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Abstract 

 

Despite a “graying” workforce and a growing number of workers experiencing 

work transitions, extant literature has largely ignored the role of age in work transition 

experiences and its impact on the process of work identity change.  In this dissertation I 

employ an inductive approach to elaborate theory concerning the relationships among 

work transitions, work identity change, and age.  Contrary to what extant literature 

suggests, the findings of a longitudinal qualitative study of 47 employees at a large 

financial services firm make clear that the types of work transition (role-based transition 

vs. membership-based transition) and employees’ age (Gen X and Gen Y workers in 

early adulthood vs. Baby-boomer workers in middle adulthood) did not differentiate the 

overall identity change processes within the organization.  Rather, my data suggest that 

identity change is best captured as change in the direction of employees’ work identity 

narratives.  Moreover, different combinations of intrapersonal/temporal, interpersonal/ 



   

social, and future time perspective mechanisms lead to three types of change in the 

direction of the identity narratives: adjusting, progressing, and regressing. Further, 

significant differences between age groups surfaced.  My research enriches emerging 

perspectives on work identity as narrative by proposing a temporally-oriented model of 

work identity change that bridges past, present, and future identities; and delimits the role 

of age in identity change during work-related transitions.  

 

Keywords: work transition, temporality, work identity, age, generation, older worker, 

younger worker, adjustment 

 



   

i 
 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 

LIST OF TABLES .............................................................................................................v 

LIST OF FIGURES ......................................................................................................... vi 

DEDICATIONS .............................................................................................................. vii 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS .......................................................................................... viii 

CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION .....................................................................................1 

CHAPTER 2: WORK IDENTITY ...................................................................................7 

"Work Identity” Defined in Extant Organization Studies ...............................................7 

Social Identity Theory/Social Categorization Theory Perspective of Work Identity ....10 

Identity Theory/Structural Symbolic Interactionism Perspective of Work Identity ......14 

Work Identity Redefined................................................................................................17 

CHAPTER 3: WORK IDENTITY CHANGE ..............................................................21 

"Work Identity Change” Defined ...................................................................................22 

Work Identity Change from Social Identity Theory Perspective ..................................24 

Work Identity Change from Identity Theory Perspective..............................................29 

Other Work Identity Change-Related Literatures in Organization Studies ...................34 

Identity construction perspective ..............................................................................34 

Work role transition perspective ...............................................................................42 

Socialization perspective ..........................................................................................48 

Career development perspective ...............................................................................52  

Other Work Identity Change-Related Literatures Outside Organization Studies ..........58 

Identity development perspective ..............................................................................58 

Identity crisis perspective .........................................................................................63 

Identity transformation perspective ..........................................................................67 

Work Identity Change Redefined ..................................................................................71 

CHAPTER 4: AGE AND WORK IDENTITY CHANGE ...........................................77 

 “Age" Defined ................................................................................................................77 

Age-Related Changes and Possible Work Identity Change ...........................................78 



   

ii 
 

Physical loss and work identity change ....................................................................79 

Cognitive change and work identity change .............................................................82 

Emotional change and work identity change ............................................................86 

Relational change and work identity change ............................................................88 

Age and Work Identity Change .....................................................................................90 

CHAPTER 5: METHODOLOGY .................................................................................93 

Preliminary Study ..........................................................................................................94 

Justification of Research Context and Sampling ...........................................................96 

Description of the context .........................................................................................98 

Sampling ...................................................................................................................99 

Data Collection ............................................................................................................101 

Interviews ................................................................................................................101 

Data Analysis ...............................................................................................................104 

Step 1: Creating provisional categories and first-order codes ..............................104 

Step 2: Integrating first-order codes and creating theoretical categories .............105 

Step 3: Delimiting theory by aggregating theoretical dimensions .........................105 

CHAPTER 6: WORK TRANSITION AND WORK IDENTITY CHANGE ..........107 

Categories of Work Identity Content and of Structure ................................................108 

Categories of work identity content ........................................................................108 

Categories of work identity structure .....................................................................120 

Identity Narrative Transition Path as Work Identity Change during Work Transitions at 

LFS…... ...................................................................................................................122 

Similarities in work identity content and structures between Waves 1 and 2 .........123 

Work identity change as change in the direction of identity narratives .................127 

Processes of Work Identity Change during Work Transitions at LFS .........................140 

Pre-transition work identity ....................................................................................140 

Transitioner identity: Pre-mythic-like stage ...........................................................142 

Mythic stage: Interpersonal-intrapersonal comparison mechanisms and           

future time perspective ............................................................................................145 



   

iii 
 

Summary ......................................................................................................................157 

CHAPTER 7: THE ROLE OF AGE ON WORK IDENTITY CHANGE ...............159 

Similarities between Age Groups  ....................................................................................160 

Differences between Age Groups  ....................................................................................161 

Summary ......................................................................................................................168 

CHAPTER 8: DISCUSSION ........................................................................................169 

Theoretical Contributions ............................................................................................169 

Change in the direction of work identity narrative as work identity change..........169 

Microdynamics of identity narrative transition and the mechanisms of                

work identity change ...............................................................................................171 

Temporality and three combinations of mechanisms as process of work          

identity change ........................................................................................................173 

Age and work identity change .................................................................................175 

Methodological Contribution .......................................................................................177 

Practical Contributions.................................................................................................178 

Study Limitations and Future Research .......................................................................185 

Conclusion ...................................................................................................................190 

REFERENCES ...............................................................................................................192 

TABLES AND FIGURES .............................................................................................215 

APPENDIX .....................................................................................................................263 

 Exhibit 5.A: Wave 1 Interview Protocol..................................................................263  

  Exhibit 5.B: Wave 2 Interview Protocol ..................................................................268  

        Exhibit 6.A: An Adjusting Narrative Path ...............................................................271  

 Exhibit 6.B: A Progressive Narrative Path ..............................................................272  

        Exhibit 6.C: A Regressive Narrative Path ...............................................................273  



   

iv 
 

Author's note: Throughout the text I utilize the term "he" to indicate a third person of 

unknown gender.  This is by no means an effort to ignore the female gender; it is simply a 

convention to enable clarity in the complex ideas discussed.  Where the gender of a 

person is indeed known to me, I use the proper generic singular.  And, as per several 

current style guides, I will sometimes employ the term "their" in a singular sense. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



   

v 
 

LIST OF TABLES 

 

Table 2.1: Conceptualizations of Individual’s Work Identity in Organization 

Studies…………………………………………………………….……….. 215 

 

Table 3.1: Conceptualizations of Work Identity Change and Identity Change…... 218 

 

Table 4.1: Age-related Changes and Possible Work Identity Change…………...... 224 

 

Table 5.1: Sample by Work Transition Type and Age Group in Wave 1..…….......225 

 

Table 5.2: Sample by Work Transition Type and Age Group in Wave 2……….... 225 

 

Table 5.3: List of Sample………………………………………………………….......226 

 

Table 5.4: Main Theoretical Constructs of the Study and Interview Questions......228 

 

Table 6.1: Categories of Work Identity Content…………………………..….……. 229 

 

Table 6.2: Categories of Work Identity Structure……………………….....….…... 232 

 

Table 6.3: Similarities in Work Identity Content and Structures between Wave 1        

and Wave 2…………………………………………...…………….…….. 235 

 

Table 6.4: Typical Directions of Narratives in the Past, Wave 1, and Wave 2 and 

Changes in the Direction of Narrative over Time per Identity Narrative 

Transition Path Type………………………………….……………..…... 248 

 

Table 6.5: Mechanisms and Three Types of Work Identity Narrative Transition  

 Paths ……………………………………………….……...…………........ 260 

 

Table 7.1: Similarities and Differences in Comparison Mechanisms between        

Workers in Early Adulthood and Workers in Middle Adulthood…..... 261 

 

 

 

 



   

vi 
 

LIST OF FIGURES 

 

Figure 6.1: A Model of Changing Work Identity by Changing the Direction of 

Narrative Paths via Comparisons………………………………….....…. 262 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



   

vii 
 

DEDICATIONS 

 

 

To where I come from: Mom and Dad who always encourage me to follow my heart, 

and my beloved sister, who was my sounding board as I wrote this dissertation.  

 

To who I am: Kangwon, who shows me the breadth and depth of life, and Sunjae, who 

already helps and leads so many people around him.  

 

To where I am going: Every person and organization that can benefit from this 

research and the works beyond this dissertation.      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



   

viii 
 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

 

 

My time as a doctoral student was filled with major transitions in both 

professional and personal domains.  I started my Ph.D. at the University of Illinois and 

moved to Boston College following my advisor, Mike.  I met and married my husband, 

Kangwon, in Boston and gave birth to a healthy baby boy, Sunjae.  My identity 

changed from a young, single, international student from Korea to a working mom, co-

parenting a child with a husband.  Many say that being in a Ph.D. program is a life-

changing experience and my experience definitely shifted my life in various ways.   

The most grateful thing during this process is that I was able to discern what was 

“right” at multiple moments of critical decision making.  I was (and sometimes still am) 

a “doubting Thomas,” and it could have been very hard for me to be confident in my 

decisions.  If I went through the process of discernment by myself, I could have easily 

followed a path of regression.  However, so many people around me helped me with 

making those choices, adjusting to new settings, and developing my new identities; 

ultimately, they are the ones who led me to a path of progression.   

Specifically, friendships I built in the Survey Building, Wohlers Hall, and in St. 

John’s Grad Rosary Group at Urbana-Champaign helped me with the first two years of 

my Ph.D. program, especially, Emily Block, Joe Broschak, Teresa Cardador, Jackie 

Gitonga, Shin-Kap Han, Father Robert Manansala, Bohee Min, Heather Vough, and 

Monique Ziebro; they watched me grow even after I left the building and the parish.   

My friends in Fulton Hall and in Brookline were with me as I went through the 

Medieval and the Renaissance periods of my life.  Jekkie J. Kim and Sangmi Lee Shin 



   

ix 
 

are two friends who pulled me out of the period of darkness and helped me with 

opening the new chapter in my life.  I am incredibly grateful that these ladies are still 

willing to be part of my life, even after everything that I have made them to go through.  

Jean Bartunek, Dongsun Chang, Stephanie Creary, Boram Do, Elana Feldman, Tim 

Hall, Simona Giorgi, Mary Ann Glynn, Judy Gordon, Hyun Kim, Camille Pradies, 

Erica Steckler, Andrea Tunarosa, Tieying Yu, and the RSCJs in Cambridge and 

Newton houses made my life in Boston exciting and energized at various times, and 

they also shared their insights with me in the midst of multiple transitions in Boston.   

Mike Pratt, Trudy Good, Lucas Pratt, Mikaela Pratt, and Jacek Pratt were my 

transition partners from Illinois to Massachusetts, and they kept reminding me of my 

past and initial motivation for moving to Boston.  They also showed me how to grow a 

family and a career.  Mike has especially seen it all, my ups and downs in both 

personal and professional worlds, and continued to give honest feedback on my 

progress as a person and as a scholar.      

On top of all these major transitions, my dissertation was born.  It would not have 

seen light without the help from my wonderful committee:  Mary Ann Glynn taught 

me the importance of thinking critically and asking the right questions, and Tim Hall 

provided me with various opportunities to pursue my passion on retirees and career 

transitions.  My advisor, Mike Pratt, was basically the co-author of this dissertation, 

from the idea generation stage to final editing.  He is a personal trainer who helps me 

build my academic muscles.  I also thank Jennie Cook for thoroughly proof-reading the 

final draft of the dissertation.   



   

x 
 

Lastly, my family never left me alone in this journey: Boyoung Kim, whose 

support provided me with the energy I needed, especially in the last stage of this 

journey; Kangwon Lee, who always tells me I can do whatever I want to do with my 

life and encourages me to follow my passion; my parents, Miya Song and Seong Suhn 

Kim, who believe in me even when the future seems blurry; my parents-in-law, Kitae 

Lee and Shinhwa Kang, who honor and encourage my passion; and, Sunjae Lee, who 

showed his support by being patient with his first-time parents and blessed my time 

editing the dissertation with his million dollar smile.     

All these colleagues, mentors, friends, and family are the reason I was able to 

follow a progressive path despite the number of transitions that occurred during my 

time as a doctoral student.  These are the people I believe will accompany me as I start 

the next chapter in my life and beyond.  It is likely that my life may take multiple turns 

in the future, but I am confident that my identity change process will follow the path of 

progression thanks to the support, love, and belief these people bring to my life.  

 

   

   

  



   
 

1 
 

CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

 

 

Who will I be if it’s not what I’ve been doing all these years and will I lose my identity? 

 

– Marci Alboher, author of “The Encore Career Handbook” 

 

My brilliant (and younger) colleague Julia Kirby took me out for a glass of wine and 

patted my arm. “Don’t worry,” she told me sympathetically. “It’s career menopause.” 

Count on Julia to consistently deliver le mot juste.  I’ve always loved my job, but for ages 

I’ve been feeling something else — call it a longing for greater self-fulfillment — 

tugging at me. Relatives and friends have had brushes with death, or have died. I, too, 

have felt the shadow of my own mortality. I’ve been aching to write The Great American 

Novel, or volunteer for the Peace Corps, or sing in my own band, or do some other as-

yet-undefined-thing — before it’s too late.  I’ve spent sleepless nights wondering whether 

I could possibly afford to make a career change — an especially crazy idea in a down 

economy.… I finally hit on a solution that works for me. I’ve changed jobs — I’m no 

longer a senior HBR editor but a “contributing” editor. I love the title. (Hey — I’m 

contributing!) In my new role I’m off the payroll but working on freelance projects for 

my company. I’m also diving into new undertakings — volunteering in a hospice, 

songwriting, and catching up on the part of me that’s been ignored for a very long while. 

Tell me, have you also experienced career menopause? How did you get through it? 

 

– Bronwyn Fryer, a former senior editor at the Harvard 

Business Review who currently defines herself as a business 

writer and editor   

 

 

Today, 4 out of every 10 workers in the U.S. are at least 45 years old (Urban 

Institute, 2011; U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2010).
1
  Despite the high unemployment 

rate caused by current economic conditions, these workers continue to participate in the 

                                                           
1
 The proportions of age groups comprising the labor force in 2010 are as follows: 16-19 year-olds (3.8%), 

20-24 (9.8%), 25-34 (21.8%), 35-44 (21.7%), 45-54 (23.4%), 55-64 (15.0%), and 65+ (4.3%) based on a 

2010 Current Population Survey conducted by U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics,  as analyzed by The Sloan 

Center of Aging and Work, 2011.  

http://blogs.harvardbusiness.org/hbr/hbreditors/authors/index.php?author=jkirby&name=Julia%20Kirby
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job market; those above the age of 55 represent the only age group whose labor force 

participation rate increased from 39.9% in 2009 to 40.1% in 2010 (Theodossiou & Hipple, 

2011).  These trends suggest that, at least in the U.S., workers in the second half of their 

lives (i.e., “older” workers
2
) represent a growing segment of the workforce population.  

These workers find themselves entering new organizations, professions, occupations, and 

industries as “transitioners,” either due to returning to work “post-retirement” in order to 

make ends meet, as the result of previous job loss, or because of “career menopause.”  

Moreover, statistics show that more than 8 out of 10 full-time workers ages 51 to 55 in 

1992 left their 1992 employer by 2006 (when they were ages 65 to 69) and half of these 

workers  did so for a new employer, indicating that people continued to switch jobs in the 

later stages of their lives.  According to “Older Workers Survey” (Society for Human 

Resource Management, 2003), a majority of organizations (68%) have hired workers who 

had retired from other organizations or careers (Collison, 2003), indicating the prevalence 

of later in life work transitions.   

As Marci Alboher reveals, one of the key questions these individuals ask 

themselves when they start a new job is “Who am I?”  Because individuals’ identities are 

closely tied to what they do (Ashforth, 2001), questions about self-identity become 

considerably important and meaningful when people are going through work transitions, 

i.e., changing roles or memberships within work contexts.  A few organizational scholars 

have explored the triggers and the processes of work identity change undergone by  

                                                           
2
 In this dissertation, I use the terms younger workers and older workers to indicate people in the earlier and 

later stages of their lives.  Also, I attribute the differences between younger and older workers to a broad 

concept of age, which is a proxy for various developmental changes such as life stage, physical change, and 

relational change.  
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individuals going through work transitions (e.g., Pratt, Rockmann, & Kaufmann, 2006), 

but most extant studies on work identity change deal with people in the earlier days of 

their lives.  For instance, Ibarra (1999) studied young investment bankers and consultants 

who just started their careers and Ng and Feldman (2007) focused on how young workers 

make transition from school to work.  Rarely explored are the processes of work identity 

change when people go through work transitions later in their lives.  Hence, questions 

about the similarities and differences in the work identity change process between 

workers in the early stage of their lives and those in the later stage remain unanswered.    

Specifically, there are three reasons why this change in work-related identities 

during work transitions may differ for workers in their later lives.  First, existing 

literature has identified multiple areas in which there are significant differences between 

younger and older workers.  For instance, the reasons and the processes of employment 

decisions (Dendinger, Adams, & Jacobson, 2005; Kim & Feldman, 2000; Kooij, de 

Lange, Jansen, & Dikkers, 2008; Mor-Barak, 1995; Raymo, Warren, Sweeney, Hauser, & 

Ho, 2010; Sterns & Subich, 2005), employee engagement (Avery, McKay, & Wilson, 

2007; James, McKechnie, & Swanberg, 2011; Robinson, Perryman, & Hayday, 2004), 

and the challenges they face at work (Lawrence, 1987; Roscigno, Mong, Byron, & Tester, 

2007; Hagestad & Uhlenberg, 2006) differ depending on age.  It is possible that similar 

differences may be found between older and younger workers during the process of work 

identity change.   

Second, according to the existing literature, as an individual enters a new 

organization or profession, he develops “an identity and place for oneself” at the new 
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work setting (Louis, 1980a: 333; see also, Schein, 1978).  Individuals learn about what it 

means to be a member of that new organization or a profession (Van Maanen & Schein, 

1979) and “self-conceptions and the representations … about what attitudes and 

behaviors are expected in the new role” (Ibarra, 1999: 765).  This type of change intrinsic 

to “Who am I?” in relation to work based on new memberships and roles is experienced 

by any worker transitioning into a new work setting, whether old or young.  However, it 

is possible that the accumulated life experiences of older workers may cause them to see 

themselves and their transition experiences during those transitions differently.  In 

contrast to younger workers (e.g., recent college graduates) who have fewer life 

experiences when entering the workforce, older workers’ “past experience will affect 

adjustment to any new setting by providing the cognitive raw materials that people use to 

make sense of new situations” (Beyer & Hannah, 2002).  

Third, older workers experience changes in how they relate to work and how they 

see themselves in the context of work because of their “older” age.  As Bronwyn Fryer  

suggests, individuals may change their view of work and what they want to earn from it 

as they hit  “career menopause” or encounter a “big shift” (Freedman, 2011).  These 

workers seek employment that can help them with “catching up on the part of me that’s 

been ignored for a very long while.”  The career literature notes that people go through 

different life stages as they age and may find out “what was once a good fit between 

identity and life/career choices is no longer that, as our identities and lives evolve in 

different directions” (Hall, 2004: 6-7).  Furthermore, changes in body, cognition, emotion, 
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and relationships in late adulthood can trigger relevant changes in these employees’ 

work-related identities.  

Despite the potential uniqueness of these older newcomers’ work transition 

experiences and “work identity change” experiences, extant organizational literature has 

focused mostly on younger newcomers (e.g., Ashforth & Saks, 1996) and has rarely 

discussed how people in late adulthood experience change in work and in how they see 

themselves in relation to work (c.f., Chreim, Williams, & Hinings, 2007).  Therefore, the 

purpose of this study is to understand how work identities change when individuals go 

through work transitions by changing roles and/or memberships at work, as well as what 

differences, if any, exist between younger and older workers through the process and 

mechanisms of changing identities during these transitions. 

With this specific goal in mind, I focus on reviewing the literature that directly or 

indirectly relates to identifying the connection between age and work identity change.  In 

“Chapter 2: Work Identity”, I define what I mean by work identity based on two major 

perspectives of individuals’ identities in organization studies: one based on social identity 

theory and the other based on identity theory.  In “Chapter 3: Work Identity Change”, I 

review a variety of conceptualizations of work identity change and identity change in 

general, focusing on what we know and don’t know about work identity change, and any 

similarities or differences between workers in later stages of their lives and younger 

workers.  In “Chapter 4: Age and Work Identity Change”, I discuss how multiple 

developmental changes associated with age may influence individuals’ experiences of 

work identity change.  These reviews build an argument for why and how age may matter 
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in the process of work identity change.  I also argue that, despite some suggestive work 

on age and work identity change, there is a paucity of substantive research in this area.  In 

“Chapter 5: Methodology”, I describe an inductive qualitative approach I employed to 

explore this issue.  By studying employees of varying ages going through work 

transitions within and to a single organization, I gained a rich understanding of how the 

work identity change process unfolds for workers in transition, and the differences 

between younger and older workers in how they changed their work identities.  The 

findings of this study are presented after a discussion of the methodology used; this is 

“Chapter 6: Work Transition and Work Identity Change”, in which I describe the nature 

of work identity change within the studied context, as well as a theoretical model of work 

identity change that emerged from the data.  In “Chapter 7: The Role of Age on Work 

Identity Change”, I lay out the similarities and differences in the work identity change 

process between workers in the early stages of their lives and those in the later stages.  I 

conclude in “Chapter 8: Discussion”, with a discussion of theoretical and practical 

implications of findings, limitations of the study, and possible future research. 
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CHAPTER 2: WORK IDENTITY 

 

In this chapter, I define work identity in order to provide clarity to the key issue of 

this dissertation: the possible differences between younger and older workers in their 

work identity change experiences.  First, I review how work identity at the individual 

level has been previously defined and examined in the field of organization studies.  

Second, I identify two major perspectives on work identity and review how each 

perspective has examined individuals’ identities.  Finally, I conclude the chapter with a 

definition of work identity that guides the following sections of this dissertation. 

 

“Work Identity” Defined in Extant Organization Studies 

The notion of identity has been examined at various levels of analysis in 

organization studies over the last thirty years (Albert, Ashforth, & Dutton, 2000; Corley, 

Harquail, Pratt, Glynn, Fiol, & Hatch, 2006).  Here I explore work identity, i.e., how 

people see themselves in relation to work at the individual level of analysis.
3
  Table 2.1 

shows various ways an individual’s work identity has been defined in organizational 

literature.  Although a majority of these scholars did not use the term work identity 

explicitly, they examined at least one facet of work identity such as organization, 

workgroup, profession, or occupation.  Examples of defining some aspects of identity at 

work are: a variety of “member organizational associations” (Brown, Dacin, Pratt, & 

Whetten, 2006: 103); self-definitions associated “with the enactment of a professional 

                                                           
3
 Here work includes various work-related constructs including organization, workgroup, profession, 

occupation, etc.  
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role” (Chreim et al., 2007: 1515) and “the work-relevant target with which the individual 

primarily identifies: the occupation or the employing organization” (Witt, Patti, & Farmer, 

2002: 488); and, “the relatively stable and enduring constellation of attributes, beliefs, 

values, motives and experiences in terms of which people define themselves in a 

professional role” (Ibarra, 1999: 764-765). 

 

--------------------------------- 

Insert Table 2.1 about here 

---------------------------------- 

 

 

Despite several differences, one shared notion of identity at work across these 

perspectives is that work identity is an individual’s way of looking at himself in the 

domain of work.  Identity is often defined by the individual asking the question “Who am 

I?” and, as Dutton, Roberts, and Bednar (2010: 266) noted, the modifier “work-related” 

limits focus to “the aspects of identity and self-definition that are tied to participation in 

the activities of work (i.e., a job) or membership in work-related groups, organizations, 

occupations, or professions.”  

Another shared assumption across these different definitions is the multiplicity of 

work identities.
4
  An individual can hold several roles (e.g., manager, engineer) and 

belong to various work setting groups (e.g., workgroup, department) thereby having 

multiple concurrent identities.  The concept of work identity encompasses “the variety of 

                                                           
4
 Under the assumption of multiplicity, throughout the dissertation I use the terms work identities and work 

identity interchangeably. Even when using the term work identity, I still assume the holding of multiple 

identities.   
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activities, tasks, roles, groups, and memberships” (Dutton et al., 2010: 266), “the person-

based and role-based self-categorizations” (Elsbach, 2009: 1045), “work-related social 

identities: organizational, professional, and ideal” (Pratt & Dutton, 2000: 117), and “a 

combination of organizational, occupational, and other identities” (Walsh & Gordon, 

2008: 47) an individual uses to define who he is in the domain of work.  A registered 

nurse in a college healthcare center can consider himself as a registered nurse, a member 

of the college, and a member of a healthcare center.  All these identities simultaneously 

compose who he is in the domain of work.     

While there are some commonalities, when closely examining the previous 

treatments of work identity we can identify two major camps – the first dealing with 

individuals’ work identity based on “where you work” (Pratt et al., 2006: 236) or 

“membership in work-related groups, organizations, occupations, or professions” (Dutton 

et al., 2010: 266), and the second that discusses identity based on “what they do” (Pratt et 

al., 2006: 236) or “participation in the activities of work (i.e., a job)” (Dutton et al., 2010: 

266).  Most identity studies in organizational literature draw from one or both of these 

two camps to understand work identities.  For instance, Chreim and her colleagues (2007: 

1515) defined professional identity as a person’s self-definition “as a member of a 

profession” which, at the same time, is “associated with the enactment of a professional 

role.”  

This distinction between the where one belongs work identity (“membership-

based work identity”) camp and the what one does work identity (“role-based work 

identity”) camp reflects two major theoretical perspectives on identity, one rooted in 
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psychology, the other in sociology. The first perspective is grounded primarily in social 

identity theory and social categorization theory (psychology), while the second 

perspective borrows from identity theory or structural symbolic interactionism 

(sociology).  In the following section, I focus on understanding how these theoretical 

perspectives view identity, and how organizational literature approaches work identity 

based on these two theoretical grounds.  Ultimately, from this review, I extract my own 

definition of work identity to promulgate further insight into the issue of age in work 

identity change.  

 

Social Identity Theory/Social Categorization Theory Perspective of Work Identity 

The current perspective that largely focuses on membership-based work identities 

in organization studies draws its roots from social identity theory and social 

categorization theory (Hogg & Terry, 2000; Oakes, Haslam, & Turner, 1994; Tajfel & 

Turner, 1979; Turner, 1975, 1984).  Social identity theory and social categorization 

theory were originally developed to explain group processes, intergroup relations, and 

group-based identities. This social identity theory/social categorization theory perspective 

(from here on referred to as “the social identity theory perspective”) eloquently elaborates 

why groups are maintained and the boundaries between groups are strengthened (e.g., 

social comparison mechanism), why individuals identify with a certain group (e.g., self-

enhancement mechanism), and how individuals view themselves in relation to other in-

group members and those outside their group based on their group memberships (e.g., 

categorization process).  



   
 

11 
 

Regarding individuals’ identities, the social identity theory perspective suggests 

that an individual’s self-concept
5
 is comprised of personal identities (idiosyncratic, 

personal qualities such as abilities and interests) and social identities (salient group 

characteristics drawn from a collective to which he belongs) (Tajfel & Turner, 1985; 

Turner, 1984).  Both constitute an individual’s identity but, when the intergroup process 

becomes salient, “social identity is … able to function to the relative exclusion of 

personal identity” (Turner, 1984: 527).  The social group to which a person feels he 

belongs provides “a definition of who one is in terms of the defining characteristics of the 

category” (Hogg, Terry, & White, 1995: 259).  Due to the focus of this perspective on 

group dynamics and processes, the main identity argument revolves around the notion of 

social identity that is “part of an individual’s self-concept which derives from his 

knowledge of his membership of a social group (or groups) together with the value and 

emotional significance attached to that membership” (Tajfel, 1978: 63). 

Not only do social groups provide an individual with identity, but they allow 

others to bestow prototypical characteristics of the group on the individual.  Prototypes 

“embody all attributes that characterize groups and distinguish them from other groups, 

including beliefs, attitudes, feelings, and behaviors” and “they maximize similarities 

within and differences between groups, thus defining groups as distinctive entities” 

(Hogg & Terry, 2000: 123-124).  When observers look at an individual, rather than 

                                                           
5
 Scholars have defined self-concept, identity, and self as three different but related constructs.  According 

to Gecas (1982: 3-4), self is “the process of reflexivity which emanates from the dialectic between the “I” 

and “Me,” and is developed “in social interaction and is based on the social character of human language.” 

Self-concept is “a product of this reflexive activity.”  It is the feelings and thoughts that refer to an 

individual as an object. Identity is viewed as the content of self-concept, especially “the meanings 

comprising the self as an object.” Despite the differences, here in this dissertation I use the terms self-

concept and identity interchangeably.   
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evaluating him by his personal characteristics (personal identities), they may evaluate 

him based on his group membership (social identities) and the characteristics of that 

group.  The perceived differences between characteristics of this in-group member and 

those of out-group members are accentuated as these observers attribute the differences to 

social categories.  This is the categorization process which strengthens the boundary 

between groups and stresses the prototypical characteristics of a group that provides 

individuals with social identities comprised of “depersonalized”
6
 group attributes (see 

Hogg et al., 1995, for more information on this perspective).  

Hence, in relation to individuals’ identities, this social identity theory perspective 

focuses on social identities which are based on the depersonalized characteristics of 

social categories and groups that the self assigns himself to.  Individuals fall into various 

social categories and groups (e.g., gender, political affiliation, nationality, organization, 

community) and may form part of their identities from the prototypical characteristics of 

the in-group that distinguish the group from other groups. In the context of work, this 

perspective allows scholars to explore how individuals “derive part of their identity and 

sense of self from the organizations or workgroups to which they belong” (Hogg & Terry, 

2000: 121)
7

 and the organizational scholars have argued that “to the degree that 

individuals perceive themselves as members of an organization or profession – as a social 

                                                           
6
 Individuals are “depersonalized” when they are “perceived as, are reacted to, and act as embodiments of 

the relevant in-group prototype rather than as unique individuals.” This term, depersonalization, should be 

distinguished from the negative terms of dehumanization or deindividuation as it instead refers to “a 

contextual change in the level of identity (from unique individual to group member), not to a loss of 

identity” (Hogg et al., 1995: 261).   
7
 A few organizational scholars employing social identity theory perspective studied the idiosyncratic 

personal qualities that distinguished one individual from others.  For instance, toy product designers 

showed their “unique person-based identities” (Elsbach, 2009: 1064) through their signature style and these 

individual features distinguished them from other product designers.  However, the main identity argument 

in organization studies is on social identities rather than personal identities.  
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group – salient characteristics that describe the group become associated with how 

members define themselves” (Pratt & Dutton, 2000: 123).   

The social identity theory perspective also proposes that individuals can have 

multiple social identities at the same time by belonging to various social groups (Hogg et 

al., 1995).  Organizational scholars have applied the social identity theory perspective to 

examine social identities based on various work-related social groups such as profession, 

workgroup, organization, and occupation (e.g., Hekman, Bigley, Steensma, & Hereford, 

2009; Johnson, Morgeson, Ilgen, Meyer, & Lloyd, 2006; Mael & Ashforth, 1992; van 

Knippenberg & van Schie, 2000; Witt et al., 2002). 

There are at least two lessons we can learn about work identity based on this 

social identity theory perspective.  First, work identity becomes a type of social identity 

constituted of group prototypical characteristics.  For instance, if an individual belongs to 

a fast-paced IT company that values creativity, he is likely to see himself as a creative 

person based on that group membership.  As a member of a work-related group, he feels 

a belonging to the group and includes the social identity based on the group as part of 

who he is.  Second, this social identity theory perspective suggests that there are multiple 

work-related groups from which one can draw his social identity.  Organization, 

occupation, profession, and workgroup are examined as some of the work-related social 

groups individuals could consider themselves part of.   

Along with these theoretical contributions that the social identity theory 

perspective makes to the conceptualization of work identity, it is worthwhile to point out 

one of its assumptions: that when individuals belong to a group, the characteristics of the 
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group are universally applied to the members of that group.  Group members share the 

same group characteristics, but the social identity theory perspective does not distinguish 

among potential individual differences in picking and choosing which group prototypes 

to include in their work-related identities (c.f., Navis & Glynn, 2011).  Because the 

original focus of the social identity theory perspective is on group dynamics, the 

perspective does not focus on individual differences in building their definition of who 

they are.   

 

Identity Theory/Structural Symbolic Interactionism Perspective of Work Identity 

The second major perspective on work identity bases its argument in structural 

symbolic interactionism or identity theory (McCall & Simmons, 1978; Stryker, 1968; 

Stryker & Burke, 2000; Stryker & Serpe, 1982).
8
  According to the identity theory/ 

structural symbolic interactionism perspective (from here on referred to as “the identity 

theory perspective”), identity is defined as “the meanings a person attributes to the self as 

an object in a social situation or social role” (Burke & Tully, 1977: 883).  This definition 

is structural in a sense that it focuses on role, defined as a position within a social 

structure.  This definition is also relational since every role has “relevant complementary 

or counterroles” (Hogg et al., 1995: 256) that are occupied by the other person in that role 

                                                           
8
 There are two branches of symbolic interactionism: processual symbolic interactionism and structural 

symbolic interactionism. Processual symbolic interactionism (Blumer, 1969; Blumstein, 1973; Glaser & 

Strauss, 1967; Goffman, 1959, 1967) approaches identity as situational and fluid. Meanings assigned to 

identity are under constant reconstruction as individuals interact with others around them and go through 

the dialectical process of role-taking. Although processual symbolic interactionism provides a unique 

perspective on identity and self-concept, organizational scholars have more often employed structural 

symbolic interactionism which focuses on the “roles” that individuals have within social structure (see 

Gecas [1982] for a comparative overview of these two streams of symbolic interactionism).   
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relationship.  For instance, a greeter in a supermarket chain encounters clients who 

receive his greetings as well as the manager who hold certain expectations of the role of a 

greeter from him.  All these people are individuals related to the greeter role by holding 

varying forms of counterroles.  Hence, the meanings associated with a certain identity 

can be determined by its position within a social structure and by the other individuals in 

the role relationships.  This “set of meanings for a given identity” developed in a social 

structure and relationships is called an “identity standard” (Burke, 2007).   

Organizational scholars have explored how individuals define who they are based 

on their professional roles (Chreim et al., 2007; Ibarra, 1999; Pratt et al., 2006).  For 

instance, the professionals in Ibarra’s study (1999) learned what it means to be a 

“consultant” or an “investment banker” by observing and learning the roles from their 

role models.  Organizational scholars have also explored how the meanings attached to 

the role compose individuals’ work identities and are developed within a social structure 

and through role relationships.  To illustrate, Pratt and his colleagues (2006) found that 

medical residents developed the meanings attached to their doctor identities within the 

structure of their medical training program and through the responses they received from 

others (e.g., seniors, peers, patients).  Within the structural and relational constraints, 

these residents were able to build their own set of identity meanings of being a doctor.  

In addition to the notion of identity meanings, the identity theory perspective 

proposes the notion of a “hierarchy of identities” (Burke & Tully, 1977: 883; Stryker, 

1968).  Identity theorists believe that individuals have “multiple identities linked to the 

roles and role relationships that constitute significant elements of social structures” 
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(Stryker, 1979: 177)
9
 and the hierarchy of identities provides a way of organizing these 

multiple identities.  According to the identity theorists, each identity has a different 

degree of salience, indicating the probability of the identity being activated (Stryker, 

1980).
10

  Based on the salience of each identity an individual holds in his life, he builds a 

hierarchy of identities.  Depending on its salience, a given identity occupies a different 

status in the hierarchy of identities (Stryker, 1968).  For example, if one’s lawyer role-

based identity is more salient than his army officer role-based identity, the lawyer identity 

is positioned higher in his hierarchy of identities than the army officer identity.  Salience 

determines the position of an identity in the hierarchy of identities and here the lawyer 

identity is more likely to be activated in various contexts and relationships than the 

military officer identity.  The notions of hierarchy of identities and salience allow us to 

embrace the multiplicity of work identity and examine the relationships among various 

work-related identities.  

When compared with the social identity theory perspective, there are at least two 

ways in which the identity theory perspective adds to our understanding of work identity.  

First, the studies based on this perspective highlight the importance of looking at roles as 

potential sources of work identity.  While the social identity theory perspective hones in 

on the prototypes of a social group to which one belongs as the source of identity, the 

identity perspective focuses on the positions one holds within a social structure, i.e., the 

                                                           
9
 The assumption here is that individuals have a set of relationships and roles that are relatively stable in a 

given society. 
10

 The probability of activation can be affected by chronic accessibility, i.e., the activation of an identity 

due to its high value, importance, and frequency in employment, and by situational accessibility, i.e., 

perceptual salience of an identity in a certain situation. This notion of probability of activation is different 

from actual activation of an identity in a specific situation discussed in social identity theory and social 

categorization theory (Oakes & Turner, 1990).  
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role, as another potential source of one’s identity.  The keyword of the social identity 

theory perspective is “social identity” vis-à-vis the keywords of “role” and “role identity” 

per the identity theory perspective.  Second, the notion of a hierarchy of identities has the 

potential to expand the literature examining how individuals organize multiple work 

identities by going beyond a simple acknowledgement of the multiplicity of work 

identities.  

 

Work Identity Redefined 

I reviewed how two major perspectives on individuals’ identities have examined 

work identity.
11

  Work identity has been studied as depersonalized characteristics 

potentially drawn from one’s membership in work-related social groups and from roles 

within the context of work one uses to define oneself.  Both perspectives embrace the 

multiplicity of identities and the identity theory perspective further introduces the idea of 

a hierarchy of identities that suggests a way of organizing multiple work-related identities.  

From this review, I propose a re-definition of work identity to be used in this study. 

For my purposes, I define work identity as “content and structure one ascribes to 

him- or herself based on memberships and roles in the context of work.”  Work identity 

content, the first component of work identity as defined in this study, captures meanings 

(including the characteristics, values, qualities, beliefs) that are assigned to a certain 

identity drawn from memberships or roles in the domain of work.  For instance, “helping 

                                                           
11

 Although there are other perspectives in the field used to study individuals’ identities, such as personal 

identity perspective (e.g., Elsbach, 2009), these two perspectives remain in the literature as the major 

camps.  More importantly, these two perspectives are tied closely with the questions around work identity 

change in the context of work transition, hence I focus on these two perspectives in this study.   
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the poor,” “generosity,” and “improving society” could be meanings that a community-

based social worker assigns to his identity out of all the possible meanings associated 

with performing the role, being a member of the profession, and being a member of the 

community.  In terms of understanding work identity as content, the social identity theory 

perspective examines the characteristics of group prototypes individuals employ to define 

who they are.  The identity theory perspective focuses on the meanings attached to roles 

as the content of work identity.  In comparison to some definitions of work identity in the 

extant organizational literature that equate roles and memberships with work identity (see 

Table 2.1), the definition of work identity as meanings highlights the importance of 

looking at the actual content of identity defined by individuals.   

The second component, work identity structure, is about how different identities 

relate to one another.  The organization of multiple identities is seldom what the social 

identity theory perspective was interested in; the identity theory perspective, on the other 

hand, proposed how multiple identities can be organized hierarchically.  Based on the 

salience of each identity, individuals can create a hierarchy of identities (Stryker, 1979; 

1980; Stryker & Serpe, 1982).  Depending on where within the hierarchy of identities an 

identity is located, it can be activated regardless of the situation at hand.  A hierarchy of 

identities constructed upon salience is just one of the ways of how one can organize his 

multiple identities; this notion of identity structure has also been examined by scholars 

outside of the identity theory perspective.  Based on the assumption that an individual 

holds multiple identities (Cooley, 1902; James, 1890; Mead, 1934; Thoits, 1983; Stryker, 

1980), various personality and social psychologists explored how individuals structure 
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their self-concepts.  For instance, Campbell and her colleagues (Campbell, Assanand, & 

Di Paula, 2003; Campbell, Trapnell, Heine, Katz, Lavallee, & Lehman, 1996) looked at 

how identities are “clearly and confidently defined, internally consistent, and temporally 

stable” (Campbell et al., 1996: 141), measuring the degree of integrity among multiple 

identities, while Donahue and her colleagues (1993) examined “the degree to which their 

identities are differentiated from each other rather than integrated into a unitary self” (p. 

