schwartz, 2001).
As such, individuals may use their friends’ perspectives when exploring their sense of
identity (Sugimura & Shimizu, 2011). Not surprisingly, peers are generally those with
whom emerging adults spend most of their time. Their greater proximity, availability,
and similar life experiences may lead them to share their emotional problems and
concerns. Indeed, peer support may be especially helpful during times of adversities
(Yearwood et al., 2019). Peers may thus be a valuable and accessible source of support
when facing crises.

Autonomy support
Autonomy support is defined as support that increases volition or choice in a way that
encourages empathic perspective-taking, thus ensuring that the other feels understood
(R. M. Ryan & Deci, 2017). It is a central component of encouragement and connection
within any relationship and is a facilitator of personal growth in emerging adulthood
(Koestner et al., 2020). However, autonomy support also promotes perseverance when
faced with obstacles (Deci & Ryan, 2000). The current study looks at two life contexts in
which people may benefit from autonomy support: when actively pursuing goals
(Koestner et al., 2020; Levine et al., 2021) and when coping with life’s adversities
(Feeney & Collins, 2015). Research suggests that perceiving autonomy support is particularly helpful during personal goal pursuits (Koestner et al., 2012, 2015) and may act as
a resilience factor through adversity (Levine et al., 2020).
In addition, autonomy support may be beneficial for identity development during
emerging adulthood because external control can elicit compensatory identities, such as
putting up a façade (La Guardia, 2009), or can result in concealing aspects of oneself that
are believed to be devaluated by others (W. S. Ryan & Ryan, 2019). Autonomy-supportive
relationships may thus play a role in identity development during times of goals and crises
since people are more honest, open, and willing to turn to each other when receiving
autonomy support (Ryan et al., 2005; Uysal et al., 2012; Wuyts et al., 2018).
How may autonomy support lead to greater identity exploration and commitment?
There is considerable evidence that autonomy support enhances all three of the basic
psychological needs of autonomy, competence, and relatedness, which are considered
essential for individuals’ health, well-being, and integrated functioning of the self
(Soenens & Vansteenkiste, 2011). Many studies have established that individuals display
signs of adaptive and healthy development when their three needs are satisfied
(R. M. Ryan & Deci, 2017; Soenens & Vansteenkiste, 2011; Vansteenkiste et al., 2020).

Self-determination theory
SDT provides a useful framework for understanding interpersonal support, development,
personality, and motivation (R. M. Ryan & Deci, 2017). It seeks to understand human
flourishing and how it can be facilitated or diminished by specific social conditions. As
previously mentioned, three needs are thought of as psychological “nutrients” that are
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vital for an individual’s development and growth (R. M. Ryan & Deci, 2017; Vansteenkiste
et al., 2020). The need for autonomy refers to feeling ownership over behaviors and
experiences (deCharms, 1968). Relatedness refers to the need to feel socially connected
with others, to care for them, and to feel cared for in return (Baumeister & Leary, 1995).
Finally, competence refers to the need to feel effective and capable of mastering ones’
environment (Bandura, 1977; White, 1959). SDT offers a useful framework for understanding the extent to which personal goals, behaviors, and identities are endorsed and
congruent with one’s true self (R. M. Ryan & Deci, 2017).
Importantly, the satisfaction of all three needs influenced identity formation over time
(Luyckx et al., 2009). Specifically, Luyckx et al. (2009) found that satisfaction of one’s basic
psychological needs helped individuals make identity choices that they fully endorsed
and identified with. Furthermore, research is repeatedly confirming that need-supportive
environments encourage adaptive identity formation (Soenens & Vansteenkiste, 2011).
Therefore, we examined whether the relationships between perceiving autonomy support and identity development may be explained by the satisfaction of one’s basic
psychological needs.

