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Abstract
The social identity approach to health argues that well- being 
depends on the psychosocial circumstances of the groups to 
which individuals belong. However, little is known about 
how the average level of identification in the group –  ‘the 
identification environment’ –  buffers the negative health 
consequences of stressors. We used multilevel modelling to 
investigate whether identification environment in a school 
modified the association between the students' perceptions 
of the quality of their school's physical environment and 
their reported levels of anxiety. In two representative sam-
ples of Finnish school students (N = 678 schools/71,392 stu-
dents; N = 704 schools/85,989 students), weak identification 
environment was related to increased anxiety. In addition, 
in schools where identification environment was weaker, the 
student level relationship between perceived physical envi-
ronment and anxiety was stronger, and students were more 
anxious. Our results provide evidence that identification 
environment needs to be considered when we analyse how 
group membership affects well- being.
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BACKGROUND

Although schoolchildren's anxiety symptoms were already relatively common before 2020 (Biswas 
et al., 2020; Polanczyk et al., 2015), significantly more schoolchildren presented symptoms during the 
COVID- 19 pandemic. Accordingly, Racine et al.'s (2021) meta- analysis of 25 studies reported a pooled 
prevalence estimate of 21% elevated anxiety symptoms among adolescents and children. Clearly, anxiety 
in schools is an important focus of investigation in the post- COVID- 19 era, raising questions about how 
the healing potential of groups can be harnessed to protect schoolchildren's mental health when they 
face stressors.

A growing body of literature demonstrates that the social environment can buffer the individual- level 
relationship between stressor and strain. For example, Torsheim and Wold (2001) showed that classmate 
support at the school level moderated the association between school stress and health complaints at 
the student level. Similarly, Alfes et al. (2018) showed that shared perception of team- level support buff-
ered the effect of role overload on employees' subjective health ratings. Finally, Portoghese et al. (2017) 
found that a supportive co- worker climate moderated the relationship between employees' role clarity 
and exhaustion (see also Tucker et al., 2013). Overall, these studies demonstrate that a supportive social 
environment in the group can help individuals cope and promote well- being in the face of stressors.

The Social Identity Approach (SIA) to Health (Haslam et al., 2018, 2005, 2009) has foregrounded the 
connections between individual well- being and the circumstances of the groups to which individuals 
belong. However, most of this work treats social identification as an individual- level predictor of health 
outcomes. In contrast, we link social identification back to the circumstances of the group by focusing 
on the identification environment within the group and investigate the cross- level interaction between 
this group- level contextual factor and a stressor (perceived quality of the physical environment) on in-
dividual well- being. We study these issues in the school context.

Our study has two aims. First, we consider how a school's identification environment buffers the 
relationship between the degree to which a student perceives the school's physical environment as 
worse than other students do in the same school (the stressor) and their experience of anxiety (the 
strain). Second, we test two opposing hypotheses that reflect a debate in the group cohesion literature 
(Braaten, 1991; Hogg, 2001): whether group cohesiveness increases the perceived similarity and the 
need to conform to group norms (immature cohesiveness), or whether it facilitates intimacy, openness 
and care between group members (mature cohesiveness; see Marmarosh & Sproul, 2021). We test these 
hypotheses with two large and representative datasets, each involving more than 70,000 schoolchildren 
at 700 schools in [nation]. Our conceptual model is presented in Figure 1.

The Social Identity Approach (SIA) to health

The SIA to health provides ample empirical evidence for the proposition that memberships of so-
cial categories and related social identities enhance well- being and protect people from strain (Ha-
slam et al., 2018). Group memberships provide many important material, psychological and normative 
resources that shape people's well- being and help them to face stressors (Haslam et al., 2018; Jetten 
et al., 2017). The SIA to health draws on the legacy of social identity (Tajfel & Turner, 1979) and self- 
categorization (Turner et al., 1987) theories and the two concepts –  social identification and shared identity 
–  that constitute the theoretical core.

Social identification represents both the process and degree to which people internalize social catego-
ries as an important part of the self (Chang et al., 2017; Jetten et al., 2017). Social identification strongly 
shapes individual well- being, and it is only when people are identified with a social category that its 
healing potential is realized (Cruwys et al., 2014; McNeill et al., 2014; Postmes et al., 2019; Steffens 
et al., 2017).

Shared identity is used at least in two ways in SIA literature. First, the self- categorization theory 
(Turner et al., 1987) argues that when an individual self- categorizes as a member of a salient and 
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    | 3IDENTIFICATION ENVIRONMENT AND ANXIETY

meaningful social category, individual self- perception becomes depersonalized. With this cognitive 
shift (Onorato & Turner, 2004), the individual's self- concept is redefined in terms of the group's pro-
totypical norms, goals and needs –  they acquire a social identity. Advocates of the SIA argue that this 
mechanism makes group behaviour possible (Haslam et al., 2012; Hogg, 2001), and it is essential for 
understanding the circumstances in which people follow norms and goals that are beneficial for their 
health ( Jetten et al., 2017).

Second, shared identity also refers to a mental representation developing from a situation in which an 
individual perceives that they share the same meaningful self- category with the others (e.g. crowd mem-
bers, mothers visiting the same club; cf. Reicher, 2017; Seppälä et al., 2022). This relational, communi-
cative and experienced- based (not only cognitive) transformation leads people to internalize a sense of 
‘we- ness’ –  to see others as ‘fellows’ and to suppose that others feel the same (Neville et al., 2020; Re-
icher, 2017). This transformation enhances people's trust and motivation to cooperate, help and support 
each other, greatly contributing to group members' well- being (Drury et al., 2019; Khan et al., 2015; 
Reicher & Haslam, 2006; Seppälä et al., 2022). For the sake of clarity, we name this mental representa-
tion sense of shared identity.

Whereas social identification and (sense of) shared identity are usually used as individual- level con-
structs, we want to focus attention on the identification environment, which is a group- level construct.

Identification environment

We use the term identification environment to refer to the degree to which group members as a collective, 
in a delimited physical or virtual environment, have internalized the same social category as an impor-
tant part of the self. This concept captures the strength and quality of identification that the group 
of individuals has with the social category to which its members identify, and it provides the social- 
psychological environment for the individual group members in a specific spatiotemporal context.

