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Abstract 
Research into the field of personal identity has seen exponential growth in recent 
years. There is, however, a lack of any systematic reviews that synthesise the 
advances that have been made. This paper aims to combine bibliometric and social 
network analysis (SNA) techniques to identify the principal actors (authors, 
institutions, documents, journals, countries, etc) and the main currents, research 
trends and their interrelations within the field of personal identity. The study 
analysed 998 research papers drawn from a search of the Web of Science database 
using the “Rstudio” environment and VOSviewer software. The results offer a 
revealing portrait of the evolution, connections and relations within the field, 
particularly the significant differences in the manner in which personal identity is 
approached within the disciplines of Psychology and Philosophy. 
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Introduction 
The question of one’s individual identity has been a part of human 

experience since Antiquity. While this is a perennial question, persisting 
throughout the life of every individual, the period between late adolescence 
and early adulthood is a particularly important time for the psycho-social 
evolution and development of one’s own personal identity (Erikson, 2004; 
Schwartz et al., 2017). The establishment of one’s own personal values and 
goals, the discovery of personal meaning in life and the recognition of those 
elements which make one’s own self unique and irreplaceable are the central 
challenges of this time of life. Successfully meeting these challenges will have 
a significant impact on the future of the individual, especially in terms of their 
emotional wellbeing (Phillips et al., 2021); metal health (Côté, 2018); 
professional career (Mannerström et al., 2019); capacity for commitment (Jia 
et al., 2021); and resilience in the face of adversity (Calandri et al., 2020). All 
of these aspects are deeply associated with the objectives of the 2030 Agenda, 
specifically SDG 3, SDG 4 or SDG 13. Given the transcendental importance of 
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personal identity for the wellbeing of individuals and considering that 
education primarily seeks the full development of the person, the 
construction of a solid personal identity must be a primary pedagogical goal 
for educators, particularly those involved in the transition stage between 
adolescence and early adulthood. While educational institutions are making 
significant efforts in this area (Brown & Shay, 2021), one of the greatest 
difficulties in designing activities and experiences that further the 
development of personal identity among young people is the highly 
fragmented nature of knowledge in this field.  

 
State of the question: personal identity – a fruitful but fragmented field  
Personal identity, understood as a set of personal values, beliefs and 

goals (Erikson, 2004; Hardy et al., 2017) has long been a subject of great 
interest across many disciplines and the subject of an increasing amount of 
scientific research in recent decades (Schachter & Galliher, 2018). However, 
the difficulties in conceptualising personal identity as a construct (Maslova et 
al., 2021), its profound interrelation with other processes of personhood 
(Schwartz et al., 2017) and the diversity of anthropological and philosophical 
conceptions (Wilde, 2021), hinder the establishment of a common language 
(Phoenix & Rattansi, 2005). Thus, personal identity is a broad and fruitful but 
nevertheless fragmented and unstructured field of study (Brown & Shay, 
2021).  

In addition to these difficulties, there is also a lack of any systematic 
reviews that avoid the author bias found in narrative reviews (Pae, 2015), the 
only reviews currently available to explore this field of study. By contrast 
there are many systematic reviews that synthesise the advances in specific 
areas of identity, such as professional (Volpe et al., 2019), educational (van 
Lankveld et al., 2017), gender (Blondeel et al., 2018), social (Bey et al., 2019), 
ethnic (Dizon et al., 2021) or religious identity (Héliot et al., 2020), among 
many others. Thus, given the lack of systematic reviews on the subject of 
personal identity, engaging in this field in particularly difficult and is mainly 
approached through narrative reviews in the fields of Psychology and 
Philosophy. 

Approaching the concept of personal identity from the field of 
Psychology, a number of articles offer a broad overview of the evolution of the 
concept and the principal theories and leading authors (Luyckx et al., 2011; 
Schwartz et al., 2017). Of particular note is the monograph coordinated by 
Schacter and Galliher (2018), in which leading authors address the principal 
issues in the study of personal identity and future prospects for research. 
These articles offer a fuller understanding of the field of personal identity and 
its relation to issues and contexts related to politics (Alberts & Durrheim, 
2018), mental health (Côté, 2018), youth radicalisation (Hihara et al., 2018); 
engagement in the online environment (Kay, 2018), affective connections 
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(Kerpelman & Pittman, 2018), community (Rogers, 2018) and culture (Syed & 
Fish, 2018). A reading of these articles not only provides a historical overview 
of the diverse currents in the field but also insight into aspects which have 
received limited attention.   