834), capturing the degree of differentiation across multiple identities.  Also, Rosenberg 

and Gara (1985) proposed a pyramid-like model of identity structure.  They argued that 

some identities are closer to each other than are others based on the similarities that an 

individual experiences between identities.  

Furthermore, identities can have an asymmetric superset-subset relationship; to 

illustrate, an individual’s photographer identity (subset identity) may contain meanings 

that are captured by her artist identity (superset identity).  The artist identity contains 

meanings drawn not only from the photographer identity (e.g., creative) but also from the 

architect identity (e.g., meticulous) and the sculptor identity (e.g., patient).  In this 

example, artist identity can be seen as constructed out of her photographer, architect, and 

sculptor identities and can also be defined as a more integral identity, one that captures 

various aspects of the person than do the subset identities.  According to Rosenberg and 

Gara (1985), this superset identity is located at or near the top of the pyramid-like identity 

structure, above the subset identities.   

Stryker and his colleagues hold the notion (Stryker, 1979, 1980; Stryker & Serpe, 

1982) of “a hierarchy of identities”; Campbell et al., propose “self-concept clarity” 
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(Campbell et al., 2003; Campbell et al., 1996); Donahue and her colleagues (1993) 

discuss ”self-concept differentiation”; and, Rosenberg and Gara’s model (1985) captures 

how multiple identities can be organized by individuals.  Even when two individuals 

share the same set of work identities with the same identity meanings, they may have 

different work identities due to the difference in how each organizes his or her identities.  

For this reason and for the purposes of my discussion, I include work identity structure as 

part of my definition of work identity.  

The definition of work identity as content and structure not only clarifies how I 

view work identity in this dissertation, but also suggests possible ways of how work 

identity can be changed.  Hence, in the following chapter, I review how the previous 

work has conceptualized work identity change using this definition of work identity as 

content and structure.  
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CHAPTER 3: WORK IDENTITY CHANGE 

 

In this chapter, I review how the previous work has conceptualized work identity 

change.  After defining what I mean by work identity change, I review how two major 

perspectives on identity approach a change in work identity, i.e., what can and cannot be 

learned from these two perspectives when studying work identity change.  Next, four 

other streams of organization studies literature related to the notion of work identity 

change are reviewed.  These streams examined the various changes individuals undergo 

in work settings (e.g., entering a new profession, taking on another job, etc.) and shed 

light on different pieces and processes of change in work identity.  Another three 

perspectives are conveyed from various areas of research outside organization studies; 

although these perspectives do not discuss work identity, they do disclose relatively 

underexplored areas of identity change in organization studies and introduce mechanisms 

that may influence the process of work identity change during transitions.   

While extensive, I intentionally cast a broad net and review a large amount of 

literature on identity change since the relationship between work identity change and age 

are undetermined in our field.  Throughout this chapter, I discuss how each of these nine 

perspectives contributes to a better understanding of work identity change yet leaves 

plenty of room for exploring the mechanisms and processes of work identity change and 

the effects of age on those processes.  Based on the review of previous conceptualizations 

of work identity change, I conclude the chapter with the possibility of studying these 
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underexplored areas, especially in relation to how younger and older workers’ work 

identity change experiences may vary.  

 

“Work Identity Change” Defined 

Table 3.1 shows how the nine perspectives in and outside organization studies 

view identity change or work identity change.  Although these nine perspectives overlap 

with one another in certain conceptualizations of work identity change, each has a unique 

set of contributions to the literature.  As the table shows, there is no commonly-agreed-

upon definition of work identity change by these scholars.   

The social identity theory perspective views identity change as “relatively 

enduring changes in prototypes and thus in self-conception” (Hogg et al., 1995: 261) and 

the identity theory perspective sees change within the “meanings [self-meanings that 

define who one is]” (Burke, 2006: 81).  In other organizational literature I explore,  

identity construction perspective, work role transition perspective, socialization 

perspective, and career development perspective, work identity change is considered as 

“a significant change in a role that a professional has enacted over time and has 

considered to be self-defining” (Chreim et al., 2007: 1516), a constant process of “being 

confirmed and modified in negotiation with others” (Maitlis, 2009: 50), a change 

“absorbed through the person altering his or her frame of reference, values, or other 

identity-related attributes” (Louis, 1980a: 333), “a dramatically altered organizational 

identity for the person” (Van Maanen, 1982: 7), and “learning about one’s self, about 

who one is, about one’s identity” (Hall, 1996b: 11).  Outside organizational literature, 
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identity change is viewed as a process of forming one’s identity and modifying it when 

faced with various identity-related challenges throughout the life course (Erikson, 1962, 

1968) and the “shift in identity ... as a result of a certain ‘turning points’ or ‘critical 

incidents’ (Strauss, 1959) that signalize new evaluations of self” (Daly, 1988: 40).  

 

--------------------------------- 

Insert Table 3.1 about here 

---------------------------------- 

 

Therefore, considering the variety of approaches to work identity change and 

identity change, it is important to have a clear definition of work identity change before 

jumping into a review of these perspectives.  I draw from the broad notion of work 

identity as work identity content and work identity structure (as proposed in Chapter 2) to 

define work identity change.  Based on these two key aspects of work identity, I broadly 

define work identity change as “change in the content (self-meanings) and/or change in 

the structure of identities based on memberships and roles in the context of work.”  To 

illustrate, when an individual enters an organization as a newcomer and changes the way 

he sees himself in relation to his work, he is changing his work identity.  Likewise, if a 

salesperson takes on a new role as a manager and changes the degree of differentiation 

across multiple identities, his work identity has also changed.      

With this definition at hand, I review the following nine perspectives on work 

identity change and identity change in and outside organization studies. This definition of 

work identity change as change in content and/or in structure gives a rough framework in 

exploring possible ways of how work identity can be changed.  Changes in meanings 
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within a membership-based work identity, changes in meanings attached to a work role, 

and changes in the overall structure of work identity (e.g., by reordering identities based 

on new saliences) may be among the various forms of how an individual changes the way 

she sees herself in relation to work.   

 

Work Identity Change from Social Identity Theory Perspective 

Work identity, according to the social identity theory perspective, is composed of 

the prototypical or depersonalized characteristics of the group that an individual belongs 

to. The social identity theory perspective aptly suggests that work identity change can 

take place when there is change in identity content drawn from group prototypes.  Since 

the original focus of the perspective is on understanding “group processes and intergroup 

relations” (Hogg et al., 1995:255), changes happening at the group level, including group 

memberships and the depersonalized characteristics of groups, are considered triggers of 

change to individuals’ identities.   

There are at least four different methods of changing work identity content within 

the social identity theory perspective.  First, work identity content can change when an 

individual changes the work-related group (e.g., organization) that he belongs to.  

Changing groups can be voluntary or involuntary.  For individuals who are not satisfied 

with the status of a group, they can voluntarily leave this social category and move to 

another group, i.e., “individual mobility” (Tajfel & Turner, 1979: 43).  In this case, a 

person can change group memberships by making an individual effort to move across 

groups.  Organizational scholars have identified involuntary reasons for changing groups 
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due to the dissolution of, or changes in, organizations.  For example, individuals change 

their work identities because their group no longer exists (Walsh, 2009; Walsh & 

Bartunek, 2011) or were transformed through merger and acquisition (e.g., Empson, 2004; 

Ullrich, Wieseke, & van Dick, 2005; van Dick, Ullrich, & Tissington, 2006; van 

Knippenberg, van Knippenberg, Monden, & de Lima, 2002).   

Second, individuals may get a chance to change their group-based identities by 

making a collective effort to change group prototypes.  The social identity theory 

perspective proposes that “social movements aiming either to create social change or to 

preserve the status quo” can change “the nature and structure of the relations between 

social groups in the society” (Tajfel & Turner, 1979: 36).  Through the collective effort 

of changing group dynamics, the characteristics of the group from which a person draws 

his identities can change.  It is possible to gain “high status group features” rather than 

“stereotypes of a low status group” through the collective effort by in-group members to 

change status-relevant group dynamics.  When the group prototypes successfully change, 

individuals can draw from these newly-gained group characteristics in order to (re)define 

who they are.  For example, Anderson, Snow, and Cress (1994) identified how homeless 

people tried to avoid stigmatization and change stereotypes through collective action like 

the Detroit Union of Homeless, Boston Union of Homeless, and Homeless People United.   

Third, it is possible for in-group members to experience change in their identities 

as a relative response to out-groups’ changing over time.  “Relatively enduring changes 

in prototypes and thus in self-conception can occur if the relevant comparison out-group 

changes over time” (Hogg, et al., 1995: 261); individuals may change their identities 
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reflecting the changed group prototypes and characteristics caused by changes in out-

groups.  Because a work-related group is positioned in the network of various intergroup 

relations, it is possible for this work-related group (e.g., organization) to change its 

prototypical characteristics by having its out-groups change their features and hence 

giving in-group members a different set of group features.  

Fourth, individuals can change their work identities when they try to emulate the 

work-related group that they belong to.  The notion of identification within the social 

identity theory perspective brings our attention to why individuals may incorporate group 

prototypes to their own self-definitions.  Identification, i.e., the degree to which an 

individual’s beliefs about the collective become part of his self-concept (Ashforth & 

Mael, 1989; Dutton, Dukerich, & Harquail, 1994; Pratt, 1998), can drive an individual to 

change who he is in order to match the characteristics of group.  Pratt (1998) noted that 

an individual can try “to become more similar” to the collective, through the “emulation” 

form of identification (p. 172-174).  There could be multiple motives for an individual to 

draw his identity from the prototypes of a social category, such as when the status of a 

group enhances an individual’s own status (“self-enhancement motive”) or when he faces 

the reduction of uncertainty by affiliating with a group (“uncertain reduction motive”) 

(Hogg, 1996; Hogg & Mullin, 1999). 

Organizational scholars identified prestige, attractiveness, and distinctiveness 

(Mael & Ashforth, 1992; Dutton, et al., 1994; Elsbach & Kramer, 1996; Jost & Elsbach, 

2001) and various needs of individuals, such as psychological needs for safety, affiliation, 

self-enhancement, and self-actualization (Glynn, 1998; Pratt, 1998), as the elements that 
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predispose people to identify with an organization.  For instance, the prestige and 

attractiveness of an organization can trigger the self-enhancement mechanism, while a 

person’s need for affiliation can initiate the sociocognitive process of categorization.  

Both sets of these individual-need-based and organizational characteristics-based 

mechanisms can lead a person to develop a sense of self based upon the prototypical 

characteristics of the organization.   

Structure-wise, the social identity theory perspective acknowledges the multiple 

collectives from which an individual can draw social identities.  However, so far this 

perspective is not interested in understanding how he organizes those different social 

identities; therefore, rarely discussed is the work identity change due to change in identity 

structure.   

 

Age and work identity change from social identity theory perspective.  The social identity 

theory perspective is helpful in identifying age as one of the demographic categories that 

can generate a sociocognitive process of inclusion and differentiation (Brewer, 1995; 

Reynolds, Turner, & Haslam, 2003).
12

  In organizational literature, as it is with gender, 

race, and nationality, age is seen as a social category that groups members of an 

organization largely into two subgroups – a “younger age group” and an “older age group” 

                                                           
12

 Social groups and categories that are not explicitly drawn from but are situated within work settings, such 

as gender, race, and nationality, create intraorganizational dynamics that categorize organizational 

members into different demographic groups.  As Brewer noted, “categorical distinctions can involve both 

demographic differences among work group members (e.g., gender, ethnicity, age) and organizational 

distinctions (e.g., production, engineering, and marketing)” (1995:47).  These demographic categories may 

produce various intergroup relations within an organization and create a sense of belonging with in-groups 

and a sense of differentiation with out-groups, thus accentuating a sense of self based on demographic 

category and “interfere[ing] with identification with the organization as a whole” (Brewer, 1995:51).  
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(Joshi, Dencker, Franz, & Martocchio, 2010: 395).
13

  Workers in their later lives draw 

part of their identities from membership in an older age group and are likely to 

distinguish themselves from those in a younger age group.  Individuals may continue 

attributing the similarities with in-group members to the same age group while attributing 

the differences in comparison to out-group members to the difference in age group.  For 

instance, employing the social identity theory perspective, when an individual transitions 

into a new work environment and is faced with a set of role identities that are dissimilar 

to other work-related identities he had pre-transition, it is possible that he may attribute 

the high degree of differentiation not to the new environment but to the age differences 

between him and his colleagues.      

However, because age has not been the focus of the social identity theory 

perspective, especially in understanding change in work identity, there are several 

unanswered questions when trying to examine the relationship between age and work 

identity change.  For instance, what are the mechanisms that explain the potential 

differences between younger and older workers in how they change their work identity 

content during work transitions?  This and similar questions around work identity change 

and age require a deeper understanding of age groups in the workplace and the relevant 

work identity changes. 

 

 

                                                           
13

 Joshi and her colleagues focused on a broader notion of generational identity, “a multifaceted construct 

that is broadly defined as an individual’s knowledge that he or she belongs to a generational group/role” 

(Joshi, et al., 2010:393).  Age-based identity is discussed as one of the three key aspects of generational 

identity along with cohort-based identity and incumbency-based identity. However, due to the focus of this 

study on chronological age, I limit the discussion to age-based identities.    
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Work Identity Change from Identity Theory Perspective 

 In Chapter 2, the identity theory perspective on identity discussed three central 

aspects of identity – identity as roles, identity content as meanings, and identity structure 

as hierarchy of multiple identities based on salience.  Changes in identity that the identity 

theory perspective suggests stem from these three key aspects of identity.   

First, individuals’ identity change can be triggered by changing roles, and 

therefore shifting positions within the social structure (e.g., changing occupations).  

Changes in the self are “related directly to the person’s movement within the social 

structure, either by choice or by force of circumstances, including normal life course 

changes” (Serpe, 1987: 44).  Because individuals now have new roles via moving from 

one position in the social structure to another, it is likely for them to build a new identity.  

Second, even when an individual does not have a new role nor has structurally 

moved himself to a new position within the social structure, it is possible for him to 

change identity by changing the meanings attached to the same role.  Identity theorists 

have argued that “change in identities … refers to changes in the meanings within the 

identity standard” (Burke, 2006: 82). There are two reasons why this may happen:  1) a 

discrepancy between meanings of identity standard, i.e., “the set of meanings for a given 

identity” (Burke, 2007: 2203) and perceived situational meanings or meanings emerged 

from a specific context; and 2) the conflict in identity meanings among various roles 

activated in one context.  

In some cases a person can face a situation where the meanings attached to the 

role in that specific situation (“perceived situational meanings”) differ from the meanings 
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of the identity standard (Burke & Reitzes, 1991).  Faced with this situation, individuals 

tend to change their behaviors to match the perceived situational meanings and the 

meanings of identity standard.  Identity theorists call this the “self-verification process” 

(Burke, 1997; Stets, 1997).  However, when there is “a discrepancy between the 

perceived identity relevant meanings and the meanings held in the identity standard” 

(Burke, 2007: 2206) and in cases where the behaviors cannot be changed so the 

discrepancy persists, an individual can engage in negotiating the meanings of identity to 

match perceived situational meanings with those within the identity standard (Serpe, 

1987).  For instance, a lawyer who found a persistent discrepancy between what it means 

to be a lawyer (e.g., proving clients’ innocence) and the meanings that his close clients 

assign to his lawyer identity (e.g., protecting clients’ regardless of innocence) may 

eventually change meanings of an identity standard to better deal with the discrepancy.  

Because he could not resolve the discrepancy just by changing role behaviors, the lawyer 

is likely to change meanings of the identity standard over time and, hence, experience 

change in his professional work identity; the core meaning of the lawyer identity is to 

help clients and meet clients’ needs irrespective of their innocence.   

Additionally, if the discrepancy is caused by a different set of identity meanings 

that a powerful other person has about one’s role, the more likely one is to change the 

meanings of the identity standard to better meet the situational meanings expected by that 

powerful other (Cast, Stets, & Burke, 1999).  For example, a role of an assistant producer 

in a broadcasting company has a set of meanings assigned to that role such as artistic 

achievement and winning sympathy from viewers.  These associated meanings form the 
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identity standard, i.e., “the set of meanings for a given identity” (Burke, 2007: 2203).  

However, at work, the assistant producer may interact with powerful others, say a 

producer or a director, who associate a different set of meanings with the assistant 

producer role, such as efficiency and increasing financial performance and viewing rates.  

In this situation, the assistant producer is more likely to incorporate the perceived 

situational meanings assigned by the powerful others at work than when the situational 

meanings were provided by her a less-powerful subordinate.  

The second possible reason for changing work identity by changing the identity 

content emerges from the multiplicity of an individual’s identity.  Because an individual 

can hold various roles and role identities, there could be times when he experiences 

conflicts among two or more identity standards.  In these situations, “trying to match the 

standard for one identity” may lead to a discrepancy “with the standard for another active 

identity” (Burke, 2006: 85).  This discrepancy may be dormant when these conflicting 

identities are not activated at the same time but, when they are activated in one context, 

an individual is likely to experience conflicts between two different identity standards 

and thus feel a need to change the meanings of these two identity standards to “shift 

slowly toward each other, becoming identical at some ‘compromise’ position so that 

meaningful behavior can verify both identities at the same time” (Burke, 2006: 85).  For 

example, a film director’s manager identity may lead him to fire an inefficient 

cameraman but his artist identity may tell him to give the cameraman more time to 

achieve a high level of artistic quality.  Two identity standards are activated in one 

situation – that of being a film director – and, when the director tries to meet the 
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meanings of his manager identity standard, he is less likely to match the meanings of his 

artist identity standard.  In these catch-22 situations, where being consistent with identity 

standard of one identity interferes with the identity standard of the other identity, the 

meanings of both identity standards may change.  

In short, the second way of changing work identity deals with changing the 

identity content or meanings due to the discrepancies between an identity standard and 

the situational meanings or conflicts among various identity standards simultaneously 

activated within one context.  “Because these self-meanings held in identity standards are 

dynamic” (Burke, 2006: 82), individuals can change their identities by changing the 

meanings that are associated with one or more identities.  

The third manner by which individuals may change their identities is related to 

identity structure (e.g., the hierarchy of identities or a pyramid-like structure of identities).  

Although this method has been less studied, changes in the overall structure of a person’s 

work identity (e.g., by rebuilding the hierarchy of identities based on new saliences) can 

cause an individual to change the way he sees himself in relation to work.  For instance, 

an attending surgeon in a teaching hospital whose whole world was once surgery may 

hold decreased salience of his surgeon identity after a sequence of patients’ deaths.  The 

events may promulgate a now higher level of salience for his teacher identity with new 

focuses on managing residents and preparing classes. Due to the change in the saliences 

of these two work identities, the surgeon’s hierarchy of work identities changed and, 

hence, so did his overall work identity.   
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Age and work identity change from identity theory perspective.  The identity theory 

perspective provides at least three ways of changing work identity by changing roles, 

identity meanings, and structure of identity.  However, similar to the social identity 

theory perspective, age is equally underexplored in identity theory perspective.  Although 

age has not been discussed explicitly in the literature, Serpe (1987: 44) suggested the 

possible role of “life course changes” in changes of the self through taking on different 

roles at different life stages.  We may extrapolate some possible changes in work identity 

meanings due to an individual’s changing nature of role relationships with others during 

new life stages (such as having kids or becoming an “empty nester”), or because of 

newly-discovered meanings in one’s life during the new life stage (Serpe, 1987).  Based 

on this link between life course change and identity change, we can ask the following 

questions about work identity change: What are the work-related roles individuals seek to 

take?  What new identity meanings might they experience in the later stage of their life?  

Even if an individual maintains the same role from his early career, in what ways, if any, 

would he change his work-related identity meanings to reflect the “life course changes?” 

Assuming that an individual holds multiple work roles in the late adulthood, in what 

ways, if any, would he restructure his work identity?  Specifically, how might work 

identities be structured based on the different priorities he has in the new life stage?  

Moreover, even if individuals of different ages learn the same set of role meanings 

associated with a new role, if and how would the change in work identity in the new work 

role differ for younger and older people?  These are all empirical questions that require a 
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more direct focus on the role of age on work identity change from the identity theory 

perspective.  

In sum, the social identity theory perspective and the identity theory perspective 

suggest possible ways work identity can change by changing group memberships, group 

characteristics, identification, roles, identity meanings, and identity structure.  However, 

because age has not been the focus of either perspective, the link between age and work 

identity change is less clear.  Current theories tell us only that an individual may change 

his age group as he ages, or can experience change in roles and in the relationships with 

others around him, or may change his identity structure based on the different priorities 

he holds in the later stage of his life.  

 These are indeed useful understandings of identity change and the role of age, and 

the literature is useful in specifying the questions around work identity change and age 

when individuals go through work transitions.  However, we need to be cautious about 

the uniqueness of identity in the context of work in later stages of life and be open to 

various approaches on work identity change that may not be covered by two major 

identity perspectives. Hence, in the next section of this chapter, I review how four 

different organization studies literature streams examine or suggest possible ways of 

changing work identity.   

 

Other Work Identity Change-Related Literatures in Organization Studies 

Identity construction perspective 
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A group of organizational scholars has examined the process of how individuals 

(re)construct their identities through active and passive processes of identity work (e.g., 

Snow & Anderson, 1987):
14

 socialization, sensemaking, and interactions with others at 

work; I label this specific stream of literature as the identity construction perspective.  

During the process of identity construction (or reconstruction), individuals develop their 

own interpretations and meanings of role identities (Chreim et al., 2007; Pratt et al., 

2006), compare and contrast their work identity to the actual work (Pratt et al., 2006) 

and/or future selves (Ibarra, 1999), make sense of changes that trigger a new perspective 

of work or life (Ibarra, 2003; Maitlis, 2009), try out multiple possible selves (Ibarra, 

2003), and learn work identity meanings from others (e.g., role models) at work (Ibarra, 

1999; Pratt et al., 2006).  

The identity construction perspective draws heavily from the identity theory 

perspective, specifically borrowing from a method of changing identity by changing the 

meanings attached to it.  Consistent with identity theorists’ perspective on identity change, 

work identity change under the identity construction perspective can occur from a 

discrepancy between the meanings of an identity standard and perceived situational 

meanings, especially when the perceived situational meanings are provided by powerful 

others.  For instance, the professionals in Ibarra’s study (1999) constructed their work 

                                                           
14

 It is important to note that identity work is defined here as the process of individuals’ identity 

construction (e.g., Ibarra, 1999; Snow & Anderson, 1987).  However, the definition of identity work by 

Alvesson and his colleagues (e.g., Alvesson, 2010; Alvesson & Willmott, 2002; Thomas & Linstead, 2002) 

is slightly different; it is an identity control process influenced by the institutions and discourses that 

control an “interpretive activity involved in reproducing and transforming self-identity” (Alvesson & 

Willmott, 2002: 627). From this perspective on identity work, an individual adopts a new sense of self as a 

result of interpreting meanings offered by the controls and regulations of institutions or discourses.  

Because Alvesson’s definition brings attention to the institutional level of analysis, I focus on the former 

definition which deals with the phenomena at the individual level.  
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identities based on the feedback from their seniors. The “feedback from others about their 

self-presentations” (Ibarra, 1999: 772) was incorporated depending on “the closeness of 

relationship with people from whom participants borrow elements of their persona and on 

whom they rely to calibrate internal and external feedback” (p. 786). The input of 

powerful others influenced the process of constructing work identity meanings for these 

individuals.   

Furthermore, the identity construction perspective adds to our understanding of 

work identity change beyond what is provided by the identity theory perspective.  First, it 

highlights the importance of looking at the actual activities individuals perform and the 

discrepancy between these activities and their work identities. For example, medical 

residents in Pratt’s study (2006) defined their customized professional identities by 

constantly comparing their preexisting notions of the medical doctor identity with their 

actual work activities.  This “work-identity integrity” test operated as a process of 

constructing their professional identity while reflecting the actual work they did.  One 

study participant, a first-year surgical intern, stated that he was “not really a surgeon yet” 

because he was not actually performing any of the role behaviors associated with being a 

surgeon.  This person described the professional identity of surgeon based on what other 

senior surgeons do, and considered his work as that of “a social worker” because he was 

“working with patients, doing paperwork” (p. 246).  However, in the later year of the 

residency program, the bulk of what this and other residents did was surgery.  Therefore, 

these surgical residents defined who they were and distinguished themselves from other 

doctors (e.g., radiologists, anesthesiologists) based on what they were actually doing – 
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surgery. The change in their work identity was caused by the change in the actual 

activities they performed at work.  

The second unique contribution made by identity construction literature is 

underlining the importance of agency in constructing (or reconstructing) work identities.  

Although some differences in the degree of agency across these identity construction 

stories may exist, individuals are the ones who develop their own sense of who they are 

by attaching their own meanings to the roles of the work domain. Thus, individuals are 

considered agents by creating their own customized versions of work identity.  In some 

situations, individuals may be situated in a setting that gives a little space for 

personalized meanings, yet they can still manage to create meanings of their own.  For 

instance, one of the Pratt study medical residents (2006: 247-248) said:  

Being a physician to me means putting the patient first which means my job is to 

help you if you are sick. To do what I have to do to make you better. That means I 

have to use the knowledge that I received in medical school and my training as a 

resident to put your priorities first regardless of my ego, regardless of what others 

suggest, regardless of what the HMO tells me to do; my job is to take care of you 

and that’s what I promised to do when I graduated from medical school. That’s 

what being a physician means. (Wave 1 Interview)   

 

The formal medical training, others in the profession, the HMO, and other 

medical institutions provided this resident with meanings of being a physician.  As 

another medical student noted, this training process even took the form of “boot camp” 

during which the trainees were told what the identity meanings of a being a physician 

were.  However, as shown in the quote above, this medical resident was able to create his 

own identity meanings within these constraints.  He clarified the identity meaning of a 

physician as “putting the patient first.” Out of all the roles and meanings attached to the 
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profession, he engaged in the process of constructing his own set of work identity 

meanings. 

Even in the cases where they are forced to make a role shift, individuals can go 

beyond existing roles and actively seek new ones, even within constraints, and 

concurrently assign new meanings to the newly-found identity.  After experiencing a 

terrible accident, Linda, a bassoon player in Maitlis’s study (2009: 58) sought to make 

sense of the lost meanings in her preexisting performer identity and made efforts to find a 

new role and construct a new work identity:   

Through that I learned – and through reading more – my world started opening. A 

lot. And I started finding out I had ideas and interesting things to say … I kept 

playing and it was, you know, it was painful and I was confused and all of that. 

But I still, like I say, I still sounded good. But I wasn’t sure anymore what my 

career would be. And the teaching [and] writing opened up a window for me that 

wasn’t there before. 

 

 

This story captures two unique contributions of the identity construction 

perspective. First, after the accident, Linda had a hard time assigning the preexisting 

performer identity meanings to herself since she has lost the actual capabilities of being a 

performer – she could no longer play well enough to be a professional performer.  She 

experienced the discrepancy between the actual activities she could do post-accident and 

the identity meanings associated with being a performer.  This discrepancy triggered her 

to change her work identity. Second, forced to enter this new situation, Linda took the 

initiative of trying to discover new roles and actively engaged in finding new identity 

meanings through reading and teaching.  Within the constraints caused by physical 

changes, she tried to construct meanings of her newly-defined work identity.  She lost the 
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ability to pursue her performer identity, but her agency played a significant role in 

finding a new set of meanings attached to the new work identity. 

In sum, the identity construction perspective explores work identity change by 

examining the change in meanings caused by discrepancies between meanings of identity 

standard and perceived situational meanings, between actual activities and identity 

meanings, and individuals’ agency in constructing their own sets of identity meanings 

and roles within the environmental constraints.  However, as with the perspectives 

discussed earlier in this chapter, the possibility of changing work identity by changing 

identity structure has rarely been discussed in this stream of organization studies 

literature.
15

  At most, we can extrapolate a possible link to identity structure in one of the 

identity construction studies.  

Among the three different identity customization types – enriching, patching, and 

splinting – identified by how one changes his identity to “fit work demands” (Pratt et al., 

2006: 246), only splinting indirectly captures the notion of identity structure.  Identity 

splinting occurs when an individual temporarily highlights other more robust work 

identities in order to support a weak work identity that is underdeveloped and/or 

insufficient to make sense of the work one does. With the notion of identity structure in 

mind, identity splinting renders other identities more salient by reorganizing the hierarchy 

of work identities.  The identity splinting observed by Pratt and his colleagues (2006) was 

                                                           
15

 Most of the studies employing the notion of identity salience in organization studies (e.g., Ashforth, 

Kreiner, & Fugate, 2000; Winkel and Clayton, 2010) examined micro-role transitions, i.e., “frequent and 

usually recurring transitions, such as the commute between home and work” (Ashforth et al., 2000: 472), 

and have not focused on how identity structure can change over time in macro-transition settings, i.e., 

“infrequent and often permanent changes, such as promotion or retirement” (Ashforth et al., 2000: 472). 

Since the focus of this study is on work identity change dealing with macro-role transitions, this review 

focuses on enduring changes in identity salience and structure.  
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temporary, but other enduring ways of reorganizing work identity structure could occur, 

leading to a robust work identity change. What would the work identity change caused by 

enduring change in work identity structure look like?  How would work identity change 

processes and outcomes differ depending on the combination of work identity meaning 

change and work identity structure change? Despite abundant findings within the identity 

construction perspective, we still have a hard time answering these questions.   

 

Age and work identity change from identity construction perspective.  When it comes to 

the role of age in the processes and mechanisms of work identity change, despite the lack 

of theoretical discussion on the issue, only one qualitative study of the identity 

construction perspective mentions a possible difference in how people in the later stages 

of their lives change their work identities when compared to those in the early stage of 

their lives.  Chreim and her colleagues (2007) examined physicians in mid- and late 

career situations, as well as the role of institutional forces on reconstructing their 

professional identity.  Chreim found that “changes in professional roles are facilitated not 

only by a higher level of work experience but also by life experiences and personal 

maturity” (p. 1529). One of the older physicians in this study (2007: 1529) explained how 

the meanings of being a physician, and consequently the actual actions as a physician, 

changed for him: 

At the time I was clearly earning money to support my family, but now I don’t 

care about the money any more. This is about professional satisfaction. . . . This is 

not a job, it’s a way of life I guess, a cause, a vocation. . . . That financial aspect 

of doing the work is not good enough. … I’ve got more difficult patients that I’m 

dealing with now. I’m trying to sort out more difficult problems with them. That 

could be a function of myself getting older. Sometimes your patients get older 
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with you and your patients start to get more complex. . . . Since the Project started, 

I noticed I’ve been working longer with more difficult patients.  

 

This physician’s comment shows how he revisited his work identity and redefined 

the identity meanings of being a physician in the later stage of his career.  He was faced 

with personal life change by entering a new stage of life where he felt less concern for 

supporting his family.  The personal change caused by aging shifted his view on work 

and the meanings he associated with the profession.  In the later stage of the career, this 

physician became more likely to actively seek meanings that increased “professional 

satisfaction” or “a cause” or “a vocation” and redefined what it meant to be a physician.  

Identity meanings that were tightly connected to his physician identity changed or at least 

the salience of the preexisting meanings changed – perhaps due to “a function of getting 

older.”   This hints at the possible answers we may find when asking the question:  

Would an individual in the later stage in life experience work identity change differently 

from his younger counterparts? 

However, even the Chreim study does not reveal the processes and mechanisms 

of how work identity change is influenced by age.  For instance, would an individual 

have more discretion (or agency) in changing his work identity in the later stage of his 

life?  Would the discrepancy between meanings of identity standard and perceived 

situational meanings be more important within the work identity change process in the 

later stage of his life?  Generally, would the process of constructing work identity differ 

between younger and older workers?  What are the mechanisms that explain the potential 

differences in work identity change experiences between older and younger workers?  
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These are empirical questions perhaps not answered by the extant identity construction 

literature and thus require further exploration of the role of age on work identity change.       

 

Work role transition perspective 

Some scholars have taken an interest in understanding the various changes 

individuals incur in their work settings.  Because change in work roles can potentially 

trigger work identity change (see the earlier review of the identity theory perspective in 

this chapter), in this section I review research that discusses the types (Louis, 1980a) and 

the processes (Ashforth, 2001) of work role transition, the different adjustment strategies 

used to cope with work role transition (Nicholson, 1984), and the possible connection to 

work identity change.
16

   

According to this work role transition perspective, there are two main types of 

work role change: objective work role transition which is “taking on a different objective 

role,” and subjective work role transition which is “changing orientation to a role already 

held” (Louis, 1980a: 330).  Objective work role transition or “interrole transition” (p. 332) 

can take place when an individual enters or reenters a workforce, moves up the ladder 

within an organization, changes the organization for which he works, changes his 

profession, exits the workforce by taking a leave of absence, or withdraws from the 

workforce on a more long-term basis because of being fired or retiring. The notion of 

objective transition captures what identity theorists call “the person’s movement within 

                                                           
16

 Here the work role transition perspective draws upon three different streams of literature in organization 

studies: career transition (Louis, 1980a), role transition (Ashforth, 2001), and work role transition 

(Nicholson, 1984).  Although they use different terms, all three streams capture work-related transitions 

experienced by individuals as they switch roles. Hence, I call this overarching perspective the “work role 

transition perspective.”   
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the social structure” (Serpe, 1987: 44).   An individual is moving from his old “parts to be 

played” (Biddle, 1986: 69) to new ones due to actual movement in the social structure.   

When individuals experience the second type of work transition, subjective work 

role transition or “intrarole transition” (Louis, 1980a: 334), they can change what it 

means to be in that specific position without shifting positions in the structure by 

changing roles.  Identity theorists suggest that intrarole transition is the process by which 

changes in the meanings assigned to the role may lead to changes in work identity.  

Scholars have identified the process underlying objective work role transitions. 

Ashforth (2001: 3) defined role transition as “the psychological and physical (if relevant) 

movement between roles, including disengagement from one role (role exit) and 

engagement in another (role entry; Burr, 1972; Richter, 1984)” [emphasis added].  

Lewin’s field theory (1951) suggested a three-step model of role transition: unfreezing-

movement-refreezing.  This process of work role transition captures how an individual 

exits a previous role and enters into a new role. The unfreezing process may involve 

having various doubts about the existing work role, seeking alternatives, or reaching a 

turning point, i.e., incurring “an event that mobilizes and focuses awareness that old lines 

of action are complete, have failed, have been disrupted, or are no longer personally 

satisfying” (Ebaugh, 1988: 123) and creating “exroles,” i.e., roles an individual removes 

himself from and no longer accepts as relevant part of who he is (Ebaugh, 1988). This 

unfreezing process is facilitated by “rites of separation” such as a farewell event or the 

act of handing in a resignation letter (Ashforth, 2001: 128-131).  Linda, the injured 
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bassoon player who had to stop performing professionally (Maitlis, 2009) went through 

this unfreezing process after her injury, though without a formal “rite.” 

The movement stage involves an individual’s process of pre-entry, early 

socialization, and start of learning new work roles.  This period is facilitated by “rites of 

transition” (Ashforth, 2001: 172-177); how an individual goes through this journey 

between roles can depend on collective socialization (episodes that mark turning points in 

the early socialization process) and transition bridges (objects that allow individuals to 

feel a certain degree of continuity in the new work setting, such as physical objects from 

the previous organizations or from home).  During this period, an individual may explore 

how to bridge previous work identity with the current one and, at the same time, may 

learn new components of the current work identity.  Linda, the musician, went through 

this second stage when learning about teaching while staying within the arena of music.   

The third period is the refreezing stage.  During this period an individual enters a 

late socialization phase and is settled within the new work identity.  As he goes through 

this period, he not only plays his new role, but also performs the role in a convincing 

manner. “Rites of incorporation,” such as hazing, facilitate this process of refreezing 

(Ashforth, 2001: 177-179).  

This process-based approach of objective work role transition underlines that 

individuals go through a process of disengaging from previous roles while 

simultaneously entering into new roles.  Socialization (discussed further in the following 

section of this chapter) allows individuals to learn about their new roles.  When 

considering the connection between objective role change and work identity change 
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suggested by the identity theorists, we can speculate that the process of work identity 

change may involve disengaging from the previous work-related identity and learning 

new work identities.   

Finally, one of the possible outcomes of work role transition is work identity 

change. More specifically, Nicholson (1984) proposed two possible ways of adjusting to 

the new work role (most likely to take place in the third period of the work role transition 

process).  The first strategy is role development adjustment in which an individual “tries 

to change role requirements so that they better match his or her needs” (Nicholson, 1984: 

175).  The second strategy is labeled the personal development strategy and deals with 

the “changes in self-concept, values, skills, and life-styles” (Nicholson, 1984: 175).  We 

can extrapolate that these two adjustment strategies to work role transitions are similar to 

responses to the discrepancy between identity standard and perceived situational 

meanings yet within a specific context.  Work role transition itself can trigger the 

discrepancy between what one thinks as the identity standard before taking the new work, 

and what the job actually requires (perceived situational meanings).  When this person 

changes his behaviors, but not his identity meanings, to better match existing notions he 

held about the role, he is enacting a role development adjustment strategy. When he 

instead changes the meanings assigned to the role (personal development adjustment 

strategy), he is changing the work identity to better match situational meanings. These 

“changes in self-concept, values, skills, and life-styles” (Nicholson, 1984: 175), i.e., 

personal development adjustment strategies, are similar to the changes in work identity 

meanings discussed via the identity theory perspective on work identity change.  
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These scholars then further explored what predicts personal development, role 

development, and the two in combination.  The characteristics of a new role (e.g., job 

novelty, job discretion) are suggested as antecedents that predict work transition 

adjustment strategy outcomes (e.g., Munton & West, 1995; West, Nicholson, & Rees, 

1987).  For instance, West and his colleagues (1987) found that the higher the job novelty 

of a new role, the greater the personal development. They also explored different patterns 

of adjustment outcomes to new work-role transitions: replication (low personal and low 

role developments), absorption (high personal and low role developments), 

determination (low personal and high role developments), and exploration (high personal 

and role developments).  These patterns give more background as to why individuals 

change behaviors instead of work identity meanings in some situations and change 

meanings instead of behaviors in other situations, thus proposing another possible reason 

for work identity change.    

Work transitions may be possible causes of work identity change, but not all work 

transitions lead to work identity change.  Ashforth (2001: 53-73) argued that individuals 

can build identification toward their new roles when one or all of the following four 

psychological motives are met: identity motive, meaning motive, control motive, and 

belonging motive.  He argued “individuals may occupy and enact a role without actually 

regarding it as self-defining” (p. 28), and these four motives allow individuals to identify 

with the new role that they take on. Identity motives include an individual’s desire for 

self-knowledge, self-expression, self-coherence, self-continuity, self-distinctiveness, and 

self-enhancement.  Meaning motives are met when an individual finds purpose in a role, 
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connects himself to that purpose, and believe that that purpose matters. Control motive, 

composed of primary control (control over environments) and secondary control (control 

over one’s own mind), is the manifestation of one’s desire to exercise influence over 

personally-important domains. Lastly, belonging motive reflects a desire for attachment 

to others through personalized relationships or in order to be part of a community through 

depersonalized social attractions or affiliations.  This perspective helps our understanding 

of work identity change by pointing our attention to the underlying mechanisms that help 

one identify with a new role.  This four-motive approach extends the study on adjustment 

strategies to work transitions, i.e., that an individual may create a personal development 

strategy and be willing to change his identity when one or more of these four 

psychological motives are met.  However, no direct connection to different notions of 

work identity (meanings, structure) is discussed in this four-motive work role transition 

perspective. Furthermore, because most studies of work role transition perspective focus 

on one role at a time, they rarely discuss the possible changes in multiple roles when an 

individual goes through a workplace transition, therefore it is hard to predict how 

multiple role-based identities may be structured and how the identity structure may 

change as a result.  

 

Age and work identity change from work role transition perspective.  Because age has 

not been the focus of work role transition perspective, the direct link between age and 

work identity change is unclear.  As suggested by the identity theory perspective (Serpe, 

1987), individuals may experience change in roles due to aging and thus it is possible for 
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them to experience age-related role changes along with work role transitions.  For 

instance, when two former salesmen start careers as teachers, each of their experiences of 

exiting their salesman identities and building their teacher identities may differ depending 

on the different set of identity meanings and roles associated with their age groups.  The 

older former salesman may have a different purpose in life (meaning motive) than his 

younger counterpart had, and the identity meanings that he seeks to find in his newly-

gained teacher identity may differ from what the younger former salesman wants to 

achieve.  Further, even when an individual remains within the same work role, he may 

change his work identity by changing his orientation toward the existing role (intra-role 

transitions) as he ages. Similar to the potential questions on role identity change and age 

from the identity theory perspective, the questions about the differences in work identity 

change experienced by individuals of different ages going through work role transitions 

remain unanswered.     