Our understanding of identification environment has much in common with the concept of social 
climate, which also relates to well- being both at the individual and the group levels (Aldridge & Mc-
Chesney, 2018; Bronkhorst et al., 2015; Herr et al., 2018; Modin & Östberg, 2009; Tong et al., 2019). 
This elusive concept has been defined in many ways in the organizational ( James & Jones, 1974; 
Schneider et al., 2013) and educational literature (Thapa et al., 2013; Zullig et al., 2010). Here, we 

F I G U R E  1  Conceptual model.

Iden�fica�on 
environment

Anxiety
Perceived school 

environment
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4 |   FINELL et al.

define the social climate following Katherine Reynolds' and her colleagues' formulation as the per-
ceived quality of social relationships and interactions within a community and the values and norms 
that are important to the community (Lee et al., 2017; Reynolds et al., 2017). By referring to the SIA, 
they distinguish the concept of social climate from the concept of social identification, elaborating that 
the latter is the underlying psychological mechanism or process that explains why the social climate 
influences a group member's well- being, attitudes and behaviour. We see that there is an equivalent 
conceptual difference between the social climate and the identification environment. The social 
climate at the group level reflects group members' shared perceptions of relationships, norms and 
goals in their group, whereas the identification environment reflects the degree to which all the 
group members are psychologically tied to the group.

The identification environment can be estimated at least in two ways: as a dispersion of social identifi-
cation between group members or as an aggregate of group members' identification. In their experimental 
studies, Jans et al. (2015) showed how the identification environment emerges from intragroup inter-
action between individuals. In Study 3, they created five- person experimental groups whose members 
interacted with each other asynchronously online for two weeks. They measured the strength of iden-
tification after four days and again at two weeks of interaction and used multilevel analysis to quantify 
the convergence of identification at the group level. The intraclass correlation (ICC) –  which reports 
the proportion of variance that belongs to the group level (Hox, 2010) –  increased from 0.18 to 0.29 
between measurements. Identification with the group became ‘consensualised’ ( Jans et al., 2015, p. 202) 
as the groups' identification environments became increasingly differentiated from each other over time 
(see also Thomas et al., 2019).

Unlike Jans et al. (2015), whose primary focus was on dispersion, we are interested in the aggregate 
of group members' social identification. The SIA to health predicts that strong identification increases 
the adherence to group's norms and unlocks psychological resources. Both these processes have the 
potential to further support well- being (Haslam et al., 2018). We suppose that this also applies at the 
group level and that strong identification environment has an independent effect over and above the 
individual- level effect. This is especially true in a situation where a group is large enough and the identi-
fication environment is strong enough. The stronger the identification in the group, the more resources 
will be available to the group as a whole and the better the well- being of all group members. In addition, 
in such environment adhere to group's norms will be stronger due to the group pressure and the model 
provided by high identified group members.

The impact of identification environment on group members is already supported by the exist-
ing literature in the organizational context. In their longitudinal study on 45 sports teams, Thomas 
et al. (2019) demonstrated that a strong identification environment predicted increased perceived and 
actual team performance. Similarly, using a sample of 60 work teams in one large company, Wang and 
Howell (2012) showed that a strong identification environment in teams increased both employees' 
performance and sense of empowerment. Furthermore Escartín et al. (2013) found that bullying was 
less common in companies with a strong identification environment. An exception to these trends was 
Junker et al.'s (2022) study of 82 work teams where the most exhausted team members worked in envi-
ronments with medium- level aggregate social identification.

Although this organizational research on adult populations demonstrates the effects of strong iden-
tification environments on performance and well- being, our knowledge of other age groups, outcomes 
and processes remains limited (but see Prati et al., 2018 from the school context). For example, the buff-
ering effects of an identification environment on stressor- strain relationships have not been studied. 
This is a significant oversight, given that researchers have long acknowledged that macro-  and group- 
level factors influence health and well- being (Bliese & Jex, 1999; Diez- Roux, 1998).

The next section introduces the stressor and strain variables in the educational context of our study, 
namely, the perception of school's physical environment (stressor) and symptoms of anxiety (strain). In 
Finland, where this study is conducted, the quality of school buildings,–  especially the indoor environ-
ment and its health effects –  has been widely discussed for many years –  even before the COVID- 19 
pandemic. As such, in Finland, students and their parents are highly aware of the health risks posed 
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    | 5IDENTIFICATION ENVIRONMENT AND ANXIETY

by poor physical school environments. After considering our stressor and strain variables, we then 
return to the topic of identification environment, discussing how this can buffer the stressor- strain 
relationship.

Perceived environmental stressors and anxiety

Anxiety is an intrusive and unpleasant emotional state related to fear or apprehension of potential 
future threat (DSM- 5, American Psychiatric Association, 2013). Among schoolchildren, anxiety 
symptoms are related, for example to suicidality (Hill et al., 2011), difficulties in social relationships 
(Kingery et al., 2010) and school impairments (de Lijster et al., 2018). Many factors can trigger 
anxiety but typically it is related to external stressors perceived to be uncontrollable or uncertain 
(Carleton, 2016; Grupe & Nitschke, 2013). There is also increasing evidence that poor physical en-
vironments (e.g. crowded, noisy, too hot, poorly lit) can induce anxiety (Beemer et al., 2021; Hois-
ington et al., 2019).

Physical environments do not, however, affect everyone in the same way. There is wide variability 
in how different people perceive and experience the same environment (Goldstone & Byrge, 2013; 
Witt, 2011). This variability can undermine the group's self- understanding and unity at least in two 
ways: (a) it threatens group identity since physical environments materialize and symbolize a group (Fi-
nell, 2019; Reicher & Hopkins, 2001) and (b) it can form a practical barrier to joining a group (Finell & 
Seppälä, 2018). Either scenario can then lead to negative group processes. For example, someone may 
decide to work at home because they perceive the air quality in the office as poor. They are then unable 
to meet face- to- face with colleagues who regularly work in the office, leading to negative social conse-
quences, especially if the stay- at- homers are a small minority. The office majority may start to perceive 
the stay- at- homers as a deviant minority who threaten the integrity of the group and its positive self- 
definitions, and react negatively to them (see Branscombe et al., 1993; Marques et al., 2001) inducing 
anxiety among stay- at- homers (Baumeister & Tice, 1990).