The future prospects in the study of personal identity from a 
philosophical approach can be explored through a reading of a number of 
articles gathered in a monograph on phenomenology and personal identity 
(Čapek & Loidolt, 2021). This offers an overview of the principal currents and 
schools of thought in the field, illustrating the efforts made in recent decades 
to refine the definition of personal identity and distinctions from other 
concepts, such as self-awareness (Drummond, 2021); the importance of the 
experiential dimension of identity (Fasching, 2021); the conception and 
evolution of identity as a phenomenological dilemma (Crowell, 2021); the 
study of the impact of life decisions on the formation and transformation of 
identity (Crone, 2021); the analysis of the effects of aging on self-conception 
(Sternad, 2021); the role of various elements which configure personal 
identity as a narrative (Schmidt & Fuchs, 2021), intersubjectivity (Carr, 2021) 
and performativity (Wehrle, 2021); or the analysis of the role of negativity in 
the construction of personal identity (Matějčková, 2021). 

These contributions illustrate that personal identity is a rich and 
prolific field of study while also  underscoring the difficulty of any systematic 
organisation of the field that can integrate the advances in a number of 
disciplines and to understand the voices, themes and most significant 
interrelations within the field. The aim of this research project is to address 
this need for systematisation. We believe that Bibliometrics and social 
network analysis (SNA) can offer an integrated vision through the use of 
statistical and replicable models (Aria & Cuccurullo, 2017). Bibliometric 
analyses “explore the sum of publications that reveal the scientific 
production, research groups and areas of scientific enquiry by using 
prestigious research databases to classify selected indicators” (Rodríguez 
Fuentes & Gallego Ortega, 2019, p. 309). The combination of these analyses 
with a range of social media analysis techniques (Borgatti et al., 2018) can 
reveal thematic trends, groups of authors and collaborative networks as well 
as relations between people, groups and lines of research which may be 
difficult to detect and quantify using traditional methods of analysis.    

Given the lack of these types of studies on personal identity, the aim of 
this paper is to explore the structure and research trends within this field in the 
last two decades, creating a conceptual framework that will clarify the principal 
voices, institutions and themes within the significant body of work produced 
during this time. The study will attempt to illustrate visually the relations and 
connections between agents and aspects within the field. We believe that 
identifying these aspects will help orient future research and educational 
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interventions to foster the development of solid personal identities able to meet 
the challenges of a global, digital and ever changing world.  

Method 
Design of the research  
To meet this objective a bibliometric research project was proposed 

using a longitudinal, descriptive-retrospective method and bibliometric 
mapping, applying a number of techniques to analyse social networks (SNA) 
for the visualisation of the relationships between the principal actors and 
elements within the network. Taking previous bibliometric studies in the field 
of education as a reference (González-Mayorga et al., 2022; Marín-Marín et al., 
2021) the following research questions were posed:  

 Q1: Which actors have the greatest impact in the field (authors, 
institutions, journals, countries) and how have these evolved over 
time?  

 Q2: What are the principal schools of thought in the analysed 
literature? What authors play a central role? Do authors from a 
specific discipline tend to have a more prominent role?   

 Q3: What are the leading sources of documentation in this field of 
study?  

 Q4: What are the collaborative networks between authors, countries 
and/or institutions? Are these between authors within the same 
discipline or are they interdisciplinary networks? 

 Q5: How has this field of study changed over time?  
To answer these questions, and following the recommendations of 

various authors (Donthu et al., 2021) the research project was structured into 
five phases: design of the research, data collection, analysis, visualisation and 
interpretation.  