 

Socialization perspective 

While the work role transition perspective adds to our understanding of work 

identity change by clarifying how the role change may lead to change in work identity, 

the socialization literature expands our understanding by including the multiple work-

related changes that happen beyond work roles. Socialization in work settings is a 

“process by which an individual comes to appreciate the values, abilities, expected 

behaviors, and social knowledge essential for assuming” work roles and for participating 

as a member of a work-related group (Louis, 1980b: 229-230).  More specifically, the 
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socialization literature looks into various types of work transitions that an individual can 

go through in the domain of work by introducing the notion of “boundary crossings” 

(Schein, 1971; Van Maanen, 1982; Van Maanen & Schein, 1979).  As individuals enter a 

new work-related group (e.g., an organization, profession, or occupation), they are likely 

to cross at least one of the following three boundaries:  functional (defined by the tasks 

individuals have), hierarchical (in which an individual’s status and position are defined 

within an authority structure of an organization, profession, or occupation), and 

inclusionary (determined by how individuals become “insiders” or central members 

through being recognized by the other members of a group and by learning more about 

“social, cultural, and task related affairs of the group” [Van Maanen & Schein, 1979: 

222]).   

The functional boundary is related to role change, but the other two boundaries 

deal with changes in status or group membership (e.g., occupation).  In comparison to the 

work role transition perspective that mainly focused on role transition and the relevant 

socialization that influence individuals’ roles, socialization is not just about learning the 

work role but also about learning how to be a member of a work-related group.  For 

instance, Chao and her colleagues (Chao, O’Leary-Kelly, Wolf, Klein, & Gardner, 1994) 

defined six dimensions of organizational socialization based on their review of the 

literature as supported by their factor analysis: proficiency, politics, language, people, 

organizational goals/values, and history.  Performance proficiency pertains to work role 

learning while and the other five dimensions (politics, language, people, organizational 

goals/values, and history) concern learning about the organization, its culture, and people, 
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hence, learning to be a member of an organization.  These six dimensions highlight that 

when an individual goes through an organizational socialization process he learns the 

new work role at the same time as learning about the new organization itself.   

Another important contribution of this perspective is the emphasis on the 

contrasts between previous and current states, i.e., “surprises” (Louis, 1980b).  In 

comparison to the work role transition perspective that focused on the role exit/role entry 

process, the socialization perspective focuses on identifying the comparative effects 

between previous work and current work experiences by individuals entering a new 

organization, profession, or occupation.  Socialization involves the process of noting 

surprises within the new setting and making sense of those surprises (Louis, 1980b).  By 

taking a close look at each boundary crossed as a person enters a new work-related group 

– or even a new position in the same group – we can better understand what this person 

perceived as surprises.  Individuals may recognize the significant differences between 

previous work experience and their current ones as they cross functional, hierarchical, or 

inclusionary boundaries.  We are thus able to compare and contrast individuals’ current 

socialization experiences with their previous ones.  In addition to the socialization 

processes that can “entail upward, downward, or lateral mobility” within an organization 

(Van Maanen, 1982: 85), the notion of socialization enables scholars to compare across 

different types of work transitions (e.g., inclusionary boundary crossings caused by 

changing organizations or functional boundary crossings caused by changing professions), 

thereby describing the different dimensions of work transitions.  
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Furthermore, this literature notes the possibility of individuals’ changing their 

work identities as they go through socialization. As Van Maanen noted, “[I]n some cases, 

the shift into a new work situation may result in a dramatically altered organizational 

identity for the person” (1982: 87).  The socialization process may offer individuals with 

the meanings attached to each profession, occupation, or organization (Ashforth, Sluss, & 

Saks, 2007; Van Maanen & Schein, 1979) and enable them to learn these identity 

meanings.  

It is also possible for us to extrapolate from the notion of boundary crossing that 

an individual may experience changes in multiple work identities during the process of 

socialization.  For instance, when an individual crosses functional and inclusionary 

boundaries when entering a new organization, he may experience changes in role-based 

work identity and membership-based work identity.  Depending on the contrasts between 

before and after each boundary crossing, as well as the salience of each changing work 

identity, the way this individual reorganizes his identity structure may differ.   

 

Age and work identity change from socialization perspective.  Although age has not 

been the focus in the socialization literature, Finkelstein, Kulas, and Dages (2003) 

recently identified a difference in socialization strategies utilized by older and younger 

workers:  older newcomers are less likely to focus on relationship-building strategies in 

their workplace than are younger newcomers.  This suggests a difference between older 

and younger workers when socializing into a new work setting.  With the exception of 

this study, most of the scholars studying socialization and boundary crossings mainly 
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examined younger workers’ socialization experiences and workers in their later lives 

have rarely been a population examined.  

It may be possible that older workers’ experiences of boundary crossings (or work 

transitions) differ from what younger workers go through, especially those older workers 

with previous work experiences with which to compare to their current organization, 

occupation, or profession.  For instance, an older worker may have worked at higher level 

jobs with previous organizations before joining his current employer.  In contrast to a 

younger worker with almost no work experience, this older worker may perceive the 

hierarchical boundary crossing more significantly with a great degree of contrast between 

the previous and the current work settings.  Further, even if the older worker does not 

have any previous work experiences to drawn from, his extensive past experiences 

outside the work setting and/or the several roles he had throughout life could afford her a 

different functional boundary crossing than her younger counterpart.  These potential 

differences between younger and older workers in boundary crossings may lead to 

different experiences in learning new identity meanings related to new roles, statuses, and 

memberships.  Despite the lack of attention on the role of age, multiple constructs and 

arguments in the socialization perspective can help us think through the possible 

differences in work identity change across workers of different ages.  

 

Career development perspective 

The career development perspective examines the entire process of how a 

person’s career unfolds over his lifespan (Super, 1957; Hall, 1996a), and how a person 
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goes through different stages of his career as he ages.  One of the main notions discussed 

at each career stage is identity or self-concept.
17

  The career development process 

overlaps with the lifelong process of how a person forms, implements, modifies, 

maintains, and changes his self-concept.  In this section, I review the separate works of 

Super and Hall et al. to examine how work identity change was discussed in the context 

of career development and to explore possible ways that work identity change process 

may be affected by different career stages.  

Super (1957) proposed a career development model that is composed of trial (age 

14-24), establishment (age 25-44), maintenance (age 45-60), and decline stages (age 61 

and up).  The first two stages apply to those in the early stage of their lives; the second 

two are linked to those in the later stage of their lives. Trial stage occurs when 

adolescents try out different roles and selves in the work setting, usually as interns, part-

time workers and sometimes as full-time workers, high school students, or college 

students.  Super argued that “well-formulated self-concept, which takes into account the 

realities of the working world, makes for an easier transition from school to work than 

does a hazy or unrealistic concept of the self” (1957: 111).  The establishment stage is a 

process of implementing a well-formed self-concept but, at the same time, is a constant 

process of modification of the self-concept caused by various changes (e.g., career 

transitions or life changes) an individual goes through.  It is possible that an individual 

experiences significant changes in his life and rejects “his own past and the self-concept 

                                                           
17

 Although I have been using “identity” and “self-concept” interchangeably throughout this dissertation 

(see Chapter 2), it is important to note that career scholars interchangeably use ”identity,” ”self-concept,” 

and the term ”perceived self.” These three notions capture “the individual’s perception of himself as he 

relates to his environment” (Hall, 1971: 54).    
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that went with it.”  He may have a new self-concept and may experience “the conflict 

between his vestigial and his emergent selves” (Super, 1957: 145).   

The third stage is a maintenance stage in which an individual reaches a plateau in 

his career while beginning to realize there is a decline ahead of him.  While the possible 

change in the self-concept of establishment stage came from various transitions 

experienced, the most significant change an individual begins to experience in the 

maintenance stage is aging.  Because of the physical changes an individual experiences, 

“the prospect of retirement tends to become real, as does that of aging” (Super, 1957: 

151).  There are varying ways of responding to the beginning of aging-related changes: a 

person could accept “himself as he is becoming” and begin planning, or has “difficulty in 

beginning to make the changes in his picture of himself that go with aging” and so tries to 

avoid “facing the prospect of no longer being able to do his usual work” (Super, 1957: 

151).  The final decline stage occurs when the role of aging on identity change becomes 

more significant. As Super (1957: 158) noted, “[W]ith declining energy, strength, speed, 

status, authority, and demands from others, the older person finds that he needs to modify 

his self-concept.”  Depending on profession, one’s work role and way of life may change 

in this stage and with it so does his self-concept.  When an individual retires in this stage, 

it especially gives him a whole new way of looking at and structuring life.  

Super’s work specifically focused on changing self-concept in relation to career 

development over the lifespan.  In contrast to the previously-discussed perspectives on 

work identity change, Super’s work looks at age as a figure that guides different kinds of 

changes in self-concept over these four career development stages. However, identity/ 
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self-concept is discussed without being defined in Super’s work.  Because his interest 

was in understanding how an adolescent’s identity maturity (or “career maturity”) 

influences his early career (e.g., Super, Starishevsky, Matlin, & Jordaan, 1963), Super 

rarely discussed what identity actually means to the adolescent.  Super considered 

maturity as a variable, predicting the career choice in the trial stage; the notion of self-

concept was then considered as one of many factors that can possibly influence career 

decisions, but not as a theoretically-meaningful construct of its own.  

More recently, Hall and his colleagues (Hall, 1971; Hall & Mirvis, 1994, 1995) 

proposed a new model of career development.  While keeping the age-related structure of 

early career, midcareer, and late career, Hall and his colleagues proposed a development 

model of multiple mini learning cycles throughout a career.  They acknowledged the 

more flexible nature of work environment, i.e., that an individual can change jobs and 

careers more often than one did in the 1950s when Super proposed his model of career 

development.  Hall et al. argued that career is a series of “short-cycle learning stages” 

(Hall & Mirvis, 1995: 277), each mini learning cycle being composed of four stages: 

exploration, trial, establishment, and mastery (Hall, 1993; Hall & Chandler, 2005).  

While Super’s model asserts that various learning cycles take place in trial stages and the 

following stages are, at best, the process of modifying the identity formed in the first 

(trial) stage, Hall’s model argues that new learning mini cycles can start even  during the 

maintenance and decline stages.  According to Hall, it is possible for an individual to start 

a whole new career in a completely different profession even while immersed in the 

maintenance stage of life.   
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While Super’s work adds to our understanding of age in relation to self-concepts 

within career and work, Hall’s work takes another step forward by explaining how 

individuals may change their identity even after implementing the self-concept in the 

early career. Hall argued that the dissatisfaction with the current “career subidentity,” 

defined as “the person’s view of the part of the self which is engaged in the enactment of 

a particular role” (Hall, Briscoe, & Kram, 1997: 323; see also, Hall, 1971) that 

mismatches one’s value or the expectation that one has for oneself, can trigger identity 

change.  By changing a part of his identity, a person may change his overall identity or 

total identity, defined as “a cognitive product, a phenomenal object consisting of a 

universe of constructs (e.g., traits or characteristics) which the individual uses to organize 

his world” (Hall, 1971: 55-56).  In contrast to Super’s notion of career development 

which focuses on self-concept formation within the early stage of career (adolescence) 

and regards once-formed identity as a relatively stable feature of an individual, Hall and 

his colleagues view identity as more fluid and dynamic.  According to Hall’s mini 

learning cycle perspective of career development, work identity is developed and learned 

as an individual takes up a new career subidentity.  As an individual enters a new position 

and acquires new knowledge and skills, he experiences “a range of positive forces which 

can draw a person into new learning” and “new ways of seeing oneself (identity change)” 

(Hall & Mirvis, 1995: 275).  Through the multiple mini learning cycles, an individual 

learns a new career subidentity and expands and develops a sense of self.  While 

acknowledging the uniqueness of each life stage (e.g., Harrington & Hall, 2007; Hall & 
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Mirvis, 1994), this stream of career development perspective assumes continuous change 

in one’s identity throughout lifetime and across multiple areas of work.  

 

Age and work identity change from career development perspective.  In sum, Super 

identified the possible connection between age and work identity change by proposing a 

career development model that unfolds throughout the course of life.  Hall added to this 

discussion by explaining how work identity may change as an individual becomes 

dissatisfied with an existing career subidentity and takes up a new career subidentity.  

However, in both models of career development, identity was viewed as one of several 

important factors of career development and identity itself was not their main focus. Thus, 

the content and structure of identity were rarely discussed in this stream of literature.  The 

career development perspective notes the possibility of changing an individual’s identity 

as he ages and the reasons behind it, but does so without telling which part of identity 

(e.g., identity content, identity structure) changes and how.  

Moreover, even though the career development perspective puts the notion of age 

on the table of work identity change, there are still many unanswered questions about 

what role(s) age may play in work identity change.  For instance, the literature does not 

tell the difference in the processes and mechanisms of work identity change when two 

individuals of different ages are going through the same type of objective work transition.  

If a younger person and an older person entered the fashion industry for the first time, 

would the experience of this new mini learning cycle differ between them?  How would 

the transition from one career subidentity to another take place, and would a difference in 



   
 

58 
 

this experience be felt by the younger and older worker?  These questions that directly 

link age with work identity change remain unanswered and require further exploration.  

In addition to these four organization studies literature streams that shed light on 

different aspects of age-work identity change relationship, I now consider and review 

three other perspectives of identity change outside the sphere of organization studies that 

may well contribute to our understanding of work identity change.   

 

Other Work Identity Change-Related Literatures outside Organization Studies 

Identity development perspective 

Erikson’s development model (1963, 1968) is similar to the career development 

perspective in organization studies in that both posit an age-period-based stage model, the 

career development perspective within one’s career, the development model within one’s 

life.  Identity development perspective encompasses eight stages over the life course: 1) 

Hopes: Trust vs. Mistrust; 2) Will: Autonomy vs. Shame and Doubt; 3. Purpose: 

Initiative vs. Guilt; 4. Competence: Industry vs. Inferiority; 5. Fidelity: Identity vs. Role 

Confusion; 6. Love: Intimacy vs. Isolation; 7. Care: Generativity vs. Stagnation; 8. 

Wisdom: Ego Integrity vs. Despair), each characterized by a certain challenge to be 

overcome in order to proceed to the next stage; maturity and the state of identity depend 

on one’s successful struggle over each challenge.
18

  

                                                           
18

 It is important to highlight that Erikson defined identity as both internal and social-contextual, both “the 

awareness of the fact that there is a self-sameness and continuity … and the style of one’s individuality, and 

that this style coincides with the sameness and continuity of one’s meaning for significant others in the 

immediate community” (Erikson, 1968: 50, emphasis original). He also distinguished identity from self, 

defined as “that part of the person that knows and experiences reality” (Schwartz, 2001: 8) and self-concept, 
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The idea of identity is introduced in the fifth stage, the stage of adolescence.  

Adolescents are challenged with forming their identities and, if they fail to do so, they are 

stuck in a state of “identity confusion.”  The three stages that then follow branch out from 

the mature identity an individual formulates in early adulthood and present the individual 

with different identity-related challenges: intimacy vs. isolation in the sixth stage of late 

adolescence and early adulthood, generativity vs. stagnation in the seventh of mid-

adulthood, and ego integrity vs. despair in the final stage of late adulthood.  Depending 

on to which stage in life a person belongs, the identity-related challenges he faces can 

differ.   

What makes Erikson’s notion of identity unique is its single, bipolar nature 

(identity confusion vs. identity synthesis) and the possibility of moving between two end 

points throughout one’s life.  According to Erikson, individuals can differ in the degree to 

which their identities are “synthesized.”  At one end of the spectrum is the identity 

synthesis state, representing “a reworking of childhood and contemporaneous 

identifications into a larger, self-determined set of self-identified ideals.” At the other end 

of the spectrum lies identity confusion which refers to “an inability to develop a workable 

set of ideals on which to base an adult identity” (Schwartz, 2001: 9).  Those who rate 

high on identity synthesis have a clear idea of their identities and others around them and 

can well predict their behaviors and thoughts based on their coherent sense of self.  

Erikson (1969) gave Mahatma Gandhi as such an example, one with a highly-synthesized 

                                                                                                                                                                             
“one’s awareness of “the internal organization of external roles of conduct” (Hormuth, 1990, p. 2)” 

(Schwartz, 2001: 8).   
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identity, who seemed to have a clear sense of purpose in his life, and held a sense of 

continuity in his character.   

But Erikson also argued that identity synthesis is a work in progress throughout 

the life course, and that it is also possible for a person to fall into identity confusion at any 

stage of life.  Identity change, according to Erikson, is the moving between these two 

endpoints of identity synthesis and identity confusion.  Similar to Hall and his colleagues’ 

suggestion of mini learning cycles unfolding over one’s life course, including mid- and 

late career, Erikson proposed that forming an identity in the fifth stage (adolescence) is 

not the endpoint of identity development and that identity can change, moving between 

identity synthesis and identity confusion throughout the life span, even after this fifth 

stage.  Hence, in the context of work identity change, it is possible to identify both a state 

of identity synthesis and one of identity confusion when observing a person going 

through work transition.   

Based on Erikson’s notion of identity, Marcia (1966, 1967, 1980, 1993) 

introduced identity status theory to explore the process of identity development.  He 

categorized four statuses in the identity development process based on the degree of 

exploration (“seeking alternatives”) and commitment (“sticking to the path”).  If an 

individual has never explored identity alternatives and has not yet committed to one, he is 

at identity diffusion status; there is a lack of basic identity structure “holding him 

together.” If an individual has made a commitment to a certain identity without the 

process of exploration, he is at identity foreclosure status; such an example is a teenager 

who hails from three generations of doctors deciding to be a doctor without searching for 
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alternatives.  Third, identity moratorium occurs when an individual is exploring, but has 

not yet committed to, a set of identities, such as an individual who is weighing options 

before making a final call on accepting a job. Last, identity achievement occurs when an 

individual is committed to a set of identities after spending sufficient time on reflection 

and resources on exploration.  This status is considered to be the most mature.  Marcia’s 

theoretical argument is aimed at identifying different identity status categories an 

individual can fall into as he goes through identity change process.  Identity change, 

according to Marcia, is a constant process of exploring various identity alternatives and 

choosing a set of identities to which to commit.  Erikson’s and Marcia’s notions of 

identity change direct our attention to the possibility of having multiple identity states 

(any point between identity synthesis and identity confusion, or during any of four 

identity statuses) throughout life.  Furthermore, Marcia’s identity status theory highlights 

the importance of exploration and commitment as part of the identity change process, 

echoing the unfreezing (seeking alternatives), moving (learning), and refreezing 

(committing oneself to a certain identity) periods of role transition in work transition 

literature (Ashforth, 2001).    

 

Age and work identity change from identity development perspective.  To summarize, 

identity development perspectives drawn from developmental psychology describe how 

individuals may develop their identities throughout life course as marked by different age 

period-based stages. Proponents of these perspectives also propose different identity 

states within the spectrum of identity confusion and identity synthesis that individuals can 
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experience throughout their lifelong journey of identity development, as well as the 

underlying processes (e.g., exploration and commitment) that lead to various statuses of 

identity change (e.g., identity moratorium).  As a few scholars suggested (Logan, 1986; 

Osborne, 2009), it is possible for individuals to revisit identity-related challenges at 

different stages of their lives (e.g., identity vs. role confusion) and aver that the issue of 

identity constantly arises throughout the life course.  This identity development 

perspective is useful in understanding how individuals may rebuild and/or modify their 

work identities throughout their life courses, especially when facing work transitions, or 

states of identity confusion in mid-adulthood, or when reaching a state of identity 

synthesis based on a newly-built work identity only to end up in a state of identity 

confusion in late adulthood.   

The psychological perspective is also useful in understanding the multiple identity 

statuses a person can go through while in the process of rebuilding his work identity.  

When faced with a state of work identity confusion in the later stage of life, one person 

may avoid seeking alternatives and force commitment to the preexisting work identity 

that no longer holds meaning (work identity foreclosure).  Faced with the same situation, 

another person may start to look for alternative careers without settling with one work 

identity (work identity moratorium).  However, this identity moratorium status one falls 

into during late adulthood may differ in its duration and process from that incurred during 

the adolescence. The effect of age (or age periods) suggested by Erikson by the eight 

stages of identity development requires further examination when associated with 

different identity states.  Moreover, because these identity development scholars viewed a 
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broader notion of identity, one cannot guarantee the application of these concepts to work 

identity, especially in terms of identity content and identity structure.  

 

Identity crisis perspective 

The notion of identity crisis is helpful in understanding the state that is void of, or 

confused with, identity meanings and/or structure.  During the process of work identity 

change, an individual may experience this state and the literature on identity crisis may 

shed light on how to approach it. For instance, several business lawyers experienced an 

identity crisis after the Enron crisis (Simon, 2005) which deprived them of proper 

meanings associated with their business lawyer identity, so they entered this state, finding 

no meanings in what they did or holding on to conflicting meanings.  Going beyond 

Erikson (1956)’s view of identity crisis as a confused stage in life with a low level of 

identity synthesis (i.e., identity confusion), Baumeister, Shapiro, and Tice (1985) 

suggested a model that distinguishes two types of identity crisis.  

The first is called identity deficit or motivation crisis.  When an individual 

struggles to find a set of identities and fails to build commitment to any, he may be in this 

state of identity deficit.  This type of identity crisis is similar to what Marcia calls 

“identity moratorium,” with low degree of commitment and high degree of exploration.  

A college student eager to figure out his professional calling yet not committed to a 

profession is likely to find himself in this identity deficit state; it is also possible for 

middle-aged adult to go through this state.  As Erikson and others have noted, an 

individual changes as he ages and going through each stage of life may cause several 
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identity deficit states; he may experience a lack of commitment due to changes in 

priorities (i.e., changes in identity structure) as he enters the mid-adulthood.  The set of 

identities he committed himself to is no longer meaningful and, hence, he goes out to 

explore alternatives. Those faced with unexpected events, noted as “alert intermissions,” 

(Ibarra, 2003) are likely to change their way of viewing life and then so realize that their 

preexisting values, meaning of work, and lifestyle are no longer applicable to their new 

life after the intermission.  As it was with many of Ibarra’s informants (2003) who went 

through various forms of intermissions (e.g., midlife crisis, loss of loved ones), 

individuals going through an identity deficit experience change their way of viewing life 

and seek out alternatives. Some of the Enron lawyers, who once believed in 

professionalism and the identity meanings supported by the Enron system, may have 

experienced identity crises because they could no longer commit to their previously-held 

meanings.   

This condition could also result from the loss of group-membership. When an 

individual who strongly identified with an organization gets fired from it, he loses 

commitment to that organization’s membership from which he drew his work identity.  

Linking back to the social identity theory perspective, the identity deficit state may be 

one of the reasons why individuals change their identities when faced with involuntary 

group-membership change.  In most cases, individuals within this identity deficit state 

seek to resolve the crisis by searching for a set of identities that best match their current 

state of mind, then commit themselves to the new set of identities which, according to 
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Marcia (1966), enables them to avoid being stuck in identity moratorium status and reach 

identity achievement status.    

The second type of identity crisis is identity conflict or legitimation crisis which 

refers to “the problem of the multiply defined self whose definitions have become 

incompatible” (Baumeister et al., 1985: 408).  Similar to what identity theorists (e.g., 

Burke, 2006) defined as the discrepancy in one’s identity due to multiple identities 

activated simultaneously, an individual experiences a challenge in acting consistently 

with his values and across situations because he has multiple commitments with 

incompatible demands.  For example, a physician working on an Alzheimer clinical trial 

is faced with a challenge when his own mother joins it as a participant.  Because all the 

subjects should be selected randomly to receive either the medicine or a placebo, he may 

be faced with the identity conflict situation triggered by his desire to be a good son and at 

the same time to be an ethical physician/scientist.  As unethical as it may seem, his desire 

to let his mother take the medicine instead of placebo, perhaps by switching the 

randomly-assigned subject number, could cause identity conflict within his physician 

identity.   

In addition to cases of identity conflict caused by two originally conflicting 

identities, one can experience identity conflict when the meanings of a preexisting 

identity, which were compatible with the meanings of the other identity, change and are 

no longer compatible.  It is also possible that an individual gains a new identity with 

meanings that are incompatible with other identities.  A union head with a manager role 

may experience this type of identity crisis as his newly-gained manager identity meanings 
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conflict with his preexisting union head identity meanings.  This idea of identity conflict 

opens door for exploring various incompatible compositions of changes in identity 

meanings.  Furthermore, as it was with the identity deficit cases, individuals in this 

identity conflict state may seek to overcome this challenge by perhaps reorganizing 

identity structure through prioritizing one identity over another; finding common 

meanings, dropping or redefining incompatible identity meanings, or voluntarily 

removing oneself from conflicting sources of identity (Baumeister et al., 1985: 418-419).   

Hence, identity crisis itself – both identity deficit and identity conflict – is a type of 

identity change and triggers sequential changes in identity.    

The concept of identity crisis may be helpful in understanding and analyzing the 

different types of critical events or “jolts” noticed by multiple perspectives on work 

identity change within organization studies. A job newcomer faced with the process of 

socialization (Van Maanen & Schein, 1979), a resident who finds his official medical 

training in violation of his idea of being a doctor (Pratt et al., 2006), an “alert 

intermission” in life such as loss of a spouse that prompts an identity deficit state (Ibarra, 

2003), an individual experiencing an institutional change in the profession which sends 

mixed signals about work identity (Chreim et al., 2007), or an academic whose newly-

learned administrative role is so different from his academic job (Hall, 1995) – all these 

are examples of individuals going through jolts, or identity crises, which triggered an 

identity change. 
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Age and work identity change from identity crisis perspective.  The identity crisis 

perspective allows focus on what the actual trigger for identity change could be and 

exploration of potentially different processes of work identity change depending on the 

type of identity crisis.  An individual can experience an identity crisis multiple times 

throughout his lifetime, and dealing with each crisis could trigger a new cycle of work 

identity change. Different identity crises could be experienced at different stages of life; 

for instance, a “midlife crisis” occurs in mid-adulthood, when everything in life 

seemingly starts to get settled.  An identity crisis that uniquely emerges during a specific 

period of a person’s life can influence the way he experiences work and work identity.  It 

is also possible that ”empty nesters” in their late adulthood can face identity crisis and 

therefore change the way they view work and their relationship with to it.  Furthermore, 

it’s also possible that the way in which that a person goes through these identity crises 

could differ depending on his age. By acknowledging the notion of identity crisis, we can 

consider other areas of identity change and the possible links to age not covered by the 

extant field of organization studies.  

 

Identity transformation perspective 

There is a literature outside the realm of organization studies that explores the 

process of identity transformation, i.e., “a shift in identity [that] occurs as a result of 

certain “turning points” or “critical incidents” (Strauss, 1959) which signalize new 

evaluations of self” (Daly, 1988: 40); this notion of identity transformation is another 

useful way to examine age in relation to work identity change.  Echoing the identity 
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deficit state discussed from the identity crisis perspective, a majority of identity 

transformation cases take place in the face of disruption, such as immigration (Akhtar, 

1999), addiction treatment (Baker, 2000), imprisonment (Schmid & Jones, 1991), 

adoptive parenthood (Daly, 1988), gender-change surgery (Dent, 2002), and religious 

conversion (Ponticelli, 1999).  For instance, Baker (2000) studied a group of women 

addicts going through recovery.  She found that the self-discoveries made during 

treatment led to identity transformations and, eventually, to successful treatment. These 

self-discoveries included “realizations about their addictions, emotional well-being, and 

parenting” (p. 864).  By understanding the nature of their addiction and acknowledging 

their responsibilities to themselves and the others around them, these women were able to 

transform their addict identities; they redefined previous identity meanings associated 

with their addictions to more negative meanings, and found new identity meanings as a 

parent and in roles that connected them to others. The disruption that triggered the 

identity change for these ex-addicts was more or less internal, emanating from their 

internal voices’ desire to transform themselves.  

Conversion, which refers to the process by which “a person gives up one … 

perspective or ordered view of the world for another” (Lofland & Stark, 1965: 862), can 

also entail change in identities.  Further, “[C]onversion of the self to a radically new 

identity involves loss as well as gain” (Bankston, Forsyth, & Floyd, Jr., 1981: 288). For 

the ex-addicts, identity transformation involved letting go of their “addict identity” and 

the meanings attached to it, then rediscovering and redefining an identity as a parent 

through finding meanings attached to a “parent identity.”  
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The disruption can also be external as with immigrants entering a new country 

and culture.  When disruption is external, individuals are removed from a familiar, 

expectable environment to one that is foreign and unpredictable and so experience 

profound losses while, at the same time, acknowledging opportunities for growth and 

alteration (Akhtar, 1999). Serious physical illness are another example of external 

disruption that leads to identity change (Charmaz, 1995); when faced with a chronic 

illness, a person may need to adjust to this new physical condition and modify identity 

based on this new impairment.  Going back to the ex–addicts example, they may have 

experienced external disruptions through physical deterioration as well as internal 

disruptions, and hence started a process of identity transformation.   

Psychological reaction to internal and external disruptions may differ (e.g., 

emotional reaction to losses) but both internal and external disruptions lead to an 

enduring process of walking away from one identity and settling with another.  Most 

identity change cases can involve some addition to the self-concept and, at the same time, 

loss or minimization of other aspects of self-concept. However, identity transformation 

emphasizes this process of losing/gaining identities by looking at radically extreme 

identity change cases.  The process of letting go of the previous identity can involve 

attaching different or negative meanings to it.  For instance, one of the informants in 

Ponticelli’s study of ex-lesbians who became Christians (1999: 159) stated that she had 

“left the [lesbian] lifestyle” and recited the newly-attached negative meanings to the 

lesbian identity based on her newly-gained Christian perspective. For her and the other 

informants in the study, denouncing the meaning of lesbian identity through new negative 
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gay identity meanings found in church teachings promulgated a simultaneous gain of a 

Christian identity based on the new meanings learned about being Christian.  The identity 

transformation process redefined for them what it meant to be a lesbian and, at the same 

time, what it meant to be Christian.  The ex-addicts also assigned new meanings to their 

addict identity while exploring new meanings of parent identity (Baker, 2000).        

This notion of identity transformation highlights a possible process of work 

identity change, one in which work identity change involves learning a new aspect of self 

at the same time as losing or redefining other parts of self.  This is similar to what the 

musicians, including Linda, in Maitlis’s (2009) study experienced as they went through 

post-traumatic growth.  These musicians were building a new work identity at the same 

time as they were letting go of or redefining their previous professional performer 

identity.  The business lawyer who experienced identity deficit after the Enron crisis 

might have experienced the loss of identity meanings attached to his previous business 

lawyer identity.  At the same time, he might have found new meanings that could rebuild 

who he was as a business lawyer. A wide spectrum of loss, gain, and redefinition of 

identity meanings associated with work identity change could exist, and the identity 

transformation perspective shows extreme cases of walking away from one identity to 

another, thereby highlighting the process of losing one identity and gaining another.  

 

Age and work identity change from identity transformation perspective.  Multiple internal 

and external disruptions can be experienced by people as they age and, similar to the 

crises associated with different life stages, these disruptions can cause a set of identity 
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changes, including work identity change. For instance, an individual could feel weaker in 

the later stage of life and this external disruption could cause him to review his 

preexisting work identity and change it to reflect the new physical condition.  A person 

could also experience change in how he views the world and this internal disruption 

could trigger identity change; similar to facing an identity crisis situation, what once 

meant so much to him is no longer meaningful so he may seek something new in his 

work, change the identity meanings of the work, and alter the salience of his preexisting 

work identity.  An individual could also uproot himself from an existing position and 

start a new career with a new work identity. In sum, identity transformation can be 

caused by various external and internal changes during a person’s aging process, leading 

to a potential work identity change.   

 

Work Identity Change Redefined 

Based on the nine perspectives of work identity change and identity change 

discussed in this chapter, I give a general overview of what we have learned from the 

extant literature and point out the remaining gap in the literature when trying to examine 

the role of age on work identity change. There are four major themes found in the review 

of work identity change literature. 

First, most of the studies in these nine perspectives discussed work identity 

change as change in identity content to a certain degree.  Various studies have examined 

how an individual gains a new set of identity meanings by identifying with a new work-

related group (Pratt & Dutton, 2000), by starting a new role (Serpe, 1987; Nicholson, 
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1984), by crossing boundaries and going through the socialization process (Van Maanen 

& Schein, 1979), by trying to fill the loss of a previous work identity with new identity 

meanings (Maitlis, 2009), by learning new meanings in the new stage of career (Hall & 

Mirvis, 1994) or life (Erikson, 1968), and by switching to a completely different 

worldview (Daly, 1988).  Change in identity content also involved losing preexisting 

identity meanings when faced with physical trauma (Maitlis, 2009), role exit (Ashforth, 

2001), and crises (Simon, 2005) or internal/external disruptions that do not allow 

individuals to keep their previous identities (Baker, 2000).  In other situations, change in 

identity content meant redefining identity meanings assigned to the same identity due to 

changes in group dynamics and prototypes (Hogg et al., 1995; Tajfel & Turner, 1979), 

discrepancies between the identity standard and situational meanings (Burke, 2007; Pratt 

et al., 2006), feedback given by powerful others (Cast et al., 1999; Ibarra, 1999), physical 

changes including deterioration (Super, 1957), aging (Chreim et al., 2007), and 

conversion (Ponticelli, 1999).  In some cases, these processes of gaining new identity 

meanings, losing old identity meanings, and redefining identity meanings took place 

simultaneously (e.g., Ponticelli, 1999), leading to various changes in identity content.  

Based on this theme, I focus on work identity content as one of the components of work 

identity that could be changed during work transitions.  I also focus on work transition 

caused by role change and/or membership change in order to minimize the differences in 

work identity change process caused by identity change triggers.   

Second, in contrast to several studies directly or indirectly dealing with the 

change in identity content, very few studies discussed the change in identity structure.  
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The notion of identity splinting in Pratt and his colleagues’ study (2006) captured 

temporary change in identity structure, and we may extrapolate from the story of one of 

the informants in Chreim and her colleagues’ work (2007) that the salience of being a 

breadwinner decreased while the salience of being a professionally meaningful and 

satisfied physician became more significant as he aged.  Career development perspective, 

identity development perspective, and identity crisis perspective shared the idea that 

individuals can have different sets of priorities and values throughout their life courses, 

and hinted that the salience of each work identity, the hierarchy of work identities, and 

the degree of integrity across identities may change.  However, when it comes down to 

the enduring changes in identity structure, we rarely find theoretical or empirical 

discussion on this issue.  Based on the initial definition of work identity change proposed 

at the beginning of this chapter, there exists two different forms of work identity change – 

change in identity content and change in identity structure – and review of these 

perspectives reveals the gap in extant literature.  Especially in relation to age and how 

individuals’ experience of work identity change may differ depending on age, identity 

structures such as identity diffusion may capture how identities are structured differently 

depending on age.  Hence, in this study I examine any changes in work identity structure 

during transitions.        

Third, some of the potential causes of work identity change proposed by these 

various perspectives overlap with the idea of age.  Career development and identity 

development perspectives explicitly direct our attention to age periods or different stages 

in life and how individuals’ identities may change as they age.  For instance, aging is one 
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of the important changes individuals face during the maintenance and decline stages of 

career, and career development scholars proposed that individuals seek to modify their 

identities accordingly or in order to avoid changing (Super, 1957).  More specifically, 

Super (1957) suggested that the physical changes experienced due to aging during 

maintenance and decline stages can influence the type and the content of work that 

individuals do, hence individuals may modify their self-concept based on this new side of 

self.  Although identity is formed during the adolescence period, according to the identity 

development perspective (Erikson, 1968), individuals are faced with different identity-

related challenges in the fifth, sixth, seventh, and eighth stages of life and the maturity of 

identity develops as they age.  Furthermore, an individual belonging to a different age 

group (Joshi et al., 2010), changes values and priorities (Chreim et al., 2007) and 

experiences life stage-specific identity crises and internal and external disruptions (e.g., 

physical deterioration) as he ages; all these examples can be considered as age-related 

factors that affect work identity change.  This theme is found across various literatures 

and, based on it, I approach age from various angles, including stage of life, physical 

changes incurred, and other developmental changes incurred.    

Fourth, despite multiple age-related factors as discussed in the literature, it is hard 

to understand why and how age matters in work identity change based on the review of 

these nine perspectives of work identity change and identity change. Even with those 

perspectives that explore age as a figure rather than a ground (e.g., career development, 

identity development perspectives), age was conceptually proposed as a possible factor 

for potential differences in work and life experiences. Little attention was paid to the 
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mechanisms and processes of why and how age may cause and affect work identity 

change.  Further, a paucity of empirical work on the role of age on identity leaves plenty 

of room to explore the issue of age and work identity change. More specifically, the 

extant identity change/work identity change literature leaves the following questions 

unanswered: 

 

Research questions: How do work identities change as workers transition and adjust to 

their new work roles and/or workplaces and what differences, if any, exist among 

workers of different ages as they go through these transitions? 

 How do workers change their identity content and/or structure as they go through 

a work transition? What are the processes they go through and what are the 

mechanisms that explain the changes in identity content and/or structure? 

 What effect(s), if any, does age have on change(s) in identity content and/or 

structure as workers go through a work transition?  

o What role, if any, does age serve in distinguishing the change processes of 

some workers from those of others?  If there are differences among age 

groups, how do these groups differ from each other in terms of their 

experiences of work transition and work identity change?    

o What elements of age (e.g., physical, life stage) are critical in explaining 

these differences, if they indeed exist?  

o What are the mechanisms by which each element of age influences work 

identity change?  
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In order to understand how age may influence the relationship between various 

work-related experiences and work identity change, we first need to understand what age 

is and the processes and the mechanisms triggered by age which in turn may affect work 

identity and change in work identity.  Even Erikson and Super, who proposed the direct 

influence of age on identity and work identity, talked less about the underlying 

mechanisms triggered by aging (c.f., physical deterioration) and more about the stages 

that are defined by age. Without knowing why age matters, we have a hard time 

identifying the possible role of age in work identity change, as well as the potential 

differences in experiencing various work-related events and transitions due to age. Hence, 

in the following chapter I discuss what I mean by age, the changes related to aging, and 

the mechanisms that explain how these age-related changes may potentially influence 

individuals’ work identity change experiences.  
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CHAPTER 4: AGE AND WORK IDENTITY CHANGE 

 

 At the beginning of this dissertation, I pointed out that age may play a role in 

work identity change due to the uniqueness of being “older.”  The review of work 

identity change revealed how the extant literature suggests the importance of “life course 

changes” (Serpe, 1987: 44) and the “function of getting older” (Chreim et al., 2007: 1529) 

to understanding work identity change.  In this chapter, I dig a little deeper into what role 

age plays in work identity change by examining multiple changes associated with age 

through gerontology.  The previous two chapters were devoted to defining and examining 

work identity change; this chapter focuses on discussing why and how age may matter for 

work identity change.  I first define the concept of age, then introduce various changes 

experienced as a person ages, and briefly suggest why these changes may matter for work 

identity change.   

 

“Age” Defined 

The purpose of this study is to examine similarities and differences between 

younger and older workers in the process of work identity change.  Considering the 

comparative nature of the study, I intend to focus on the chronological ages of 

individuals.
19

  Furthermore, in the review of the literature on work identity change, 

multiple changes associated with aging, including life stage changes and physical 

                                                           
19

 Because what defines “old” is relative to the organizational contexts (Lawrence, 2004), the exact range of 

age for younger workers and that for older workers was determined after I gained access to the context and 

analyzed the age distribution of the sample (see Chapter 6).   
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changes, were noted.  Because I am interested in understanding the developmental effect 

of age, focusing on “biological maturation, psychological development … or life stage or 

phase” (Settersten & Mayer, 1997: 234), I focus on chronological age, defined as “the 

time passed since birth” (Lawrence, 1996: 22).   