The literature on technological disasters (e.g. chemical leakages) in neighbourhoods and small 
towns provides empirical evidence of how group members' different perceptions of the same physi-
cal environment and its health risks can lead to interpersonal conflicts, social alienation and anxiety 
(Cline et al., 2010; Edelstein, 2018). Similarly, in the context of workplace indoor air problems, re-
search has shown that the situation can be particularly distressing for individuals whose perceptions 
of the workplace's physical environment deviate from that of other group members; those who do 
not recognize indoor air problems marginalize and exclude those who do, and hence these ‘deviants’ 
lack group social support and report distress (Finell & Seppälä, 2018). To the best of our knowledge, 
there is no previous research on what happens if a schoolchild's perception of school's physical envi-
ronment deviates from that of their schoolmates. However, there is evidence that asthmatic children 
have an increased risk of being bullied at a school (Ancheta et al., 2023), where allergens and poor 
indoor air can trigger asthma symptoms (Esty & Phipatanakul, 2018). This provides indirect evi-
dence that deviance from the shared experience of physical environment can lead to marginalization 
also among schoolchildren.

Thus, two factors must be considered when investigating how a school's physical environment is re-
lated to students' symptoms of anxiety: (a) students' own perceptions of their school's physical environ-
ment and (b) the degree to which those perceptions are shared by other in- group members. Therefore, 
we focus on the relative student- perceived physical environment in this study.1

We now pose our first two hypotheses. Based on the literature cited in this section, our first hypoth-
esis describes the main effect of the environmental stressor:

 1This means that we must use a group mean centred instead of a grand mean centred predictor (see Hox, 2010). Grand mean centring would 
not allow us to estimate to what degree a student's perception is shared with other in- group members.
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6 |   FINELL et al.

H1. A student whose perception of their school's physical environment is worse than the 
average perception of all students within the school will report a higher level of anxiety 
than a student whose perception of the school's physical environment is the same as or 
better than the average perception of all students at the school.

Our second hypothesis describes the main effect of the identification environment:

H2. A student who studies at a school with a strong identification environment will re-
port lower symptoms of anxiety than a student who studies at a school with a weak identi-
fication environment.

Next, we discuss whether and how the identification environment can buffer the negative mental 
health consequences of stressors.

Identification environment buffering stress: two competing hypotheses

Since there is no direct evidence on whether and how the identification environment buffers the negative 
well- being effects caused by stressors, we draw inferences from previous research on the sense of shared 
identity and cohesiveness. This research points to two competing hypotheses (H3a vs. H3b).

First, Ozeki (2015) showed that a strong identification environment promotes frequency of interac-
tion, emotional bonds and interdependence between group members. This points to the possibility that 
an identification environment facilitates group members' sense of shared identity. If so, this suggests 
that the identification environment can also buffer stress in contexts where the external stressor is 
not perceived similarly by the entire group. By promoting intimacy between group members (Neville 
& Reicher, 2011), a sense of shared identity helps group members to know each other better and may 
increase perspective taking (Hollarek & Lee, 2022; Ku et al., 2015). A sense of shared identity may also 
increase people's willingness to accept support from others and unlock psychological resources to pro-
vide support to others (Haslam & Reicher, 2006). Finally, it may help to tolerate intergroup diversity 
(Stevenson & Sagherian- Dickey, 2016) and increase collective resilience to adversity (Drury et al., 2019). 
Thus, in schools with strong identification environments, students can be expected to trust each other, 
be more willing to provide mutual support and be more tolerant of those who deviate from the norm 
of the ‘prototypical member’. That is, their group is in stage of ‘the mature cohesiveness’ (Marmarosh 
& Sproul, 2021). Therefore, perceived poor physical environment will be less predictive of anxiety in 
schools with a strong identification environment than in schools with a weak identification environ-
ment. It follows that:

H3a. A student studying at a school with a weak identification environment and whose 
perception of the school's physical environment is worse than the average perception of 
all students within the school will report a higher level of anxiety than a student studying 
at a school with a strong identification environment and whose perception of the school's 
physical environment is worse than the average perception of all students at the school.

Second, the level of identification environment may also reflect ‘immature cohesiveness’ (Mar-
marosh & Sproul, 2021), and this literature points to the opposite hypothesis. Members of cohesive 
groups can be highly identified by the process of self- categorization, and they may share deperson-
alized prototype- based attitudes (Hogg, 2001). Given that cohesiveness can be defined as a deper-
sonalized liking for prototypical group members (Hogg, 1993), it is possible that a highly cohesive 
group is less tolerant of non- prototypical members than a less cohesive group, especially of members 
who threaten its prototypical integrity and positive self- definitions (Hogg, 2001). This is in line with 
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    | 7IDENTIFICATION ENVIRONMENT AND ANXIETY

research on the ‘black- sheep effect’, the rejection of group members who violate in- group norms 
(Marques et al., 2001; Marques & Yzerbyt, 1988). This effect is stronger among individuals who are 
highly identified with their in- group (Branscombe et al., 1993; Eidelman & Biernat, 2003) and may 
be promoted in high identification environments. Thus, it is possible that students whose percep-
tion of the school's physical environment deviates from the majority perception, especially in more 
a negative direction, may lack social support and face dislike or even bullying from fellow in- group 
members at strong identification environment schools. Perceived physical environment will then be 
more strongly associated with anxiety than in schools with weaker identification environment. Thus, 
the competing hypothesis to H3a is:

H3b. A student studying at a school with a strong identification environment and 
whose perception of the school's physical environment is worse than the average per-
ception of all students at the school will report a higher level of anxiety than a student 
studying at a school with a weak identification environment and whose perception of 
the school's physical environment is worse than the average perception of all students 
at the school.

Our conceptual model is presented in Figure 1, and our statistical model and hypotheses are pre-
sented in Figure 2.

F I G U R E  2  Statistical model and hypotheses. Note: At the student level, the solid black circle ‘I’ corresponds to random 
intercept, and the solid black circle ‘S’ corresponds to random slope. Perceived school environment is group mean centred.
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M ATER I A LS A ND METHODS

Data and participants

Our results are based on secondary analyses of the School Health Promotion data collected in 2017 
and 2019. The School Health Promotion study is a nationwide classroom survey that has monitored 
the health and well- being of Finnish adolescents since 1996, and it is conducted by the Finnish In-
stitute for Health and Welfare. Information from the School Health Promotion study is used in the 
planning and evaluation of health promotion in schools and municipalities. Nationally, the informa-
tion can also be used to monitor and evaluate the implementation of policy programmes and various 
laws. The data collection in 2017 (THL/1704/6.02.01/2016) and 2019 (THL/1578/6.02.01/2018) 
was approved by the Finnish Institute for Health and Welfare's ethical committee. Data were col-
lected in compliance with APA ethical standards. This study's design and its analysis were not pre- 
registered. 2

The data focus on students in years eight and nine of schooling (i.e. 14– 16 years old). The students 
were informed of the aim and content of the survey, and they had the opportunity to decline partici-
pation. Their parents and guardians were also informed. Written consent was not necessary since the 
survey was conducted anonymously. The data were collected during school lessons. In 2017, 84% of 
Finland's lower- secondary schools participated in the study; in 2019, this figure was 87%. The data cover 
63% of Finland's eight and nine grade students in 2017 and 73% in 2019. We present the results of each 
data set separately because we want to demonstrate that the findings are almost identical, even though 
there were two years between the data collection rounds.