Present investigation
The present study investigates whether autonomy support given in different contexts
(personal goals versus crises) and from different sources (family members versus peers)
were related to identity exploration and commitment. The research consists of a multiwave, prospective longitudinal study of university students over an 8-month
academic year. Based on prior research, it was hypothesized that perceiving autonomy
support from both sources would influence identity development (Soenens &
Vansteenkiste, 2011; Vansteenkiste et al., 2020). It was further hypothesized that autonomy support from family would have a greater influence during personal goals than
similar support from peers (Audet et al., in press; Koestner et al., 2020). Because having
adequate social resources aid emerging adults when they face important difficulties
(Azmitia et al., 2013; Dennis et al., 2005; Milevsky, 2005), we hypothesized that autonomy
support from both convoys would influence identity development during crises. Given
the exploratory nature of the study, we did not formulate hypotheses regarding which
sources of autonomy support or contexts would be most important for identity commitment or exploration. Finally, previous findings showed that identity development was
related to need satisfaction (Luyckx et al., 2009) and that need satisfaction fosters adaptive
identity construction (Soenens & Vansteenkiste, 2011). Thus, process analyses were conducted to test whether satisfaction of the three basic psychological needs mediated the
association between autonomy support and identity development.1

Method
Participants and procedure
A five-wave prospective longitudinal study was conducted across a school year
(September through April) and included a total of 425 McGill University students (77%
female; mean age 20.24, SD = 2.36). The ethnic background of our sample was
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predominantly of European descent (70%) but included 20% Asian descent, 5% Hispanic,
3% Middle Eastern descent, and 2% African descent. Participants were recruited through
online advertisements and posters placed on the university campus and were compensated CAD$50 for completing the entire study, or partial compensation for partial completion. The study was approved by the University Research and Ethics Board.
All measures were taken through the online survey software Qualtrics. Questionnaires
were administered to participants at five different times over the academic year. Surveys
required approximately 15 to 45 minutes to complete and were between 18 and 85
questions long. The first survey (T1) was conducted at the beginning of the school year
and participants were asked to indicate three goals they were pursuing. The present study
focuses on data collected in September (T1), in the middle of October (T2), at the end of
December (T3), in the middle of February (T4), and at the end of the school year in April
(T5). Participants had one week to complete each survey and were sent two reminders.
Retention rates were as follows: T2, 97%; T3, 92%; T4, 93%; T5, 88%.
Table 1 provides the schedule of the assessments for each variable across the five-wave
longitudinal study. We only used the crisis support measure from T3 in the main analyses
because we wanted to ensure it was assessed before the main outcomes.

Measures
Family socioeconomic status
Participants reported the highest education level attained by each parent as well as their
occupations. Occupations were coded on a 1–5 scale of status with 1 representing
unemployed, 3 representing sales or technician, and 5 representing professional positions
such as medical doctor or lawyer. Educational attainment was significantly positively
related to the status of occupations, r = .48. We standardized the education and occupation measures and calculated a mean across indicators and the two parents. The resulting
composite was intended to capture the family’s socioeconomic status (SES) and had
a reliability of α = .74.
Identifying supporters
University students were asked to identify their supporters during personal goals and
crises. At T2, participants nominated two people who supported them in their goal
pursuits. At T3, participants were asked what struggles they had experienced during the
semester and to name two people who supported them in coping with these struggles.
Following previous research on social support convoys (Antonucci et al., 2011) and
autonomy goal support (Koestner et al., 2020), we combined parents (i.e., dad, stepmother) and siblings (i.e., sister, stepbrother) to form a single category called “family”.
Table 1. Schedule of assessments across the five-wave study.
1. Need satisfaction
2. Identity exploration
3. Identity commitment
4. Goal support
5. Crisis support

T1
X
X
X

T2

T3

X

T4

T5
X
X
X

X
X

X
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Friends and romantic partners were combined to form a single category called “peer”.
Other individuals such as coaches, teachers, or counselors were infrequent and not
included in our analyses.