 

Age-Related Changes and Possible Work Identity Change 

 There are at least four developmental age-related changes caused by 

chronological age: physical change, cognitive change, emotional change, and relational 

change.  Although other changes could be triggered by age, I start with these four to 

demonstrate why and how age matters. As shown in Table 4.1, each of these age-related 

changes prompts changes in identity content and identity structure, leading to various 

forms of work identity change.  The basic premise is that when an individual ages, he 

experiences both gains and losses in physical, cognitive, emotional, and relational 

conditions (Elder Jr., 1994; Elder Jr., Johnson, & Crosnoe, 2004).  When faced with these 

gains and losses, one tries to adjust his identity in order to reflect the changes in body, 

mind, heart, and social relationships. There are various ways of adjusting identity to these 

losses and gains, but the general adjustment strategy is well-captured by the selection, 

optimization, and compensation theory which argues that older individuals can select and 

optimize the things they are good at and feel comfortable with while compensating for 

the things they are no longer good at or feel uncomfortable with (Baltes & Baltes, 1990; 

Baltes, Reese, & Lipsitt, 1980). For instance, an older salesman may focus on utilizing 

the large network he developed in previous work settings (selection) and thus spend more 
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time maintaining and managing those relationships (optimization) in order to compensate 

for a health condition that no longer allows him to knock on as many doors 

(compensation).  As I discuss below, losing, gaining, redefining work identity content or 

meanings, and reorganizing identity structure, are largely part of this selection, 

optimization, and compensation process. With this basic idea in mind, I introduce each 

age-related change and suggest how these developmental changes potentially affect work 

identity change.  

  

--------------------------------- 

Insert Table 4.1 about here 

--------------------------------- 

 

Physical loss and work identity change   

First, an individual is more likely to experience a decrease in their physical health 

and ability in the later stage of his life.  Some health disparities among older people occur 

depending on previous health conditions or social environments (Dannefer, 2003; 

Uhlenberg & Mueller, 2003), but the overall negative effect of aging on physical health 

and condition is widely accepted.   

The direct connection between physical loss and identity change is made by 

scholars who study individuals’ experiences of physical loss; changing identity is one of 

the key strategies people use when faced with this situation. When one experiences 

bodily losses and limits, he struggles to resolve this misfit between body and identity by 

changing the self-view, i.e., revising identity goals and meanings (Charmaz, 1995).  For 
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instance, Charmaz (1995) gives an example of Robert F. Murphy, a renowned 

anthropologist who suffered from progressive paralysis (p. 670-671).  Murphy wrote: 

My overreach beyond the limits of my body was a way of telling the academic 

world that I was still alive and doing what I always did. And all my feverish 

activities in both academic and my community were shouts to the world: “Hey it’s 

the same old me inside this body!” These were ways of protecting the identity, for 

preserving that inner sense of who one is that is an individual’s anchor in a 

transient world.” (p. 81)  

 

Like Murphy, individuals are involved in the process of ignoring, minimizing, struggling 

against, reconciling self to, or embracing physical loss (Charmaz, 1991; Radley, 1991) 

and all these processes deal with how a person positions his physically weaker self within 

his overall self-concept.  An individual loses his physical health to a certain degree in the 

later stage of his life and, faced with this loss, may try to redefine the meanings attached 

to his identity in order to adjust to his new bodily state.   

Applying the theory of selection, optimization, and compensation (e.g., Baltes & 

Baltes, 1990), we can speculate that individuals who predominantly experience losses 

due to age-related physical change may compensate this loss with the traits and abilities 

they select and optimize. Those individuals whose jobs require significant physical ability 

are likely to experience the effect of physical change on work identity even more strongly 

than those whose jobs are based less on physical skills.  Physical abilities are a huge part 

of some people’s work identities so the loss of physical ability can lead to loss of identity.  

For example, a professional football player who loses flexibility and physical power but 

continues playing may find it hard to identify himself as a football player as he ages.  
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Because physical ability is the core of an athlete identity, he is faced with losing core 

meanings of professional football player identity.   

For less physically-challenging jobs, individuals may seek to redefine what it 

means to be in that job in order to better adjust to their new physical conditions.  For 

instance, a pianist who continues to perform in his seventies may pick a set of pieces that 

bring out his emotional maturity while minimizing a need for the agile finger movements 

which were once his major strength. He may even consider himself more of a mentor to 

current professional pianists than a performer by broadly redefining his work identity as a  

musician rather than professional pianist. For even less-physically challenging jobs, 

physical loss can affect individuals to a certain degree. For instance, an older physician 

may find it hard to work twelve hours per day because he gets tired easily and decides to 

work six hours per day.  The jobs he does may be the same, but the change in how he 

structures daily life due to physical loss may allow him to think differently of his 

relationship to the work.  He may redefine the meanings of being a physician as deeply 

caring about each patient, rather than saving as many lives as possible.  In sum, 

individuals can select and optimize those identities and identity meanings that are not 

affected by weakened physical strength and may try to compensate for physical losses, 

limits, and the relevant identity meanings lost therein (Baltes & Baltes, 1990; Baltes et al., 

1980). 

The literature on physical losses and identity also found that individuals can 

control the salience of the “physically weak person” identity by partitioning their life to 

keep the physical weaknesses in private spaces (Charmaz, 2002).  For instance, one of the 
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informants in Charmaz’s study (2002) said that she did not let her colleagues at work 

know about her chronic physical condition and revealed it only to her family and close 

friends.  She partitioned her life so as to minimize the salience of her physically weak 

identity at work.  Depending on the context, an individual may change the hierarchy of 

identities to minimize the salience of physically weak self.  Those in late adulthood who 

are likely to be affected by physical change may reorganize identity structure by choosing 

and optimizing the work identities that are not affected by physical aging, making those 

identities salient at work (e.g., emphasizing their wide network of people and experiences) 

to compensate for the physical loss. Change in work identity structure may also involve 

minimizing the salience of work identities that are affected by the aging body (e.g., not 

publicly performing physical activities that may reveal their condition).  Again, through a 

selection, optimization, and compensation process, older individuals who experience loss 

of physical ability can cope with the discrepancy between a previously healthy self and 

the current weaker body by changing their work identities.   

 

Cognitive change and work identity change   

 In contrast to the physical change (loss) caused by aging, other developmental 

changes incur both gains and losses and can be managed by the self to some degree 

(Baltes, 1987; Elder Jr. et al., 2004; Schulz & Heckhausen, 1996).  This second 

developmental change is cognitive change (Cattell, 1963; Guilford, 1980; Horn & Cattell, 

1967, 1982).  In terms of cognitive ability, fluid intelligence – an ability required when 

adapting to new situations – decreases as people age (loss).   But older people have 
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higher degrees of crystallized intelligence (gain), which is skilled judgment habits that 

“have become crystallized (whence its name) as the result of earlier learning application 

of some prior, more fundamental general ability to these fields,” in comparison to 

younger counterparts (Cattell, 1963: 2-3; Horn & Cattell, 1967; Horn, 1994). While fluid 

intelligence is related to problem-solving and the ability to learn new things, crystallized 

intelligence is connected with accumulated experience one can draw from.   

 The way that a decrease in fluid intelligence affects people in late adulthood is 

similar to how physical loss influences their work identity – they can redefine and lose 

some of the preexisting work identity contents affected by the decrease. Due to the 

continuous decrease in fluid intelligence, people in their late adulthood are likely to have 

a harder time dealing with new situations and take longer to adjust to a new environment 

than do younger people.  Faced with this situation, an older person may lose those work 

identity meanings that are highly-connected to fluid intelligence.  For instance, a fighter 

pilot in the Army National Guard may no longer maintain the meanings attached to his 

combat pilot identity due to dealing with unexpected situations that happened on the 

battlefield.  Due to the decrease in fluid intelligence, he may hence face situations where 

he must let go of some of the meanings that he assigned to the combat pilot identity, such 

as being a quick problem-solver, and redefine what is means to be a pilot based on the 

new cognitive condition, perhaps with the identity meanings that are less affected by the 

decrease in his ability to quickly solve problems.   

In contrast to loss caused by a decrease in fluid intelligence, increase in 

crystallized intelligence may enable older people to gain identity meanings associated 
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with it and thus redefine work identity meanings to benefit from that gain. Increased 

crystallized intelligence is buttressed by past experiences and people in their late 

adulthood are likely to be better at making connections to other prior experiences and 

perceiving problems more holistically than are younger adults.  One may seek new 

identity meanings to reflect this increased cognitive skill and redefine meanings attached 

to that work identity to incorporate less fluid intelligence and more crystallized 

intelligence.  For instance, a financial analyst may try to emphasize the identity meanings 

in his work that captures the richness of his experiences (e.g., forecasting stock market 

trends based on his twenty years of experience), while minimizing the meanings of being 

a financial analyst which requires immediate responses to a constantly-changing stock 

market and then quickly protecting clients’ assets. The desire to select and optimize 

identity meanings associated with crystallized intelligence so to compensate for the 

decrease in fluid intelligence can also lead an individual to find a new work with 

meanings closely connected to crystallized intelligence. For example, an ex-CEO of a 

Fortune 500 company who had once been constantly facing new situations may decide to 

continue his career with a different work identity as a general consultant in order to 

benefit from his past experiences and his increased skill of integrating various elements 

of a certain situation while avoiding the time-pressing problem-solving situations.  

Finding consistency between and integrating the experiences of the work 

individuals do in late adulthood and their previous work may allow them to minimize the 

chances of using fluid intelligence while benefiting from an increase in crystallized 

intelligence. Individuals may have a better chance of utilizing their crystallized 
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intelligence if they are involved in work that has a certain consistency to their past work 

experiences. A former middle manager in a Fortune 500 company may select, optimize, 

and compensate his different cognitive abilities better when he works as a consultant in 

the corporate world than he would in a non-profit organization at the later stage of his life. 

Because of the consistency in culture between the two private section organizations, he 

may have an easier time adjusting his work identity in the corporate world than to a non-

profit.        

In terms of identity structure, this research suggests that, given the decrease in 

fluid intelligence and the increase in crystallized intelligence, older individuals may be 

more likely to increase the salience of those work identities that require a cognitive 

ability to see the problem holistically and the ability to oversee the broader work 

environment, and to decrease the salience of the work identity that requires a cognitive 

ability to deal with unexpected new situations quickly. Under the assumption that an 

individual may hold multiple work identities, by choosing and selecting the identities that 

are closely connected to crystallized intelligence and compensating for the identities that 

are related to fluid intelligence, a person may change his work identity structure to adjust 

to the new cognitive condition. To illustrate, the individual who has a lawyer identity and 

a military officer identity may emphasize his lawyer identity in late adulthood because 

his military office identity required him to deal with unexpected combat situations, while 

his lawyer identity allowed him to benefit from his past experiences in the legal field.   

What makes this cognitive change different from physical change is that we may be able 

to better predict the identity meanings older people introduce to compensate for their 
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cognitive loss.  While older individuals may compensate for significant physical loss by 

emphasizing and optimizing the identities less relevant to physical ability, they may 

compensate for the decrease in a type of cognitive ability (fluid intelligence) with another 

type of cognitive ability (crystallized intelligence).  While physical change explains what 

individuals may compensate for (decreased physical strength), cognitive change suggests 

not only what they seek to compensate for but what they compensate the loss with.   

 

Emotional change and work identity change  

In contrast to the general stereotypes about “grumpy” older people (e.g., Williams 

& Garrett, 2002), studies have shown that there is not much difference in the intensity of 

positive and negative emotions between younger and older people (Carstensen, Pasupathi, 

Mayr, & Nesselroade, 2000).  Moreover, older people experience positive emotions as 

often as younger people and age does not much effect the frequency of positive emotional 

experiences.  However, individuals do experience negative emotions less frequently as 

they age (up to the age of 60) and older people are better at getting out of a highly 

negative affect state than are younger people (Carstensen et al., 2000). Research also 

finds that older people are significantly better than younger people in remembering 

positive emotions (Charles, Mather, & Carstensen, 2003; Mather & Carstensen, 2003). 

The most widely-used explanation for these phenomena is socioemotional selectivity 

theory.  Socioemotional selectivity theory focuses on “boundaries on time” as the reason 

for prioritizing emotionally-satisfying goals (Carstensen, 1993, 1995). When an 

individual perceives that there is not much time left in life, he is more likely that he tries 
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to focus on remembering the things that make him happier than those that make him 

more miserable. Hence, it is possible that workers in late adulthood are different from the 

workers in early adulthood in terms of their emotional experiences at work.   

Further, according to mood congruency theory (Mayer, Gaschke, Braverman, & 

Evans, 1992), individuals in a positive mood seek to maintain the positive mood by 

selecting and remembering positive experiences.  Therefore, people in late adulthood 

who tend to experience negative emotions less frequently and remember positive 

emotions better than younger people may try to reinforce the positive emotional state by 

focusing on the things that give them positive feelings.  

Although there is no direct connection to identity change as discussed in these 

literatures, workers in their later lives may focus on those identity meanings that give 

them positive emotions, while avoiding identity meanings that bring negative emotions.  

While mood congruency theory predicts that anyone at any age will attempt to retain 

positive emotional states, the socioemotional selectivity theory predicts that workers in 

their later lives are significantly more likely to attend to positive emotional experiences 

than are younger workers.  For instance, a younger nurse practitioner in the early stage of 

training in a surgical department who experiences the death of one patient and a 

miraculous recovery of another may be more likely to include the negative meanings 

attached to being a nurse practitioner than would an older nurse practitioner going 

through the same two experiences. The younger worker may focus more on the death of 

the patient when reviewing her client relationships than would the older nurse practitioner.  
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With their multiple work identities, older individuals are more likely to prioritize 

those work identities that generate positive emotions over those that prompt negative 

emotions than do younger workers.  For example, an older person who is a secretary 

during the day in order to “put bread on the table” and is a painter in the evening because 

painting gives her joy may prioritize her painter identity more than the secretary identity 

because the painter identity makes her feel positive.  When being asked of her work, she 

is likely to spend more time describing and sharing her life as a painter than her life as a 

secretary.  The attention bias toward identities bringing positive emotions can be applied 

to both younger and older people, but it may be more significant for older people based 

on the socioemotional selectivity theory that older people tend to focus on positive 

emotions more than younger folks do. 

      

Relational change and work identity change   

Socioemotional selectivity theory (Carstensen, 1995; Reis, Collins, & Berscheid, 

2000), which predicts the effect of age on emotional experiences, also suggests that, in 

terms of social relationships, people in late adulthood tend to focus on maintaining and 

caring for close relationships than on broadening their network. The theory predicts that 

different priorities held by a person as he ages can affect his social interactions 

(Carstensen, 1995; Carstensen, Fung, & Charles, 2003). Young people tend to focus on 

career advancement and information gathering, and hence seek a larger network of 

people, whereas older people are more likely to focus on emotional regulation so 
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therefore seek comfort from a smaller network such as friends, family, and close co-

workers.   

Several theories of identity suggest that an individual’s identity is shaped and 

influenced by others around them; it is situated in a social relationship and the other party 

who is involved in that social relationship can affect how one sees oneself (Burke, 2006; 

Cast et al., 1999; Serpe, 1987; see also, Ibarra, Kilduff, & Tsai, 2005).  Furthermore, the 

social identity theory perspective underlines the importance of looking at the groups to 

which individuals feel they belong in order to capture the membership-based social 

identities. Because older people feel more belonging to close friends and family members 

than to a larger network of people, change in social relationships and groups due to aging 

can also influence individuals’ work identities. Older people may spend more time 

developing identity meanings related to close relationships and groups and may even seek 

to gain identity meanings connected to close friends and groups, while letting go of 

identity meanings that are remotely connected to their immediate social circles.  Younger 

people, on the other hand, may struggle to build connections that give them access to 

multiple networks and information, and thus shape their identity meanings based on 

broad categories of network.  When positioned in the same manager role, a younger 

worker may consider himself to be a career-oriented professional advancing in his career 

by trying to please upper management, while a worker in late adulthood may define 

himself more as a mentor for his protégé by focusing on close bonds at work, redefining 

his role to be more personal in the new organization. Even with the same job title and job 

description, an older person may tend to change the meanings associated with the job so 
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as to emphasize close relationships more than would his younger counterpart. We can 

also speculate that older workers’ identity structures change in order to prioritize work 

identities based on close relationships (e.g., being a role as a mentor to a close protégé), 

rather than stressing those work identities that allow them to branch out (e.g., being a 

member of a large professional community actively engaged in attending multiple 

sessions).  The salience of a work identity based on close relationships is likely to be 

higher than the salience of a work identity based on a broad social category or network.  

 

Age and Work Identity Change 

 In this chapter I explained four different age-related changes that can influence 

work identity change. Specifically, based largely on selection, optimization, and 

compensation theory and life course theory, I sought to deliberate the possible role of age 

on changes in how individuals view themselves at work. In doing so, I drew from the 

various mechanisms proposed in gerontology, sociology, social psychology, and 

personality psychology to suggest how older people’s work identity change may differ 

from younger people’s work identity change.  However, the majority of arguments are 

extrapolated from literature outside organization studies and it is uncertain whether these 

arguments may be applicable to the work identity-related phenomena.     

Furthermore, it is not clear from the literature whether the changes associated 

with age – physical, cognitive, emotional, and relational changes – have any independent, 

cumulative, or multiplicative effect on work identity and work identity change.  For 

instance, older people who tend to remember events that accompany positive mood more 



   
 

91 
 

than do younger people (socioemotional selectivity theory) may be less likely to dwell on 

physical losses and negative stereotypes (mood congruency theory); thus people in late 

adulthood may subjectively experience more identity meaning gains than identity 

meaning losses.  We hardly understand different combinations of work identity change 

(work identity content change, work identity structure change) caused by different sets of 

age-related changes: What would work identity change look like when a person 

experiences a gain in crystallized intelligence yet a loss in physical ability?  The changes 

I discuss in this chapter unlikely cover all that individuals go through as they age; for 

instance, one of the interviewees in Marc Freedman’s recent book Big Shift (2011) said 

she felt more freedom and less responsibility in late adulthood and that changed how she 

saw herself.  Other age-related changes evoking change in one’s work identity could exist.      

   The case of Richard, one of the informants in the study of Thomas and Linstead 

(2002: 80), shows how we may find it easy to associate various changes (including work 

identity change) with chronological age, but have a hard time pinpointing the underlying 

mechanisms that link age to those changes:   

Certain things happen and I know that, say, five years ago I would have made a 

decision just like that. Now I find myself thinking “Oh, I need to think about that 

for a few minutes.” Is that old age or is that me losing confidence? It’s silly isn’t it? 

I know it’s silly but, you know, it goes through my mind, but I think the age thing 

… it’s down to a lack of confidence I think… I never used to worry about my age 

at all, it never occurred to me, it never bothered me at all.  

 

Richard recently experienced a loss of confidence and he is not sure whether he should 

attribute this change in how he sees himself (a person with low confidence level) to 

chronological age.  Moreover, even if age was the factor, we do not know why it was the 
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factor.  Despite abundant work about age and aging, as well as ample knowledge flowing 

from various streams of literature on work identity change and identity change, the extant 

literature hardly tells us why and how these two concepts are connected.  In the end, all 

the theories and literatures discussed in this literature review may help us to solve some 

pieces of the puzzle but are not sufficient to successfully put all the pieces together to 

form a whole picture. Therefore, I conducted an inductive qualitative research to explore 

connections between age and work identity change, and to build a theory of work identity 

change and age.   
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CHAPTER 5: METHODOLOGY 

 

An inductive, theory elaboration-focused qualitative research design is 

particularly appropriate to use when “preexisting conceptual ideas or a preliminary model 

drives the study’s design” (Lee, Mitchell, & Sablynski, 1999: 164), and when researchers 

are interested in filling missing holes within and across these existing and underexplored 

constructs and relationships. The current study elaborates theory in the sense that, while 

work identity change has been partly captured by some perspectives in organizational 

literature (e.g., identity construction perspective) and the possible effect of age has been 

examined outside organization studies (e.g., gerontology), there are multiple unanswered 

questions regarding the relationship between these two constructs.  Specifically, previous 

work on work identity change has not explained whether or how individuals transitioning 

into new work settings might experience work identity change differently depending on 

their chronological ages, nor has it established the mechanisms by which changes in 

content and structure of work identity are linked to age. Therefore, I aim for a theory 

elaboration on work identity change and age.   

Furthermore, I employ a longitudinal comparative study design to capture any 

similarities and/or differences in the processes and the mechanisms of work identity 

change between people in the later stage of their lives and those in the early stage of their 

lives.  Since I am interested in the process of how work identity changes over time, I 

employ a longitudinal approach and, because the key issue of this study is the role of age, 

I use a comparative between-person study design to compare older and younger workers.    
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Preliminary Study 

Before I describe my methodological plans for the current study, I would like to 

briefly discuss the preliminary study that helped me to frame some parts of this 

methodology.  Between December 2009 and February 2010, I conducted semi-structured 

interviews with six workers in their later lives. The purpose of this preliminary study was 

to familiarize myself with the broad area of work and age and to understand whether 

and/or how individuals in the late adulthood transition into new work settings (e.g., a new 

profession or a new organization).  The informants were selected based on convenience 

and in order to maximize the number of occupations covered by the preliminary sample.  

Informants’ occupations were: a teacher in a college, a teacher in an environmental 

nonprofit organization, a psychiatrist/writer in a medical school, a designer/CEO of a 

green company, an assistant to the assistant treasurer of a religious organization, and a 

board member of a religious organization.  Their ages ranged between 52 and early 70s.  

The interviews were conducted face-to-face in their homes and offices, or in my home, 

and lasted for about an hour on average.  The interviews were digital- or tape-recorded 

and I took manual notes.   

The informants were asked to describe their current work experiences as well as 

their entire career paths up to that point; I also asked how they transitioned into their 

current work settings.  They were then asked to share their thoughts on workers in their 

later lives and on being “old.”  Lastly, in an attempt to capture their identity, I asked how 

they described themselves to others.  
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The questions regarding the informants’ past experiences led to the following 

findings.  Some informants: 1) remained within the same profession but moved across 

organizations; 2) held the same job in the same institution for the last 20 years; and, 3) 

moved across professions and organizations.  The interviews suggested that those who 

had various work experiences throughout their life course were the most comfortable 

making work-related transitions; these people tended to also identify themselves in 

broader terms (e.g., “I am a helper”) than the one informant who held the same job for  

20 years (e.g., “I am a writing teacher in this institution”).  One informant shared a story 

of a friend who worked as an attorney for over 30 years and found it incredibly hard to 

start a new career after she retired.  This informant compared himself to this friend by 

noting that, because he had various jobs throughout his career, he was not afraid to make 

another shift in the late adulthood.  This finding led me to consider asking questions 

regarding past experiences, as well as current work experience, which may be related to 

how the informants see themselves in relation to work, i.e., their work identities.  

Formulating an appropriate question about workers in their later lives was most 

challenging and I tested several versions in the beginning of my study.  In the first few 

interviews, I directly asked informants “How do you feel about the people in the later 

stages of their lives at work?” and they got defensive and refused to share their 

perspectives.  I revised the question into the “contrast” form (Spradley, 1979) and asked 

“How is this transition experience different from the previous ones?” or “How does your 

current work experience differ from your previous ones?” or “Do you notice any 

differences in how others at work perceive you in comparison to when you were working 
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twenty years ago?” I also asked them to group their coworkers based on their ages and 

put themselves in one of those categories.   

These revised questions were a little more successful and led to the following 

findings.  Comparing the status they held within their organizations to that of their 

coworkers seemed to influence the informants’ perceptions of being old.  Those who held 

relatively higher or similar position than younger workers described their own roles as 

“mentoring” younger workers.  For those who had younger people occupying higher 

status than theirs, they expressed negative emotions toward them and identified them as 

“those who belong to the other group.”  One of the informants also noted that his  

younger colleagues were “snobbish youngsters” because of a lack of appreciate for the 

older peers’ experiences.  However, even after revising the question, it was still hard to 

ascertain how the informants saw themselves as “older workers” as well as their 

perceptions of being old.  Hence, this led me to utilize a relatively new interviewing 

method in the present study.   

 

Justification of Research Context and Sampling 

One of the most significant considerations in a qualitative study is finding a 

context that provides the researcher with the best opportunity to answer the research 

question at hand (Creswell, 1998; Maxwell, 1998).  Furthermore, especially for 

qualitative research that is problem-centered or phenomenon-driven, it is important to 

find the research context where the phenomenon of interest will be clearly visible 

(Eisenhardt, 1989).  The phenomenon of workers transitioning to new workplaces in their 
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late adulthoods initiated this study and led to the research question “What is the role of 

age on work identity changes as workers transition to new work environment?”  

Therefore, the criterion in choosing the research context was one in which both older and 

younger workers went through similar work transitions within or to the same 

organization.   

A setting where both younger and older workers are entering the same 

organization or switching positions within the organization is a representative or typical 

case (Yin, 2008) where a researcher can observe people of varying ages going through 

work transitions age.  When the research setting is limited to a single organization, the 

dynamics and processes of work identity change and become more conspicuous and 

visible because the organizational environment stays constant while work transition-

related changes become salient.  According to the two major perspectives on work 

identity in organization studies, individuals can draw their work identity based on group 

memberships and roles in the domain of work (see Chapter 2).  Thus, I looked at changes 

in organization (membership) and changes in job type (role).  Furthermore, the focus of 

this study is on understanding individuals’ experiences of work identity change and 

comparing the experiences of individuals of different ages, rather than how different 

organizational contexts influence change in work identity. The difference(s) caused by 

individuals’ age and work transition experiences can become more visible by keeping the 

organizational context consistent. Therefore, I intentionally limited the focus to a single 

organization with individuals of different ages entering the organization within a similar 

time period (six months). Lastly, because my research question centers around 
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understanding how work identity changes over time and whether there are meaningful 

chronological age differences for the processes and the mechanisms of work identity 

change, I intentionally looked for a context where I could employ a longitudinal study 

design with at least two waves of data collection.   

 

Description of the context  

Based on the criteria described above, I studied the employees of Large Financial 

Services firm (a pseudonym, noted as “LFS”) in my dissertation study.  LFS was 

involved in various financial service areas, such as mutual fund, annuities, and long term 

care, and had various departments (IT, marketing, accounting, actuary, sales) under each 

area.  I purposefully sampled this organization on two reasons: 1) at the time of the study, 

LFS had approximately 4,000 age-diverse employees just within the Northeast; and, 2) 

LFS had adequate number of people in transition.  More specifically, LFS had hired 340 

new employees in various departments over the six months prior to the study (externally 

transitioning employees) and had 361 employees transitioning within the organization 

(internally transitioning employees).
20

  Thus, many LFS employees were going through a 

type of work transition by (a) entering LFS or (b) switching work roles within LFS at the 

time of the study.  At the time of the study, the U.S. economy was depressed but LFS was 

able to hire a number of employees as “new hires” due to its status as a Fortune 100 

company.   

                                                           
20

 The HR Department at LFS had provided me with the list of internally- and externally-hired employees 

within the last six months from October 2011, along with their generation data (it wasn’t able to share 

exact ages due to legal issues).   
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Sampling  

Within this organizational context, I used a stratified purposeful sampling 

approach to sample workers who vary in their transition type and age (Marshall & 

Rossman, 1989).  This allowed me to look for differences caused by (a) age and (b) 

membership change (externally-hired new employees) or role change (internally-hired 

employees). First, I selected workers of varying ages based on the generational 

information provided by the LFS’s human resources department (HR).  HR at LFS 

provided me with a list of 701 employees going through work transitions within the last 

six months before I started recruitment for the study.  There were 340 externally-hired 

new employees and 361 employees who switched positions within LFS (internally-hired).   

According to the literature, there are two possible reasons why people change their work 

identities, role change and membership change, hence I selected employees based on type 

of work transition: internally transitioning employees changing roles and externally 

transitioning employees changing memberships.  Second, based on the generational 

information provided by HR, I was not allowed access to the exact ages of the employees, 

thus I selected almost the same number of Baby-boomers, Generation Xs, and Generation 

Ys.   

Following this sampling criteria, I selected the sample to include all three 

generations (Baby-boomers, Gen Xs, and Gen Ys) across different types of work 

transition.  First, I labeled employees based on work transition types (internal vs. external 

transition) and generations (Gen Y, Gen X, and Baby-boomers), and categorized them 

into six groups (e.g., Gen Xs going through internal transitions; Baby-boomers going 
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through external transitions).  Then, I assigned numbers to each employee on the list per 

group.  Lastly, I randomly selected ten numbers for each group (60 in total) and started 

recruiting the selected employees.  Because I was not getting a high response rate (about 

10%) in the beginning, I kept sending out research recruitment emails and selected the 

informants on a rolling basis while following the original sampling criteria.  In the end, I 

interviewed 54 employees in Wave 1 (November and December of 2011), including 

internally- and externally-hired employees with different degrees of work transition 

across different age groups (see Table 5.1).   

 

---------------------------------------------------- 

Insert Tables 5.1, 5.2, & 5.3 about here 

----------------------------------------------------- 

 

Later, in Wave 2 (March and April 2012), I followed up with the same people I 

interviewed in Wave 1 to understand how their processes of work identity change 

unfolded.  There were three employees no longer with the company (one person was laid 

off right after the Wave 1 interview and the reasons for transition for the other two are 

still unknown) and four employees were too overwhelmed with their work (traveling, etc.) 

so these seven informants were not able to participate in Wave 2; the other 47 people met 

with me the second time.  During the final analysis, I included these 47 people since the 

process of work identity change could be best captured concurrently with a longitudinal 

dataset (see Tables 5.2 and 5.3).  The gap between Waves 1 and 2 was three-to-six 

months in order to capture the process of adjusting to a new work role and/or workplace, 

and to allow for enough transition time for workers to reflect upon changes in their work 
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experiences (Buchanan, 1974).  Moreover, this gap afforded me a good amount of time to 

reflect upon the data collected in the previous wave. 

 

Data Collection 

Interviews 

Primary data was collected through face-to-face, in-depth interviews.  Each 

interview took place in a quiet closed place at LFS, lasted about an hour, and was audio-

taped and transcribed verbatim.  I used a semi-structured interview format (Marshall & 

Rossman, 1989) to capture work transition experiences and possible work identity change 

processes and to fully benefit from the inductive nature of the project (see interview 

protocols, Exhibits 5.A and 5.B, in Appendix).  I created my interview protocols to 

reflect the specific research questions and key theoretical constructs; Table 5.4 shows 

how they match.  The interview consisted of warm-up or grand-tour questions (Spradley, 

1979) to capture tenure and typical week at LFS, semi-structured questions on the current 

transition experience and work identities, questions around past work experiences and 

their work identities during each work experience, and wrap-up questions.  Probing 

questions were used when necessary (e.g., redirecting the conversation to the research 

topic at hand).  The overall format was similar to what is used by organizational scholars, 

but I included one unique protocol component to better capture the potential role of age 

on their work experiences and identities and to “enrich and extend existing interview 

methodologies” (Collier & Collier, 1986: 100).   
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----------------------------------- 

Insert Table 5.4 about here 

------------------------------------ 

 

In my preliminary interviews with the older people working in various 

professions and industries, I found it most difficult to ask the informants questions 

regarding their identities and experiences of age during work transitions.  When I moved 

to evaluative questions (Whyte, 1984: 101) in an attempt to get at how they felt about 

transitions and identity change as an older person at work, informants became even more 

reluctant to share their experiences and feelings.  Whyte (1984: 105-108) suggested the 

researcher develop “projective devices” when faced with situations “in which verbal 

stimuli are entirely inadequate to bring out the data the researcher is trying to elicit.”  

Some researcher have used pictures and photographs to ask questions that are hard to ask 

verbally and to probe the issue at hand more deeply (e.g., Collier, 1957; Lahikainen, 

Kraav, Kirmanen, & Taimalu, 2006; Sayles, 1954).  Visual pictures can allow informants 

to share personal experiences and articulate “what has been unspoken or ‘undiscussable,’” 

including “unknown elements and hidden assumptions” (Center for Creative Leadership, 

2010: 9-11).  Therefore, while the potential effect of age was captured by the comparative 

research design used in this study, by employing this projective aid, I sought to learn how 

the informants actually think and feel about their age in their work settings and the 

difference in work identity caused by aging.    

Specifically, a photography-aided interview was used to initiate the conversation 

about how study participants think (or thought) and feel (or felt) about themselves at 

work at the different points in their life.  The most important component in my interviews 
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was capturing work identities at the present moment in both waves, and comparing the 

identity in Wave 2 with that of Wave 1.  To capture their present work identity content, I 

asked the informants to pick a set of pictures that described how they saw themselves at 

that moment.  I then asked them to put all these pictures into a certain structure in order 

to ascertain how they structured their identities.  While analyzing the Wave 1 data, I 

learned the importance of looking at the past experiences of these employees in 

understanding their work identity change.  Hence, when they had multiple past work 

experiences, in Wave 2 they were asked to compare and contrast their thoughts, feelings, 

and experiences associated with the work experiences occupying various points in their 

lives in order to understand when and how each of their identity meanings became part of 

who they are (Exhibit 5.B).  This projective aid facilitated the questions regarding the 

change in how they saw themselves in work environments throughout the life course and 

at the current point in their life (refer to Questions 3 and 4 in Exhibit 5.A and Questions 

3-5 in Exhibit 5.B for how I employed the picture-aided interview method).   

Scholars who have employed photograph-aided interview skills have noted the 

importance of carefully planning and organizing the “photo interview kit” (Bunster, 1977; 

Cappello, 2005; Wagner, 1979) that best serves the purpose of the research.  I used a set 

of pictures selected from Visual Explorer (Center for Creative Leadership, 2010).  

Cappello (2005) in which the researcher conducted several informal and formal 

interviews with a relevant population so to create a photo interview kit.  Similarly, my 

formal and informal conversations with people of different ages in the preliminary study 

helped me select the pictures that were used to best remind them of their work identities 
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and work at different points in their life.  Because the purpose of using this photo 

interview kit was to facilitate the informants’ description of their identities and the role of 

age, I selected a set of 30 pictures that were open to various interpretations; from the 

preliminary study I learned that this set allowed for a variety in answers and that people 

found the number of cards to be manageable (see Exhibit 5.A for all pictures used).     

 

Data Analysis 

Data analysis followed an inductive, grounded theory development process 

(Eisenhardt, 1989; Glaser & Strauss, 1967).  Gathered data were analyzed in an iterative 

fashion, traveling back and forth between the data and emerging theoretical arguments 

(Locke, 2001; Miles & Huberman, 1994; Corbin & Strauss, 2008).  I looked for dominant 

themes and later organized emerging themes into a coherent theoretical framework.   

After developing and evaluating the utility of several alternative frameworks, I chose a 

framework that had the strongest contribution to theory in organization studies.  Overall, 

the analysis followed the three steps employed in Pratt et al. (2006). 

 

Step 1: Creating provisional categories and first-order codes 

  After transcribing the interviews, I started the data analysis by identifying 

statements informants’ made regarding views of the world via open coding (Locke, 2001; 

Strauss & Corbin, 1998), then drew on common statements to form provisional categories 

and first-order codes.  When keeping track of the provisional categories and first-order 

coding, I followed the procedure recommended by Miles and Huberman (1994) and used 
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a contact summary form for each informant including the codes that emerged at each 

point in time (Waves 1 and 2).   

 

Step 2: Integrating first-order codes and creating theoretical categories   

Upon completion of the first order coding, all the first order codes from each 

Wave were consolidated for each group.  The contact forms from all the data collected 

from the four groups were categorized into different sets of themes (e.g., younger 

newcomers with relevant past experiences during Wave 1). The codes were further 

analyzed to find connections between concepts and categories (e.g., axial coding – see 

Strauss & Corbin, 1998).  For a better, broader view of the whole data, the analytic 

technique of “constant comparative method” (Locke, 2001: 45) was employed.  Because 

the central focus of the study was to understand the role of age by comparing younger 

and older newcomers, the process of comparing and contrasting different groups within 

and between Waves in light of codes and categories generated in Step 1 was helpful in 

clarifying what is “uniform and stable in the data” (Locke, 2001: 48).  Eventually the 

consolidation of categories led to more theoretical and abstract categories.   

 

Step 3: Delimiting theory by aggregating theoretical dimensions 

 Once the patterns of work identity change and mechanisms were identified and 

compared within and between four groups, I tried to understand how different categories 

fit together into a coherent bigger picture.  This step involved the process of integrating 

and refining categories into a broader theoretical scheme (e.g., selective coding – see 
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Strauss & Corbin, 1998). The purpose of this step was “to settle on the framework’s 

theoretical components and to clarify the story they have to tell about the phenomenon” 

at hand (Locke, 2001: 52). The final product of this iterative process was a theory of 

work identity change and age – the central focus of this study.  
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CHAPTER 6: WORK TRANSITION AND WORK IDENTITY CHANGE 

 

 In this chapter, I walk readers through the model of work identity change (Figure 

6.1), drawing on the words of the informants to demonstrate how they experienced 

change in their work identities during work transitions.  I start by introducing categories 

of work identity content and of structure that emerged from the data; these categories 

were used as basic units while I constructed the model of work identity change.  I then 

introduce the endpoints of the model and explain the process of work identity change that 

leads to them.  The endpoints of this model are three different types of work identity 

change, each type led by a unique combination of theoretical mechanisms that capture the 

process of changing work identities during transitions. In contrast to my initial 

expectations on work identity change prior to the study (refer to Chapter 3), changes in 

work identity content and changes in work identity structure did not explain why 

individuals changed their work identities differently. Specifically, changes in content 

were not sufficient enough to distinguish different types of work identity change; and 

changes in identity structure were rarely found and were mostly a reflection of situational 

changes between Waves 1 and 2.  Rather, the most salient change in identity was 

observed in the changing directions of identity narratives.  Individuals’ stories regarding 

their work identity changes revolved around the idea of advancing, regressing, or 

maintaining the status quo during work transitions and were distinguishable based on the 

type of change in the direction of narratives, i.e., identity narrative transition path.  

Figure 6.1 shows this process of work identity change and how the informants developed 
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a certain type of identity narrative transition path.  I will explore the details of each 

component of this model later in the chapter.   

------------------------------------- 

Insert Figure 6.1 about here 

------------------------------------- 

 

Categories of Work Identity Content and of Structure  

 In Chapter 2, I defined work identity as “content and structure one ascribes to 

him- or herself based on memberships and roles in the context of work.”  Work identity 

content captures meanings assigned to a certain identity and work identity structure 

represents a way an individual organizes his various identities (e.g., hierarchy of 

identities or pyramid-like structure with subsets of identities). In order to understand 

work identity change at LFS, I identified different categories of work identity content and 

work identity structure within this specific context (see Tables 6.1 and 6.2).  

 

--------------------------------------------- 

Insert Tables 6.1 & 6.2 about here 

--------------------------------------------- 

 

Categories of work identity content  

 There were five categories of work identity content: non-work-related personal 

identity, work-related personal identity, work-related role identity, work-related goal 

identity, and transitioner identity.  The first two are personal identities (characteristics, 

values, etc.), the third and the fourth are role-related or goal-related identities, more 

contingent upon a specific job an informant has at that moment than are the first two 
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identities, and the fifth identity more liminal, representing a temporary state in-between 

pre-transition work and post-transition work.     

Non-work-related personal identity. I asked every informant the same work 

identity questions: Can you pick a range of images that capture your own sense of who 

you are now in your current LFS position? Can you tell me why you picked these 

cards?”
21

  Despite focusing on LFS, several informants (n=12) talked about their own 

personalities and non work-related aspects of “who they are” as part of their answers.  

These personal identities which existed prior to the transitions involved personal interests 

(e.g., traveling or cooking), families (e.g., parents, children, spouses, or close relatives), 

breadwinner responsibilities (e.g., being a single mom), and spirituality (e.g., religion, 

different ways of connecting to God or a higher power).  I observed that the informants 

considered these non-work-related identities to be crucial parts of their selves and could 

not ignore these preexisting personal identities in their workplaces.  Even if they might 

not be able to enact these identities at work, these identities were foundational to who 

they were and were considered to be constant in many situations.  For instance, “Paulina” 

22
 walked me through a storyline of her work identity: 

[while pointing at images #25, #1, and #23, respectively]  

         

                                                           
21

 During the analysis, I tried to analyze all the answers given by the informant to these questions.  Hence, I 

did not limit the categories of work identity content to the existing literature.   
22

 All the names of the informants shared in this dissertation are pseudonyms. 
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of the set  

I put them like this [the first bottom row in the third image] because my family 

goes first.  After so many things that I’ve been through, my family comes first.  If 

my family environment is put together [#25], then I can – this [#1 representing 

her supporting coworkers and others around her] and this [#23 representing the 

clients that she assists] pretty much go together. Once the structure is in place, 

then I can assist on to co-workers or out into the other people who need me. And 

then I can just go on and take care of the persons who are paying me, which are 

the policy holders or the customers of LFS. (Paulina, IB12
23

/Wave 1) 

 

Family was not part of what she did at LFS, but it was an engine through which Paulina 

could perform her roles at work.  Hence, she considered this non-work-related personal 

identity to be part of her work identity.  Similar to the existing findings on non-work 

identities (Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985; Pratt & Rosa, 2003; Ramarajan & Reid, in print), 

these non-work-related personal identities were interacting with work identities.  Further, 

they were considered as part of work identities.  Table 6.1 contains some examples of 

personal identities that the informants brought to their workplaces, including being an 

“ocean lover” and a “family person.” 