In 2017, 73,680 students responded to the questionnaire. We excluded from our analyses students 
who did not report their age or reported that their age was less than 13 (N = 911). Then we excluded 
students who studied in schools that provided special education (or for whom information was missing; 
N = 1352), and finally schools with fewer than five students (N = 25). The final data set consisted of 
71,392 students from 678 schools. The average school size was 105 students, ranging between 5 and 431 
students. In 2019, 87,343 students answered the questionnaire. The exclusion criteria were the same: 
students who studied in schools that provided special education or studied abroad (N = 531), students 
less than 13 (N = 786) and schools with fewer than 5 students (N = 37). The final data set consisted of 
85,989 students from 704 schools. The average school size was 122 students, ranging between five and 
414 students.3

Measures

Predictor

The perceived quality of the school's physical environment (i.e. perceived school environment) was measured by 
nine items: ‘Have any of the following things bothered you at your school during this school year? (a) 
Too hot inside; (b) too cold inside; (c) stuffy air (bad indoor air); (d) unpleasant odour; (e) crowded class-
room; (f ) noise; (g) lighting too bright or too dim; (h) uncomfortable chairs, desks or other furniture; 
(i) poor facilities (toilets, changing rooms, showers)’. These items were measured on a three- point scale 
(1 = not at all, 2 = somewhat, 3 = a lot). The McDonald's omegas were good (2017: 0.81; 2019: 0.80; see 
Hayes & Coutts, 2020; McNeish, 2018).

A mean individual rating of the items was calculated. If the respondent had answered fewer than 
five items, the score was not calculated. Then the individual mean rating was group mean centred, that 

 2The data are available from the Finnish Institute for Health and Welfare but were used under licence for the current study, and so are not 
publicly available. Data are available upon request with permission of the Finnish Institute for Health and Welfare.
 3We assure that all measures and exclusions are reported.
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    | 9IDENTIFICATION ENVIRONMENT AND ANXIETY

is, the mean of the perceived school environment for each school was subtracted from each individual 
student score. Group mean centring allowed us to test the relative student- perceived environment within 
a school. Group mean centring is also recommended when random slopes are tested in multilevel mod-
elling (Enders & Tofighi, 2007). The perceived environment was used only as a student level variable 
since it was group mean centred (Hox, 2010).

Outcome variable

Anxiety was measured by the Generalized Anxiety Disorder Assessment (GAD- 7), a brief self- 
reporting scale designed to assess the severity of anxiety symptoms and identify probable cases of 
generalized anxiety disorder (Spitzer et al., 2006). GAD- 7 performs especially well as a measure of 
anxiety symptom severity (Beard & Björgvinsson, 2014). The instrument indicates how often, over 
the previous two weeks, the respondent has been bothered by each of the seven core symptoms 
(e.g. feeling nervous, anxious or on edge; not being able to stop or control worrying). These items 
are measured on a four- point scale (0 = not at all, 1 = on several days, 2 = on most days, 3 = practi-
cally every day). A sum of the items was calculated. The sum score could range from 0 to 21 as fol-
lows: 0– 4 (no anxiety), 5– 9 (mild anxiety), 10– 15 (moderate anxiety), 16– 21 (severe anxiety; Spitzer 
et al., 2006). In this study, the measure was used as a continuous variable. No missing answers were 
allowed in the analyses. The McDonald's omegas were good (2017: 0.92; 2019: 0.92; see Hayes & 
Coutts, 2020).

Moderator

Identification with the school community was measured by one item: ‘I feel I am an important part of 
my school community’. Social identification has shown to be a sufficiently homogeneous construct to be 
operationalized with a single item (Postmes et al., 2013), and the recent literature shows that single items 
are usually both reliable and valid measures (Allen et al., 2022; Matthews et al., 2022). The item was 
measured on a five- point scale and was recoded so that a higher score indicated a stronger identification 
(1 = fully disagree to 5 = fully agree). Similar kinds of item have been used also before to measure social 
identification (Cameron, 2004; Fong et al., 2019; Lee et al., 2017) and in addition to self- categorization, 
it reflects ‘the psychological ties that bind the self to the group’ (Cameron, 2004, pp. 242). This variable 
was inserted as a latent factor in the model. That is, the responses were decomposed into two uncor-
related latent factors by Mplus. In our case, the first component represented the deviation of students' 
answers from their school mean (e.g. social identification at the student level). The second component 
represented the school mean (e.g. identification environment at the school level), and it reflected the 
deviation of each school mean from the grand mean (Asparouhov & Muthén, 2006).

Background variables

Student's gender, student's age and parents' level of education were used as both student level and school level 
background variables. We used the average of father's and mother's levels of education as an indicator of 
student socio- economic status (2017: r = .593; 2019: r = .603; Thaning & Hällsten, 2020). Their response 
options were: 1 = comprehensive school or equivalent (i.e. primary level), 2 = upper- secondary school, 
high school or vocational education institution (i.e. secondary level), 3 = occupational studies in addi-
tion to upper- secondary school, high school or vocational education institution (i.e. secondary level and 
occupational studies), 4 = university, university of applied sciences or other higher- education institution 
(i.e. tertiary level). All the background variables were centred by their grand means and inserted as latent 
factors at both levels (see section Analytical methods). See link to the whole questionnaire https://thl.
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fi/en/web/thlfi - en/resea rch- and- devel opmen t/resea rch- and- proje cts/schoo l- healt h- promo tion- study/ 
quest ionna ires.