 
Data collection 
Bibliometric studies in the field of education make use of both the 

Scopus (Agbo et al., 2021) and Web of Science (WOS) (Marín-Marín et al., 
2021) databases with illuminating results. Considering the effectiveness of 
both databases, as noted by a number of authors (Harzing & Alakangas, 
2016), the present study made use of the more restrictive WOS database.  

In line with previous studies (Segura-Robles et al., 2020), the PRISMA 
(Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-analyses) 
method was applied in the selection of the articles included in the final 
sample of the study. Figure 1 shows the different steps of the selection 
process.  

In October 2021 a search was conducted of the WOS with the term 
“personal identity”, restricting the search between the year 2000 and 2020 
(2000-01-01 to 2020-12-31), and applying the exclusion and inclusion 
criteria to the results. The remaining publications were then manually 
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reviewed, with a reading of the title and abstract, eliminating those which fell 
outside the scope of the study. The final sample of the study consisted of a 
total of 998 articles. Before proceeding with the analysis of the data, a manual 
screening was made to avoid any bias in the results.  
 

Figure 1: PRISMA protocol 

 
 

Data analysis 
Using the RStudio integrated development environment with the 

Bibliometrix package (Aria & Cuccurullo, 2017) descriptive analyses were 
made to measure the central data trends, providing an initial overview of the 
field and so respond to the first question of this study (Q1). Social network  
analysis (SNA) techniques were then used to evaluate the co-citation of 
authors (Q2) and documents to identify the principal documentary sources 
within the field (Q3). An analysis was also made of collaborative networks 
both between authors as well as universities and countries (Q4) and thematic 
analyses were also made (Q5). Finally, VOSviewer software (van Eck & 
Waltman, 2010) was used to create visual maps using the data. 

Results 
Descriptive analysis of the results  
Following on Alnajem et al., (2021), a preliminary analysis was made 

of the search results in WOS. The general information of the articles studied is 
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provided in Table 1. As can be seen, a total of 998 articles were analysed, 
corresponding to 1711 authors and published in 413 scientific journals 
between the years 2000 and 2020.  
 

Table 1: General information of the articles 
Item Data 

Articles 998 
Time period 2000-2020 

Journals 413 
Mean citation per article 16.36 

Total references 30,855 
Authors 1,711 

Collaboration index 2.79 
Individually authored papers 546 

 
The mean number of citations per article is 16.36. the collaboration 

index is 2.79. As is the case with disciplines related to the Humanities and 
Social Sciences this index tends to be lower than in the Natural Sciences 
(Larivière et al., 2006). It is assumed that this index would be substantially 
higher if the study included articles from the field of Medicine (Psychiatry). Of 
the articles included in the review, over half (54.7%) were written by a single 
author, suggesting that collaborative networks are not very extensive or 
consolidated. The visualisation of the production of scientific research (Figure 
2), with the application of Lotka’s law (Da Silva et al., 2019), reveals a long 
tail, indicating that for some individual authors the field of personal identity is 
not their principal area of research (Alnajem et al., 2021). 
Figure 2: Distribution of scientific research production. 
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As shown in Figure 3, there has been a very significant increase in the 
production of scientific research in the last two decades, especially since 
2007, up 366.6% from 2000 to 2020. The period showing the greatest 
increase was between 2006 and 2016 with trends again rising in 2020. It 
remains to be seen if this trend will continue in the coming years.  
Figure 3: Annual scientific research 

 
 

The prominence and impact of authors in terms of scientific research 
was analysed (number of individual and co-authored articles) according to 
their h-index (Hirsch & Buela-Casal, 2014). The specific discipline of the 
authors was also identified, using author profiles on Google Scholar, in order 
to determine the differences in production according to the field of study. 
Generally speaking, the most productive authors are from the field of 
Psychology (70%) although a comparison of author productivity by articles 
and by collaborative articles shows that authors in the field of Psychology 
have a greater tendency to co-author research while in Philosophy authors 
more commonly write individually. Thus, the productivity of authors in the 
field of Psychology, by co-authored articles, is lower than those from 
Philosophy. 
 