    

                                                           
23

 This four digit code is the identification code for each informant in this study.  The first letter indicates 

whether a person is internal transitioner (I) or an external transitioner “E” (or newcomer).  The second 

letter shows the generation of each interviewee: “B” for Baby-boomer, “X” for Gen Xs, “Y” for Gen Ys.  

The two-digit number is the random number assigned to each informant.  
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Work-related personal identity. The second category of personal identities was 

directly related to informants’ work and was further developed in the context of work.  

The LFS employees transitioning into new positions described foundational 

characteristics that influenced their behaviors and attitudes at work (n=32).  Consistent 

with the literature on personal identities, work-related personal identities were linked 

with those attributes uniquely associated with the individual informant including values, 

innate characteristics, and personalities. In the current study, personal identity in the 

context of work came from the innate nature of an informant, such as having a “head that 

never stops turning” (brain that works fast) (Paola, IY41) and “analytical thinking geared 

to math” (Gilbert, IX28).  To illustrate:  

 [while pointing at Image #2] 

  

Um, I think that that’s – I’m not a good bored person so I tend to make things 

busy even if they’re not. So I guess that’s since I was born maybe. [Laughs] 

(Paige, IY48/Wave 2) 

 

Often times, the informant’s work histories shaped and further developed their work-

related personal identities.  For example:  

[while pointing at Image #7] 
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I think I probably picked that [Image #7] up, started to focus on that more 

probably in the first startup I worked with. … It probably – the company 

emphasized reaching the goals but we kind of – we self-organized. We were a 

group that it’s – as a startup company and with a bunch of engineers and scientists 

and software developers, it can self-organize into groups, you kind of congregate 

around getting the solution and it happened a lot because it was very, very intense.  

(Warren, EB17/Wave 2)  

 

Here Warren pointed out how his goal-orientedness was developed over the course of his 

career since his first position at a startup company 20 years prior.  Thus, individuals in 

transition seem to reply partly on personal characteristics to define who they are in the 

context of work.  “The way I was born” and “the way I was brought up” (or trained) 

became significant parts of their work identities prior to the transition and were largely 

maintained post-transition.    

Work-related role identity.  As noted by organizational scholars employing 

identity theories (refer to Chapter 2), all the informants described their work identities 

based on their roles before or after the transition (n=47).  The “meanings a person 

attributes to the self as an object in a social situation or social role” (Burke & Tully, 1977: 

883) can constitute meanings for a given identity (Burke, 2007) and the findings of this 

study suggest that pre-transition work identity and post-transition work identity were 

composed of sets of work-related role meanings acquired before or after the transition.  

Some role identities were brought by the informants to their new jobs from their previous 

experiences, and there also were new role identities acquired during and after the 
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transition.  Working with a team, working in a chaotic environment of financial industry, 

working in a money making business, and fast-paced role behaviors are some examples 

of various role meanings and behaviors associated with work.  To illustrate: 

[while pointing at Image #5] 

 

I look at this as two things. It’s kind of teamwork, and another hand is small and 

caring. So I care to make sure that I get my job done and that I work well with 

others, but then it’s also a team approach, you know, we’ve been short staffed so 

you roll up your sleeves and you help out … I think I’ve always – I mean, I think 

you have to be a team – like I’ve always been – a team player... Like even though 

you are by yourself in the classroom, like I always worked with other teachers of 

how we could bring our classes together and stuff like that, so there was always a 

team approach. (Hilary, IX33/Wave 2) 

 

Although the current work environment at LFS was completely different from that of her 

time as a teacher, Hilary explained how she maintained this team-orientedness as part of 

her work identity for the past ten years.  Similarly, Francis, a Gen Y internal transitioner 

(IY49), said that since he entered LFS, his role always requires fast-paced behaviors 

which became part of his work identity.  The recent transition was his third since entering 

LFS, but the fast-paced nature of his role continued to be part of his work identity.   

 The informants also acquired new role identities due to the recent transitions.  For 

instance, Mary Jane in Table 6.1, a Baby-boomer newcomer (EB12), shared that her team 

was reorganized between Waves 1 and 2 and, having a new director and being part of a 
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new team, added another set of role meanings to her work identity.  Kelley, a Gen Y 

newcomer, noted in Wave 2 that: 

[while pointing at Image #7] 

 

I would say, you know, I think that as I've just grown in my role to where I would 

– well, it's still finding the right bunch of candidates. The ultimate goal is to find 

the candidate, not just a bunch of candidates to present. The goal is really finding 

what who is that candidate that's going to be hired. I think my mind frame is kind 

of switched and just like feeling the pressure of getting “candidates” to feeling the 

importance of getting “the right candidate.” (Kelley, EY51/Wave 2) 

 

Kelley had already started her new job during Wave 1, but through time she learned 

different role meanings attached to her job and added those role identities to her overall 

work identity.  Like Kelley, the informants continued to add new role identities to their 

pre-existing role identities, depending on what they learned throughout the transition, 

thus enriching their role identities (Pratt et al., 2006).   

Work-related goal identity.  Several informants (n=17) shared their work-related 

goals when asked of their work identities, thus tying their desire to reach a certain work-

related goal to their work identity (Gollwitzer, 1993; Latham & Locke, 2006).  It is 

important to note that goal identity is different from goal-orientedness (work-related 

personal identity).  While goal-orientedness captures a characteristic of a person and is 

categorized as personal identity, a goal identity is linked to a specific goal, such as 

advancement in one’s career, constant learning, catching up when falling behind, and 
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personal growth through work.  A goal identity is also different from a role identity since 

a person has not yet developed a role that matches his goal and has relatively premature 

knowledge of the actual role meanings associated with the goal.  A goal identity is a 

manifestation of an individual’s desire to design his career path and to progress; this 

desire is integrated into one’s work identity in the form of a specific goal.  For instance, 

some of the informants who had started their new career paths later than did their cohorts, 

or who had setbacks prior to their most recent transitions, described their efforts to “catch 

up” and fix their status of “being behind schedule.”  To illustrate: 

 [while pointing at Images #15 and #9 respectively] 

       

‘Cause I feel like I’m on a race to have to catch up to where I was in my career. 

Feel like I’ve been setback and I’m racing to try and catch up to the career arc that 

I felt like I was on at a certain point. (Victor, EX30/Wave 1) 

 

Because of financial constraints, Victor, wasn’t able to attend college right after high 

school and started his career in the financial industry at an older age than did his 

colleagues.  He went to college while working in another organization and had always 

been the older person among his cohorts.  Furthermore, he thought the recent experience 

of being laid off by his former employer delayed his career clock even more.  In Wave 1, 

right after transitioning into the new job at LFS, he picked several images to describe his 

being “off schedule” and extensively described how his goal was to catch up. 
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 For some study informants, goals were associated with personal growth through 

work, including exploring multiple options and finding the right path in their careers.  

Larry, a Gen Y internal transitioner, noted: 

[while pointing at Images #2 and #13 respectively] 

    

So I'd say this one [#2] is kind of where I am at, like early on in my career and 

especially in actuary, there is kind of many directions you can go but I would 

consider myself not in a rush ‘til I pick one, pick a direction so I think this [#13] 

kinda’ shows like just the wide open opportunity but no need to like rush. (Larry, 

IY47/Wave 1) 

 

For Larry, the current goal was not to bind himself to a certain path but to keep exploring 

in order to find the right career path for him.  The overall growth in his career was more 

important than was immediately choosing a path, and he included this goal – considered 

appropriate by some scholars at this stage of his career (Super, 1957) – to be part of his 

current work identity.  In fact, he held this work-related goal before entering LFS as an 

actuarial student, and this pre-existing work identity guided him through his time at LFS 

including the current work transition.  

 The employees at LFS sometimes obtained new goal identities during transitions.  

Due to changed circumstances, they set new goals and integrated those goal identities 

into their work-related selves.  Felix shared that: 

[while pointing at Image #2] 
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I also look at it [#2] like, you know, from a standpoint and, you know, working 

for LFS, um, at the same time I think that these highways are sort of – they lead to 

different directions, so I think that’s sort of – that’s a good thing, working for the 

company that, you know, there is opportunity to, you know, go on the same road 

within the – a different road within the same company. So, uh, I guess I look at it 

both ways, you know, how is – internally right now my position and how it can be 

worked for, um, a benefit for the company so that you can – my position, I’ll be 

able to – ‘cause I do have exposure to a number of business units in the U.S. 

division. Sort of makes it easier for me to maybe hop on different highway. (Felix, 

IY43/Wave 2) 

  

In contrast to his previous role, this current position allowed Felix to explore various 

options in the company and he set this new goal of branching out from the current role 

after going through the transition and incorporated it to be part of his work identity.   

Transitioner identity.  Originally, I sampled the employees at LFS based on the 

type of work transition that they experienced  –  those who just switched positions within 

LFS (internal transition) and those who entered LFS for the first time (external transition, 

changing both role and organizational membership).  Regardless of the type of work 

transition, the employees at LFS experienced a period of chaos and disruption while 

finding their way into the new roles and/or new workplaces.  Any work transition that 

involves role and/or membership changes promulgates a certain period of adjustment.  To 

illustrate: 

[while pointing at Image #10] 
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I found this [Image #10] interesting because this is a path I feel that leads to or 

may be somewhere down to line but it is never ending and I don’t feel that every 

day when I come I feel there is always something new so there is never really – 

it’s what makes it interesting is because there is never really, I would not say there 

is really light at the end of a tunnel because there is always something new every 

day so it keeps you on your feet so it makes it really interesting so that’s how they 

think of walking path. (Zachary, IY42/Wave 1)  

 

This period was filled with fear of uncertainty and nervousness and everyone was 

trying to figure out where he or she fit into the big picture, mostly within the first few 

months of transition.  Similar to the concept of temporary liminal identity (Beech, 2011), 

these transitioner identities were found mostly in Wave 1 interviews and disappeared in 

Wave 2 after informants adjusted to their new roles.  Although these identities were 

temporary, in Wave 1 the informants considered them to be significant parts of who they 

were in their new position.  Similar to the examples shown in Table 6.1, individuals 

talked about how they had identities of “figuring things out” in the new position (Hilary, 

IX33), “trying to figure out where I fit in” (Georgia, EB18), and feeling “puzzled” 

(Ursula, IY39) while transitioning into the new jobs.   

More specifically, individuals developed one or two types of transitioner 

identities: a newbie identity and/or a learner identity.  Newbie identity reflects the 

informants’ uncertain and confused selves during the transition; they felt lost, puzzled, or 

new at their new work, even when they had spent time at LFS prior to the transition.  This 

identity of uncertainty and confusion, like “the new kid on the block,” made them 
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hesitant to apply their prior knowledge and meanings about the job, even when they had 

relevant past experiences. They were very conscious of their newbie identities and 

wanted to hold off any judgment about the new transition or the new work.  Similar to 

adolescents who go through confused states of defining their own identities, these LFS 

employees were going through transitions as newbies and were thus confused and 

puzzled with their new surroundings.  Furthermore, this newbie identity forced them to 

spend time dealing with the emotional stress caused by uncertainty and confusion.   

Learner identity, in contrast, captures an employee’s transitional self, one that 

absorbs new information about their new roles and new workplace.  Because the 

informants were careful about raising their voices or making any judgment calls about 

their new jobs, they spent much time observing and learning their new roles and 

workplaces.  For examples, Heath (IX27) shared that he was focusing on learning 

“because it is a new technology that I’m trying to learn.”  He had been with LFS for 

almost fifteen years, but still felt he had something to learn when he transitioned to his 

new position.  Similarly, Fiona explained: 

The learning curve is a steep one. Um, but they have training and then I took, I 

took classes in order to get my licenses so that three-month block of just learning 

as quickly as I could and then you jump into it. (Fiona, EY40/Wave 1)  

 

Fiona was learning new things because the organization and the job itself was new to her.  

Other examples in Table 6.1 also show how individuals were feeling new and/or learning 

their new roles and workgroups.  Not everyone had both types of transitioner identities, 

but all the informants had at least one type of transitioner identity during the transition.     
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These five categories of identities were part of the informants’ work identities in 

Wave 1 and Wave 2.  Non-work-related personal identity and work-related personal 

identity were personal identities that existed prior to the transition with innate 

characteristics and learned characteristics.  Some work-related role identities and work-

related goal identities existed before the transition, but some were also newly-gained 

during the transition (as noted in Table 6.1).  Transitioner identity or liminal identity was 

often part of an informant’s work identity in Wave 1, but disappeared after he adjusted to 

the new environment.  As will be discussed later, these categories of work identity 

content were useful in creating the model of work identity change.    

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  

Categories of work identity structure  

 Although I familiarized myself with the existing types of identity structure 

suggested by the identity scholars (hierarchy or pyramid-like structure), as with the 

categories of work identity content, I tried to analyze the data with fresh eyes so that the 

categories could emerge from the data, not just from the preconceptions I had developed 

from the literature.  My findings suggest that the informants at LFS had three different 

ways of organizing multiple work-related identities.   

First, the informants organized different identities based on the priority that each 

identity held in their overall work identities.  In Table 6.2., the examples of the first two 

informants, Warren and George, show how the employees listed different identities based 

on priority.  George had three separate groups of identities and he prioritized the first 

category (customer service) over the other two categories.  This type of structure seems 
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to be similar to the idea of salience hierarchy (Stryker, 1979, 1980; Stryker & Serpe, 

1982, 1994) yet is actually different because the informants did not discuss the salience 

of each identity.  In contrast to salience which captures the likelihood of having a certain 

identity activated across situations (e.g., when an individual is likely to behave 

accordingly to a certain identity than the others, this certain identity is situated higher in 

the hierarchy of salience than the other identities), priority captures the degree to which 

an identity is considered important and valued, irrespective of activation.  The notion of 

priority as a form of identity structure is similar to the idea of prominence hierarchy, 

which is connected to what one values (McCall & Simmons, 1978).  The employees at 

LFS listed different identities based on how important each identity was to them 

personally, a concept closer to the idea of what they value.   

Second, informants structured their identities based on the chronological structure 

of how each identity was developed over time or how all the identities are connected to 

one another in sequence.  As Valentine (Table 6.2) explicitly pointed out, it is a “timeline” 

of how all the identities flowed together.  For some informants, like Mike (Table 6.2), the 

structure of work identity was built on a storyline, going over how his work has unfolded.  

For these informants, the best way to make sense of different identities was to find a 

thread or a process that connects all the identities together over time.   

The third way the informants organized their different identities was in the form 

of a foundational structure.  By looking at the third set of images in Table 6.2, one may 

think of the structure as pyramid-like (Rosenberg & Gara, 1985); however, when 

carefully reading through the interviews, I found that the informants were not talking 
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about an identity at a higher level and a subset of identities that circumscribe the higher 

level identity.  Their foundational identities did not encompass the other categories of 

identities as a set of higher level identities that included the other sub-categories (e.g., a 

high level manager identity encompassing lower level sub-identities such as team player 

identity and mentor identity), but instead were literally a foundation that drove them to 

act on other identities (e.g., “without my caregiver identity, I cannot be a manager, an 

analyst, or a father”).  For example, Bridget (Table 6.2) explained how her foundational 

group of identities was “the basis on which everything else rests”; for Ulbrecht the 

foundation was his family, and that which motivated him to work and have all the other 

work-related identities.   

 These categories of work identity structure were found in both Waves 1 and 2.
24

  

The informants were largely consistent in their ways of structuring different identities in 

Waves 1 and 2.  Their identity content may have changed but the types of structure they 

used to organize different identities were relatively consistent.  As discussed below, this 

consistent aspect of work identity structure of the informants helped me to define what 

work identity change meant within the context of LFS.     

 

Identity Narrative Transition Path as Work Identity Change  

during Work Transitions at LFS 

                                                           
24

 There is a possibility that these categories of work identity structure may be the outcome of my data 

collection strategy – asking the informants to form a structure with the cards that they picked to describe 

themselves.    
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Based on the extant literature on work identity, I originally defined work identity 

change broadly as “change in the content (self-meanings) and/or change in the structure 

of identities based on memberships and roles in the context of work” (p. 23).  Thus, when 

I started analyzing the data, I looked for changes in work identity content and structure.  I 

carefully examined any role or membership changes caused by recent transition and 

explored how meanings of work identity may have changed and how differently an 

individual was structuring those changed meanings due to the recent work transition.  

However, as shown in Table 6.3, changes in work identity content and structure were not 

sufficient to differentiate multiple types of work identity change.   

----------------------------------- 

Insert Table 6.3 about here 

----------------------------------- 

 

Similarities in work identity content and structures between Waves 1 and 2 

I found two types of consistency in work identity content: one within each 

informant and the other across informants.  First, each informant had a largely consistent 

and stable work identity content in Waves 1 and 2.  For instance, Bridget, the first 

informant in Table 6.3, considered complexity as part of her work-related role identity in 

both waves; other examples show how a majority of work identities for each informant 

were retained throughout the transition.  Second, even when new work identities were 

gained and work identities from Wave 1 no longer existed in Wave 2, the informants 

shared a distinctive pattern in how they lost and gained different work identities.  A 

common cause in acquiring a new work identity in Wave 2 was that an informant learned 

more about their new job over time and gained new work-related role or goal identities in 
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the new positions.  Mariah, for example, noted that she recently learned how her new role 

required “all these little parts to make things work,” and so acquired needed new role 

meanings to “get the work done.”  Similarly, other informants shared how they gained 

new work-related identities post-adjustment.  Further, the informants lost their 

transitioner identities in Wave 2 because they were no longer in the process of adjusting 

to a new environment (new role or membership).  As the examples from Table 6.3 show, 

in most cases informants talked of transitioner identities in Wave 1 and did not mention 

those identities in Wave 2, indicating the loss of the identities.
25

  Consequently, the 

consistency in stable work identity content within an informant, and the shared cause of 

minor changes in work identity content by all the informants due to adjustment and post-

adjustment process, made it hard to find a meaningful distinction among informants in 

how they changed their work identities over the course of transition.   

For specific examples, let us look at Mariah and Francis (the second and the third 

informants shown in Table 6.3).  Mariah shared how her faith, her hands-on nature, and 

the puzzle-solving nature of her work role were retained throughout the transition.  

Changes in her work identity content were captured by the temporary addition of her 

transitioner identity in Wave 1, and the newly-acquired work-related role identity in 

Wave 2.  She was learning her new role in Wave 1 as a new person in charge, and 

successfully incorporated her new role identity into her overall work identity in Wave 2.  

Similarly, Francis discussed his goal-oriented sensibility, the technical nature of his role 

as an actuary, and his career goal in both Waves 1 and 2.  The difference between Waves 

                                                           
25

 Of note is that a few informants, like Ulrich, spoke explicitly of losing their transitioner identities during 

Wave 2.   
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1 and 2 were oriented between an active adjustment process (transitioner identity) in 

Wave 1 and the newly-acquired work-related role identity in Wave 2.  Francis shared 

how he learned the business side of being an actuary and added this work-related role 

identity to his pre-existing technical nature work identity as an actuary.  Both Mariah and 

Francis maintained stable work identity content while adding new components from what 

they learned during their recent transitions.  Similar patterns appear in other informants’ 

interviews in Table 6.3.  

Consistency between Waves 1 and 2 was even more striking when I reviewed the 

work identity structure of the informants.  Even if an informant acquired new identities in 

Wave 2 due to the recent work transition, he was highly likely to organize work identity 

meanings into the same structure in Wave 2 as he had in Wave 1.  For instance, Jonathan 

and Ulrich (the fourth and the fifth informants shown in Table 6.3) applied the same 

method of organizing different work identities in both Waves 1 and 2.  In Wave 1, 

Jonathan listed his work identities based on how the special project he managed had 

evolved over time.  The work identity structure of his identity was a chronological 

development of his project and, at the same time, a story of how his work identity was 

evolving due to the recent transition.  In Wave 2, Jonathan used the same chronological 

structure to organize his different work identities and walked me through how the project 

unfolded and how his career was also progressing at a faster rate thanks to the project’s 

success.  His expectation about the project became a reality in Wave 2, and his work 

identity content changed due to the development of the project; yet, Jonathan’s 

chronological form of work identity structure was maintained in Wave 2.  Ulrich, who 
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also successfully adjusted to his new role in Wave 2 after going through the adjustment 

process as a newcomer in Wave 1, maintained his way of organizing different work 

identities during transition.  In Wave 1 he structured his work identities based on the 

priority of each work identity; in Wave 2 he still talked of his work identity while 

invoking the relative importance of each identity.  A small group of informants (n=4) 

used different identity structures to describe their identities in Waves 1 and 2, but these 

structures did not reveal any regular pattern.  Three informants employed a chronological 

structure in Wave 1 and a priority structure in Wave 2, and one informant used 

foundational structure in Wave 1 then a chronological structure in Wave 2 to describe her 

work identity.  I was not able to find any similarities across these informants, hence the 

structure of work identity was not useful in explaining or defining work identity change 

in the context of work transitions.    

As by the examples in Table 6.3, the original focus on work identity content and 

structure was not adequate to identify different types of work identity change.  However, 

the similarities in content and structure of work identities in Waves 1 and 2 did not 

indicate that no meaningful change in the informants’ work identities during transitions 

occurred.  Through the process of contrasting and comparing different interviews of the 

informants in both Waves, I found a noticeable aspect of informants’ identity narratives 

which differentiates three distinctive ways of changing one’s work identity over the 

course of a transition.  Changes in work identities were manifested through changes in 

the direction of identity narratives, i.e., identity narrative transition paths – regardless of 
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whether they perceived their selves to be advancing, regressing, or maintaining the status 

quo in the domain of work.     

 

Work identity change as change in the direction of identity narratives  

In order to understand what I mean by identity narrative transition path or 

changes in the direction of identity narratives, it is important to review the literature on 

identity as narrative (Gergen & Gergen, 1983; McAdams, 1996; Randall & Kenyon, 

2004).  While this perspective embraces the content and structure of identity, it 

introduces how an identity is an ongoing process of creating or recreating a narrative over 

time.  According to Bettelheim (1976), creation of narrative is essential to securing 

meaning and direction to one’s life and, in this work, transition situation individuals tried 

to give meaning and direction to their experiences by creating a narrative of their work 

identity change.  Similar to the idea of chronological structure, narrative contains a story 

about how things unfolded over time; however, it is different from chronological 

structure because an individual engages in storytelling using a theme or direction rather 

than merely listing or stating the facts (Bakan, 1966; Gergen & Gergen, 1983; McAdams, 

Hoffman, Mansfield, & Day, 1996).  Furthermore, scholars have shown that, especially 

when an individual is trying to create a narrative that explains the changes and/or 

coherence over time, he is likely to engage in generating a certain direction of self-

narrative, i.e., a stable, progressive, or regressive direction of narrative (Gergen & Gergen, 

1983).  A stable direction of narrative is created when individuals find no change (no 

significant gains or losses) between previous and current states.  Individuals engage in 
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creating a progressive direction of narrative when they find their situation improved, and 

therefore moving away from the negative and toward the positive.  A regressive direction 

of narrative is experience by those whose situations have worsened, from positive to 

negative.  Change in the direction of identity narrative considers how the direction of 

identity narrative changed at different time points.  For instance, if an individual had a 

progressive narrative in Time 1 and developed a regressive narrative in Time 2 – this 

person is engaged in “progressive  regressive” form of change in the direction of 

narrative.  From a narrative perspective, this is a typical path of tragedy or contamination 

(Gergen & Gergen, 2004).   

In my study, the informants shared a direction of work identity narrative in the 

past, that of Wave 1, and that of Wave 2.  Based on these directions of narrative over 

three time points, I identified three types of change in the direction of identity narrative, 

which I call types of identity narrative transition path.  In Table 6.4, I have summarized 

typical directions of narratives in the past, Wave 1 and Wave 2, and elaborated three 

different types of change in the direction of narrative over time.  The factor which chiefly 

contributed to determining the type of identity narrative transition path was the direction 

of narrative in Wave 2.  The informants created the direction of narrative in Wave 2 

based on the comparison results between pre-transition and post-transition work identities.  

They compared their post-transition work identities, including work-related role or goal 

identities that were newly-acquired, with their pre-transition work identities and 

determined the direction to be stable, progressive, or regressive based on this comparison 

result.  Therefore, even when two individuals underwent the same type of work transition 
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objectively (e.g., promotion), it was possible that they created two separate and distinct 

identity narrative transition paths contingent upon each of their comparison points.  

Depending on how one perceives his identity to have been affected by the transition – as 

stable, progressive, or regressive – the same work transition can trigger different 

directions of identity narrative in Wave 2 and, subsequently, can lead to different types of 

identity narrative transition path.   

----------------------------------- 

Insert Table 6.4 about here 

------------------------------------ 

 

Table 6.4 shows my three types of identity narrative transition path.  First, when 

the direction of identity narrative in Wave 2 was stable, I labeled it as the path of 

adjusting. Those following the adjusting path quickly overcame the period of confusion 

in Wave 1 and reached a stable state.  They saw their career paths remain stable despite 

the work transitions.  The nature of change in the direction of narrative appeared to be the 

outcome of adjustment without any significantly detectable changes in work identity.  

When a person with a negative past experienced a progressive direction of narrative due 

to the recent transition, the overall change in the direction of narrative was summed up in 

a hopeful narrative. These informants were following a progressive path since the 

direction of their identity narratives changed from negative to positive.  Lastly, those 

following what I call a regressive path had a regressive narrative post-transition despite 

their past progressive narratives.  These people watched their glorious pasts or hopes turn 

into a worse future due to the recent transitions.  Before getting into the details of each 
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type, I introduce three informants of the study, each a representative of one of these three 

identity narrative transition path types (see Appendix 6.A, 6.B, 6.C).   

A story of Xavier.  After graduating college in 2005, Xavier started working at a 

merger and acquisition advisory firm in New York City.  He worked at this big firm for 

four-and-a-half years, first as an analyst, then as an associate after a promotion.  His next 

move was to another New York firm, doing a similar role at a similar work environment 

in the same industry.  Xavier worked there for eleven months and moved to another 

Northeastern city to get his MBA in asset management.  The decision to get a graduate 

degree was consistent with his path since his first job.  Sometime during his first job, he 

decided to become an investment portfolio manager and worked his way through the 

Chartered Financial Analyst (CFA) exams. The MBA education also was in line with this 

path.  During his graduate program, he specified his path after realizing he was geared 

toward more independent and quantitative-oriented jobs that bring opportunities to his 

network.  He found an investment analyst position in an intrinsic value fund department 

at LFS which matched these desires and stood as a path to an investment portfolio 

manager job.  When asked about his work identity during Wave 1, Xavier described 

himself as a goal-oriented person and his money management job required precision, 

consistency, and quantitative, analytical skills.  This self-description was maintained in 

Wave 2 when he talked of money management, goals, and the analytical nature of work.  

Although he used a few additional descriptions (e.g., complexity of the system, 

competition) in Wave 2, Xavier saw consistency during his transition because everything 

was aligned with his planned career trajectory.  When asked about his previous jobs, 
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Xavier shared how they all required the same qualities, and his work identities at 

different time points all shared similar content.  Further, he expected his path to stay on 

this same course, reaching his original goal of becoming an investment portfolio manager 

later on.  He also found joy in learning something new since he was working on different 

assignments, especially one regarding global funds.           

A story of Umberto.  While in college, Umberto worked during his summer 

vacations as a construction worker (two summers), as a manager of a construction 

company, and in an office position at a Fortune 100 manufacturing company.  After 

graduating in 2001 with a major in Management Information Systems, he moved to Key 

West and worked on a boat for two years, something completely unrelated to his studies.  

He then joined a large insurance company in the Northeast; it was a monotonous job and 

the work environment was unpleasant, especially because he felt micro-managed.  After 

eight years at this firm, Umberto decided to leave the unhappy environment and reached 

out for a new job.  He landed in his current position at LFS, his most recent work 

transition.  In Wave 1, two months after the transition, Umberto shared how he was 

learning his new role and LFS as a new person.  Although in this position for two months, 

he described the current transition as a positive one, comparing it to the previous work 

environment where he was constantly stressed and unhappy.  In Wave 2, he shared even 

more enthusiasm about the transition and job, sayig that the LFS work was much more 

interesting than what he had done before and he saw more opportunities in this new 

position.  In December, a month after the Wave 1 interview, an old system broke down 

and Umberto, who was in charge of developing a new system, jumped in and solved the 
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problem.  This incident made his role crucial and he perceived the change in how others 

then treated him.  Further, a new director arrived a month before my Wave 2 interview 

with Umberto and brought with him a younger professional culture to his team.  Since a 

lot of the team is composed of older workers, being young and pursuing new ways were 

appreciated by this new director and hence Umberto saw more opportunity for his growth.     

A story of Ulbrecht.   After graduating from college with an economics major in 

1980, Ulbrecht joined his family pharmacy business for fifteen years.  When he and his 

wife had their triplets, they decided to ask an uncle to take over this family business.  

Ulbrecht joined a financial planning firm because that job was “more appropriate to 

raising the triplets,” and he worked there for six years after which he left due to the firm’s 

change in sales policy after acquisition by a large insurance company.  Ulbrecht then 

joined LFS in 2001 as a wholesaler.  Due to multiple reorganizations, he moved across 

different departments and was brought back and forth between an external wholesaler 

position and an internal wholesaler position.  The internal position was an office job in 

which he would take calls from external wholesalers and provide them with appropriate 

information.  Ulbrecht considers himself as a true salesman and does not consider the 

internal office job a good fit for him.  He likes working as an external wholesaler, not just 

because of its outgoingness, but also because of the higher pay he receives and uses to 

support his family. Being tossed around between external and internal positions, 

Ulbrecht’s time at LFS was painted with highs and lows.  During Wave 1, he was hopeful 

about his future because he was working as an external wholesaler, traveling across the 

Northeast region for sales.  His identity was filled with the sales know-how he had built 
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throughout his career as a wholesaler and during his time in a family business.  However, 

in Wave 2, he had been brought back to the office and was “chained to a desk.”  The 

identities he described as his knowledge and the outcome of his own development and 

effort through career were no longer included in his self-description in Wave 2.  He 

claimed that the only thing keeping him from quitting the job was his family, and that his 

opportunities were drying up in this new position.  He went on to say that “I feel that my 

current situation, I have to just do what I’m told basically... You know, whatever the 

bosses want, that’s what I need to do to keep my job.”  He didn’t see “much of a future” 

at LFS.       

Throughout the interviews with the informants, stories similar to Xavier, Umberto, 

and Ulbrecht were heard repeatedly; these three accounts correspond to adjusting, 

progressive, and regressive narrative transition paths, respectively.  I use their examples 

to now describe in a greater detail each type of identity narrative transition path.       

Adjusting.  Some of my study informants quickly reached a stable point after the 

transition and maintained those identities throughout the work transition process; 19 of 

the 47 participants developed this adjusting type of work identity narrative transition path. 

They started off with stable, progressive, or regressive past experiences, but experienced 

no loss and no gain during the recent transition.  Their work identities after the transition 

remained stable when compared to their pre-transition work identities and were expected 

to be stable for a while.  These informants may have gone through brief periods of 

adjustment and chaos during Wave 1 when learning new roles and workplaces and so 

then temporarily held transitioner identities – like all the other informants – but soon 
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reached a stable point.  All of the adjusting informants had acquired new role-related 

meanings that were consistent with their pre-transition work-related role identities while 

also maintaining their pre-transition work-related personal identity (e.g., “I am good at 

time management,” “I enjoy fast pace environments,” “I am caring”).  They maintained 

stability even when faced with new roles.  For these adjusting workers, newly-acquired 

work-related role identities and work-related goal identities fell under the broad notion of 

their pre-existing work identity and they considered their overall work identities to have 

been maintained throughout the transition.  This was surprising; for some of these 

informants, the intensity of work transition was no less than for other informants who 

followed the other two transition narrative paths.  For instance, George, the fifth person 

to follow an adjusting path introduced in Table 6.4, joined LFS for the first time and 

started working with a team with which he had never worked before, but he was able to 

maintain his work identity throughout the work transition.  He grounded his work identity 

in customer service and maintained that core work identity content throughout the 

transition.  George found his work identity to have remained the same when comparing 

pre-transition and post-transition, and he expected it to stay the same in the future, 

grounded in the nature of his role in customer service.  His work identity was not 

influenced by the new organizational environment that he joined and he was able to find 

stability in his role and was even “trying to offer stability to the team” based on his own 

stability.  Nicki, the second person shown in the adjusting category in Table 6.4, was also 

able to find stability and confidence in her new role as a newcomer to LFS.  She may 

have gone through a period of adjustment by “jumping and being up in the air wondering 
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where you’re going to land” in Wave 1, but by Wave 2 she felt like she had proven to her 

boss that he could have confidence in her.   Even when they stated work-related identities 

in Wave 2 that had not been mentioned in Wave 1, those identities were viewed as simple 

additions to existing work identities by the people following a adjusting path.  Paige, the 

third person with a path of adjustment in Table 6.4, had moved to a different office 

location, started working with new people, and held more responsibilities while rarely 

meeting her boss during Wave 2.  However, Paige was able to find rhythm and stability 

in her new role, as if an “A-ha!” light bulb had just turned on.  These people following 

the path of adjusting were very comfortable with the new work roles or workplaces and 

the direction of narrative path was relatively stable during transitions.   

Progressive.  The people who followed a progressive path were the people of the 

future, thinking of the opportunities they would gain due to their recent work transition.  

For example, Natalie, a Gen X newcomer, saw growing opportunities in her new position 

and said: 

 [while pointing at Image #7] 

   

There’s something about this job that I just sort of feel like… like this is it sort 

of… like this is a really great opportunity, and I feel really comfortable here and I 

like this company still which is good. I don’t know. I just sort of feel like this has 

the potential to sort of be like ‘it’ for me sort of. (Natalie, EX33/Wave 2)  
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Initially, Natalie thought of this new job as a placeholder until she could find her dream 

job.  Over the course of the transition however, she perceived others’ appreciation of her 

existence in the organization, as well as on the team, and saw increasing opportunities for 

her future.  She gained a new work-related goal identity in Wave 2 which was better and 

more hopeful than what she initially felt in Wave 1.  The comparison between her pre-

transition work identity and post-transition work identity led her to take a progressive 

identity narrative transition path.  In other parts of the interview Natalie also noted that 

her experiences with previous organizations were “terrible,” particularly the most recent 

before the current transition, and conveyed how those negative experiences contributed to 

her choosing this new career path.  When comparing her previous self with the current 

one, she saw improvement, especially in terms of work-related goal identity.  

Furthermore, in the later part of her Wave 2 interview, she related an episode that made 

her feel good about herself: 

And you know, a couple of people have made references. In fact, we had – at 

Christmas time our – I think he’s the associate VP. I’m not a business person so 

I’m not used to dealing with all these different types of vice presidents. But he – it 

was really weird and I asked my dad about this. But he – all of a sudden two of 

the men who – I mean they were higher up than him, I sort of knew them because 

I – the name when he was talking about them to us as a group but after the group 

kind of disbanded and I just happened to be walking by, and he made this really 

weird point of introducing me to them and – that I had my law degree and stuff 

like that.… and I just sort of was like, "Oh, yeah, you know," and then just kind of 

"Hi, nice to meet you," you know, and stuff, whatever, and then – but on my way 

– and I asked my dad about it and I said it kind of made me feel uncomfortable 

because I’m not used to – there was just something about it that made me – gave 

me the impression that I was being singled out sort of. And I asked my dad, I said, 

"Dad, do you think it’s for a good thing? I mean it’s a good thing, right?" And my 

dad is like, "That’s a wonderful thing. Are you kidding?" … So it’s kind of cool 

to just sort of – I don’t know, just to sort of feel that way, you know, like you're 

sort of valued and, you know, it seems like they’re sort of hoping that I’ll stay. 

(Natalie, EX33/Wave 2) 
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Natalie felt like she was “singled out” from her group of coworkers, which in this context, 

turned out to be a very good thing, i.e., to be noticed by higher-ups. After all the 

adjustments she had made, that she had more opportunities that branched out from her 

current position was considered to be part of her work identity.  Her identity narrative in 

transition started with a negative direction of narrative based on the past, but changed 

into a positive one, as did the narrative paths of 15 other participant LFS employees.   

Elaine and Warren, the first two people in the category of progressive path in 

Table 6.4, also shared how their negative pasts had turned into positive ones as they 

started their transitions.  In Wave 1, Elaine stated that she tried to quickly learn the role in 

an active manner and Warren noted that he enjoyed learning the LFS processes and the 

methodology.  In Wave 2, both were able to see positive outcomes or expect better 

opportunities thanks to their recent transitions.  Paola and Jonathan, the third and the 

fourth people who followed progressive paths in Table 6.4, sensed their brighter futures 

early on during Wave 1 and shared how their new roles were going to make them grow 

and be successful.  Their hopes became their realities, or were solidified, in Wave 2 and 

they maintained that progressive direction of narrative throughout their transitions.  For 

them, newly-acquired work-related role identities and goal identities were allowing them 

to feel better about themselves, and the perceived futures even brighter than before.  Such 

is a typical narrative transition path: a redemption or revitalization story, overcoming a 

negative narrative of the past and progressing to a better future.   

Regressive.  Meanwhile, 12 LFS participant employees felt they had had more 

doors closed than opened due to their recent transition, feeling a decreased number of or 
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lack of opportunities in their new positions.  As shown in Table 6.4, all those following 

the regressive paths had a positive direction of narrative in the past, but by Wave 2 had 

felt the direction of narrative changed to the negative.  Their work-related goal identities 

in Wave 2 included fewer opportunities than their goal identities prior to the transition.  

Meanings of newly-gained roles contained a less bright future than the previous role 

meanings that they held.  For instance, Dave, a Gen X newcomer who joined LFS from a 

big law firm mentioned: 

[while pointing at Image #24] 

 

  
 

But the feet tied, I guess – you know, maybe it summarizes some kind of 

frustration kind of – and lack of mobility. … you know kind of ability to maybe 

progress; advance, even leave if I wanted to.  Lack of options.  I don’t know if I 

did good enough job or still kind of coming in, in – kind of setting out. I’m really 

not happy with my role where I think my role be in the future and that bothers me. 

I guess I expected a little bit more, I think I could be doing more. But in the 

department … for any supervisor to kind of handover more – it takes time. It’s a 

process, but that’s frustrates a lot and I – you know essentially I think I’m being 

underutilized and a lot of the work that I do is kind of rather easy, not very 

challenging. So that’s frustrating. (Dave, EX35/Wave 2) 

     

Here, Dave pointed out how he started to think more of his future in his new position in 

Wave 2 after going through the process of adjustment and when he was ready to create 

his own work identity change narrative using the newly-acquired work-related identities.  

After learning more about the role and the organization, he noticed the lack of 

opportunities in his present position at LFS.  For him, this concern for his future career 
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became a huge part of his work identity.  He picked an image of tied feet and expressed 

his frustration due to the lack of options that he had in the new position.   

 The types of participant narratives in Wave 1 varied, but those with regressive 

paths all had a negative narrative in Wave 2 after knowing more about their roles and 

workplaces. For instance, Mariah, Fred, Melanie, and Patrick, the first four people 

following the paths of regression in Table 6.4, had hopes about the recent transition in 

Wave 1 because the recent transition brought them promotions (Mariah and Fred), new 

career moves (Melanie), or new responsibilities (Patrick).  However, by Wave 2 their 

hopes were either not actualized or were expected to not be actualized within their current 

positions.  They were bitter about the lack of appreciation the company showed to them 

through compensation and found little motivation to continue their hard work (Mariah 

and Fred), nor could not see where this path was headed due to unclear direction in their 

new roles (Melanie and Patrick).   