Analytical methods

We built two multilevel linear regression models (four steps in each; Hox, 2010; Snijders & Bosker, 2012) 
and then estimated them using Mplus statistical software 7.0 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998). Full informa-
tion maximum likelihood estimation (FIML) with robust standard errors (MLR estimator in Mplus) 
was used as the estimation method. MLR is a robust method that moderates the effects of violations of 
assumptions such as non- normality (Hox et al., 2010). The proportion of missing values varied between 
the variables, from 0% to 14% of cases. Socio- economic status (parents' education) had the highest per-
centage of missing values in both years (2017: 14%; 2019: 11%). In order to deal with missing data, we 
used FIML estimation because it produces unbiased values of parameters by determining the value that 
maximizes the likelihood function based on all available data (Enders & Bandalos, 2001). Values were 
assumed to be missing at random (Enders, 2010; Rubin, 1976).

First, we estimated a null model for each variable. In a null model, there is only one variable –  vari-
ance at student and school levels and the ICC. The ICC reports the proportion of variance that belonged 
to the school level (Hox, 2010). Then we calculated the design effect (DEFF) of each variable (Table 2). 
This measure is used to estimate whether multilevel modelling is needed, that is if the DEFF of the 
outcome variable is greater than 1.1 (Lai & Kwok, 2015). DEFF is estimated as a function of the ICC 
and average cluster size (Lai & Kwok, 2015; Muthén & Satorra, 1995).4

Second, we estimated two random intercept models for both years (two for the 2017 data and two for 
the 2019 data, see Table 4, steps 1– 2, see syntax in the Appendix S1) to test whether perceived school 
environment (H1) and identification environment (H2) were associated with anxiety. In the random 
intercept model, the intercept coefficients varied across schools. With the exception of perceived school 
environment, which was group mean centred, all the other explanatory variables were inserted as la-
tent factors into the models. In this method, covariates were decomposed into two uncorrelated latent 
factors by Mplus. As explained above, in our case, the first component represented the deviation of 
students' answers from their school mean. The second component reflected the deviation of each school 
mean from the grand mean (Asparouhov & Muthén, 2006).

Finally, we tested our third hypothesis, which comprised two competing hypotheses (H3a and H3b), 
by building two random intercept and slope models for both years (Table 5, steps 3– 4, see syntax in the 
Appendix S1). First, we tested whether there was significant variability between slopes (step 3). Then we 
tested whether identification environment explained this variability (i.e. cross- level interaction, step 4). 
The final statistical model is presented in Figure 2.

We report both the unstandardized and standardized estimates (i.e. when the predictor increases by 
one standard deviation, the outcome variable increases by the standardized estimate) as well as separate 
R2s for both the student and school levels, provided by Mplus (Muthén, 1998).

R ESULTS

The descriptives of all variables are reported in Table 1. In 2019, students reported higher symptoms of 
anxiety and weaker identification with their school community than in 2017. They were also older, and 
their parents' education was higher. The perceived school environment and gender distribution were 
similar in each year.

First, we analysed the null models (Hox, 2010). The within and between variance, ICC and DEFF of 
perceived school environment, anxiety and school identification are reported in Table 2. All the within 

 4DEFF = 1 + (cluster size − 1) × ICC.
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and between variances were significant at the p < .001 level. Although the between- school variances 
of anxiety were only 1% of the total variance, their DEFFs were twice as big. For example, the DEFF 
of 2.11 indicates that the sampling variance of the mean is two times larger than if the student sample 
had been drawn from a simple random population, and that multilevel modelling is needed (see Lai & 
Kwok, 2015; Table 2). The ICCs of social identification and anxiety were similar. Their variances within 
a school were much larger that between schools. Perceived school environment had the biggest ICC in 
both years and larger proportion of its variance belonged to the school level than that of social identi-
fication and anxiety.

The pairwise correlations of the main variables are reported in Table 3. All the correlations were 
significant at both the student and school levels. At the student level, perceived school environment was 
negatively correlated with school identification and positively correlated with anxiety both years. This 
means that there was a significant association between how harmful a student perceived the school en-
vironment to be relative to their schoolmates' average perception and the student's weak school identifi-
cation. Correspondingly, this harmfully perceived school environment was associated with the student's 
increased anxiety. At the school level, weak identification environment was strongly correlated with 
increased anxiety both years.

Random intercept models (H1 and H2)

Next, we tested our random intercept models. All the models were adjusted by gender, age and parents' 
level of education as an indicator of students' socio- economic status. In step 1 (Table 4), we tested 

T A B L E  1  Descriptives of background variables, predictors and outcome variables from raw data.

2017 2019

t- Test/Chi- 
squared test

Mean (SD) 
or %

Min.– 
max. N

Mean (SD) 
or %

Min.– 
max. N

Perceived school 
environment

1.72 (0.44) 1– 3 70,877 1.73 (0.44) 1– 3 85,648 1.44

Anxiety 3.84 (4.85) 0– 21 68,840 4.06 (4.85) 0– 21 83,480 9.04***

Social identification 3.61 (1.08) 1– 5 65,882 3.29 (1.04) 1– 5 84,923 −58.05***

Gender (female) 51 35,871 51 43,568 0.92a

Age (years) 14.85 (0.72) 13– 18 71,392 15.34 (0.64) 13– 19 85,989 140.36***

Parents' education 2.92 (0.88) 1– 4 61,731 3.01 (0.87) 1– 4 76,230 18.76***
aChi- squared test.
***p < .001.

T A B L E  2  Within and between variance, ICC and DEFF of main variables.

Nw Nb �
2

W
�
2

B
ICC DEFF

Perceived school environment (2017) 70,877 678 0.178 0.016 0.082 9.49

Perceived school environment (2019) 85,648 704 0.178 0.015 0.079 10.53

Anxiety (2017) 68,840 678 23.306 0.266 0.011 2.11

Anxiety (2019) 83,480 704 23.226 0.294 0.012 2.41

Social identification (2017) 65,882 678 1.161 0.015 0.013 2.25

Social identification (2019) 84,923 704 1.068 0.017 0.015 2.79

Abbreviations: DEFF, design effect; ICC, intraclass correlation; NB, sample size at the school level; Nw, sample size at the student level; �2
B

, 
school level variance; �2

W

, student level variance.
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whether perceived school environment was associated with anxiety, using a random intercept model. 
The association was significant for both years. Note that the perceived environment was group mean 
centred. This means that the more harmful a student perceived the school environment to be relative to 
her schoolmates' average perception, the more anxious the student was. In 2017, this model explained 
19% of total variance at the student level and 35% at school level. In 2019, the model explained 21% of 
total variance at the student level and 52% at school level.5 These results support our first hypothesis: a 
student whose perception of the school's physical environment is worse than the average perception of 
all students within the school will report a higher level of anxiety than a student whose perception of 
the school's physical environment is the same as or better than the average perception of all students 
within the school.