Table 2: Most productive authors in the period 
Author Discipline Number 

of 
articles  

Author Discipline Co-
authored 
articles 

Schwartz SJ Psychology 21 Beck S Philosophy 9 
Luyckx K Psychology 12 Campbell S Philosophy 7.5 
Zamboanga 
BL 

Psychology 10 Stokes P Philosophy 7 

Beck S Philosophy 9 Belohrad R Philosophy 6 
Campbell S Philosophy 8 Olson ET Philosophy 5 
Karwowski Psychology 8 Duncan M Philosophy 5 
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M 
Klimstra TA Psychology 8 Johansson J Philosophy 5 
Crocetti E Psychology 7 Karwowski 

M 
Psychology 4.92 

Gómez A Psychology 7 Langford S Philosophy 4 
Meca A Psychology 7 Toner P Philosophy 4 

 
Notably, of the authors with the highest h-index, the top nine are from 

the field of Psychology, suggesting that the work in this area has greater 
impact in terms of the number of citations. This trend is also observed in the 
difference between the most prolific and most frequently cited journals while 
those publishing the highest number of articles are largely in the field of 
Philosophy, while the journals with the highest number of citations, according 
to the h-index, are largely (70%) from the field of Psychology. 
 

Table 3: Journals with the highest number of published articles 
Journal  Nº articles Discipline Country  
Philosophical Studies 30 Philosophy Netherlands 
South African Journal of Philosophy 15 Philosophy United Kingdom 
Frontiers in Psychology 12 Psychology Switzerland 
Phenomenology and the Cognitive Sciences 12 Philosophy Netherlands 
Synthese 11 Philosophy Netherlands 
Australasian Journal of Philosophy 10 Philosophy United Kingdom 
Erkenntnis 10 Philosophy Netherlands 
Philosophy and Phenomenological Research 10 Philosophy United States 
Southern Journal of Philosophy 10 Philosophy United States 
Continental Philosophy Review 9 Philosophy Netherlands 

 
Table 4: Journals with the highest number of citations, h-index 

Journal Nº articles Discipline Country  
Philosophical Studies 9 Philosophy Netherlands 
Journal of Experimental Social Psychology 8 Psychology United States 
Frontiers in Psychology 6 Psychology Switzerland 
Journal of Youth and Adolescence 6 Psychology United States 
Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin 6 Psychology United States 
Journal of Adolescence 5 Psychology United States 
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 5 Psychology United States 
Memory 5 Psychology United Kingdom 
Mind 5 Philosophy United Kingdom 
Nous 5 Philosophy United States 

 
Finally, the production of scientific research by country was analysed. 

The United States, United Kingdom and Canada are the countries with both 
the highest production and number of citations.  Spain has a significant 
amount of both production and citations. Surprisingly, Poland, a country that 
does not produce a great deal of scientific research shows a high number of 
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citations, suggesting that while not prolific these articles are of high quality 
and great interest for the scientific community.  
 

Table 5: Most productive and highly cited countries 
Country  Articles  Country  Citations 
United States 600 United States 6,738 
United Kingdom 161 United Kingdom 2,152 
Australia 89 Canada 1,139 
Canada 77 Netherlands 1,105 
Germany 69 Spain 821 
Netherlands 65 Australia 648 
 

Analysis of co-citation networks  
An analysis was made of co-citation, of authors, articles and journals, 

providing an illustration of the structure of the field and identifying the 
principal actors and most consistent relations (Gálvez, 2018). To construct 
the network, a minimum of 50 co-citations was established, resulting in 3,442 
nodes distributed in 20 clusters (Figure 4). 
 

Figure 4. Network of document co-citations. 

 
 

A close analysis of the various groups reveals a significant division 
between research articles in the field of Philosophy (right) and those in the 
field of Psychology (left), with few connections between these nodes. The 
most central documents within the field of Philosophy are: “Reasons and 
Persons” by Parfit, “Human animal identity” by Olson, “Personal identity” by 
Shoemaker, “Constitution Selves” by Schechtman, “Essays on Human 
understanding” by Locke and “A Treatise of Human Nature” by Hume. These 
findings are in line with those of various authors in their reviews, which show 
the preponderance of these authors in the field.  