Goal support
Goal support was assessed at T2 and T4. We calculated means across the two-time points
and supporters to create an average perceived support score for the academic year.
Autonomy goal support scales included 3 items for each goal (Koestner et al., 2012). An
example of an item is “I feel that this person understands how I see things with my goals”.
Each set of items had options scaling from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).
Participants were reminded about their supporters and their goals over the
academic year. Goal supporters had the following breakdown: 43% parents, 36% friends,
14% romantic partners, 6% siblings, and 1% other (i.e., coach, boss). The reliability of the
goal autonomy support scale was α = .85. The support at the two-time points was
significantly positively related to each other, r = .62.
Crisis support
Crisis support was assessed at T3 and T5 but only the T3 measure was used in the analyses.
Crisis support was assessed at the end of each semester for two reasons: (1) to allow more
time for crises to emerge and (2) to separate the support of crises from the support of
goals lest the assessment contaminates each other. Participants first entered two people
who supported them through “times of struggles”. They also indicated their relationship
(i.e., mother, friend) which we re-coded as family or peer. Only the T3 measure was used
because the T5 measure was concurrent with the assessment of the outcome measures.
At T3, a mean was calculated between the two family supporters, r = .67, and between the
two peer supporters, r = .57.
Crisis support was measured with 3 items using a seven-point scale adapted from the
goal support scale. The scale ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). An
example of autonomy support is “I feel that this person understands how I see things with
respect to my problems”. Participants also indicated the area in which they had experienced struggles. 76% indicated struggle regarding academics, 50% regarding romantic
relationships (or lack thereof), 39% regarding friendships, 36% regarding career, 31%
regarding health, and 26% regarding family. Crisis supporters had the following breakdown: 32% parents, 38% friends, 14% romantic partners, 7% siblings, and 9% other (i.e.,
coach, boss).
Basic need satisfaction
The Balanced Measure of Psychological Needs scale (BMPN; Sheldon & Hilpert, 2012) was
used to assess psychological need satisfaction and frustration at baseline (T1) and T5.
Participants were asked to rate their agreement with a series of statements on a sevenpoint scale ranging from 1 (not at all true) to 7 (very true). Need satisfaction and frustration
were each assessed with 9 items (3 statements for each need). For example, the item “I
was free to do things my own way” was used to assess autonomy, the item “I felt close and
connected with other people who are important to me” was used to assess relatedness,
and the item “I experienced some kind of failure or was unable to do well at something”
was used to assess competence. We reverse scored the need frustration items and
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calculated a means for autonomy, relatedness, and competence. We then calculated
a mean across all three needs to have a general measure of need satisfaction in participants’ lives. The reliability of the BMPN scale was α = .75.

Identity exploration and commitment
The Ego Identity Process Questionnaire (EIPQ; Balistreri et al., 1995; Luyckx et al., 2006) was
assessed at baseline (T1) and T5. EIPQ separately assesses commitment and exploration in
four ideological (occupation, religion, politics, and values) and four interpersonal (gender
roles, friendships, family, and dating) domains. All items were answered on a six-point
scale, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree). Sample items were “I have
definitely decided on the occupation I want to pursue” (commitment), “I think what I look
for in a friend could change in the future” (reversed coded; commitment), “I have tried to
learn about different occupational fields to find the best one for me” (exploration), and “I
have never questioned my views concerning what kind of friend is best for me” (reversed
coded; exploration). Out of the 32 items, 20 were used due to reasons of brevity (the items
relating to religion, politics, and gender roles were excluded). Means for identity exploration and commitment were calculated at T1 and T5. The commitment and exploration
scales had acceptable internal reliabilities, α = .72.
Analytic strategy
All analyses were conducted with SPSS statistics software (Version 26). Our preliminary
results present the means and correlations for the key variables in the study. We also
conducted paired sample t-tests to inform the reader about the key variables (autonomy
support, identity commitment, and identity exploration). The central results present
hierarchical multiple regressions in which the T5 identity measures (commitment/exploration) were regressed on (1) their baseline score, (2) the sociodemographic factors of
gender, age, and SES, and (3) each of the specific forms of support (family/peer and
goal/crisis support). Taking into account the relatively large sample size and small amount
of missing data (6%), we handled the missing data by using the listwise deletion procedure (Graham, 2009).
If autonomy support was significantly positively related to identity development, we
planned to examine how psychological need satisfaction influenced identity development at the end of the academic year. Mediation analyses would be performed to test
whether need satisfaction mediated the relation between autonomy support and identity
development on the associations that proved to be significant. We would use the method
outlined by Hayes (2012) to test these mediation models by estimating 95% confidence
intervals (CI) of the indirect effect using bootstrap resampling (k = 10,000) procedures.