In step 2 (Table 4), we included social identification at the student level and identification envi-
ronment at the school level. Both associations were significant in both years. At the student level, the 
more identified a student was with the school community, the less the student reported symptoms of 
anxiety. At the school level, the stronger a school's identification environment, the less the students at 
that school reported anxiety. Perceived environment was still a significant predictor in both years. In 
2017, this model explained 25% of total variance at the student level and 49% at school level. In 2019, 
the model explained 26% of total variance at the student level and 65% at school level. These results 
support our second hypothesis: a student who studies at a school with strong students' identification 
environment reports lower symptoms of anxiety than a student who studies at a school with weak stu-
dents' identification environment.

Random intercept and slope models and cross- level interactions (H3)

In step 3 (Table 5), we investigated whether the relationship between student level perceived school 
environment and anxiety scores varied across schools. The variances of the random slopes (�2

s

) were 
significant in both years (2017: �2

s

=.812, p < .001; 2019: �2
s

=.682, p < .001), indicating that schools dif-
fered from each other in how the perceived school environment was associated with anxiety. Since 
the slope standard deviation was 0.90 in 2017 and 0.83 in 2019, and the random slopes were normally 

 5The difference between years in the school level R2 is due to gender. If only age and parents' education are inserted as background variables in 
step 1, the difference between R2s is only .05 at the school level. When gender is inserted, the difference increases. The school level correlation 
between gender and anxiety is r = .53 in 2017 and r = .72 in 2019 (step 1). Girls are more anxious than boys.

T A B L E  3  Pairwise correlation coefficients between main variables estimated using FIML with robust standard errors.

2017

Student level (N = 70,400– 71,074) School level (N = 678)

1 2 3

1. Perceived school environmenta – – – 

2. Social identification −0.135*** – – 

3. Anxiety 0.324*** −0.333*** – 

4. Identification environment −0.537***

2019

Student level (N = 85,829– 85,869) School level (N = 704)

1 2 3

1. Perceived school environmenta – – – 

2. Social identification −0.208*** – – 

3. Anxiety 0.353*** −0.320*** – 

4. Identification environment −0.587***
aGroup mean centred.
***p < .001.
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    | 13IDENTIFICATION ENVIRONMENT AND ANXIETY

distributed, it was possible to calculate the 95% range of fixed slopes, within which the schools fell (see 
Snijders & Bosker, 2012). The 95% range of unstandardized slopes (B) was 1.05 and 4.65 in 2017. This 
means that in ‘low slope schools’, a one- unit increase in perceived environment (i.e. the school's physical 
environment was perceived as more harmful) increased student anxiety by only one unit. In contrast, 
in ‘high slope schools’, a one- unit increase in perceived environment increased anxiety scores by more 
than 4.6 units. The diagnostic cut value of mild anxiety is five and moderate anxiety is 10 in GAD- 7 
(Spitzer et al., 2006), so this increase can be considered relatively high. The standardized slopes (β) were 
0.09 and 0.40. The 95% range of unstandardized slopes (B) in 2019 was 1.32 and 4.63, and standardized 
slopes (β) was 0.11 and 0.40.

The random slopes significantly co- varied with the intercepts at probability level p < .001 in both 
years. The correlation (r) was .66 in 2017 and .54 in 2019. This means that in schools where the asso-
ciation between perceived school environment and anxiety was stronger, the level of anxiety was also 

T A B L E  4  Random intercept models with anxiety as a dependent variable and perceived environment (Step 1) and 
identification environment (Step 2) as independent variables, adjusted by age, gender and parents' level of education.

2017

Step 1: Random intercept and 
fixed slope without identification 
environment

Step 2: Random intercept and fixed 
slope with identification environment

Ba SE 95% CI βb Ba SE 95% CI βb

Intercept 3.83 3.84

Student level

Perceived school environmentc 3.15 0.06 3.04– 3.27 0.27 2.86 0.06 2.75– 2.97 0.25

Social identification −1.11 0.02 −1.14– (−1.07) −0.25

School level

Identification environment −1.83 0.28 −2.38– (−1.27) −0.42

Variance components

Student level residual variance 18.24 0.19 17.87– 18.61 16.85 0.18 16.50– 17.19

School level residual variance 0.20 0.03 0.14– 0.25 0.16 0.02 0.11– 0.20

R
2

w

0.19 0.25

R
2

b

0.35 0.49

2019 Ba SE 95% CI βb Ba SE 95% CI βb

Intercept 4.05 4.06

Student level

Perceived school environmentc 3.41 0.05 3.30– 3.51 0.30 2.93 0.05 2.83– 3.03 0.25

Social identification −1.06 0.02 −1.09– (−1.02) −0.23

School level

Identification environment −1.75 0.26 −2.27– (−1.24) −0.40

Variance components

Student level residual variance 17.72 0.17 17.38– 18.06 16.62 0.16 16.31– 16.94

School level residual variance 0.16 0.03 0.11– 0.22 0.12 0.02 0.08– 0.16

R
2

w

0.21 0.26

R
2

b

0.52 0.65

Note: 2017: student level N = 58,489– 59,871; school level N = 678; 2019: student level N = 73,597– 74,307; school level N = 704.
Abbreviations: 95% CI, 95% confidence interval; R2

b

, R square at the school level; R2
w

, R square at the student level; SE, standard error.
aUnstandardized slope (B).
bStandardized slope (β).
cGroup mean centred.
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14 |   FINELL et al.

higher. Since allowing slopes to vary between level units (i.e. schools) does not necessarily explain ad-
ditional variance in the model, R2s are not reported in steps 3 and 4 (see Lorah, 2018). The significant 
variances of random slopes allowed us to test cross- level interactions for both years.

In step 4 (Table 5), we tested whether identification environment explained the variance of the 
random slopes. This relationship was significant in both years, 2017: standardized slope (β) = −0.32, 

T A B L E  5  Random intercept and slope models with anxiety as a dependent variable, perceived environment as an 
independent variable and identification environment as cross- level moderator.