In the field of Psychology (left) the most important and central 
documents within this node are: “Identity: Youth and crisis” by Erickson, with 
numerous connections with six different clusters; “Development and 
validation of ego-identity status” by Marcia, “Developmental Typologies of 
Identity Formation and Adjustment in Female Emerging Adults: A Latent 
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Class Growth Analysis Approach” by Luyckx et al., “Rediscovering the Social 
Group: A Self-categorization Theory” by Turner, “Social Psychology of 
intergroup relations” by Tajfel, as well as a number of articles by Schwartz. 
Furthermore, large thematic areas can be identified creating clusters within 
the network. Particularly prominent is the orange cluster which combines 
documents related to the development of identity with an Eriksonian 
approach. Articles are also grouped around the theme of social psychology 
and group behaviour (red cluster); with identity construction viewed through 
the lens of immigration or religiosity (yellow cluster); or the process of 
identity development (blue cluster). Finally, on the left of the network is a 
cluster without connections with any others and which groups articles 
dealing with the development of creativity (brown cluster). These clusters 
reveal the large thematic trends of research and interconnections between 
trends within the network.  

Secondly, an analysis was made of the co-citation among authors in 
order to identify the intellectual structure of the field. To construct the 
network, a minimum of 25 co-citations was established to produce a network 
with 1,490 nodes divided into 5 clusters, shown in Figure 5.  

 
Figure 5. Network of author co-citations. 

 
 
Here again, there is a clear division between authors in the field of 

Philosophy (right) and Psychology (left). In yellow are the philosophical 
authors within the Anglo-Saxon tradition, following the postulates of Locke, 
who occupies a prominent place in the network with a total of 459 
connections. Also part of this group, although less centrally, are the 
poststructuralist philosophers such as Butler. The green and brown nodes 
correspond to authors with a continental perspective, including such 
prominent authors as Parfit, Shoemaker, Schechtman and Olson. In a central 
position is the green cluster, representing a small group of authors, such as 
MacIntyre, Taylor and Ricoeur, who have endeavoured to synthesise previous 
philosophical trends. Their work focusses on the themes of virtue or the 
narrative character of identity and are closely associated with the field of 
Psychology. The blue cluster corresponds principally to authors with 
Eriksonian trends, including authors such as Berzonksy, Meeus, Marcia, 
Klimstra, Kurtines and Erikson himself, a central figure in the network with 
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649 connections. This blue node is connected with prominent authors in the 
red node, such as Tajfel or McAdams, who, as mentioned, take a markedly 
social approach to the issue of personal identity.  

 
Analysis of collaborative networks  
Collaborative networks are drawn from an analysis of joint 

publications by authors within a specific field (Alnajem et al., 2021), allowing 
for the identification of groups of authors who produce collaborative research 
and thus may be considered as sharing a common school of thought. The 
descriptive analysis showed that, in the field of personal identity, research is 
primarily by individual authors rather than collaborative efforts. Thus, 
collaborative networks of authors were expected to be limited. Furthermore, 
given the comparison between individual and co-authored articles, it was 
expected that the majority of the authors within collaborative networks 
would be from the field of Psychology.   

The mapping of the collaborative networks (Figure 6) confirmed this 
expectation. To construct the network, a minimum of 10 links was 
established, resulting in 139 nodes distributed in 5 clusters. As can be seen, a 
central position is occupied by Schwartz, showing collaborations with authors 
from all clusters. Furthermore, the various authors appearing in the map and 
their postulates suggest the phenomenon of homophily (Celis & Kim, 2018) in 
the network.  

 
Figure 6. Collaborative networks of authors. 

 

 
The collaborative networks between countries were analysed (Figure 

7), revealing the predominant role of the United States, in terms of centrality 
and size. The principal networks, with the exception of Australia, are found in 
Europe (Denmark, Sweden, Netherlands, Spain, United Kingdom and Belgium), 
and North America (Canada and the United States). 
Figure 7. Collaborative networks between countries. 
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Thematic analysis 
A number of analyses were conducted to identify the thematic trends 

within this field. Firstly, a word cloud was generated using the key words 
found in the articles based on their frequency thus revealing the research 
trends in personal identity along with specific factors such as ethnicity (21), 
gender (20), culture (16), health (18), self-esteem (16) or autobiography (15), 
as shown in Figure 8. 