 Ursula and Stellar, the fifth and the sixth people with regressive paths in Table 6.4, 

began to realize that their new transitions were headed to a regressive path even during 

Wave 1: Ursula sensed the regressive direction due to her negative relationship with her 

new boss, and Stellar walked into her new role thinking the new job was below her skill 

level and status.  This regressive direction of narrative got worse in Wave 2 because, for 

Ursula, her boss continued to make her feel negatively about her job and for Stellar,  her 

recent experiences with the bosses left a “sour taste: about them and the organization.   

Similar to those following paths of progression, people with regressive paths 

thought about their future and focused on narratives that integrated the present and a 
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likely future before them.  Yet, in contrast to the people following the progressive paths, 

those with regressive paths foresaw fewer opportunities in the future after the transition 

and developed a negative direction of narrative in Wave 2.  These people following 

regressive paths felt violated, and experienced negative (and even more intense) emotions.  

In addition to reading the bitterness or sour attitude in their transcribed words, as the 

interviewer I also observed how physically upset they were when recounting their 

narratives.  Some informants clenched their jaws and even teared up, non-verbal 

expressions of intense negative emotions.   

 

Processes of Work Identity Change during Work Transitions at LFS 

Building on the three types of identity narrative transition path I just introduced, I 

now elaborate on the different identities and mechanisms that lead to each type of identity 

narrative transition path.  Figure 6.1 captures how this process unfolds over time, the 

endpoint being the three types of identity narrative transition paths introduced above: 

adjusting, progressive, and regressive.  The process begins with the first two identity-

related components – pre-transition identity and transitioner identity – and these were 

consistent across adjusting, progressive, and regressive paths.  The third and the fourth 

components are the mechanisms customized to each type of identity narrative transition 

path; for instance, the mechanisms following progressive paths are indicated in the mid-

length-dotted line. 

    

Pre-transition work identity 
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All informants held pre-transition identities upon entering their new positions, 

regardless of whether they were external or internal transitioners, /or relevant past 

experiences.  For any type of work identity narrative transition path, the process of work 

identity change began with the existing work identities individuals had prior to the recent 

work transition.  Similar to how organizations evoke their pasts in order to reconstruct 

who they are as a group (Ravasi & Schultz, 2006; Schultz & Hernes, 2013), these pre-

existing work identities were personal resources (Callero, 1994; 1995; Stets & Burke, 

2003) the informants brought to their new roles or workplaces which defined their 

identity starting points at the time of transition.  Through the analysis, I found that 4 of 

the 5 categories of work identity content were relevant to the pre-transition work identity: 

non-work-related personal identity, work-related personal identity, work-related role 

identity, and work-related goal identity.  Not all informants held all four categories of 

work identity content, but all brought at least one of these four categories of work identity 

to their transition experiences.   

For example, Gilbert, a Gen X internal transitioner, who worked as an actuary for 

the last five years, shared that some of his work identities came from his actuary 

experience built since a college actuary internship. When asked of a certain period when 

each of the images below emerged or became part of who he is, Gilbert replied: 

[pointing at Images #7 and #22 respectively] 
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I mean, I mean I guess, sort of like say proceeding these you know, as I do in my 

actuary work, you know, probably then when I actually started as an intern, 

actually started. … The target and the puzzle pieces. (Gilbert, IX28/Wave 2)    

 

Hence, some existing identities that had been acquired as part of a professional 

experience were also part of an informant’s work identity during and after the transition.  

Because even the young recent college graduates (e.g., Larry, IY47, in Table 6.1) had 

previous work experiences (internships or jobs in high school), the informants included 

role-related meanings acquired prior to the current transition as part of their recent work 

identities.  Furthermore, when I reviewed their career history timelines during Wave 2 

interviews, the informants noted certain time points when they started to incorporate 

these role-related meanings as part of their work identities.  As it is shown in Table 6.1 

(e.g., Hilary, IX33), some individuals went back all the way to their first jobs to describe 

the time period that they developed these identities.   

 

Transitioner identity: Pre-mythic-like stage  

Informants entered their new work roles or workplaces with their pre-transition 

work identities and started the process of work transition.  Internal transitioners went 

through LFS position changes which were mostly accompanied by role changes and 

sometimes accompanied by business unit or workgroup changes.  External transitioners 

were new hires, i.e., had never worked at LFS before, and therefore went through 

organizational membership changes as well as position changes.  In the early stage of the 

work transitional period, individuals developed one or two types of transitioner identities, 
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newbie identity and/or learner identity.  Although these two types of transitioner 

identities were part of the informants’ work identities only temporarily, the state of 

having these two identities was a necessary condition in order to proceed with the 

ensuing steps of the work identity change process.  By spending time as a learner and/or a 

newbie, individuals were able to prepare themselves for the development of new work 

identities.   

Specifically, as individuals went through the chaotic transition period, they started 

gathering information on their new role and/or workplace in the midst of uncertainty and 

confusion.  When I first interviewed the informants in Wave 1, they were learning about 

their new work and had not yet incorporated it into their identities.  This period was 

similar to what narrative identity scholars call the “pre-mythic stage,” where workers 

gather materials used for the future creation of narratives (McAdams, 1996; Randall & 

Kenyon, 2004).
26

  From the perspective of identity as narrative, individuals constantly 

re/create their identity narratives based on new situations and viewpoints over the course 

of their lives.  In this pre-mythic-like stage at LFS, informants did not have enough 

material to yet recreate their work identity narratives and so were waiting until they 

                                                           
26

 According to McAdams (1996), individuals go through three stages in developing their identity 

narratives.  During infancy and childhood, they explore different components of who they are and gather 

materials that will be used to create narratives in the future.  This is the pre-mythic stage where a coherent 

identity narrative exists and the groundwork for the storytelling takes place.  As individuals go through 

adolescence and early adulthood, they engage deliberately in creating an integrative storyline that sums up 

who they were and who they are now.  This is the mythic stage where the actual story creation occurs.  As 

they grow older, individuals revisit the existing narratives and try to amend and recreate the stories based 

on their new experiences.  As they age, attention is given to the notion of life review, and they focus on 

creating a generativity script and retelling their narratives in the context of generativity and life review.  

This is the post-mythic stage where editing takes place.  Although the original notion of three stages of 

narrative creation overlaps with the developmental life stages of human beings, the nature of the first two 

stages is useful to understand how the informants at LFS went through their work transitions and 

incorporated those experiences into their identity narratives.   
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processed what they were going through in their new situation.  They were learning and 

mastering new roles and/or understanding how their new team, business unit, or 

organization operated, examining the various relationships across these memberships.  To 

illustrate: 

[while pointing at Image #22] 

 

So then it’s you know like a puzzle pieces, so figuring out the puzzle like who 

does what cause I was – I remember my first few weeks and even my second 

month or so when I went to Winchester [pseudonym for where LFS headquarters 

is located] and it was really meeting people but it’s like ok so “where – what do 

you – where’s your role? Like how do I, how do I interact with you?” You know 

in a way in my mind I’m thinking ok, so that person, their names, now, where are 

they on the chart as far as their role is? So in what context do I know them? … So 

the kind of fitting the puzzle pieces together of how I’m going to work with these 

people. (Otillia, EB21/Wave 1) 

 

All these hectic moments were part of collecting information about the new work 

and, by Wave 2, informants were able to use these bits of information to re/create a single 

storyline of work identities.  During this relatively short three-to-six months period of 

transition (the pre-mythic-like stage), individuals were not able to acquire new personal 

identities (non-work-related personal identities and work-related personal identities).  

However, they were gathering information on newly-acquired role meanings and 

behaviors (work-related role identities), and newly-developing goals in the new context 

(work-related goal identities), which were later used as materials to make sense of the 

transitions and thus change their work identity narratives.       
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As noted, two types of identities, pre-transition work identity and transitioner 

identity, were components in the model shared by all three types of identity narrative 

transition path (Figure 6.1).  In the following section, I discuss the key mechanisms that 

determined the type of identity narrative transition path.  In contrast to the two types of 

identities discussed above, each type of identity narrative transition path has a unique set 

of mechanisms associated with it.   

 

Mythic stage: Interpersonal-intrapersonal comparison mechanisms and future time 

perspective  

Borrowing terms used by identity narrative scholars (McAdams, 1996; Randall & 

Kenyon, 2004), the mythic stage occurs when individuals deliberately engage in creating 

an integrative storyline to sum up who they were (pre-transition work identities) and who 

they are now (newly-acquired identities of which the information was gathered during the 

pre-mythic-like stage).  I found that, during this mythic stage, all informants engaged in 

the comparison process between pre-transition work identities and post-transition work 

identities.  When the chaotic period calmed down and they were feeling comfortable in 

their new roles or workplaces, informants started to look back at what they did and who 

they were before, and then examine what they do and who they are now; they then started 

to make sense of what had just happened during the recent transitions.  Informants 

determined whether their positions had improved, worsened, or remained the same after 

the transition.   
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By analyzing informants’ various ways of comparing pre-transition identities with 

post-transition identities, I was able to identify two types of mechanisms: comparison 

mechanisms (whether intrapersonal or interpersonal) and the future time perspective 

mechanism.  These were the main drives that distinguished one type of identity narrative 

transition path over others.  In Figure 6.1, a future time perspective mechanism for the 

adjusting path is connected with solid lines, the combination of comparison and future 

time perspective mechanisms for people with progressive paths with mid-length-dotted 

lines, and the set of mechanisms for people with regressive paths with short-length-dotted 

lines.  The more detailed version of the combinations of these mechanisms is shown in 

Table 6.5.   

----------------------------------- 

Insert Table 6.5 about here 

------------------------------------ 

 

Factors influencing use of comparison mechanisms. Before examining the details 

of interpersonal/social comparison and intrapersonal/temporal comparison, it is 

worthwhile to note LFS’s organizational environment which greatly influenced the 

informants’ overall use of comparisons.  Regardless of the type of identity narrative 

transition path, informants noted those LFS organizational environmental characteristics 

which intensified the frequency of comparisons engaged in.  The competitive LFS 

organizational climate, as fostered by recent multiple layoffs due to the declining 

economy, led individuals to constantly compare themselves to others.  Even during the 

six-month-period of this study’s data collection, LFS had an organizational-level layoff 

and a smaller business unit-level layoff.  Several employees expressed fear of losing their 
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jobs during this period and talked about how they needed to “survive” this era of 

financial crisis and economic hardship.  This survival-oriented non-cooperative 

atmosphere created a duly competitive environment within LFS and may have fostered 

frequent interpersonal/social comparisons among employees.  For example, one of the 

informants described this organizational environment as follows:  

Yeah, um, gosh! I think you got a very tough, it's just a very tough question you 

have tackled I just think that everybody is in a completely different situation. I 

think everybody has like if you go back to the cards everybody has this fear, you 

know I think everybody in this current environment, in this current company has 

this fear, everybody feels like their hands are tied. … that one unnecessarily leave 

anywhere or go to a worse position everybody wants to be able to go home to 

their families every next time they still have a job but everybody is scared, not 

scared, but everybody is cognizant of the unknown nature of where we are at as a 

company right now. (Max, IX31/Wave 1) 

 

Moreover, as part of their new organizational HR policy, LFS asked employees to 

identify their yearly goals, triggering intrapersonal/temporal comparisons between their 

past selves and the present selves, as well as between their present selves and future 

selves.  In Wave 2, LFS began emphasizing employees’ need to set up yearly goals by 

asking employees to explicitly state what they had accomplished in the previous year and 

what they intended to accomplish in the coming fiscal year.  This HR practice cultivated 

an environment prevalent with temporal comparisons of the past and the future.  Even 

employees who did not generally think in terms of intrapersonal or temporal comparison 

were exposed to the idea through these conscious, company-wide efforts to motivate 

employees toward self-reflection and self-improvement.  Despite these similar conditions, 

employees continued to engage in different amounts and types of interpersonal/social 
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comparisons and intrapersonal/temporal comparisons, and thus ultimately followed 

different types of identity narrative transition path.
27

   

Interpersonal/social and intrapersonal/temporal comparison mechanisms.  As a 

rule, people evaluate where they stand “now” based on where they stand in comparison to 

others (interpersonal/social comparison) and/or based on their own personal growth, thus 

comparing their past or future selves with their current selves (intrapersonal/temporal 

comparison).  For the LFS transitioners in my study, the perception of relative gains and 

losses from these comparisons accounted for different reactions to the current work 

transition and, consequently, for the different types of identity narrative transition path.  

For instance, the combination of an increase in relative stance compared to others and 

personal growth in comparison to the past was associated with a positive direction of 

change, while the decrease in (or lack of) appreciation and advancement and/or hindered 

personal growth was associated with a negative direction of change.   

Interpersonal/social comparison has been extensively studied and developed 

within the field of social psychology over the last fifty years (Corcoran, Crusius, & 

Mussweiler, 2011; Festinger, 1954; Goodman & Haisley, 2007) and was applied to the 

issues around organizational justice, performance appraisal, affective behavior at 

workplace, and stress (Greenberg, Ashton-James, & Ashkanasy, 2007).  Social 

comparison theory argues that an individual’s experience of interpersonal social 

comparison is influenced by the comparison standard they select.  Interpersonal/social 

                                                           
27

 It is possible that those following the path of adjusting comprise the group most immune to this 

competitive organizational environment.  However, these people also acknowledged this comparison-

oriented environment and seem to still be influenced by this organizational climate.  
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comparison standard is a reference group to which individuals compare themselves.  In 

the current study, there were (1) people who selected no comparison standards, (2) those 

who picked former or current colleagues as reference groups based on the degree of 

growth and advancement, and (3) those who focused on their current colleagues with 

similar roles and job levels as comparison standards.  Depending on the kind of social 

comparison standard or reference group picked, the interpersonal comparison process 

differed and, hence, so did the type of identity narrative transition path.  Interpersonal/ 

social comparison theorists argue that individuals are likely to select their social 

comparison standard dependent on the motivation behind the comparison.  Individuals 

tend to select comparison standards based on similarities (Festinger, 1954) when they 

focus on self-evaluation, on downward comparison standards when they try to self-

enhance, and upward comparison standards when they seek self-improvement (Corcoran 

et al., 2011).
28

   

The first group of employees, those following the path of adjusting, did not refer 

to any reference group.  Interpersonal/social comparison (i.e., comparing themselves to 

others) was not their main interest.  In general, the adjusting group all experienced 

contentment and stability shortly after their recent work transitions.  The second group of 

LFS employees comprised the progressive path followers through their selection of 

former or current colleagues based on the degree of growth and advancement while 

focusing on self-enhancement.  These people following progressive paths engaged in 

                                                           
28

 Based on my study’s data, I cannot clearly state whether a motivation determined the type of social 

comparison standard in such a linear fashion as these scholars propose.  However, when I interpreted the 

data with this perspective, it fit nicely with the stories my informants shared.    
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downward comparisons with their reference groups, considering themselves as doing 

better than their colleagues, eliciting a positive effect and boosted the self-enhancement 

process.  Meanwhile, another group of employees selected the indicator current 

colleagues, focusing on the motivation of self-evaluation.  Initially, they seemed to have 

chosen colleagues who had the same job level and similar roles as themselves, perhaps 

with the expectation in finding a significant degree of similarity and mirroring themselves 

to their colleagues.  However, this group was eventually disappointed by the gap between 

their colleagues’ state and theirs; the colleagues paid better, appreciated more, and 

promoted faster than were they.  The result of this originally-lateral-but-ultimately-

upward comparison based on status and compensation were negative emotions; the 

members of this group followed regressive narrative paths and saw little hope or future in 

LFS, especially with or through the new work they just started.   

Interpersonal/social comparison was just one of the comparison mechanisms 

employed by this study’s LFS employees.  They also engaged in intrapersonal/temporal 

comparisons with their past or future selves.  Identity scholars have suggested that self-

comparison, a notion similar to intrapersonal/temporal comparison, has a “self-redefining 

function” (Obodaru, 2012) and comparison with past selves is one of the possible self-

comparisons (Albert, 1977; Ross & Wilson, 2000; Wills, 1981).  Wilson and Ross (2000) 

noted that individuals are likely to engage in intrapersonal/temporal comparison with 

their pasts in order to fulfill self-enhancement motivation.  They studied younger adults 

and noticed that these informants referred to their past selves to ascertain their growth 

over time.  Furthermore, these young adults compared themselves to their future selves 
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when they had self-improvement motivation (Ross, 1989; Taylor, Neter, & Wayment, 

1995).   

Some informants of my study followed a similar pattern.  Individuals motivated to 

self-improve focused on what they could become in the future and engaged in self-

comparison with their reachable future selves (as known as “provisional selves” or “ideal 

selves” per Ibarra [1999] and Pratt [2000] respectively).  Those following the paths of 

progression fell under this category and experienced upward comparison with their future 

selves as reference points.  The main drive behind this upward comparison appeared to be 

growth and learning.  While several informants, including those with the path of 

adjusting and those following the regressive path, had a learner transitioner identity in 

Wave 1; those following the paths of progression had a stronger motivation to self-

improve.  This upward comparison was experienced in a positive way because these 

informants perceived their future selves to be attainable through growth and learning.  

This group of people focused on how to learn and grow in order to reach the next level 

and intentionally selected higher positions as representations of their future selves; they 

set goals and wanted to self-improve so as to reach those goals.   

Meanwhile, there were those whose intrapersonal/temporal comparison processes 

were manifested in the opposite temporal direction.  In contrast to the younger adults in 

Wilson and Ross’s study (2000), my study’s informants who held regressive narratives 

incurred a lack of improvement, and even regression, when comparing themselves to 

their better past selves.  Based on the amount of compensation and appreciation they 

were receiving in their current positions, these regressive path takers saw how they 
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retreated from their better pasts and felt worse about themselves during the transition 

process; thus, they engaged in upward comparisons with the past selves and felt negative 

emotions.  Stellar, the last informant in Table 6.4, described her past experience as 

“fantastic” and she was very proud of herself for leading a group of 20 colleagues.  In 

comparison to her past, her current job was “below her” and, even though she was 

“overqualified” for the job, she was frustrated about not being valued enough by her 

colleagues and bosses.  On the other hand, those following paths of adjusting live 

decidedly in the present and are less engaged in interpersonal or intrapersonal 

comparisons.  Even when faced with a gloomy future (e.g., expected their positions to 

disappear in a few months), these individuals are somehow able to focus on the present 

and how it extends their ongoing identity narrative.  For instance, Heath, a Gen X internal 

transitioner who was notified recently that his group would be outsourced within a year, 

stated: 

I’m fine. I’m fine with it because I’ve been here 15 years so I got a good 

severance package coming to me and there’s nothing I can do about it. I’m not 

going to go crazy, you know, I’m just basically going to ride it out to the end and 

get that severance package and start looking for work. …Yeah I’m taking new 

projects. I’m doing, you know, I scheduled a lot of training so, so I’m probably – 

so I’m working like you know, normal day to day cause you know I’m fairly new 

to this team so I have to learn it, you know. Get my hands on whatever I can and 

learn in training until that day comes. So I can have, you know, a year of 

experience within my current position. (Heath, IX27/Wave 2)  

 

Like Heath, some of those following the path of adjusting, even when they were 

not in a favorable situation, still had their ways of feeling better about the current selves 

through downward comparison with their immediate past selves within a short period 

(comparing their improved selves in Wave 2 with their selves in Wave 1) and focused on 
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the present.  Everyday learning was a key mechanism that immediately drew the attention 

of those following the path of adjusting to present.  Here, Heath was focusing on what he 

was learning in comparison to his past jobs and was able to maintain stability while 

facing an outsourcing.  It is worthwhile to note that the immediate past selves to which 

those following the path of adjusting compared themselves were considered as part of 

their current work experiences and their temporal focus was still on the present, not on 

the past or the future.  While all the informants obtained and then lost their transitioner 

identities during transitions, those following the path of adjusting were able to keep their 

focus on the present because they found the direction of narrative to have stayed the same 

in the midst of learning more about their new positions.  They found joy in seeing the 

improvement in everyday activities and did not seek to feel better about themselves 

through comparisons with others, their future identities, or identities from the long gone 

past, as did those following progressive or regressive paths.  In sum, the type of temporal 

comparison mechanism was influenced by the perceived degree of growth and 

advancement and also the informants’ temporal focus of the comparison standard, i.e.,  

whether they focused on present (path of adjusting), future (path of progressive), or past 

(path of regressive).   

Future time perspective mechanism.  As summarized in Table 6.5 and Figure 6.1, 

the LFS informants can be categorized into those following the path of adjusting with no 

specific future time perspective (solid lines), those following the progressive paths with a 

better future time perspective (mid-length-dotted lines), and those following the 

regressive paths with a worse future time perspective (short-length-dotted lines).  
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Because those following the path of adjusting are people of the present, they rarely 

discussed views toward their future when asked about their identities.  However, those 

following progressive or regressive paths were mindful of where they were headed and 

built their expectations about their future based on the results of interpersonal and 

intrapersonal comparisons; this “toward the future” perspective contributed to the 

resulting type of identity narrative transition path.  What distinguished those following 

the progressive paths from those following the regressive paths in terms of their view of 

their LFS futures were: 1) perceived length of time remaining in their career, and 2) 

perceived number of opportunities left in their career. Those following progressive paths 

perceived the time left in their career to be relatively long, with the number of 

opportunities increasing, while those with regressive paths saw limited amounts of time 

remaining in their careers and perceived the number of opportunities decreasing.  For 

instance, Warren noted that there were “opportunities for personal growth” thanks to the 

new position that he entered, and Paola shared how her current role gave her the 

opportunity to “grow both within the department within the company and … within 

her[my] career” (see Table 6.4).  By contrast, when asked of his view of the future, 

Ulbrecht, a regressive path follower, said:  

Especially the different derailing I’ve had in my career path at LFS, um... just is 

the wrong time to be here I guess. … [Opportunities are] dried up; seems like it’s 

pretty dry here at LFS right now. … Just, where’s the future, you know? There’s 

no plan and place… It seemed that there was some future, but it doesn’t seem 

there’s a future now.  (Ulbrecht, IB21/Wave 2) 

 

Here Ulbrecht shared his perception that his time at LFS was coming to an end, 

with no future opportunities left in his LFS career.  He had also mentioned his age (54) 
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and his desire to retire soon (with such a short time left in his career), but shared that, 

considering his family responsibilities and situation, he would not be able to retire from 

his current position no matter how glum his LFS future.       

These two bases of temporal evaluation of future selves largely overlap with the 

notion of occupational future time perspective introduced by Zacher and Frese (2009).  

Their concept of occupational future time perspective is drawn from Carstensen’s (2006) 

idea of remaining time in one’s life, ranging from expansive to limited time left, and Cate 

and John’s (2007) notion of remaining opportunities.  I employ the term future time 

perspective in the model shown in Table 6.5 (fourth column) and Figure 6.1 because it 

captures “how many new goals, options, and possibilities individuals expect to have in 

their personal work-related futures” (Zacher, Heusner, Schmitz, Zwierzanska, & Frese, 

2010: 374), as well as the two distinctive dimensions, remaining time and remaining 

opportunities, that influence the overall occupational future time perspective.   

An informant’s perception of remaining time and remaining opportunities was 

influenced by the retrospection of how much the work transition had so far contributed to 

his growth along with the anticipated opportunities that could branch from the current 

position.  For instance, positive interactions with the higher-ups (e.g., Natalie from this 

chapter) and acknowledging one’s own growth during the transition (e.g., Paola in Table 

6.4) fostered individuals’ perceptions of future growth and advancement, while a lack of 

direction in the current position (e.g., Melanie in Table 6.4) and the low status of one’s 

current business unit in the organization (e.g., Patrick in Table 6.4) led to the decreasing 

number of remaining opportunities and the limited amount of time left in their careers.  
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Sometimes opportunities could be gained through career consulting or mentoring 

programs, perhaps helping individuals to obtain a desired position and extending their 

perception of remaining time and remaining opportunity.  Max, a Gen X internal 

transitioner, shared that: 

Um, basically I feel like I’m really in a transition mode. Um, a career 

development mode, and I feel like a lot of times – career development in that, 

number one is I’m trying to target where I want to go, what I want to do. You 

know, in that this mentorship has provided me the time to think about that and the 

resources to think about that because it’s encouraged now … and so I feel like I’m 

just trying to narrow down where I want to go. … I just want to do something 

different. I want to broaden my horizons, I want to – I’ve been in compliance now 

for, you know, six years or so and I think it’s time to do something different to 

think about something else. ...  I’m trying to wrap it all up into one and trying to –

like right now, I really would – I would love a job in government affairs, ...  I 

don’t think I’m done growing. You know, a senior compliance consultant isn’t the 

last stop for me. ... Like for instance, yesterday, I went to a breakfast, Chamber of 

Commerce breakfast at the [expensive hotel in the city] and I was invited by the 

head of government affairs to sit at the table, eat breakfast and watch a speaker, 

you know? (Max, IX31/Wave 2) 

 

As per Max’s quote, a mere possibility of moving to a more fruitful position 

increased his perceived number of remaining opportunities and extended his perceived 

remaining time at LFS.   

This future time perspective captures both dimensions of future expectations 

found in this study and advances our understanding of the mechanism which influences 

identity narrative transition path.  Furthermore, although the notion of future time 

perspective was developed in the field of gerontology as part of the socioemotional 

selectivity theory (Carstensen, 1995; Carstensen et al., 2003) to explain why individuals 

focus on limitations rather than opportunities as they age, it also captures the varying 

experiences of the informants in transition who follow different types of work identity 
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change path.  While the existing research in gerontology clarifies the role of future time 

perspective in social relationships (e.g., people with expansive futures prefer broader 

networks of people, while people with constrained futures prefer close social circles 

[Fung, Carstensen, & Lutz, 1999]), this study proposes the link between future time 

perspective and work identity change.   

 

Summary 

While the existing literature defines work identity change as change in identity 

content, the findings of this study show that work identity change in the context of work 

transition could be defined as change in the direction of narrative, i.e., identity narrative 

transition path. Three mechanisms influence how individuals change their work identities 

during transitions: interpersonal/social comparison mechanism, intrapersonal/ temporal 

comparison mechanism, and future time perspective mechanism.  A path of adjusting 

includes a combination of main temporal focus on the present (rather than the future), the 

lack of an interpersonal/social comparison with others at the present moment, and a 

downward intrapersonal/temporal comparison with their immediate past selves.  Those 

following a path of adjusting acknowledge stability in their current work identities and 

experience no change in the direction of their work identity narratives.  Alternatively, 

when individuals engage in upward intrapersonal/temporal comparison with their better 

future selves and downward interpersonal/social comparison with their current or former 

colleagues, based on their and others’ current states while focusing on the outlook of the 

future, they take paths of progression.  Comparing their current selves with their future 
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selves and their current colleagues fostered hope in their minds at the present moment 

and this hope allows them to expect a brighter future ahead.  Thirdly, those following a 

regressive identity narrative transition path held a limited future time perspective, feeling 

only little remaining time and perceiving a fewer number of remaining opportunities in 

their career.  Members of this group made upward interpersonal/social comparisons with 

current colleagues, and upward intrapersonal/temporal comparison with past selves; they 

grumbled over the worse direction of their narratives when compared to their colleagues 

and their past selves, remaining in the present and reminiscing over their better pasts.  In 

all, depending on to whom and how individuals compare themselves and where their 

temporal focus lies, the type of change in direction of narrative (i.e., identity narrative 

transition path) varied.      
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CHAPTER 7: THE ROLE OF AGE ON WORK IDENTITY CHANGE 

 

Having described the model of work identity change, I now turn to what role age 

plays in the process, i.e., the differences between younger workers and older workers in 

their work identity narrative transition paths and the steps that lead to those paths.  In 

Chapter 4, I defined age as chronological and explained how it may influence work 

identity change due to the physical, cognitive, emotional, and/or relational changes 

associated with aging.  However, due to the inductive grounded theory nature of this 

study, it was important for me to define age within the context of LFS and examine any 

role age played in the work identity change experiences of study employees.  Initially, I 

selected the sample based on the generational data (Gen Y, Gen X, and Baby-boomers) 

because that was the clearest employee age information LFS could legally provide me. 

During the interviews, I asked multiple questions about the informants’ career histories 

and so was able to pinpoint their chronological ages.  Based on this information at the 

time of the interview, two age groups were generated: 1) Gen Y and Gen X workers in 

their early adulthood, and 2) Baby-boomers, workers who were in their middle 

adulthood.
29

  There were 34 younger workers, ranging between the ages of 20 and 44.  

                                                           
29

 Coincidently, because of the time period during which the study was conducted (late 2011 and early 

2012), Baby-boomers were exactly at the stage of middle adulthood (45+) and Generation Ys and 

Generation Xs were in their early adulthood (17-45) (Levinson, Darrow, Klein, Levinson, & McKee, 1978).  

Hence the meaningful distinction between younger generations (Generation Ys/Generation Xs) and Baby-

boomers was a valid distinction between those in early adulthood and those in middle adulthood.  It is 

worthwhile to note that, due to the coincidental overlap between generational differences and life stage-

related differences (early or middle adulthood), it is hard to argue for one factor over the other in this study; 

generational differences causing the observed differences between two age groups or life stage-related 

differences could have existed and thus could have created the observed differences between age groups.  

As Parry and Urwin (2011) noted, existing studies lack a clear distinction among age effect, generation 

effect, cohort effect, and period effect.   
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These people, in their early adulthood, were unmarried, married with no children, or 

married with only very young children.  Thirteen (13) informants were categorized as 

older workers, the oldest being 58 and the youngest, 45.  Most of these informants were 

married with children and, even in cases when not currently married, they had elder 

caregiving responsibilities that kept them busy.  

 

Similarities between Age Groups 

 Based on the extensive review of the possible role of age in Chapter 4, I 

combed through the data trying to find any effect age had on the model of work identity 

change.  Surprisingly, however, the findings suggested that most steps and mechanisms 

of the work identity change model held no difference between age groups (see non-gray 

areas of Table 7.1).  To begin with, regardless of the type of identity narrative transition 

path, both age groups went through the same pre-mythic-like stage by temporarily 

developing transitioner identities.  They all experienced newbie identities, signaled by 

confusion and uncertainty, and/or held learner identities while focusing on learning and 

adjusting to the new work.  Even those Baby-boomers with longer relevant work 

experiences went through this process of adjustment, trying to learn where they belonged 

in the new work environment, and expressed difficulties in going through the transitional 

period.   

----------------------------------- 

Insert Table 7.1 about here 

------------------------------------ 
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The interpersonal comparison mechanisms that affected the type of work identity 

narrative transition paths the informants followed also had no meaningful difference 

between age groups.  Regardless of their ages, all those following the path of adjusting 

failed to refer to reference groups and did not engage in any social comparison processes.  

All those following the progressive paths – both young and old – compared themselves to 

their current and/or former colleagues and noted how they were in better positions than 

their reference groups.  Those with regressive narrative transition paths in their early 

adulthood and middle adulthood all engaged in upward social comparison with their 

current colleagues and eventually created regressive work identity change narratives.  

The effect of interpersonal/social comparison mechanisms on work identity change was 

universally applied to people of all ages.  

 

Differences between Age Groups 

A difference between younger and older workers was found when I reviewed the 

ratio of younger and older workers in each narrative transition path type.  As indicated in 

Table 7.1, there were 14 Gen Xs/Gen Ys and 5 Baby-boomers following the path of 

adjusting who found no distinctive changes in their work identities but went through the 

process of adjustment focusing on and living the present.  Thirteen (13) Gen Xs/Gen Ys 

and 3 Baby-boomers followed progressive paths of identities development during work 

transition, while 7 Gen Xs/Gen Ys and 5 Baby-boomers followed regressive narrative 

transition paths.  It is hard to interpret what exactly these different proportions of younger 

and older workers mean for the three types of work identity narrative transition paths.  
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However, it is interesting to note that the ratio of people in middle adulthood, per type of 

work identity narrative transition path, was the highest in the regressive category and the 

lowest in the progressive narrative transition path category.
30

  Consistent with the 

literature on life stage-related changes (Gutmann, 1987; Smola & Sutton, 2002), people 

in early adulthood are likely to focus on advancing and progressing their careers, while 

those in middle adulthood may well have reached their peak.  As mentioned by several 

Baby-boomer informants, “high points” of their careers had passed and they were able to 

refer back to career peak times.  The different stages of life at which the informants were 

at the time of the study could have influenced the varying proportions of younger and 

older workers per type of identity narrative transition path.  Extant studies (e.g., Wong, 

Gardiner, Lang, & Coulon, 2008) also found that Generations Xs and Ys are likely to be 

motivated by progression when compared to Baby-boomers; likewise, the finding that 

Generations Xs and Ys comprised the biggest proportion among those following the 

progressive paths could also be explained by generational differences.   

Another possible explanation for this proportional difference across the three 

types of identity narrative transition paths between younger and older workers may be 

linked with the future time perspective mechanism.  The biggest difference between 

people in early adulthood and those in middle adulthood was their future time perspective 

(remaining time and remaining opportunities), and this might have affected the difference 

in the proportions.  Irrespective of work identity narrative transition path types, people in 

                                                           
30

 The ratio of people in middle adulthood for the adjusting category is 26.3% (5 out of 19), 18.8% (3 out of 

16) for progressive, and 41.7% (5 out of 12) for the regressive path category.  Please see Table 7.1 for the 

number of people by age per type of identity narrative transition path.  



   
 

163 
 

early adulthood mentioned their long term career goals and/or varying opportunities 

when asked about their future.  For example:  

I, I wanna’ be here for a few years in this position. I think being an inside 

wholesaler is such a good opportunity to learn about everything from the ground 

up. Um, I want to eventually be a financial advisor, so what my dad does. In the 

next couple of years I wanna’ start taking my CFP to become a certified financial 

planner.  And that’s just where, I wanna’ be there in like 10 years.  Either start 

working with my dad um, and eventually take over his book and his company, 

we’ve talked about it so. And like I said I wanna’ publish a book in 5 years. 

(Fiona, EY40, Wave 1) 

 

Here, Fiona spoke of her future goals within and outside LFS in the next ten years 

of her career.  She discussed various opportunities she could have over her career, 

including as a financial advisor and a writer, though they were not limited to the current 

organizational context and her role.  Even when the younger workers in the study spoke 

of lack of future and the closed doors in their current positions (e.g., those with regressive 

paths), they discussed how they would need to move to other positions or organizations 

in order to gain future opportunities.  They had a longer career time frame in mind and 

imagined creative ways of handling the regressive condition.  To illustrate, a younger 

person with a regressive narrative transition path shared these thoughts on his future: 

I don’t know. I’d love to not work anymore and just travel the world to be honest 

with you. But, no, I’ll probably be in the non-profit sector.  I mean it’s caring, it’s 

empathetic you know?  People are very – like the people in Corporate America 

but like – I don’t know, I’ve realized things now that I didn’t realize five months 

ago, then I’ll realize things tomorrow that I won’t realize yesterday. And you 

know, I just think I’m too empathetic and too like caring of people too long and 

it’s kind of an environment. It’s very cutthroat, people stab each other, people are 

not who they say they are, people will say one thing to your face and then on 

paper it’s different. I want to look back when I’m old and like know I did 

something. Right now my job has no meaning to anything. (Elliot, EY41/Wave 2).   
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Because he found his current role to be different from who he is, Elliot was 

looking into a new career path outside LFS.  Although he was feeling negative about his 

current position, he was able to activate plans outside of it and LFS.  He was thinking of 

an entirely different sector, non-profit work, and believed there to be another world he 

could ably explore.   

To the contrary, older workers equated the lack of opportunities in their current 

positions with the lack of opportunities (or no future at all) in their overall careers.  For 

example, Stellar, a Baby-boomer with a regressive narrative transition path, focused on 

how her opportunities were blocked, both in her current position and in her career, due to 

other people above her: 

I think my managers think I’m more of a – I’m newer at this than I really am. 

Which kind of ties my hands or legs [laughter].  Like I can anticipate that as a 

reason for – maybe not yet. So, you know, like so that will be a hurdle, ‘cause this 

is all about future, right?  I’m not really much to talk about the past – so, in the 

future, you know I’ve got these two guys that I work with and you know, I’m 

going to have to conquer like the challenge that they will have. (Stellar, 

IB17/Wave 2)  

 

Stellar had a very specific focus about the opportunities related to her current 

position and managers in this specific context and had a limited amount of perceived time 

left in her career.  Furthermore she, as with other Baby-boomers following regressive 

paths, was not planning to leaving LFS despite all the hardships she was experiencing 

and foresaw in her current position.   

Older workers, even when expecting a brighter future, mentioned their career 

goals within the boundary of LFS and not beyond.  For instance:    
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[At this current position at LFS] I feel like I have a large amount of opportunity. 

… It’s opportunities for interesting work, opportunities for personal growth in 

pursuing those kinds of things. [Personal growth here means] learning new things.  

Um, being able to apply my talents and skills in a different way. (Warren, EB17/ 

Wave 2).  

 

Warren talked about using his existing talents and skills in a different way in this 

new context in order to gain new opportunities.  Instead of developing new skills and new 

opportunities, he focused on utilizing his existing skills during the limited remaining time 

left in his LFS career.  Several Baby-boomers were conscious of their upcoming 

retirement and elaborated their future goals with their retirement plans in mind.  Otillia 

(EB21), a Baby-boomer newcomer said in Wave 1 that “I hope I’m retired in ten years.  

I’m 53 so I would love to be retired.”  Thus, a clear distinction between younger and 

older workers existed in terms of their ways of describing their futures.  Younger workers 

focused on advancing and progressing in their careers, but older workers viewed their 

current jobs with an idea of mortality and limitations.  This specific finding on the future 

time perspective is also supported by the study by Zacher and Frese (2009).  In discussing 

two dimensions of occupational future time perspective – remaining time and remaining 

opportunities – their study found a negative relationship between chronological age and 

these two dimensions.   

Lastly, while those who followed the path of adjusting and were considered 

progressive in both their early and the middle adulthoods undertook the same 

intrapersonal comparison mechanisms, adding another similarity between age groups, a 

difference caused by age was found among those following the paths of regression.  

These people with regressive paths in their early adulthood highlighted a lack of 



   
 

166 
 

appreciation as the main force driving them to follow regressive narrative transition paths, 

while those in their middle adulthood pointed at the lack of compensation to be the major 

factor.  To illustrate: 

It’s just different because most of the people who are, where I am within the 

actuarial or student program doing that, younger. There are a couple of people 

who transferred from other careers, but most of them came straight out of college 

and have no other experience and I think that helps me in some ways because that 

is, you know, why I’m getting better reviews from my managers, it’s because I’m 

slightly more mature than some who’s straight out of college but I think it also is 

frustrating because a lot of people expect as natural student that you are straight 

out of college and therefore we can’t give you anything to do that will be too 

difficult or some things you know. (Ursula, IY39/Wave 2) 

 

Like I said, I’m a single mom. My daughter is 25. She’s getting married in March. 

So we’ve been very busy with that. … And I have a 17-year son in high school so 

he is the challenge every day. [Laughing] he’s a big part of my life. … And he’s 

just a hands-on kid. So he is a handful. And I also just took on my 20-year old 

niece, just moved in with me. My brother died very suddenly back in October. So 

now, I am taking on his two girls. So I have one of them living with me and my 

niece has one living with her. They’re 15 and 20 so they become a huge part of 

my life, trying to fill that role. Helping with both of them. … Okay. Well, number 

one it’s all about that [money] because I have a family to support. I’m a single 

mom. I’ve been raising kids on my own. So money is really important to me. 

(Mariah, IB15/Wave 1) 

 

You know, I just feel like I put in all this time, work, energy, I mean I gave up my 

life for you and I just felt like I was improperly compensated. And I know things 

are tough in the company, funny actually, but I still don’t get it. I have a lot of 

mixed emotions about it, and I have expressed them to my director. He knows 

how I feel. I feel like my review last year was only done for the three months that 

I was doing the supervisory work and the nine months before that didn’t matter. 

That’s how I came out of my review... [Referring to the bonuses that the team that 

she is supervising got] No they got good – some of them got – they go bigger 

ones than me. I got to see them. Some of them got higher bonuses than me and 

higher – yeah. … It’s very confusing. I know.  It’s the facts, it’s just the way it is. 