Results
Preliminary results
First, we examined the frequency of patterns of support for the 425 participants in the
study. Only 32% had a “balanced” support profile, with one family member and one peer
providing both goal and crisis support. 13% of participants had all peer supporters
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whereas 10% had all family supporters. 15% had mostly peer supporters (i.e., three out of
four) and 13% had mostly family supporters. 10% of the sample missed either the T2 or T3
support assessments. To maximize statistical power, we conducted the analyses with one
type of support at a time.
Data screening found the residuals and variables of interest to be normally distributed,
making the variables suitable for regression analyses. Table 2 shows the means and
standard deviations between all the key variables of the study.
Paired t-tests revealed that participants perceived significantly more autonomy support from family for goals than for crises, t = 6.30, p < .001. Participants perceived peers as
giving marginally higher autonomy support for crises than for goals, t = 1.91, p = .060.
There was no change in the level of identity commitment over the school year, t = −.76,
p = .449, nor in the level of identity exploration, t = 1.62, p = .105. Change in identity
commitment over the year was significantly positively related to change in exploration,
r = .25, p < .001. Paired t-tests indicated that need satisfaction was unchanged over the
school year, t = 1.14, p = .255.
Table 3 presents the correlations between the support variables and the residual
change scores for the identity and need satisfaction measures. The various forms of
support were significantly positively related. Family goal support was significantly positively related to identity commitment. Peer crisis support was significantly positively

Table 2. Means and standard deviations among all measures.
Total of autonomy support for goals
1. Family
2. Peer
Total of autonomy support for crisis
1. Family
2. Peer
Dependent variables
T1 Identity commitment
T5 Identity commitment
T1 Identity exploration
T5 Identity exploration
Mediator variables
T1 Need satisfaction
T5 Need satisfaction

n

M

SD

325
304

5.52
5.88

1.06
0.89

238
316

6.04
6.20

0.77
0.76

424
376
424
376

3.73
3.78
4.05
4.10

0.91
0.89
0.76
0.80

424
376

4.46
4.40

0.75
0.92

T1 = baseline assessment; T5 = end of year assessment; From n = 425.

Table 3. Correlations among support variables and residual change on outcomes.
Variables
Autonomy goal support
1. Family
2. Peer
Autonomy crisis support
3. Family
4. Peer
Dependent variables
5. Identity commitment
6. Identity exploration
Mediator variables
7. Need satisfaction
** p < .01; * p < .05.

1.

2.

3.

4.

.17**

-

.46**
.14*

5.

6.

.23**
.45**

.38**

-

.14*
.02

.08
.11

.09
.22**

.07
.13*

.25**

-

.22*

.04

.13*

.13*

.25**

.13*
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related to identity exploration. Both family support measures (goal/crisis) were significantly positively related to need satisfaction, whereas only peer crisis support (not goal)
was significantly positively related to need satisfaction. Identity commitment and exploration were significantly positively related. Need satisfaction was significantly positively
associated with identity commitment and identity exploration. The results of more precise
regression analyses will be presented in the main results section.

Main analyses
The results of the hierarchical multiple regression analyses for identity commitment are
presented in Table 4 (baseline levels of commitment along with the sociodemographic
factors were controlled for), with the specific form of support (family/peer and goal/crisis)
varying in the final step. For convenience, all of the support results are presented in
a single table.
Baseline identity commitment was highly related to identity commitment at the end of
the academic year. None of the demographic variables were associated with identity
commitment at the end of the year. Only family goal support was significantly positively
related to identity commitment at the end of the year.
The results of the hierarchical multiple regression analyses for identity exploration are
presented in Table 5 (baseline levels of exploration along with the sociodemographic
Table 4. Hierarchical multiple regression analyses depicting changes in identity commitment by
support measures.
Variables
Step 1
T1 identity commitment
Step 2
Gender
Age
Family SES
Step 3
Family goal support
Peer goal support
Family crisis support
Peer crisis support

b

t

p

.57

12.52

< .001

−.01
−.03
.01

−0.16
0.03
0.27

.872
.557
.789

.13*
.09
.07
.06

2.77
1.82
1.41
1.22

.006
.070
.159
.225

R2 Δ
.35

F test Δ
(1,373) = 217.52***

.01

(3,370) = 0.15

.02
.01
.01
.00

(1,292) = 7.67**
(1,267) = 1.02
(1,232) = 2.00
(1,311) = 1.48

T1 = baseline assessment; *** p < .001; ** p < .01; * p < .05.