 
Figure 8. Word cloud of most frequent key words. 

 

 
Secondly, an analysis was made of the cooccurrence of key words, 

establishing a minimum frequency of 10 resulting in a network of 233 nodes 
distributed into 14 highly interconnected clusters. An analysis of the most 
salient groups offers a holistic vision of the field of study and the relations 
between certain groups and others. The large red group, located at one end of 
the network, groups together words related to the development of personal 
identity, especially those words related to the identity theory of James Marcia 
as exploration and commitment. The multiple connections with other groups 
reveal the importance of neo-Eriksonian trends as the theoretical basis for 
much of the research into personal identity. Similarly, the orange group, 
although it does not occupy a central position in the network, includes vary 
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large nodes, dealing with aspects related to culture, such as, discrimination, 
ethnicity, prejudice, immigration or acculturation, indicating, as mentioned 
above, the importance of these issues in this field of study. The yellow group 
occupies a central place in the network, combining different variables related 
to personal identity. There are two aspects within this cluster; at the top are 
words related to health, both physical and mental, while below are words 
related to gender identity such as woman, gay or choice. The blue group is 
another highly interconnected cluster at the centre of the network, grouping 
words around “model” and various psychological constructs such as 
motivation, beliefs, self-esteem or efficacy. At the other extreme are two 
groups: green, related to words referring to social psychology, emphasising 
both employability and creativity; and another group centred on behaviour, 
particularly violent behaviour, with nodes referring to conflict or aggression.  

 
Figure 9. Network of co-occurrence of key words. 

 
 

Conclusion 
The question of one’s individual identity has been a part of human 

experience throughout history and this question has only become more 
pressing in the face of the increasingly volatility of technological society. Thus, 
providing individuals with personal educational experiences that given them 
the opportunity to know themselves and find meaning in their lives is an 
essential pedagogical goal. However, achieving this goal requires an 
exploration of the research into the field of personal identity, a highly varied, 
diverse and unstructured area with innumerable perspectives for enquiry. 
This Bibliometric analysis aims to shed light on this highly fragmented field.   
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Firstly, this analysis highlights the growing importance of this field of 
study, illustrated by the growing number of publications in recent years. It 
also shows the significant research being conducted in Spain in terms of both 
production and citations. Secondly, this analysis has identified the differences 
in scientific production, citations and publications within the two broad 
disciplines most closely associated with the question of personal identity: 
Psychology and Philosophy. Bibliometric analyses have revealed unexpected 
results, suggesting a very different and even contrary methods and means by 
which the two disciplines have approached the subject. While there is greater 
production in the field of Philosophy in terms of articles and publications, the 
area of Psychology has greater impact and reach, as indicted by the h-index of 
authors and publications. The analysis of co-citation, between authors and 
articles, shows a striking absence of connection between these two 
disciplines. The low rate of collaboration, the high proportion of papers 
written by individual authors, and the existence of collaborative networks 
almost exclusively limited to authors from the field of Psychology, are 
evidence of the highly fragmented nature of the field and the difficulty of 
creating spaces for interdisciplinary encounter and dialogue.   

Though our analysis of co-citations we believe this research project 
has revealed the principal documentary sources of this field of study. We also 
believe that this analysis of co-citations illustrates not only the distinctive 
schools of thought but also the specific authors with the greatest connections 
across various groups. Identifying these prominent authors and their 
postulates may serve to create point of encounter among diverse trends and 
overcome the fragmentation within the field.   

This analysis has aimed to clarify the panorama within the field of 
personal identity, revealing relations between different elements, authors 
and aspects which may be difficult to identity without the use of social 
media analysis techniques. However, future research should include other 
databases, such as Scopus or Pubmed, in order to validate and expand the 
results obtained in our research. Furthermore, it would be instructive to 
include other types of documents for this form of analysis in order to 
identify additional relations and connections which may have been 
overlooked in the initial bibliographic analysis of the field (book chapters, 
conference notes, etc). 
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