Like I said, I felt like I was only – the only thing they took into consideration for 

my review was the three months I worked as a supervisor and everything before 

that didn’t matter because the old director had nothing to do with anything. And 
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then to see him get one award and then be nominated for another award, it was 

just too much, yeah. (Mariah, IB15/Wave 2) 

 

Ursula, the younger worker, focused on how her work was appreciated by her 

managers and colleagues and expressed frustration when she was viewed as “just another 

student” with less experience and maturity.  Mariah, on the other hand, was promoted to a 

supervisory position due to her experience but was feeling frustrated by Wave 2 that she 

was not properly compensated for her previous hard work.  She noted her status as a 

single mom with two kids of her own and that she took on a role as caregiver to her 

nieces as well; thus, she had a strong breadwinner identity (non-work-related personal 

identity) and the improper compensation, a rate of less than the team members she 

directed, was frustrating and disappointing.   

These findings about the different effects of age difference in intrapersonal 

comparison mechanisms taking a regressive narrative transition path may direct our 

attention to different motivations for working (Kooij, de Lange, Jansen, Kanfer, & 

Dikkers, 2011).  Extant literature has pointed out how younger workers tend to work for 

growth and advancement, and this study found that LFS employees in their early 

adulthood valued appreciation of their work more than they did monetary compensation.  

However, Kooij et al. (2011) asserted that workers in their middle adulthood laid focus 

on meeting their family/caregiving responsibilities; those LFS middle adulthood 

employees were likewise sensitive about compensation issues as they impacted their 

ability to meet all their breadwinner responsibilities.   
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Summary 

The most interesting of this study’s finding concerning the role of age is that it 

does not have much effect on the process of work identity change.  All participant 

employees at LFS perceived work transitions to be disruptive events and engaged in 

learning about their new work.  Regardless of age, they compared themselves to others 

and their past or future selves, and experienced the same effect of interpersonal/social 

comparison and intrapersonal/temporal social comparison.  The specific reasons behind 

following a regressive identity narrative transition path may have differed, depending on 

age (lack of compensation vs. lack of appreciation), but the mechanisms had similar 

effects on both age groups.  However, one major difference was found when looking at 

future time perspective: those in middle adulthood tended to view their future within the 

current professional and organizational boundaries, while people in their early adulthood 

explored opportunities inside and outside their current boundaries.  Younger workers 

perceived more time to be left in their careers, while older workers perceived the 

remaining time to be shorter, thus influencing their perceptions of the direction of identity 

narrative.    
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CHAPTER 8: DISCUSSION 

 

I began this dissertation by proposing the need to better understand the process of 

work identity change in the context of work transitions.  Two sets of questions were 

posed regarding this topic: 1) one directly related to the relationship between work 

transition and work identity change (Chapter 6); and, 2) another on the possible role of 

age on work identity change (Chapter 7).  With regard to the first set, I asked: How do 

workers change their identity content and/or structure as they go through a work 

transition?  What are the processes they go through and what are the mechanisms that 

explain changes in identity content and/or structure?  With regard to the second question 

of this set, I asked: What effects, if any, does age have on change(s) in identity content 

and/or structure as workers go through a work transition?  In order to address these 

questions, I explored work transition experiences of workers at a financial service 

company.  Below I articulate the theoretical, methodological, and practical implications 

of this study.  I conclude with its limitations and future directions.  

 

Theoretical Contributions 

Change in the direction of work identity narrative as work identity change 

In defining the nature of change in work identity, this study points out the 

challenges of applying the existing notion of work identity change as change in identity 

content to work transition situations and proposes a new approach on work identity 

change as change in the direction of work identity narrative.  Most extant studies in the 
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organizational literature have primarily focused on work identity change as change in the 

meanings attached to a certain identity, i.e., change in work identity content, caused by 

role or membership changes (e.g., Ashforth, 2001; Chreim et al., 2007; Ibarra, 1999).  

The assumption was that work transitions involving role or membership changes (e.g., an 

engineer who just became a manager, a newcomer who just moved from another 

organization) are likely to initiate the process of adding, subtracting, or changing 

meanings associated with roles and memberships, and that these changes in meanings are 

perceived as changes in overall work identities by those going through transitions.  

However, my findings show that individuals with similar changes in work identity 

content during transitions may have completely different work identity change 

experiences.  Regardless of following a path of adjusting, progressive, or regressive 

transition, all informants of my study went through changes in role and/or membership 

and acquired new meanings associated with new roles and/or memberships, yet their 

experiences of work identity change significantly varied.   

Specifically, those following the path of adjusting perceived stability during the 

recent work transition regardless of the changes in the content of their work identities.  

They did not experience much change in their work identities; here, the meanings of 

identities, new and old, were forming the same storyline within the same career trajectory.  

They may have had a brief period of progression as they were learning new roles and/or 

memberships (i.e., creating liminal identities, but the direction of their work identity 

narratives remained stable which led them to experience no significant work identity 

changes.   
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Those following the progressive or regressive paths, even when the changes to the 

content of their identities were few, experienced a significant level of work identity 

change because the direction of narrative switched from negative to positive (for those 

following progressive paths) and from positive to negative (for those following  

regressive paths).  For instance, Jonathan retained all his pre-transition work identities 

and had no change in work identity content during the transition (see Table 6.3), yet he 

but perceived the direction of his identity narrative to have changed significantly because 

he no longer worked at a department with significant financial losses where “the writing 

was on the wall” and his current transition “opened many other doorways” (see Table 

6.4).  This finding challenges the existing assumption that work transitions lead to work 

identity change because of the changes in identity content.  The finding also proposes that 

individuals change their work identities during transitions when those transitions are 

accompanied by a significant turning point in the narrative, i.e., changing the direction of 

identity narrative.   

 

Microdynamics of identity narrative transition and the mechanisms of work identity 

change  

The findings of this study also highlight the importance of looking into the 

microdynamics of identity narrative change concurrently and introduce mechanisms that 

lead individuals to change the direction of their identity narratives in the midst of 

transitions.  Existing narrative theory of identity (McAdams, 1985; 1996; Singer, 1995) 

examines how an individual retrospectively builds a coherent life story and situates a 
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significant life event as stable, progressive, or regressive in the context of the entire life 

course (i.e., when looking back, did my life progress, regress, or stabilize due to this life-

changing event?).  By contrast, my study focuses on understanding how and why an 

individual changes the direction of his identity narrative (e.g., from progressive to 

regressive) as he goes through a transition process.  A retrospective sensemaking of an 

event or a transition involves finding connections across different points in life and 

building coherence in the identity narrative, but a concurrent sensemaking happening “in 

the moment” requires constant evaluations of an ongoing situation.  As such, my findings 

suggest that there may be considerable changes in the direction of identity narratives even 

within a short time span.  Focusing on transitions into a new organization and/or a new 

role, I found that the same individual can switch among stable, progressive, and 

regressive narratives.  When a person makes sense of an event retrospectively, he looks at 

it from a bird’s eye view, knowing the outcome of that event.  However, when an 

individual is in the midst of transition, he is navigating through the new role and/or 

workplace without knowing the final outcome of the transition, and thus the direction of 

concurrent identity narrative is under constant development.  In short, the direction of 

self-narrative defined by narrative identity psychologists is long-term-based and 

retrospective, whereas the direction of narrative in my study is short-term-based, 

concurrent, and a work-in-progress.   

This different conceptualization of the direction of identity narrative this study 

brings to the narrative identity literature allows researchers to explore the mechanisms 

that lead an individual to change his direction of narrative.  The existing narrative theory 
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of identity argues that an individual changes his identity narrative in order to increase its 

authenticity (i.e., self-continuity across time and situations) and to receive more 

validation from others (Ibarra & Barbulescu, 2010).  Authenticity and validation may still 

matter for those going through work transitions, but the findings of the current study 

bring up the questions around work identity change that the existing constructs may not 

be able to answer.  For instance, why does this person, who viewed his identity narrative 

to be progressing during the early phase of transition, now look at his identity narrative to 

be regressing?  The study suggests the importance of looking at other mechanisms that 

affect the microdynamics of change in the direction of identity narrative and provides 

interpersonal/social comparison mechanism, intrapersonal/temporal comparison 

mechanism, and future time perspective mechanism as possible answers to this question.   

 

Temporality and three combinations of mechanisms as process of work identity change 

Furthermore, echoing a call for “unique identity or self-processes” (Pratt, 

2012:43), this study builds what could be called as a “temporally-oriented theory of work 

identity change” by presenting how past selves, future selves, and others at present are 

engaged in the process of changing the present identities through different combinations 

of identity-related mechanisms.  The adhesive that glues together different mechanisms 

within the frame of work identity change is temporality.  The findings of this research 

show how and why the past, present, and future of each individual in transition – in the 

form of pre-transition work identities, transitioner identities, interpersonal/temporal 

comparison, intrapersonal/social comparison, and future time perspective – are 
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interwoven in order to provide the basis for changing one’s work identity at present.  

Specifically, my findings note that an individual in work transition: 1) enters the process 

of work identity change with his past, i.e., pre-transition work identities, 2) carefully 

gathers information on the present with transitioner identities, 3) compares the present 

against the present of others and against his or her own past or future, 4) tries to 

anticipate the remaining time and opportunities left in his career (future), and 5) 

determines the nature of the present change as stable, progressive, or regressive.  

Changing the direction of identity narrative requires an ongoing process of moving across 

past, present, and future; and, depending on to whom they compare themselves, to when 

they compare their current state, and how they envision their future, individuals can 

follow different types of work identity narrative transition path.   

The importance of exploring temporal dimension in the context of work has been 

discussed multiple times in the literature (Ancona, Okhuysen, & Perlow, 2001; George & 

Jones, 2000; Shipp, Edwards, & Lambert, 2009).  Furthermore, identity scholars have 

recently started to emphasize the need to understand “the flow of time in identity and ask 

how past, present, and future are connected” (Schultz, Maguire, Langley, & Tsoukas, 

2012:5).  However, extant studies on work identities have so far presented how “past, 

current, and future identities,” including provisional selves (Ibarra, 1999), possible selves 

(Maitlis, 2009), alternative selves (Obodaru, 2012), ideal selves (Wieland, 2010), and 

ought selves (Brockner & Higgins, 2001), function as “guideposts for attention.”  The 

issue of “how past and future identities become enfolded into the present” is rarely 

explored (Pratt, 2012:27-28).  To elaborate, a long line of researchers have argued that 
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present identity is the collection of personal memories from the past (Albert, 1977; 

Conway & Pleydell-Pearce, 2000; James, 1890), and a group of researchers explored how 

possible future selves can motivate an individual at present (e.g., Ibarra, 1999; Markus & 

Nurius, 1986).  These researchers implicitly or explicitly addressed the relationships 

between past and present and between future and present, but the whole spectrum of 

temporality crossing past, present, and future was rarely a prominent figure in these 

studies and, more importantly, a systemic approach of why each of these different 

temporal selves matter in work identity change context was lacking.  My findings 

propose that the expectation about the future and the assessment of the concurrent 

direction of one’s identity narrative are contingent upon whether an individual focuses on 

past self or future self as the comparison standard, whether he engages in upward or 

downward comparison with his past or future self, and whether he compares his current 

self with the current states of his colleagues upwardly or downwardly.  Thus, the current 

study introduces new mechanisms (i.e., interpersonal/social comparison mechanism and 

future time perspective mechanism) to the identity literature and enriches our 

understanding of the existing identity-related mechanisms (intrapersonal/temporal 

comparison mechanism) to explain why people with similar identity content changes end 

up with different identity narrative transition paths.   

 

Age and work identity change 

Organizational scholars have found significant association between age and some 

work-related variables, including organizational citizenship behaviors, counterproductive 
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work behaviors, affective commitment, and job involvement, and no association between 

age and other work-related variables, including core task performance, creativity, 

supervisor or coworker support, perceptions of psychological contract breaches, and 

sense of job insecurity (Ng & Feldman, 2008, 2010).  The current study explores new 

territory for age-related studies in the organizational literature by examining the 

relationship between age and work identity change.  Overall, the process of work identity 

change in this study was similar across people of different ages. The most effective 

theoretical contribution to age in the workplace literature this study makes is that there 

are more similarities than differences between age groups in their experiences of work 

identity change.   

This significant non-finding may contribute to our understanding of the role of 

age in work contexts in at least two ways.  First, regardless of age and the years of work 

experiences, transitions are always tough and every transitioner goes through a liminal 

stage.  Even when they had a number of prior work transition experiences, transitional 

workers had to learn new roles, familiarize themselves with new people, and get used to 

new environments.  Second, there is no point in life when a person completely stops 

reconstructing his identity.  Consistent with a relatively new conceptualization of identity 

as narrative in organizational studies (Ibarra & Barbulescu, 2010; Schultz, et al., 2012; 

Sonenshein, Dutton, Grant, Spreitzer, & Sutcliffe, in press; Vough, 2012), identity is 

‘flowing” or considered a state of “becoming” (Schultz et al., 2012) and is always open to 

remodeling.  As long as there is a good enough reason, such as hitting a turning point in 



   
 

177 
 

career, individuals are likely to review and reconstruct their identities to reflect the 

transition.   

While the differences between younger and older workers were subtle in the 

context of work identity change, this study contributes to the organizational literature on 

age by identifying a few work-identity-change-mechanisms that were affected by the 

effects of age – intrapersonal comparison mechanism and future time perspective 

mechanism (Zacher & Frese, 2009).  According to socioemotional selectivity theory in 

gerontology (Carstensen, 2006; Cate & John, 2007), age influences the perception of 

remaining time and remaining opportunities.  The current finding echoes the results from 

socioemotional selectivity theory and extends the idea suggested by career development 

perspective (Hall, 1996a; Super, 1957).  According to this perspective, differences in the 

perception of remaining time and remaining opportunities may be a reflection of being at 

a certain career stage.  People in early adulthood, who are likely to be in the middle of a 

trial stage or an establishment stage, are willing to go through multiple changes and are 

open to various paths.  However, people in middle adulthood tend to be in the 

maintenance stage where “the prospect of retirement tends to become real, as does that of 

aging” (Super, 1957: 151).  Hence, the perceived length of remaining time and the 

perceived number of opportunities left in one’s career may vary depending on age-based 

career stage.  Although few, observed differences between younger and older workers 

and the multiple identity mechanisms and processes shared by these two groups of this 

study add nuances to age-related studies and initiate discussion on the role of age in the 

context of work identity change.    
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Methodological Contribution 

Based on the experiences in the preliminary study, I employed a relatively new 

method in our field, using pictures to probe questions around work identities during 

transitions.  The findings suggest that deeper emotions and thoughts could be examined 

by using pictures as facilitators.  Informants were more likely to share not just meanings 

and cognitive descriptions of who they were, but also their evaluations of their own 

experiences.  They expressed frustrations, joys, and hopes as they spoke of their work 

identities in transition and I was able to capture the emotional side of their identities via 

conversation and observation during the interviews.  Identity scholars have pointed out 

the importance of exploring the emotional and affective sides of identities (Stryker & 

Burke, 2000) and this study proposes how individuals’ work identity change may involve 

emotional engagement.   

Furthermore, while extant studies on individual identities at work rarely explored 

the issue of work identity structure, the picture-aided method allowed me to examine 

multiple forms of work identity structure.  By asking the informants to put the cards into 

a certain structure, I was able to identify how they make sense of multiple identity 

meanings.  Hence, the new method using images as probes allowed me to explore 

emotional and structural sides of work identities.    

 

Practical Contributions 
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The rise of boundary-less careers (Arthur & Rousseau, 1996) and the emphasis on 

a flexible workforce have increased the number of workers moving from one 

organization to another (external transition) and moving across different roles within a 

company (internal transition).  Individuals no longer stay in one position and follow one 

path throughout their careers.  Despite the need for such transitions at work, any 

transition is disruptive – whether planned or unplanned – and employees in transition 

face a number of issues as they adjust to their new positions.  Thus, in this era filled with 

various kinds of work transitions, it is important for employers and managers to 

understand how to customize their managerial practices to match the adjustment 

processes of workers.  Concerning this issue of adjustment and transition, this study 

makes three important practical implications for organizations and managers in those 

organizations.   

First, this study highlights the importance of finding a tool to identify an 

employee’s temporal focus (Shipp et al., 2009) and a set of managerial strategies that take 

that focus into consideration.  One’s temporal focus could be identified by employing 

Temporal Focus Scale (Shipp et al., 2009)
31

 or by asking about prevalent issues an 

individual faces, and assessing whether that issue is present-, past-, or future-focused.  

Because temporal focus can change depending on the current situation an individual is 

going through, it may be worthwhile to check on his temporal focus on a regular basis.  

When asked the general question of how they see themselves, employees may spread 

                                                           
31

 Shipp and her colleagues (2009) created a Temporal Focus Scale which is composed of 12 items, four 

items on past focus, four on current focus, and four on future focus.  For instance, “I replay memories of 

the past in my mind” captures past focus, “I think about where I am today” indicates current focus, and “I 

think about times to come” belongs to future focus dimension.    
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time differently to discuss past, present, or future.  The temporal dimension that draws an 

employee’s attention is likely to be emphasized and discussed the most.  For instance, 

employees may spend a lot of time discussing their everyday activities.  Those following 

the path of adjusting are people of the present and it is important for them to see everyday 

improvement.  Learning and adjusting to their new work and finding joy in daily 

activities are their focus at work.  They are capable of maintaining stability in the midst 

of chaos by concentrating on the present.  For these people, the key to contentment is 

focus on the present, and managers who have these people of adjustment as their 

colleagues should continuously provide opportunities for them to see a little improvement 

in their daily activities every day.   

When an employee has a strong focus on the past and for instance, says, “I am 

now a manager but I used to be a software engineer; when I was a software engineer, I 

was developing these programs that helped portfolio managers to attract many clients,” 

then it is possible that these people are following a regressive identity narrative transition 

path.  Those following paths of regression, who are very much attached to their pasts, are 

ones who see fewer opportunities in their future career paths due to the current work 

transition and belabor their gloomy future.  They had better pasts prior to the current 

transition and perceive their status to have gotten worse with the recent transition.  These 

folks are the most challenging from a managerial standpoint because they are not happy 

with the organization, the work, and the transition itself.  A key managerial strategy is to 

let these people with regressive narrative transition paths redirect their focus from the 

past to the future.  Because those with regressive paths tend to miss their better pasts, 
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they need to walk away from comparing their current state with their glorious pasts and 

think of how to improve their situations.  However, without the help from the managers, 

this improvement is hard to obtain or perceive.  With people with regressive narrative 

transition paths, reasons behind taking a regressive path differ depending on their ages 

and thus managerial strategies customized to different age groups may be most beneficial.  

Specifically, younger people with regressive paths attributed their regressive paths to the 

lack of proper appreciation, while older regressive path holders attribute dissatisfaction 

with the lack of appropriate compensation.  Therefore, employers or managers can 

regularly discuss with younger people improvements in work assignments so that they 

can feel more appreciated and well utilized in their new positions, and can show older 

people that there is fair treatment in the evaluation system.  Also, managers could try to 

influence the employees’ perception of the past.  Since people tend to remember the past 

more positively especially as they age (Charles et al., 2003; Mather & Carstensen, 2003), 

it is possible that people with regressive paths are remembering the past to be more 

glorious than it actually was.  By giving these employees time to reflect upon negative 

events from the past, managers may be able to benefit from the employees’ 

reinterpretation of the past.  This reinterpretation may, in turn, change the expectation 

about the future.   

Those following the progressive paths are the people of the future and are most 

concerned with what they can gain from the transition.  They spend a lot of time talking 

about their future and show enthusiasm for their future plans.  They have a clear idea of 

their future goals and analyze how this transition can help them move forward in their 
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careers.  The key in creating a progressive narrative post-transition for these workers is 

being able to see a brighter future outwardly from the new job.  While these people 

require less managerial attention than those following regressive paths because they have 

already found the transition to be useful in their careers, they still need steady attention 

from their managers as they walk toward their expected brighter future.  Because these 

people are very much oriented toward the future, if they find that the anticipated brighter 

future is no longer guaranteed, they can easily take the path of regression.  Hence, it is 

important to support them with regular mentoring and career consulting programs.  They 

want their future to become reality and employers and managers should help them reach 

their hopeful future.  Otherwise, they may feel betrayed.   

Another way to learn how to manage workers in transition is to understand what 

motivates them to engage in multiple comparison processes.  One of the key differences 

between those who experienced transitions positively (those following the path of 

adjusting or progressive) and those who followed regressive paths is that the latter  

engaged in comparison processes so as to evaluate themselves against others (self-

evaluation), while the former used comparison mechanisms for self-improvement and 

self-enhancement.  Thus, managers may be able to increase the chance of having those 

following the path of adjusting or progressive in their teams when directing the workers’ 

focus to intrapersonal comparisons for self-enhancement and self-improvement rather 

than to interpersonal comparisons for self-evaluation.  One strategy for redirecting the 

focus of comparison is to ask employees to keep a self-development diary.  By keeping 

record of their growth and development, individuals can direct their attention to self-
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improvement.  Instead of constantly thinking of and caring about how they are doing in 

comparison to others, employees are likely to reflect upon the self and how to progress 

over time.  Furthermore, if a manager regularly checks on how the employees feel about 

the trajectory written in their self-development diaries, the possibility of the employees 

drifting away to the active engagement of intrapersonal comparison could be minimized.   

Asking for too much detail in their diaries could face resistance, but a short question on 

how they enjoy the process could refresh their memories about the self-growth and 

prevent them from spending time on interpersonal comparisons.   

Another difference between those with regressive paths and the other two types of 

transitioners existed in the mechanism of future time perspective.  Those with regressive 

paths perceived less remaining time and fewer remaining opportunities in their careers 

when compared to those following the path of adjusting or progressive.  It is important to 

point out that the perception of, rather than the actual, remaining time and opportunities 

engendered this difference.  Thus, those who are managing workers in transition may 

benefit by focusing on the perception of remaining time and opportunities which can 

change the nature of direction of narrative for workers in transition.  By engaging in a 

conversation with an employee, a manager can understand the factors the employee 

thinks will extend his or her time in the career and increase the remaining opportunities.  

This conversation may be facilitated by a discussion on career planning and career 

development practices since the findings of this study have showed the benefit of 

specifying next steps in career, developing a hopeful longer career perspective.  For 

instance, engaging in a conversation on one’s career and participating in a mentoring 
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program offered by the organization helped the employees at LFS to envision a brighter 

future ahead.    

Furthermore, this study suggests that discussion on career planning and 

development should be customized for different age groups.  The notion of remaining 

time and opportunities can differ depending on which life stage or generation a person 

belongs to.  Older workers who are in their middle adulthood or who are Baby-boomers 

tend to seek short-term goals.  Generally, their main interests are on how to lengthen their 

time in the same or similar position in the current organization over the next five or so 

years.  In comparison to younger counterparts, older workers’ focus is on the present and 

the past, rather than the future (McAdams, 1993; Shipp & Jansen, 2011).  Rather than 

focusing on the next steps of career that can branch out from the current career path, 

older workers tend to focus on engaging in entirely different arenas such as retirement.  

Hence, career planning programs for these older workers require careful attention to 

specific goals within professional and organizational boundaries and to post-retirement 

needs.  Younger workers, on the other hand, see a much longer career ahead of them and 

calculation of the remaining time and opportunities in their careers go beyond 

organizational and professional boundaries.  Career programs for these younger workers 

should not be constrained to their current positions and groups.  They may be more 

interested in moving across different departments and roles within the company or even 

working abroad if possible.  Customizing managerial methods to target different age 

groups may make the transition smoother and progressive for workers in transition.  
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Study Limitations and Future Research 

As is with any other research, the present study has its limitations.  In this section, 

I discuss some of its limitations and, when appropriate, suggest ways to build on the 

limitations in future research.  First, above all, while the current study suggests three 

identity narrative transition paths as types of work identity change, it does not tell us 

whether that path is a representation of a stable disposition or a reflection of a given 

situation.  For instance, are certain people more prone to follow the path of adjusting over 

the path of regressive or progressive in any work transitions?  Or do people develop 

different identity narrative transition paths depending on how each transition unfolds?  A 

longitudinal study with multiple work transition cases per individual could answer these 

questions.  If an individual has a tendency to pick a certain identity narrative transition 

path regardless of the type of work transitions, the former may more appropriately 

explain the stability of path, while a career with fluctuating directions of identity 

narrative could support the argument that identity narrative transition paths are situational.     

Second, this study treats past, present, and future as simplified (e.g., 

monochromatic) time spaces.  In other words, the study assumed a single past self, a 

single present self, and a single future self as comparison points, and assigned one 

directionality for the overall work identity change process at each time point.  However, 

there could have been multiple past selves, present selves, and future selves with different 

directionalities which individuals considered as comparison points.  Past is likely to be 

composed of various memories and the type of work identity change can differ depending 

on to which past self an individual compares himself.  Even at a present moment, an 
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individual can have multiple identities with different interpersonal comparison results.  

Furthermore, future could be filled with multiple future selves with varying reference 

points.  Past, present, and future could be filled with much richer choices of comparison 

points, i.e., multiple selves at varying time points.  The possibility of having pluralistic 

(e.g., polychromatic) time spaces with multiple past, present, and future selves as 

comparison points can generate a set of research questions answered by future research.  

For example, would the intrapersonal comparison with a close future self be more likely 

to be motivating than with that with a distant future self?  Temporal Self-Appraisal 

Theory (Strahan & Wilson, 2006; Wilson, Buehler, Lawford, Schmidt, & Yong, 2012) 

argues that individuals tend to evaluate close selves with a more positive light than they 

do with distant selves.  However, whether the intrapersonal comparison with a close, 

more positively-perceived, future self is motivating or intimidating is an empirical 

question.    

Third, additional empirical investigations of why and how work identity change in 

the form of identity narrative transition path matters in the work context could extend the 

findings of this research to the next level.  In the current study, I explored how 

individuals develop a certain type of identity narrative transition path over other paths.  

What the findings do not tell are the outcomes of these paths.  For instance, do 

individuals who followed a particular type of narrative transition path during their recent 

transition become more resilient in their careers?  Some gerontologists emphasize the role 

of “narrative reflection” (Freeman, 2010; Randall, 2013), which involves a process of 

looking back at the past from the present moment and finding connections across 
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multiple events that were not seen when going through those events.  Randall (2013) 

points out that “going forward into the future depends on insights gained by looking back 

and seeing patterns in our past, acquiring distance on our life to date, and perceiving it as 

indeed a story with a Beginning, a Middle, and eventually an End” (p. 12).  Accordingly, 

the level of resilience an individual shows may depend on the type of transition narrative 

that he developed during the recent transitions.  Do people gain more hindsight through a 

regressive narrative or a progressive one?  How do individuals engage in narrative 

reflection when they experience their identities taking a progressive, a regressive, or a 

stable one?  Considering how the resilience becomes crucial later in life (Resnick, 

Gwyther, & Roberto, 2011), the questions around one’s previous work identity change 

experiences and resilience seem worthwhile answering.   

Fourth, while one of the goals of this study was to investigate the role of age on 

the process of work identity change, the age range of the employees at LFS was a bit 

narrow to capture the aging-related changes discussed in the literature.  Thus, there is a 

strong need for future research to explore the identity-related mechanisms and the 

processes of work identity change in a setting with a broader age range.  Along this line, 

future research on the relationship between age and work identity change should 

distinguish whether the age effect is caused by aging, generational differences, or life 

stage-changes.  Because Baby-boomers were exactly in their middle adulthood and Gen 

Xs and Gen Ys were in their early adulthood during the period when the study was 

conducted (late 2011 and early 2012), it is hard to tell which age-related cause led to the 

similarities and the differences between younger and older workers.   
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Fifth, one of the main research questions in this study was to examine how 

content and structure of work identity change during work transitions.  It is possible that 

no significant changes in structure and no meaningful patterns in the changes in content 

were found because there the time between Waves 1 and 2 (three to six months) was not 

long enough.  However, this time period did allow ample time to identify three types of 

identity narrative transition path.  Future research with a longer time period between 

interviews, or three or more waves of data collection, may clarify any possible role of 

time on work identity change.             

Another possible stream of future research that can branch out from the current 

study is to examine other types of narrative transition paths with a longer timeframe.  In 

this specific setting, I was able to find three types of paths – stable, progressive, and 

regressive – experienced through a single work transition.  However, as Gergen and 

Gergen (1997) noted, theoretically there could be infinite variations of these basic 

narrative forms when taking a longer view.  For instance, Gergen and Gergen discuss 

“comedy-melodrama narratives” that start with regressive and end with progressive, and 

“romantic saga narratives” that are formed with “a series of progressive-regressive phases” 

(p. 167).  If multiple work transition experiences in one’s career history are analyzed with 

a narrative lens, more types of identity narrative transition path could be identified.  

Moreover, the mechanisms that lead to those paths could be further explored.  Which of 

the identity change-related mechanisms proposed in this study has the most lasting effect 

on individuals’ work identities?  How can these mechanisms be nullified or intensified 

over the course of one’s career history?  While this study employed a longitudinal 
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approach to understand the full picture of a single work transition and the subsequent 

work identity change, the above questions could be answered with studies spanning a 

longer time period.   

Additionally, the findings of this study are likely to have been affected by the 

survival-oriented, competitive organizational environment at LFS.  Studies have shown 

that the cooperative climate can change the frequency of social comparison, i.e., an 

individual is less likely to engage in downward comparison when the organizational 

climate is cooperative (Buunk, Zurriaga, Peiro, Nauta, & Gosalvez, 2005) because 

individuals feel sorry for doing better than others and the downward comparison is 

unlikely to fulfill their motivation for self-enhancement.  Hence, future research can 

explore any effect of organizational climate (cooperative vs. competitive) on comparison 

mechanisms, which in turn affects the type of identity narrative transition path.  

Lastly, due to the intrinsic nature of qualitative research, this study lacks 

statistical generalizability (McGrath, 1982) and cannot be easily generalized to other 

populations or contexts.  However, one of the major strengths of qualitative research is its 

focus on generalization to “theory” rather than to other settings or populations.  As Yin 

(2008) noted, a qualitative study in one setting or case can be transferable and widely 

applicable to other settings or cases through a theory built from its findings.  In other 

words, qualitative studies can be analytically generalizable through theories.  When the 

purpose of a study is “to expand and generalize theories” rather than to “enumerate 

frequencies,” this “analytic generalizability” can be reached (p. 15).  The initial purpose 

of this inductive study was theory elaboration and, through the process of grounded-
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theory data analysis approach, it also reached theory building (Lee et al., 1999).  Hence, 

while the specific categories of work identity content or structure and other details of the 

setting may not be generalizable to other populations or settings, the theoretical model of 

work identity change proposed in the current study could still be analytically 

generalizable.   

 

Conclusion 

 In the prevalence of workers moving across roles, groups, and organizations 

throughout careers, there is a strong need to understand why and how individuals at 

varying stages of their lives change their identities during these transitions.  Responding 

to this need, the purpose of this study was to elaborate theory in the area of work identity 

change and age.  Through the iterative process of going back and forth between the 

theories and the empirical data, I developed a theoretical model that captures the process 

of work identity change in the form of identity narrative transition paths: adjusting, 

progressive, and regressive.  In addition to extending the newly emerging perspective on 

work identity as narrative, this model highlights the importance of concurrently looking 

into the changes in the direction of narrative.  The model also introduces three unique 

combinations of intrapersonal comparison mechanism, interpersonal comparison 

mechanism, and future time perspective mechanism, each of which matches a certain 

type of identity narrative transition path.  Further, it proposes a temporally-oriented 

theory of work identity change and puts a temporal context to the process of work 

identity change by showing how past, present, and future selves – and other persons – are 
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intertwined in explaining work identity change experiences at present.  In addition to the 

theoretical model of work identity change, I presented the similarities and the differences 

between people in middle adulthood and early adulthood via their experiences of work 

identity change during transitions.  While there were more similarities than differences 

between these two age groups, the mechanisms for intrapersonal comparison with their 

past selves and the perception of remaining time and opportunities differed depending on 

age.  Overall, in making these contributions to the field, this study advances our 

understanding of individuals’ work identity change processes in the midst of transitions, 

initiates discussion on the possible role of age on these processes, and serves as a 

springboard to research work identities through a more dynamic temporal approach, 

crossing past, present, and future.  Paraphrasing the title of a famous painting by Gauguin 

located here in Boston, the findings of this study point out the importance of looking at 

“Where am I from? (past)” and “Where am I going? (future)” in order to understand the 

current process of how changing “Who am I? (present)” unfolds.  Ultimately, this study 

builds on the work identity, work identity change, and age literatures in the field of 

organization studies, and potentially offers practical insight to managers and employers 

who constantly face workers of varying ages in transition.   
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Table 2.1: Conceptualizations of Individual’s Work Identity in Organization Studies   

Source  Conceptualization of Work Identity
32

  Focus Perspective 

Dutton, Roberts, & 

Bednar (2010: 266) 

“Thus, when we talk about work-related identities, 

we are interested in the way that individuals construe 

themselves in their work domain. This conception is 

intentionally broad to encompass the variety of 

activities, tasks, roles, groups, and memberships that 

individuals can use to compose a work-related self.” 

Organizational, 

workgroup, 

occupational, and 

professional  

Social identity 

theory/Social 

categorization theory; 

Identity theory/Structural 

symbolic interactionism  

Elsbach (2009: 1045) “the person-based and role-based self-

categorizations that … workers use to define 

themselves at work”   

Professional  Identity theory/Structural 

symbolic interactionism  

Walsh & Gordon 

(2008: 47) 

“An individual's work identity refers to a work-

based self-concept, constituted of a combination of 

organizational, occupational, and other identities that 

shapes the roles a person adopts and the 

corresponding ways he or she behaves when 

performing his or her work.” 

Organizational, 

occupational, and 

professional  

Identity theory/Structural 

symbolic interactionism  

Chreim, Williams, & 

Hinings (2007: 1515) 

“Professional identity is an individual’s self-

definition as a member of a profession and is 

associated with the enactment of a professional role 

(Ibarra, 1999; Pratt & Dutton, 2000).” 

Professional  Identity theory/Structural 

symbolic interactionism  

                                                           
32

 Although a majority of these scholars did not use the term ‘work identity’ explicitly, they examined at least a facet of work identity. Hence, I label 

these definitions as “conceptualization of work identity.”  
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Brown, Dacin, Pratt, 

& Whetten (2006: 

103) 

“Although a given organizational member may hold 

a great number of organizational associations, only a 

small portion of these associations will be central 

and enduring to the meaning of the organization for 

that individual. These aspects, once internalized as a 

basis for self-referential meaning, constitute an 

organizationally relevant, but individually held, 

identity for the member. It is also important to 

distinguish the notion of level of analysis from the 

level of abstraction.”  

Organizational  Social identity 

theory/Social 

categorization theory 

Witt, Patti, & Farmer 

(2002: 488) 

“We define work identity as the work-relevant target 

with which the individual primarily identifies: the 

occupation or the employing organization (i.e., the 

overall organization or various subsystems in it).”  

Organizational, 

workgroup, and 

occupational  

Social identity 

theory/Social 

categorization theory 

Ashforth (2001: 27) “Role identities are socially constructed definitions 

of self-in-role (this is who a role occupant is). Role 

identities anchor or ground self-conceptions in social 

domains. To switch roles is to switch social 

identities.” 

Organizational, 

occupational, 

professional, and 

non-work-related  

Social identity 

theory/Social 

categorization theory; 

Identity theory/Structural 

symbolic interactionism  

Hogg & Terry (2000: 

121) 

“how the self is defined by group membership and 

how social cognitive processes associated with 

group membership-based definition produce 

characteristically “groupy” behavior.” 

Organizational and 

workgroup 

Social identity 

theory/Social 

categorization theory 
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Ibarra (1999: 764-

765) 

“Professional identity is defined as the relatively 

stable and enduring constellation of attributes, 

beliefs, values, motives, and experiences in terms of 

which people define themselves in a professional 

role (Schein, 1978).” 

Professional  Identity theory/Structural 

symbolic interactionism 

Pratt & Dutton 

(2000: 117-123) 

“To the degree that individuals perceive themselves 

as members of an organization or profession – as a 

social group – salient characteristics that are part of 

the groups become associated with how members 

define themselves.”  Social identities that they 

studied include “three types of work-related social 

identities: organizational, professional, and ideal” 

and ““nonwork” identity such as religious or 

national identities.”   

Organizational, 

professional, and 

non-work-related 

Social identity 

theory/Social 

categorization theory 

Mael & Ashforth 

(1992: 104) 

“According to social identity theory, the self-concept 

is comprised of a personal identity, encompassing 

idiosyncratic characteristics such as abilities and 

interests, and a social identity, encompassing salient 

group classifications (Tajfel and Turner, 1985).”  

Organizational and 

workgroup 

Social identity 

theory/Social 

categorization theory 
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Table 3.1: Conceptualizations of Work Identity Change and Identity Change  

Perspective Source  Conceptualization of Work Identity Change and Identity Change 

Social identity 

theory/Social 

categorization theory 

Tajfel & Turner 

(1979: 35-36) 

“The belief system of “social mobility” is based on the general assumption that the 

society in which the individuals live is a flexible and permeable one, so that if they 

are not satisfied, for whatever reason, with the conditions imposed upon their lives 

by membership in social groups or social categories to which they belong, it is 

possible for them (be it through talent, hard work, good luck, or whatever other 

means) to move individually into another group which suits them better. … At the 

other extreme, the belief system of “social change” implies that the nature and 

structure of the relations between social groups in the society is perceived as 

characterized by marked stratification, making it impossible or very difficult for 

individuals, as individuals, to vest themselves of an unsatisfactory, 

underprivileged, or stigmatized group membership. … because it can be assumed 

without much difficulty that the “social change” belief system is likely to reflect 

either an existing and marked social stratification or an intense intergroup conflict 

of interests, or both; at the end, because the consequences of the systems fo beliefs 

arising from the social situations just mentioned are likely to appear in the form of 

unified group actions – that is, in the form of social movements aiming either to 

create social change or to preserve the status quo.”  

 Hogg, Terry, & 

White (1995: 261) 

“Therefore relatively enduring changes in prototypes and thus in self-conception 

can occur if the relevant comparison out-group changes over time-for instance, if 

Catholics gradually come to define themselves in contradistinction to Muslims 

rather than to Protestants. Such changes are also very transitory insofar as they are 

tied to whatever out-group is salient in the immediate social context. Thus social 

identity is highly dynamic: it is responsive, in both type and content, to intergroup 

dimensions of immediate social comparative contexts.”  
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Identity 

theory/Structural 

symbolic 

interactionism   

Serpe (1987: 44) “Current literature generally addresses stability and change in self within the 

context of specific theoretical issues suggesting that the self is a relatively stable 

entity (Rosenberg, 1979; Hayden, 1979; Gecas, 1982; Kihlstrom and Cantor, 

1984) subject to change when structural or interactional aspects of social life 

require change or provide the opportunity for change….. the structure of self is 

assumed to be relatively stable over time as a consequence of the stability of social 

relationships. It is further assumed that changes in the structure of self are related 

directly to the person's movement within the social structure, either by choice or 

by force of circumstances, including normal life course changes”  

 Burke (2006: 81)  “I discuss the nature of identities as the self-meanings that define who one is, and 

identity change as change in these meanings.” 

Identity construction Ibarra (1999: 765)  “I argue that people adapt to new professional roles by experimenting with images 

that serve as trials for possible but not yet fully elaborated professional identities. 

These "provisional selves" are temporary solutions people use to bridge the gap 

between their current capacities and self-conceptions and the representations they 

hold about what attitudes and behaviors are expected in the new role.” 

 Pratt, Rockmann, 

& Kaufmann 

(2006: 253)  

A process of customizing one’s identity through the interplay of work and identity 

learning cycles including work-identity integrity assessment, identity 

customization, social validation, and the work itself   

“professional identity changes occurred when the residents’ ideas about “who they 

were” as professionals (i.e., their professional identity) did not match the work that 

they did” (p. 241) 

“We argue that identity change can be more incremental. Instead of adopting a 

whole new identity, an individual can enrich an existing identity, patch together 
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two (or more) identities, or use another identity as a temporary splint.” (p. 256) 

 Chreim, Williams, 

& Hinings (2007: 

1516; 1515) 

“We use the term “reconstruction” to denote a significant change in a role that a 

professional has enacted over time and has considered to be self-defining.”; 

“agentic reconstruction of professional role identity is enabled and constrained by 

an institutional environment that provides interpretive, legitimating, and material 

resources that professionals adopt and adapt” 

 Maitlis (2009: 50)  

 

“Identities are formed through efforts to develop a coherent, continuous biography, 

where a person’s “life story” is the sensible result of a series of related events or 

cohesive themes (Gergen, 1994; McAdams, 2001). Because identities are 

constituted in social interaction, they must be negotiated in a social context to be 

accepted as legitimate (Gerner, 1999; Riessman, 1993). From this perspective, we 

can understand identity as a synamic process or set of practices rather than a static 

state or entity, and as constantly being confirmed and modified in negotiation with 

others.”  