Table 5. Hierarchical multiple regression analyses depicting changes in identity exploration by support
measures.
Variables
Step 1
T1 identity exploration
Step 2
Gender
Age
Family SES
Step 3
Family goal support
Peer goal support
Family crisis support
Peer crisis support

b

t

p

.39

8.14

< .001

.02
.06
−.01

.379
1.18
−.21

.705
.237
.835

.01
.12
.20*
.11*

.23
1.85
3.42
2.15

.820
.065
.001
.033

T1 = baseline assessment; *** p < .001; * p < .05.

R2 Δ
.15

F test Δ
(1,373) = 66.28***

.01

(3,370) = 0.52

.00
.01
.04
.01

(1,292) = 0.05
(1,267) = 3.43
(1,232) = 11.67***
(1,311) = 4.60*
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factors were controlled for). Baseline identity exploration was significantly positively
associated with exploration at the end of the year. However, the strength of this association was considerably lower than what was obtained for identity commitment. The
demographic factors were unrelated to exploration. Both family and peer crisis support
were significantly positively associated with identity exploration over the year. However,
the effect of family support was twice as strong as for peers.

Mediation results
Mediation analyses were performed on the associations which proved to be significant.
Specifically, we tested the sequential indirect effects of need satisfaction with the association between (1) family autonomy support of personal goals and identity commitment, (2)
family autonomy support during crises and identity exploration, and (3) peer autonomy
support during crises and identity exploration. The mediation analyses used the residualized change scores from baseline (T1) to T5 for need satisfaction. Baseline identity
measures were always included as a covariate.
Results from the first mediation analyses (Figure 1) showed that family autonomy
support during goals was significantly positively associated with need satisfaction,
t = 3.63, p < .001. Need satisfaction was significantly positively related to identity
commitment at the end of the academic year, t = 3.63, p < .001. Next, we examined the
total, indirect, and direct effects. The total effect of family autonomy support on identity
commitment was significant at b = .12, SE = .05, t = 2.60, p = .010, 95% CI [.03, .21]. The
indirect effect of family goal support on identity commitment through need satisfaction
was estimated to be b = .04, SE = .02, 95% CI [.01, .07]. This is considered significant since
the confidence interval does not straddle zero (Hayes, 2012). The direct effects of family
autonomy support were no longer significant, t = 1.84, p = .067, suggesting full
mediation.2
Next, we sought to examine whether need satisfaction would mediate the association
between family support during crises and identity exploration. We performed a second
mediation analysis using the bootstrap resampling procedure. Results from the mediation

Need satisfaction
(T1–T5)
b =.21 (SE = .06),
95% CI = [.10, .32]

Family autonomy
support during goals
(T2–T4)

b =.17 (SE = .05),
95% CI = [.08, .25]

Indirect effect of DV on IV
b =.04 (SE = .02), 95% CI = [.01, .07]
Direct effect
b =.09 (SE = .05), 95% CI [-.01, .18]

Identity commitment
(T1-T5)

Figure 1. Direct and indirect effects of family goal support on participants’ identity commitment over
the academic year. Total effect of DV on IV: b = .12, SE = .05, t = 2.60, p = .010, 95% CI [.03, .21]; From
n = 298.
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b =.133 (SE = .063),
95% CI = [.01, .26]

Family autonomy
support during crises
(T2)

Need satisfaction
(T1–T5)

Indirect effect of DV on IV
b =.017 (SE = .013), 95% CI = [.001, .05]
Direct effect
b =.191 (SE = .060), 95% CI = [.07, .31]
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b =.131 (SE = .060),
95% CI = [.01, .25]

Identity exploration
(T1-T5)

Figure 2. Direct and indirect effects of family crisis support on participants’ identity exploration over
the academic year. Total effect of DV on IV: b = .21, SE = .06, t = 3.46, p < .001, 95% CI [.09, .33]; From
n = 238.