2017

Step 3: Random intercept and random 
slopes Step 4: Cross- level interaction

Ba SE 95% CI βb Ba SE 95% CI βb

Intercept 3.83 3.83

Student level

Social identification −1.11 0.02 −1.14– (−1.07) −0.25 −1.10 0.02 −1.14– (−1.07) −0.25

School level

Identification 
environment

−1.46 0.26 −1.97– (−0.95) −0.33 −1.91 0.28 −2.46– (−1.36) −0.44

Cross- level interaction −2.29 0.59 −3.44– (−1.14) −0.32

Step 3: slope mean
Step 4: slope intercept

2.85 0.06 2.74– 2.96 2.86 0.06 2.75– 2.97

Variance components

Student level residual 
variance (anxiety)

16.72 0.18 16.38– 17.06 16.72 0.18 16.38– 17.06

School level residual 
variance (anxiety)

0.18 0.03 0.13– 0.23 0.18 0.03 0.13– 0.22

Random slope (step 4: 
residual) variance

0.81 0.12 0.57– 1.05 0.74 0.12 0.50– 0.98

Intercept- slope covariance 0.33 0.05 0.24– 0.42 0.31 0.04 0.22– 0.39

2019 Ba SE 95% CI βb Ba SE 95% CI βb

Intercept 4.06 4.06

Student level

School identification −1.05 0.02 −1.09– (−1.02) −0.23 −1.05 0.02 −1.09– (- 1.02) −0.23

School level

Identification 
environment

−1.60 0.25 −2.09– (−1.11) −0.37 −1.98 0.27 −2.50– (−1.45) −0.46

Cross- level interaction −2.05 0.49 −3.01– (−1.08) −0.33

Step 3: slope mean 2.97 0.05 2.87– 3.08 2.97 0.05 2.87– 3.07

Step 4: slope intercept

Variance components

Student level residual 
variance (anxiety)

16.51 0.16 16.19– 16.82 16.51 0.16 16.20– 16.83

School level residual 
variance (anxiety)

0.15 0.02 0.11– 0.19 0.14 0.02 0.10– 0.18

Random slope (step 4: 
residual) variance

0.68 0.09 0.50– 0.86 0.61 0.09 0.43– 0.80

Intercept- slope covariance 0.26 0.04 0.19– 0.33 0.24 0.03 0.17– 0.30

Note: 2017: student level N = 58,489; school level N = 678; 2019: student level N = 73,597; school level N = 704.
Abbreviations: 95% CI, 95% confidence interval; SE, Standard error.
aUnstandardized slope (B).
bStandardized slope (β).
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    | 15IDENTIFICATION ENVIRONMENT AND ANXIETY

p < .001; 2019: standardized slope (β) = −0.33, p < .001. The comparison of slopes showed that the 
association between perceived school environment and anxiety was weaker in schools where identi-
fication environment was one standard deviation higher than the mean, 2017: unstandardized slope 
(B) = 2.54, standardized slope (β) = 0.22; 2019: unstandardized slope (B) = 2.68, standardized slope 
(β) = 0.23, than in schools where identification environment was one standard deviation lower than 
the mean, 2017: unstandardized slope (B) = 3.12, standardized slope (β) = 0.27; 2019: unstandardized 
slope (B) = 3.23, standardized slope (β) = 0.28. This means that a student who perceived that her 
school's physical environment was worse than the average perception of all students within the same 
school was less anxious in a school with a strong identification environment, compared to a school 
with a weak identification environment. The mean difference between these students was about 0.72 
and 0.76 anxiety scores in 2017 and 2019 (respectively) at one standard deviation above the mean in 
perceived school environment (Figures 3 and 4). However, the mean difference increased to 1.46 
scores in 2017 and 1.43 scores in 2019 when we compared (a) a student in a school with strong iden-
tification environment and a slope (anxiety regressed on perceived school environment) that was 
one standard deviation below the mean and (b) a student in a school with weak identification envi-
ronment and a slope (anxiety regressed on perceived school environment) that was one standard 
deviation above the mean (Figures 5 and 6). The identification environment explained 9% and 10% 
of the variance in slopes across schools in 2017 and 2019, respectively. These findings supported our 
competing hypothesis 3a: a student who studied in a school with a weak identification environment 
and whose perception of the school's physical environment was worse than the average perception 
of all students within the school reported a higher level of anxiety than a student who studied in a 
school with a strong identification environment whose perception of the school's physical 

F I G U R E  3  Cross- level interaction: student- perceived physical school environment and anxiety modified by school's 
identification environment and 95% confident intervals in 2017 data. Note: N = 58,489 Students; N = 678 Schools.
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environment was worse than the average perception of all students within the school. We found no 
evidence for the black sheep effect.6

Background variables

In the final model (Table 5, step 4), gender was the strongest predictor among the background 
variables. At the student level, girls, 2017: standardized slope (β) = 0.24, p < .001; 2019: standard-
ized slope (β) = 0.27, p < .001, and older students, 2017: standardized slope (β) = 0.07, p < .001; 2019: 
standardized slope (β) = 0.07, p < .001, reported more symptoms of anxiety than boys and younger 
students. At the school level, the more girls there were in a school, the more students reported 
anxiety symptoms, 2017: standardized slope (β) = 0.29, p < .001; 2019: standardized slope (β) = 0.38, 
p < .001. However, at the school level, age was a significant predictor only in 2017, standardized 
slope (β) = 0.14, p = .017.

The association between parents' education and anxiety was statistically significant but substan-
tively small at the student level, 2017: standardized slope (β) = −0.02, p < .001; 2019: standardized slope 
(β) = −0.03, p < .001. However, at the school level, the relationship was not only statistically significant 
but also larger: higher the parents' average education, the higher the students' degree of anxiety in that 
school, 2017: standardized slope (β) = 0.13, p = .013; 2019: standardized slope (β) = 0.12, p = .012.

 6Furthermore, we conducted a robustness check. In this check we estimated a model where anxiety predicted perceived physical environment. 
In this model, the cross- level interaction was not significant ( p = .143– .457; see Appendix S2).

F I G U R E  4  Cross- level interaction: student- perceived physical school environment and anxiety modified by school's 
identification environment and 95% confident intervals in 2019 data. Note: N = 73,597 students; N = 704 schools.
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DISCUSSION

We found that students reported higher levels of anxiety when they (1) perceived the school's physical 
environment to be worse than the average perception at their school, (2) had low school identification 
and (3) attended a school with weak identification environment. In addition, we found that a strong 
identification environment at school could buffer the negative mental health consequences of a stressor 
for individuals. These findings were demonstrated twice with two large representative samples.