analyses (Figure 2) showed that family support during crises was significantly positively
associated with need satisfaction, t = 2.06, p = .040. Furthermore, need satisfaction was
significantly positively related to identity exploration, t = 2.16, p = .032. Next, we examined the total, indirect, and direct effects. The total effect of family autonomy support
during crises on identity exploration was significant at b = .21, SE = .06, t = 3.46, p < .001,
95% CI [.09, .33]. The indirect effect of family crisis support on identity exploration through
need satisfaction was estimated to be b = .02, SE = .01, 95% CI [.001, .05]. This is considered
significant since the confidence interval does not straddle zero (Hayes, 2012). The direct
effects of family autonomy support during crises were still significant, t = 3.17, p = .002,
suggesting partial mediation.3
We also examine the relationship between autonomy support from peers during crises
and identity exploration (n = 316). Results from the mediation analyses showed that peer
support during crises was significantly positively associated with need satisfaction, b = .14,
SE = .06, t = 2.26, p = .025, 95% CI [.02, .26]. However, need satisfaction was unrelated with
identity exploration, b = .08, SE = .05, t = 1.45, p = .147, 95% CI [−03, .18]. Thus, there is no
evidence for a mediational pathway between peer crisis support and identity exploration
that involved need satisfaction as the mediator.4

Discussion
The current research proposed that family and peer support may aid emerging adults on
their self-discovery journey. Results showed that perceiving autonomy support from both
convoys during crises was associated with identity exploration. By contrast, only family
autonomy support for personal goal pursuits was related to identity commitment, suggesting that perceiving autonomy support from family during distinct contexts may
encourage different aspects of identity development. Furthermore, it seems that perceiving autonomy support during goal pursuits promotes identity commitment, whereas
perceiving autonomy support during crises promotes identity exploration. The variety
of these relationships between support measures and identity development may point
toward the usefulness of distinguishing the source and context of support that emerging
adults receive as they navigate through an academic year.
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Autonomy support during crises and identity exploration
Interestingly, perceiving autonomy support from families and peers during crises
appeared to promote identity exploration over the year. Exploration is generally seen as
the degree to which individuals pursue different possibilities regarding their values and
goals (Kroger & Marcia, 2011) and may be an adaptive process during times of hardship.
During the academic year, students generally experience a myriad of stress-inducing
events such as exams, deadlines for papers, competition in admission to selective programs or scholarships, while at the same time trying to balance their social life and
employment. Juggling between these responsibilities may lead to setbacks and disappointments (imagine the university student who struggles with their grades in their
chosen major). During these times of adversity, perceiving autonomy support from
both convoys may be helpful in terms of exploring new ideas, such as finding novel
ways of studying or a more meaningful program.
Since autonomy support is associated with openness and honesty (La Guardia, 2009;
W. S. Ryan & Ryan, 2019), perceiving such support during times of crisis may provide
a sense of closeness and security, allowing individuals to confront broader experiences
before taking long-lasting responsibilities.

Autonomy support during goals and identity commitment
The finding that goal support from family members appeared to be more helpful than
similar support from peers is consistent with recent research (Audet et al., in press;
Koestner et al., 2020). These studies hypothesized that because autonomy support from
family members seemed to be more common for challenging goals, emerging adults may
turn to their family to help them maintain the self-regulation needed to keep on pursuing
their goals. This kind of adaptive out-sourcing of self-regulatory demands happens in
helpful and supportive relationships (Fitzsimons Gráinne & Finkel, 2011).
Furthermore, our results proposed that identity commitment may be influenced by
autonomy support from family during personal goal pursuits. Many studies have demonstrated that forming an identity is closely associated with personal goals (Kvasková et al.,
2020; Luyckx et al., 2008; Marttinen et al., 2016). Indeed, the construct of commitment can
even be defined as the coherence and strength of plans, decisions, and goals (Luyckx
et al., 2011, 2008). Thus, perceiving autonomy support from family members during goal
pursuits may have provided positive identity-related feedback reaffirming decisions
already made, which in turn may have resulted in an ideal environment to consolidate
ones’ identity.