Our results contribute to the literature on the SIA to health in four important ways. First, although 
the SIA literature has shown that group memberships and social identification can be health and well- 
being promoting (Haslam et al., 2018; Jetten et al., 2012, 2017), only a few published studies have used 
multilevel designs to investigate the association between identification environment and mental well- 
being. For instance, Junker et al. (2022) showed a curvilinear association between the identification 
environment and exhaustion and Wang and Howell (2012) an association between the identification en-
vironment and the sense of empowerment (see also Prati et al., 2018 and a theoretical article of Häusser 
et al., 2020). To the best of our knowledge, this study is the first to analyse whether the identification 
environment modifies the association between the group mean centred stressor and the strain.

Second, as suggested in the introduction, an identification environment can reflect ‘immature group 
cohesiveness’ (Hogg, 2001; Marmarosh & Sproul, 2021), but it may also facilitate the development of 
‘mature cohesiveness’ (see Marmarosh & Sproul, 2021). Immature group cohesiveness can lead to the 
exclusion of deviant ‘black sheep’ group members (Hogg, 1993, 2001), but our results showed that 
a strong identification environment helped deviant students to withstand the distress caused by an 

F I G U R E  5  Cross level interaction: −1 standard deviation to +1 standard deviation random slopes between student- 
perceived physical school environment and anxiety modified by school's identification environment in 2017 data. Note: 
N = 58,489 students; N = 678 schools.
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external stressor. Thus, we propose that the identification environment may facilitate positive interac-
tions and interdependence (Ozeki, 2015), which may help individuals to create a sense of shared identity 
and in this way foster ‘mature cohesiveness’. A sense of shared identity helps to create intimate rela-
tionships and promotes reciprocal support (Neville et al., 2020), which further help people to manage 
anxiety (Hefner & Eisenberg, 2009; Stewart & Suldo, 2011).

Third, we used multilevel modelling, which has seldom been used when applying  the SIA to health. 
Multilevel modelling requires at least 20– 50 group- level clusters (Maas & Hox, 2005), and collecting 
such data can be more demanding than collecting individual- level data. In addition, even with 50 clus-
ters, there might not be enough statistical power to detect weaker between- level effects. Our cluster 
size was 678 and 704, which can be considered a large sample size compared to many other studies 
using multilevel modelling. In our data, only 1% of the variance of social identification belonged to the 
school level (i.e. identification environment). This means that the difference in students' identification 
with their school community was considerable larger within school than between schools. However, it 
is important to bear in mind that this does not mean that the variability at the school level was mean-
ingless: the ICC reflects only the proportional share (Hox, 2010), and between- level variance can still 
be significant even if its proportional share is small. In other contexts, the ICC of social identification 
has been reported to be much larger ( Jans et al., 2015; Ozeki, 2015). Our small ICCs may reflect the 
relative homogeneity of the Finnish school system, which has been demonstrated in many studies (Bas-
tos, 2017). Overall, our study provides an example of the different possibilities that multilevel modelling 
offers in SIA- related applications. For example, group mean centring is a good tool for investigating 
normative or comparative processes. Also, cross- level interaction offers an interesting method to study 
how different group- level processes influence associations between stressors and their outcomes.

F I G U R E  6  Cross- level interaction: −1 standard deviation to +1 standard deviation random slopes between student- 
perceived physical school environment and anxiety modified by school's identification environment in 2019 data. Note: 
N = 73,597 students; N = 704 schools.
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Finally, the impact of the physical environment on well- being is rarely analysed in the SIA. An ex-
ception is provided by work dealing with natural catastrophes such as floods (Ntontis et al., 2018) or 
earthquakes (Drury et al., 2016). This research theme demonstrates that environmental problems can be 
related to many processes that are also relevant to the SIA. The present study contributes to this research 
corpus, showing that not only natural disasters but also problems in everyday (built) environments pro-
vide a context that is both theoretically and empirically important for the SIA. The human- made envi-
ronment influences people's mental health (Beemer et al., 2021; Hoisington et al., 2019), but the ways 
in which it does so are partly influenced by group processes (Edelstein, 2018; Finell & Seppälä, 2018).

Our findings also have significant practical implications for the educational context and policy mak-
ers in the time when the COVID- 19 pandemic has brought to people's attention globally the importance 
of good indoor environmental quality (Agarwal et al., 2021), as well as increased anxiety symptoms 
among schoolchildren (Racine et al., 2021). Regular maintenance and renovation of school buildings 
are needed, along with practices that reinforce the identification environment. The two factors are 
interrelated since good social climate increases identification (Tong et al., 2019), but a poor physical en-
vironment negatively impacts the social climate (Finell et al., 2021). Further research is needed to better 
understand how the interrelationship between school's physical and social environments influences 
mental health.

Given that our data are cross- sectional, our ability to draw causal inferences from our findings is lim-
ited. Our reasoning for the directions of  our proposed effects is, however, strongly based on previous 
research and theories. Moreover, we tested an alternative model as a robustness check. These additional 
analyses showed that a strong identification environment buffers the stress caused by external stressors 
but does not help much if  the person is already more anxious than others. It is clear that experimental 
and longitudinal research is needed to confirm this finding. Furthermore, our findings do not exclude 
the possibility that a strong identification environment could never lead to ‘immature cohesiveness’ and 
the black sheep effect in another design. Social identification is a multidimensional construct (Cam-
eron, 2004; Leach et al., 2008; Tajfel, 1982) and our item reflected the ties to the group and not just the 
level of  self- categorization (Cameron, 2004). Identification environment, which is based solely on self- 
categorization, leads more likely to the immature cohesiveness (Marmarosh & Sproul, 2021). Since the 
identification environment is a multidimensional phenomenon, using a single item is a limitation of  our 
study. A task for future research will be to analyse identification environment with a more fine- grained 
measure (but see Jans et al., 2015). Finally, we used the same instrument (a survey) to measure our con-
structs. This may cause a common- method bias (Podsakoff  et al., 2012). Although, this bias might have 
influenced the student level at some degree (H1), at the school level, it has only a minimal effect since 
cases in different directions cancel each other (H2). Furthermore, since it can be expected that the bias 
has an equal effect in each school, it has an effect on the average regression coefficient but has no effect 
on the random variation of  slopes and thus not on cross- level interactions (H3a/H3b).

To conclude, using powerful data, we showed that a strong identification environment can buffer 
the stressor- strain relationship. This suggests that strongly identified groups have greater resources and 
will to provide reciprocal support and help to the in- group's members than weakly identified groups. 
However, since this research area is only beginning, much more research is needed to better understand 
the complex process and its consequences that arise at multiple levels.
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