Basic psychological need satisfaction
Basic psychological need satisfaction mediated the relation between perceiving autonomy support from family during personal goals and identity commitment, and between
perceiving autonomy support from family during crises and identity exploration. Within
SDT, it is assumed that when individuals’ basic needs are satisfied, they are more prone to
endorse their identity in an integrated and personally meaningful way (Deci & Ryan, 2000;
Soenens & Vansteenkiste, 2011). Indeed, prior studies indicate that environments
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satisfying ones’ basic psychological needs are related to positive developmental outcomes (Laporte et al., 2021; Vansteenkiste et al., 2020). Our results suggest that social
contexts may promote or diminish emerging adults’ identity development, depending on
the degree to which relationships are need satisfying and autonomy supportive.
Curiously, need satisfaction did not mediate the association between perceiving
autonomy support from peers and identity exploration. Still, autonomy-supportive environments facilitate personal and interpersonal authenticity (Lynch et al., 2009; W. S. Ryan &
Ryan, 2019) and encourage adaptive identity development (Soenens & Vansteenkiste,
2011; Vansteenkiste et al., 2020). Thus, because the support was perceived in an autonomy-supportive way, the increase in identity exploration may still be congruent with
emerging adults’ self-endorsed values and beliefs. Still, the extent to which emerging
adults rely on support from family members versus peers and the extent that such
support is associated with need satisfaction and growth are critical open questions.

Limitations
Several limitations are to be considered with the current research. Most importantly, this
study was conducted with a university sample in which the majority was female, of
European descent, and well-educated. Future research should utilize larger and more
heterogeneous samples to discover whether the results can generalize across different
populations. Second, it is possible that the correlations in the present study were due to
confounding variables because prospective longitudinal designs do not allow for causal
conclusions. Other factors such as distinct opportunities and constraints, differences in
family structures, economic factors, living circumstances, or the acquisition of certain
adult roles may have influenced the results. Third, participants were asked to select their
supporters. This nomination procedure may have led to a selection of supporters scoring
high on autonomy and may strongly restrict the variance in perceived autonomy support.
Fourth, the data collected was based on self-reports. However, self-reports are commonly
used in social science research and have been found to be relatively accurate (Koestner
et al., 2002; Levine et al., 2019). Nonetheless, this research would be strengthened by
adding reports from family and peers. Fifth, it is important to mention that the EIPQ-scores
were combined across life spheres and that we did not inquire upon the religion, politics,
or gender roles items. Thus, some associations may exist more strongly for some domains
of identity than for others. Even though the commitment and exploration scales had
acceptable internal reliabilities, this may have affected its validity. Finally, it must be
acknowledged that the meditational analyses are not fully prospective, making it possible
that some of the variance in need satisfaction occurred before the assessment of autonomy support.

Future directions
Identity development may vary in specific cultural contexts (Seiffge-Krenke & Weitkamp,
2020). We encourage future research to inquire within different cultural settings, for it
may impact the opportunities individuals have to explore and form an identity. We also
encourage future studies to look at autonomy support and if it relates to in-depth
exploration, commitment-making, or identification with commitment, which were
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found to relate to well-being and positive adjustments (Schwartz et al., 2013). Finally,
future research is also needed to determine how to facilitate the interaction between
autonomy support from convoys during personal goal pursuits and crises. More
research is needed to explain how emerging adults may develop their identity in
these distinct contexts. We hope that the present research will inspire additional work
in this direction.

Conclusion
Identity development seem to work together with the autonomy support emerging
adults receive in distinct contexts. Our results suggest that perceiving autonomy support
from family and peers during crises was related to an increase in identity exploration. Only
family autonomy support during personal goal pursuits, however, was associated with
greater identity commitment over the academic year. This may indicate that family
support during different circumstances encourages different aspects of identity development. Interestingly, basic need satisfaction mediated the relation between family autonomy support for goals and identity commitment, and between family (but not peer)
autonomy support during crises and identity exploration. Taken together, on the long and
winding road to adulthood, emerging adults may be able to find direction and energy by
navigating alongside their autonomy-supportive family and peer convoys.

Notes
1. Measures and supplemental analyses are available on OSF: https://osf.io/ua73z/?view_only=
2dcbb2e2632440a08e132aba3d99921d.
2. Autonomy and relatedness satisfaction mediated the relation between perceiving autonomy
support from family during goal pursuits and identity commitment. Please see supplemental
analyses on OSF for mediation analyses by individual need.
3. Mediation analyses by individual need were conducted between perceiving autonomy
support from family during crises and identity exploration, but none showed to be significant. Please see supplemental analyses on OSF for mediation analyses by individual
need.
4. Mediation analyses by individual need were conducted between perceiving autonomy support from peers during crises and identity exploration, but none showed to be significant.
Please see supplemental analyses on OSF for mediation analyses by individual need.
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