The notion of identity itself includes a dynamic process that is constantly being 

confirmed and modified in negotiation with others, especially when there is a 

disrupting event in one’s life; a process through which individuals construct 

expanded self-understandings that incorporate their resourcefulness in the face of 

extreme difficulty  

Work role transition Louis (1980a: 333) “In entry transitions in which the new role is embedded in an organizational 

context, the transitioner is faced with several tasks: adjusting to the reality of the 

organization, learning how to work, dealing with the boss and the reward system, 

and developing an identity and place for oneself in the organization [Schein, 1978, 

p. 94-101].”; “Often associated with a profession change are differences in 

language used, norms governing interpersonal interactions (e.g., different norms 
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for lawyer-client, dentist-patient, businessman-customer, professor-student 

relations), code of ethics, reference group, professional selfidentity, and societal 

response to professional identity.” 

 Nicholson (1984: 

175) 

“a person's adjustment to role transition can be considered as a kind of personal 

development, in which change is absorbed through the person altering his or her 

frame of reference, values, or other identity-related attributes (Strauss, 1959). 

According to the nature of the new demands, personal development can vary in its 

centrality to the person's identity, a range encompassing changes in self-concept, 

values, skills, and life-styles.” 

Socialization  Schein (1978: 101-

102) 

Referring to the socialization stage in one’s career and the challenge that one faces 

in “locating one’s place in the organization and developing an identity,” “An 

important part of the learning process during this stage, then, is to decipher the 

status system and to build one’s own membership and sense of identity 

accordingly.”  

 

 Van Maanen & 

Schein (1979: 211) 

“organizational socialization is the process by which an individual acquires the 

social knowledge and skills necessary to assume an organizational role”  

 Van Maanen 

(1982: 87) 

“In some cases, the shift into a new work situation may result in a dramatically 

altered organizational identity for the person” 

Career development Hall (1996b: 11) “Personal learning is learning about one's self, about who one is, about one's 

identity.”  

“Short-term learning about the self involves learning about one's personal attitudes 
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(e.g., examining stereotypes in diversity workshops or developing commitment to 

a team in a team-building activity).” “And taking a long-term perspective on the 

self over time means learning about one's identity and how one constructs one's 

views of reality. The more the person can learn to adapt to changed task conditions 

and to form new images of self as the world changes, the more the person is, in 

fact, learning how to learn.”   

 

 Hall (1971:50) “the individual's total identity is viewed as a number of subidentities, with each 

subidentity representing the person's image of himself in a particular social role 

(Miller, 1963). The model examines the development of the career subidentiy, the 

person's conception of himself in his career role.” (Italics are original)  

 Super (1957: 69-

164) 

His career stage model is closely linked with the idea of “self-concept.” 

Adolescence is an exploration stage where one develops a self-concept. The 

transition period from school to work is reality testing and the trial stage is 

“attempting to implement a self-concept.” The period of establishment is a period 

of “self-concept modified and implemented” and the maintenance stage is the 

stage on “preserving or being nagged by a self-concept.” The last stage, “the 

decline stage” is “adjustment to a new self.”  All these stages are connected with 

how identity is formed, implemented, maintained, preserved, lost, and changed.   

 

 

Identity development  Erikson (1962, 

1968) 

A developmental process that he calls “epigenesis of identity” (1968: 91-141) 

which focuses on development of personality with “increased sense of inner unity, 

with an increase of good judgment, and an increase in the capacity “to do well” 

according to his own standards and to the standards of those who are significant to 

him.” (p. 92). This process unfolds “according to steps predetermined in the 
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human organism’s readiness to be driven toward, to be aware of, and to interact 

with a widening radius of significant individuals and institutions.” (p. 93) 

Individuals meet crises such as “Trust vs. Mistrust; Autonomy vs. Shame, Doubt; 

Initiative vs. Guilt; Industry vs. Interiority; Identity vs. Identity Confusion; 

Intimacy vs. Isolation; Generativity vs. Stagnation; Integrity vs. Despair” in each 

step of this eight stage developmental model of epigenesis of identity. (p. 94) 

“Among these we will be most concerned (because it comes to the fore during 

youth) with man's need to combine technological pride with a sense of identity: a 

double sense of personal self-sameness slowly accrued from infantile experiences 

and of shared sameness experienced in encounters with a widening part of the 

community.” (1962: 6) 

However, the actual identity formation takes place in childhood and adolescence. 

Referring to the genetic continuity, “No other inner agency could accomplish the 

selective accentuation of significant identifications throughout childhood and the 

gradual integration of self-images which culminates in a sense of identity.” (1962: 

209).  

“In youth, then, the life history intersects with history: here individuals are 

confirmed in their identities, societies regenerated in their life style. This process 

also implies a fateful survival of adolescent modes of thinking in man's historical 

and ideological perspectives.” (1968: 23)  

Identity crisis Baumeister, 

Shapiro, and Tice 

(1985: 408) 

Identity crisis that can take two forms: identity deficit, “refers to the problem 

caused by an inadequately defined self,” and identity conflict, “refers to the 

problem of the multiply defined self whose definitions have become incompatible”  

Identity 

transformation  

Daly (1988: 40) “This shift in identity occurs as a result of certain “turning points” or “critical 

incidents” (Strauss, 1959) that signalize new evaluations of self.” 
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Table 4.1: Age-related Changes and Possible Work Identity Change  

Age-related 

changes 

Work identity change 

 Content Structure 

Physical change Losing work identities and work identity meanings 

that are closely linked with physical ability (e.g., 

dancers losing flexibility that is required to dance 

and hence ultimately lose dancer identity) and 

redefining identity meanings to better match the 

current physical condition   

 

Selecting and optimizing work identities that can 

compensate the decrease in physical ability; 

while devaluing identity connected with 

decreased physical ability 

Cognitive change Losing work identities and/or redefining identity 

meanings that are closely connected with fluid 

intelligence; gaining new work identity meanings 

connected with crystallized intelligence and 

redefining identity meanings to highlight the 

increase in crystallized intelligence   

Selecting and optimizing work identities that can 

compensate the decrease in fluid intelligence by 

increasing the salience of these identities while 

benefiting from (or compensate for the loss with) 

the increase in crystallized intelligence by 

increasing the salience of crystallized-

intelligence-based work identities  

 

Emotional change Redefine work identities based on identity 

meanings that trigger positive emotions and 

reinforce these positive identity meanings  

 

Selectively giving more attention to work 

identities that trigger positive emotions than 

those that trigger negative emotions and 

prioritizing work identities that help an individual 

maintain and reinforce his/her positive mood  

 

Relational change Gaining and developing close-relationship based 

work identities and meanings associated with them; 

losing network-based work identities or redefining 

these identities to have identity meanings that are 

close-relationship-based  

Prioritizing work identities that help with close 

relationships and deemphasizing work identities 

that are network-based 
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Table 5.1: Sample by Work Transition Type and Age Group in Wave 1  

Work transition type Generation Total 

 Baby-boomers Gen Xs Gen Ys  

Externally hired 8 8 12 28 

Internally hired 8 6 12 26 

Total 16 14 24 54 

   

Table 5.2: Sample by Work Transition Type and Age Group in Wave 2 

Hiring type Generation   

 Babyboomers Gen Xs Gen Ys  

Externally hired 6 7 10 23 

Internally hired 7 6 11 24 

Total 13 13 21 47 
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Table 5.3: List of Sample  

ID Pseudonym  Age Generation  Function 

Tenure 

(yrs) 

IDIY40 Scott 23 Y Actuary or actuarial student 2.12 

IDEY42 Xavier 27.5 Y Investment or financial analyst 0.08 

IDIY49 Francis 25 Y Actuary or actuarial student 2.28 

IDEY38 Ulrich 24.5 Y Investment or financial analyst 0 

IDEY40 Fiona 22 Y Sales 0.25 

IDEX27 Umberto 29.5 X Operations 0.08 

IDEY47 Damien 21.5 Y 

Compliance and customer services (claim 

handling) 0.08 

IDEY48 Mike 22 Y Business analyst 0.33 

IDEY51 Kelley 23.5 Y Administration 0.42 

IDIX28 Gilbert 32.5 X Actuary or actuarial student 4.73 

IDIY47 Larry 20 Y Actuary or actuarial student .68 

IDIY37 Melanie 26.5 Y Operations 5.29 

IDIY39 Ursula 27.5 Y Actuary or actuarial student 1.20 

IDIY41 Paola 29 Y Audit or accounting 1.24 

IDIY42 Zachary 28.5 Y 

Compliance and customer services (claim 

handling) 5.94 

IDIY43 Felix 27.5 Y Investment or financial analyst 4.18 

IDIY46 Victoria 28.5 Y 

Compliance and customer services (claim 

handling) 6.42 

IDIY48 Paige 28.5 Y Business analyst 4.31 

IDEX33 Natalie 34.5 X 

Compliance and customer services (claim 

handling) 0.17 

IDEY39 Smith 30 Y Strategy 0 

IDEY49 Elaine 26 Y Investment or financial analyst 0.5 

IDEX30 Victor 38.5 X Operations 0.25 
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IDEY41 Elliot 21.5 Y Administration 0.42 

IDIY36 Bridget 27.5 Y Actuary or actuarial student 6.57 

IDIX31 Max 33.5 X 

Compliance and customer services (claim 

handling) 8.05 

IDIX32 Matt 33.5 X Manager, supervisor 8.79 

IDEX31 Helen 33 X Legal 0.08 

IDIX27 Heath 35.5 X IT or project manager 10.83 

IDIX33 Hilary 43.5 X Audit or accounting 4.73 

IDIX34 Eddie 42.5 X Business analyst 13.49 

IDEX34 Patrick 41 X Legal 0 

IDEX35 Dave 36 X Legal 0.08 

IDEY46 John 24 Y Operations 0.08 

IDIB12 Paulina 46.5 B 

Compliance and customer services (claim 

handling) 8.51 

IDIB13 Fred 49.5 B Investment or financial analyst 26.67 

IDIB15 Mariah 50 B Manager, supervisor 30.53 

IDIB18 Georgia 58 B Legal 2.45 

IDIB20 Jonathan 47 B Director 9.87 

IDIB21 Ulbrecht 53 B Sales 10.73 

IDEB15 William 46 B Director 0.33 

IDEB17 Warren 45 B IT or project manager 0.08 

IDEB21 Otillia 53 B IT or project manager 0.08 

IDEX32 George 44 X 

Compliance and customer services (claim 

handling) 0.08 

IDIB17 Stellar 52.5 B Sales 5.15 

IDEB12 Mary Jane 55 B Operations 25.08 

IDEB13 Nicki 45.5 B Manager, supervisor 0 

IDEB18 Valentine 45.5 B IT or project manager 0.08 
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Table 5.4: Main Theoretical Constructs of the Study and Interview Questions  

Theoretical Constructs  Method  

Work transition  Selecting sample based on their work transitions: (a) internal 

transition and (b) external transition  

 Interview questions: Questions 3 and 4  

Work role   Interview question: Question 2 

Workplace (membership)  Everybody currently works at LFS 

 Interview question: Question 1 

Content of work identity   Interview questions: Questions 5-7   

Structure of work identity   Interview question: Question 8 

Work identity change   Interview question: Question 9 

 Comparing the data (especially Questions 5-8) collected from 

Wave 1 and those from Wave 2 

Mechanisms  Interview questions: Questions 7-9 

Processes  Interview questions: Questions 7-9 

Age   Selecting sample based on their ages  

 Interview question: Question 10  

Elements of age  Interview questions: Questions 10 and 17 

Age mechanisms   Interview questions: Questions 13-17  

Experiences in the same 

organization  
 Interview question: Question 1 

 

Experiences with the 

similar work role 
 Interview questions: Questions 11 and 12 
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Table 6.1: Categories of Work Identity Content  

Data 

Categories of 

Work Identity 

Content 

I’d say these two here both because I love the ocean. We live a mile from the beach. I have a boat that we 

use on the summer.  (Fred, IB13, Wave 1) 

Non work-

related personal 

identity   

Interviewer: Okay, okay, okay. I am trying to understand when you started to develop this idea of valuing 

your family life. EX34: Well, I think I always did. I don't think that ever changed. I mean going into work 

I was… I never ever was a person that was going to go work and say "I'm just… This is going to be my 

life." It's just never was that way. (Patrick, EX34, Wave 2) 

So these things reflect you know, sometimes I look at the sky at night and I feel at peace, you know, I like 

to go out and feel very close to nature, into God and very religious, very spiritual I’m a Catholic. (Georgia, 

IB18, Wave 1) 

This one just made me think the gears turning in my head always, always thinking.  Analyzing what I’m 

looking at. (Eddie, IX34, Wave 1) Work-related 

personal identity   So I guess it really would be  where I became—when I was doing consulting that I really felt as though—I 

felt more confident about myself, (Otillia, EB21, Wave 2) 

Teamwork? I think I’ve always—I mean, I think you have to be a team—like I’ve always been a team 

player so, um, I don’t know. Like even though you are by yourself in the classroom, like I always worked 

with other teachers of how we could bring our classes together and stuff like that, so there was always a 

team approach or if the principal needed help with something I always kind of helped or whatever so, I 

mean, I think that’s just something—you’re either in it, like, I can work as an individual but I can also be a 

team player. So, I mean, I think everybody needs to be able to do that. (Hilary, IX33, Wave 2) 

Work-related 

role identity  

Yeah, I mean, I think the business is just that this is the profession that I chose, is that I—and, at a young 

age, I knew there was a lot of chaos that went into the market, so I’m finding that out, that’s even more 

than I ever thought. (Matt, IX32, Wave 2) 
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And I would take this one because ...so for in terms of being an actuary there's kind of two, you have like 

your actual day-to-day job and also you're expected to make exam progress and for a while, I feel as I'm 

doing, the exam progress that's obvious for me , it's very obvious that you're winning but wanting to race 

but so I guess I would pick this one as winning the race but kind of blurred as where it's going or as like if 

you're to weigh those two things of importance, you'd kind of put together as one track, I don't know if I 

have really that great bounce where the company you know, if I pass every exam I take, like how much 

satisfaction does that give to the company depending on my work. And so I guess that kind of blurred 

vision. (Larry, IY47, Wave 1) 

Now I’m an LTC, long term care, reconciliation analyst, senior reconciliation analyst. And it has 

everything to do with the money (Paulina, Internal transitioner, Baby-boomer, IB12, Wave 1)                                     

Interviewer: When you see this images I’m interested in learning more about when each of these images 

became part of who you are, so for instance when do you think you start feel like it’s really – you’re 

running around and trying to get the work done and when did you feel, started to feel like, you know this is 

a fast phase environment and so on and so forth.  IB12: Money, that happened here, in long term care. 

(Paulina, IB12, Wave 2) 

This one I think I just see speed and, you know, that’s kind of the way it’s been. It’s just been there’s a lot 

going on and at a very fast and hectic pace lately for me so. I think it’s that it’s just very representative of 

the way it’s been for me. (Francis, IY49, Wave 2) 

When I met Maria, Um, I started realizing how important it [growth] was. (Mariah, IB15, Wave 2) 

Work-related 

goal identity  

Cause I feel like I’m on a race to have to catch up to where I was in my career. Feel like I’ve been setback 

and I’m racing to try and catch up to the career arc that I felt like I was on at a certain point. (Victor, EX30, 

Wave 1) 

I also look at it [the picture of highway] like, you know, for a standpoint and, you know, working for LFS, 

um, at the same time I think that these highways are sort of—they lead to different directions, so I think 

that’s sort of—that’s a good thing, working for the company that, you know, there is opportunity to, you 

know, go on the same road within the – a different road within the same company. So, uh, I guess I look at 

it both ways, you know, how is—internally right now my position and how it can be worked for, um, a 

benefit for the company so that you can—my position, I’ll be able to—cause I do have exposure to a 

number of business units in the US division. Sort of makes it easier for me to maybe hop on different 

highway. (Felix, IY43, Wave 2) 
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Um, and I guess that, just to everything sort of drying up, it seems to me at LFS. Not a lot of options in any 

other departments or places to go. I don’t see that I have much of a future here. (Ulbrecht, IB21, Wave 2) 

So, I think you know, coming in to a new company it’s a lot like just jumping and being up in the air 

wondering where you’re going to land, hopefully in a good place. (Nicki, EB13, Wave 1) 
Transitioner 

identity  
It’s been a new experience to me. This represents something that I’ve never done ...  I had never run a 

project like this. I have never developed something with the different components I have touched on many 

other things but never run quite in this way so for me this has been an adventure and experience. (Jonathan, 

IB20, Wave 1) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



   
 

232 
 

Table 6.2: Categories of Work Identity Structure 

Data 
Categories of Work 

Identity Structure 

Image of 

Structure 

Okay, so the money, the picture of the money, the coins. The money and the 

newspaper are on top because that to me represents that company, the 

department I work for the agency.  So, they provide – they provide their 

direction, their vision and we – we’re gonna work within that, so that’s – that’s 

the run we work within. And then the footprints in the sand and the jigsaw 

puzzle that’s the process and methodology. So, wanna learn how to put those 

things together and again that’s – that’s a little bit lower down on the hierarchy 

but it’s again defining kind of a playground where we – where we need to 

work. And then the rest of the pictures to me have more to do with actual 

projects and on top I put – I put a bull’s eye of the target because when you 

start a project you wanna hit a target and you need to define what the target is. 

(Warren, EB17, Wave 1) 
Priority 

 

I guess the question probably depends on what I’m… I guess my priorities are 

probably this pile here. And this pile here represents, in my mind, represents 

the customer service team. My team, the people that work for me. The finances 

and the money and everything else is only going to be there if the team is 

happy, if the team is taken care of, and that’s kind of my role, to take care of 

them, to champion them and to make them successful. This represents 

probably more of the answers, roles and responsibilities, probably more of my 

responsibilities. But yeah, so the people are, is the most important. And these 

are our customers, and the customers are also important without a doubt. 

Without them, you know, our job…(George, EX32, Wave 1) 

 

Like timeline thingy, you know, new trying to find control of the time and fit 

in and get all the underlying processes and stuff to get my target. (Valentine, 

EB18, Wave 1)  

Chronological 
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This is so it goes from here. So this is sort of you know like the beginning, the 

beginning stage. We knew about this application. It was already out there. And 

then you know and along with that, there was a cost initiative involved with 

this project. But even then we still didn’t know the direction we want to go. 

And so you know and we had all these pieces that we needed to put together. 

We just didn’t know how we were going to do it. We knew there was a way. 

We knew that there’s a standard around it. So the pieces, but then you know 

once we came you know where the pieces needs to go which we’ve, now we 

find out how we need to pinpoint and hit those targets. And we know when, 

where and how and why we’re doing that. But even then, even though we 

know all those Ws, you know the when, where. We still have obstacles that we 

face you know on a daily basis. But then too, that’s because those options 

don’t mean you can’t you know move forward and there’s not other things 

going on. But you know, we’re still going to progress. And sooner or later, you 

know everything is going to start working together as this photo here and then 

you know you want to report yourself. And that’s what this one’s for. And then 

you know at the end of the day, you know I’m out of this eggshell you know. I 

should know how to function that you know as a businessman, as a business 

person and how to be professional about everything rather than before when I 

first started. I was sort of still learning the rules. I mean there are still things I 

have to learn, but now I have a better understanding of what I need to do and 

you know and how I need to be you know in the workplace. You know, in my 

own business and you know in my personal life. Yeah. (Mike, EY48, Wave 2) 

 

So I think this is, sort of, the underlying aspects of me and my job. This is, sort 

of, like, the basis on which everything else rests. Sort of the complexity and, 

you know, the reliance on my staff and, you know, whatever I may feel with 

respect to the personal issues in the job. Then sort of - and so that in some 

ways drives my behavior and activity and perception of the rest of the job 

which should then -- sort of, you go up one level and you get to the things that 

I most actively think about, which would be, you know, the fast pace and 

working with others and you know, these are, sort of, the characteristics that I 

Foundational 
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would most readily describe to somebody when they would ask me about my 

job. And then this would be, sort of, my, like, high level, you know elevator 

pitch, like, this is probably how I most visibly would seem or describe the job. 

(Bridget, IY36, Wave 1) 

Sure, again the top part is probably what drives me, my family, you know, my 

desire to spend time with my family and relax and being hands-on. And all that 

helps with my preparation so the time knowing that someone’s gonna be there 

before and after me and how to be memorable and being focused. And then my 

message out in the field, I guess, my message to the broker so with the roots, 

how to grow your business, how to maintain your business, being memorable, 

the footprints in the sand, knowing the mechanism is, sort of, again what they 

have to do. So, by understanding what they have to do, I think I can fix the 

other two parts, so. Or again, make a memorable presentation. And then, I 

guess the bottom, the highway being on the road, being alone, you know, 

having no control over the ocean and what the markets do for me, so. … The 

bottom three would be, I guess, sort of myself on the road. (Ulbrecht, IB21, 

Wave 1) 
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Table 6.3: Similarities in Work Identity Content and Structures between Wave 1 and Wave 2
33

  

Informant 
Work 

Identity 
Wave 1 Wave 2 

Bridget, 

IY36 

Work 

Identity 

Content 

Work-related 

role identity 

lost  

So, you know, you leave a job and, 

you know, you’re kind of very much 

embedded in that job and all of a 

sudden the next day you started 

different job and how do you un-

embed yourself from the job you are 

previously doing and start to invent 

yourself in the new job. And I would 

say any sort of emotional things that 

go on with that as well, you know, 

you’re in some ways abandoning your 

previous group, right. 

Work-related 

role identity 

lost 

Um, you know it’s funny because 

I—there’s these—so my replacement 

sends out—took over the task of 

sending out these weekly updates to 

senior management, I used to do 

that, and so now she does that and so 

I asked her to keep me on the list 

forever so that I would constantly get 

these weekly status emails and so, 

uh, every week I can see how much 

progress is getting made and, you 

now, part of it as a curiosity thing 

but part of it is, you know, when 

there’s long periods of time with no 

progress I get worried about, you 

know, whether I really should have 

left or not because, you know, when 

I was there we seemed to make a lot 

of progress and now they don’t seem 

to be making as much progress.  

                                                           
33

 In this table, the informants were selected based on the type of identity narrative transition path and age group (younger vs. older workers). I selected 

prototypical examples of each narrative transition path and age group that demonstrate the similarities in content and structure of work identity between 

Waves 1 and 2.  
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Work-related 

role identity 

So I think this is, sort of, the 

underlying aspects of me and my job. 

This is, sort of, like, the basis on 

which everything else rests. Sort of 

the complexity.  

Work-related 

role identity 

retained  

Um, this would be just more of the 

tangled mess, you know, just a lot of 

the stuff we’re doing is very 

complicated and it’s—it’s hard to 

keep up with everything and make 

sure that you’re still hitting all the 

deadlines and still, um, responding to 

everybody you’re supposed to 

respond to and not getting lost. 

Transitioner 

identity  

This is one for, yeah, I would say 

both the struggle and the sense of 

accomplishment when, you know, I 

do get to do a certain things and, you 

know, which resolved that, you know, 

my predecessor hadn’t been able to.   
Work-related 

role identity 

newly 

acquired  

Over the time I’ve worked here, I’ve 

mostly been pretty relaxed about it 

and, uh, you know, compared to 

prior jobs I’ve had I haven’t really 

stressed about it nearly as much 

because I felt like I could really rely 

on my staff and, uh, um... you know, 

only going when something really 

urgent or difficult, what’s happening 

and most of the time I felt pretty 

calm about things. Um, hopefully 

going to be able to keep that 

ongoing, but we’ll see.  

Work 

Identity 

Structure 

Foundational                                                      

 
Sure. So I think this is, sort of, the 

underlying aspects of me and my job. 

Foundational 

 
….Uh, so I would say, you know, 

this is the underlying stuff and then 
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This is, sort of, like, the basis on 

which everything else rests. …. 

this is—and it makes me worry in 

this way. Um, but I do feel like 

overall, it’s not a terrible life so I do 

go home and sit on the couch and 

watch TV and have a chance to 

unwind, so—took a nice vacation 

last month.  

 

Mariah, 

IB15 

Work 

Identity 

Content 

Non work-

related 

personal 

identity 

This, because – I picked this because 

footprints in the sand reminds me of one 

of my favorite poems and it gives me 

faith that I’m going to make it through.  

Non work-

related 

personal 

identity 

retained 

Picked the footprints in the sand 

because of where I was at with my 

brother just dying and just—that 

spiritual thing of someone carrying 

you forward. 

Work-

related 

personal 

identity 

This, because I’m a hands-on person. I’m 

a hands-on person. I like to be involved 

with things. I like to get my hands dirty. 

I like to be involved.  

Work-

related 

personal 

identity 

retained 

Yeah, I’m still a hands on person, 

it’s changed since I become a 

supervisor thought, because I’m not 

like...in there, doing the work, like I 

was before.  

Work-

related role 

identity 

And this one I picked because every day, 

every case we get is a different piece of a 

puzzle. They’re never the same. They’re 

never the same. Same basic concept but 

every case is different. So it’s like 

putting together a puzzle. 

Work-

related role 

identity 

retained 

Puzzle pieces because every day 

there’s something we have to figure 

out. There’s something that we 

haven’t seen or not try to process or 

it’s like a puzzle that we have to put 

together in order to figure out what 

we need to do. 

Work-

related goal 

identity 

When I met Maria, Um, I started 

realizing how important it [growth] was.  Work-

related goal 

identity 

retained 

And then I would have to say, um... 

probably the growth, I would say 

the growth was the next thing that I 

realized on was pretty important. 

And the opportunities for growth 

that are presented...  
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Transitioner 

identity  

Other than just managing the team, all 

the reports and all the projects and all the 

QCs that’s done, quality control, for all 

the cases. Looking at all the variable 

processing for the SCC regulations, 

making sure they’re done within 7 days, 

and all those things that I wasn’t aware 

that she did. I thought she just managed 

the unit, and then to learn all these things 

that she has to do on a monthly basis, 

that was the most surprising to me. 

Work-

related role 

identity 

newly 

acquired  

Maybe cause now the position, I 

mean, I’m realizing that it does take 

all these little parts to make things 

work, and everything has to work 

together in order to get it done and 

maybe, you know, over the last 

couple of months, doing the job, 

that’s why this is coming out.  

Work 

Identity 

Structure 

Priority 

             
(Starting from top to bottom) Well, 

number 1, it’s all about that because I 

have a family to support. I’m a single 

mom. I’ve been raising kids on my own. 

So money is really important to me. … 

Which one next? The puzzle piece 

actually goes along with the balancing in 

the team because it helps figure out the 

piece of the puzzle. … 

Priority  

 
(Starting from the top left to the 

bottom right) The most important 

would be money. It has to be 

money. It’s about, you know, 

earning a living and supporting 

your family and balancing budgets 

and making sure people are taken 

care of. So for me, money would be 

number one—this is just for me, not 

from the company’s perspective. 

And then I would think the puzzle 

piece, because I’m always working 

things out. That’s my main—part of 

my job is figuring things out. … 
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Francis, 

IY49 

Work 

Identity 

Content 

Work-

related 

personal 

identity 

This one, because it is very focused I 

mean--I think, just me as an actuary, my 

own personality is just, I’m very 

focused individual um--particular goals 

and I know and--especially with my 

current role we are very goals driven 

you know we have specific goals we 

have to do with our products and you 

know we have this timelines when 

things need to get done so you know it 

was like very focused and very goals 

driven. 

Work-

related 

personal 

identity 

retained 

Um, and then this – I think I chose this 

one last time. It’s just, you know, still 

trying to stay very focused on the long-

term goals. And both, you know, for 

the company and for myself and you 

know. You know, exams and all that 

kind of stuff so it’s just trying to like I 

said stay very focused.  

Work-

related role 

identity 

I kind of feel like that’s kind of how the 

actuaries are at our company 

[Laughing] really compliance doing a 

very important role but really not 

always visible, not visible within the 

company like people clearly understand 

what the actuaries do with the company 

but visible I guess maybe that’s a 

concern. I guess you know it is like, I 

think people understand that actuaries 

are important and what we do is very 

necessary but they don’t always 

understand what we do and what’s 

going on behind the scenes with us 

(technical).  

Work-

related 

role 

identity 

retained 

Because kind of – I think a couple of 

months ago, that’s kind of where I 

thought actuaries were. But it was 

mostly technical, technical, technical.  
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Work-

related goal 

identity 

I’m at kind of a crossroads in my career, 

almost that it’s you know like I found 

out on Monday that officially I’m gonna 

be managing somebody you know 

couple of months ago you know being 

appointed here, the pricing actuarial in 

this product umm—you know I took 

one of my big FSAs level exams or 

passes exam in January and then one 

more so I kind of just look at it as I 

came at a crossroads and kind of 

maturing my career a little bit so that’s 

kind of why I choose that one. 

Work-

related 

goal 

identity 

retained 

This one is, you know, you’re reaching 

the top-- You’re accomplishing your 

goal and kind of that’s where we are 

right now and we’re just filing the 

product, getting the last couple of 

approvals from, you know, the state, 

the regulators but then, you know, 

internally we’ve got approval. So it’s 

kind of like, you know, we’re reaching 

the top… 

Transitioner 

identity  

This one is kind of just you know 

current role, it like, there is a lot 

different moving pieces that has to go in 

with what I’m doing right now and it 

just, you do one thing and make 

numbers that look good that will make 

other things look bad, it’s just like I’m 

just trying to find, the project I’m 

working on is trying to find the right 

balance in the project and that’s kind of-

-umm--why I chose that one is because 

it’s just, there are so many moving 

pieces you’re going to be aware of if 

you do this, it effects this and all that. 

Work-

related 

role 

identity 

newly 

acquired  

Because kind of – I think a couple of 

months ago, that’s kind of where I 

thought actuaries were. But it was 

mostly technical, technical, technical. 

While we still are, I’ve learned that 

there is more than just that to being an 

actuary. I have definitely learned that, 

you know, sometimes the technical 

needs to be sacrificed for either the 

practical or for just, you know, 

business type needs … Like my first -- 

I think I mentioned to you my first role 

was very acturarily focused, very 

technical. Now I’ve learned a lot more 

about the business and it’s about, you 

know, not just about the row and 

numbers. Sometimes it’s about, you 

know, keeping the relationships and 

keeping the marketing story out there. 
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Work 

Identity 

Structure 

Priority  

      
(The one on the top of the other three is 

the top priority)  

Umm--you know the moving piece I put 

this on, I put the deadlines on top—

these--the goals on top because it’s you 

know we’re in a very, like I said, goals 

driven, deadline driven environment 

and umm--that always seems to take 

center stage for everybody’s eyes even 

your own sometimes you sometimes 

forget everything else that’s going on 

and you just think about okay, you get 

this done—um--the moving piece is 

obviously behind that because with the 

moving pieces you know it affects your 

goals so without this you know you’re 

not gonna be able to get here, and you 

kind of just put this off, I mean you can 

actually maybe do this off on the side.  

Priority  

  
(From the top to the bottom)  

That’s kind of priority. I think it’s 

been, you know, this one and this. 

These two [biker image and bull's eye 

image] are definitely more higher 

priorities, so just the fact of where it is 

right now is just a.. 
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Jonathan, 

IB20 

Work 

Identity 

Content 

Non work-

related personal 

identity 

Travel and experiencing sort of like 

excellent wines along the way 

because I love wine and with the road 

shows sort of umm… the most I’ll say 

a joyful part of it has been sort of 

being able to select the wines that I 

like the best. 

Non work-

related 

personal 

identity 

retained 

I have an absolute love of wine.  

Work-related 

role identity 

It’s not going to change so this is kind 

of the direct reflection alternative to 

that matter is chaos which has been 

generally around me you know people 

wanting to go this way that way 

having different ideas about how to 

do other things and I have just pretty 

much stuck to what I saw as the core 

agenda which was to deliver at this 

overall program and not get wrapped 

up in every little sort of like rude way 

that might have been there I have just 

narrowed this down. So it’s my little 

baby.  

Work-related 

role identity 

retained 

There are many pieces to this 

jigsaw puzzle and the ultimate 

sort of conclusion of the jigsaw 

puzzle is to integrate the pieces so 

that they drive sales, they drive 

success, they drive growth. So I 

have a number of these jigsaw 

pieces which are mine to control 

and make sure they fit into the 

appropriate counter pieces so that 

as part of a bigger team we are 

together building something 

which is gonna be successful.  

Work-related 

goal identity 

I believe that what we have built is a 

foundation of the future I think the 

program really will have deep roots. 

The reaction has already got… have 

been very positive and you know my 

goal is to make sure that it grows and 

remain strong for some time to come 

so kind of like that.  

Work-related 

goal identity 

retained 

Because of the work that I had 

done and the results that have 

now come into play and the 

promotion of my boss, it’s now 

opened many other doorways for 

me. … it’s just simply a set of 

challenges which nobody’s yet 

resolved, so I see it as new and 

opportunistic and this picture 

represents that to me. The world 

is mine to be discovered.  
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Transitioner 

identity  

It’s been a new experience to me. 

This represents something that I’ve 

never done and that is sort of ... about 

I see myself surfing and I had never 

run a project like this. I have never 

developed something with the 

different components I have touched 

on many other things but never run 

quite in this way so for me this has 

been an adventure and experience.  

    

Work 

Identity 

Structure 

Chronological 

 
The way I position this is, this is kind 

of what I created so the starting point 

is you know the product, the program 

itself so this represents the beginning 

and some level, it’s evolution. This is 

what I've gone through so the chaos 

my perspective on making sure that 

things don’t, becoming too insane, 

you know the hours I put into it, the 

timeline which, was always very, very 

Chronological 

 
I have an opportunity which is 

open to a lot of interpretation as 

to which particular pathways I 

choose to take to deliver 

ultimately growth and success. So 

this is a career path at the same 

time as a project, by-project sort 

of stepping stones that there 

through is an absolute analogy 

because the success of each 

project, though each and every 

one of them don’t have to be 
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sort of clearance and prioritization. So 

what it is, how it happened and the 

answer of the outcome it is something 

internally which has a bit within the 

overall process program. This is what 

I believe it will grow into... it is or we 

have to go through what it’s gonna 

become… 

perfect are going to determine my 

progress, gonna determine sort of 

how effective I appear to be and 

then ultimately sort of the more 

of the projects which succeed is 

going to enable me to have more 

and stronger relationships, a 

wider network, and the ability to 

influence things more quickly. 

And that success will drive 

internal growth for both me and 

the unit that I work for.  

   
 

 
 

Ulrich, 

EY38 

Work 

Identity 

Content 

Work-

related role 

identity 

Let’s start with this one.  I mean I was just 

looking at it like basically like a highway 

and that’s kind of the function that we’re 

performing in this job.  It’s like a channel I 

guess to sales.  Cause I’m not directly out 

there doing sales but I mean obviously they 

depend on the work that we do too in order 

to bring in sales. So it’s kind of like a go 

between the sales people and the portfolio 

managers and people on the teams.                                                                                           

Work-

related role 

identity 

retained 

This one just because basically, 

they were kind of like a channel, 

like a sales channel. So it's kind 

of like a road way to new 

business. 

 

Transitioner 

identity  

This one I would just kind of look at that as 

like coming into it’s like a fresh start a little 

bit. Like I said my first job was similar to 

this but the one I was just coming from it’s 

not really and it’s not really an area that I 

was like a direction I was looking to go.  

So this is like a fresh start back in the kind 

of an area that I wanted to be in. 

Transitioner 

identity lost 

Interviewer: Do you still feel like 

a newcomer in this group? 

 

Interviewee: Not really. Only a 

little bit. 
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Work 

Identity 

Structure 

Priority 

 
I mean these two are probably, this one 

[bull's eye] is probably the most important.  

I mean cause I’d say no matter what; 

whatever we’re putting out there has to be 

accurate. That is the most important thing.  

Even if we’re being accurate and we’re not 

winning the business [money] that’s still 

what our job is yeah.  I guess that this 

would be no. 2 which is basically win in 

business.  Just like I said that’s the overall 

goal.  

Priority  

Interviewee: So start with the 

most important. 

Interviewer:  Okay. So accuracy 

and bringing the business and you 

being a channel between multiple 

groups. Then -- 

Interviewee: Yup.  

Interviewer: -- the part of the 

huge picture and you're helping 

the sales as the middle cop there. 
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Mary Jane, 

EB12 

Work 

Identity 

Content 

Non work-

related 

personal 

identity 

This one is kind of funny. I love to cook. 

And I cook, I bring in some food 

sometimes which reminded me of tomato 

sauce. I make those, pizzas and pastas and 

stuff like that, because it is part of who I 

am. It’s an integral part of me. Yes. It’s a 

big part of me.  

Non work-

related 

personal 

identity 

retained 

Well yeah, it was Mike 

(pseudonym of her colleague)’s 

birthday a couple of weeks ago 

and I brought out a big 

breakfast casserole, one of 

my—so many who works on 

my floor, not on my team. 

Work-related 

role identity 

Okay, this one because what we’re doing 

is a giant puzzle for each contract and I 

like putting pieces together, I like web 

research.  

I have to handhold some of my clients 

[Laughing].  … This one, things can be a 

little turbulent [Laughing] with these kind 

of contracts so… A lot of things going on 

at the same time. It just kind of – I don’t 

know, like a whirlpool. It just kind of 

reminded me of that, so many things going 

on at the same time with them. 

Work-related 

role identity 

retained 

Um, this one, there’s so many 

moving parts to this project.  

Oh, oh my god, um... there’s so 

many pieces like, you know, 

we’re constantly finding out 

that other people are putting 

their hands in our stuff and 

either processing something or, 

um, we forgot to tell them to 

communicate something to 

them and there’s so many other 

groups that are involved, not 

just us—I mean, we’re doing 

the research but we have to tell 

other people what to do with 

that research, because we’re not 

the processors so to speak. So, 

um, there’s just a lot of moving 

parts and we’re having a hard 

time communicating with 

everybody that we should 

involve in the process. 
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Transitioner 

identity  

This one because new – our team is new. 

It’s kind of up and coming and we’re 

starting from scratch. It’s a brand new 

team, new director.  Work-related 

role identity 

newly 

acquired  

This one first thing I thought of 

was, um, sometimes my days 

are a blur ‘cause they’re so busy 

and it seems like I just started, 

the next thing I know it’s 4 

o’clock and time to go. And 

even though it can be a blur, I 

still remain tranquil. [Laughter] 

Work 

Identity 

Structure 

Chronological 

 

 
Okay. I think this one will be first because 

when I started there, I could see the big 

puzzle. With these 64 contracts, trying to 

figure out how they fit, how things are 

similar, how to put the pieces together to 

reconcile them, the more I got into them, I 

more I realized how complicated and 

complex they all were. Each contract is 

individual now. A lot of the products we 

sell are very similar and you just kind of 

fill in the blanks. These are all different. 

They’re all customized, specific only to 

that contract. They’re just very 

complicated.  

Chronological 

 
Um, well I kind of, you know, 

our new team and you know, 

there’s so many different 

aspects and parts to the project 

and everybody’s just kind of 

really moving as fast as we can 

to get stuff done; kind of 

climbing our way at the top 

[Laughter] Seen a little 

progress; and my just little fun 

sand thing but always, 

ultimately peaceful. 
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Table 6.4: Typical Directions of Narratives in the Past, Wave 1, and Wave 2 and Changes in the Direction of Narrative 

over Time per Identity Narrative Transition Path Type  

  Informant 

Direction of Narrative  

in the Past 

Direction of Narrative  

in Wave 1 

Direction of Narrative  

in Wave 2 

Change in 

the 

Direction of 

Narrative 

over Time 

Adjusting 

(n=19) 

  
regressive 

adjusting 

(learning and adjustment) 

stable  

(post-adjustment) 

learning 

and 

adjustment 

during 

transitional 

period and 

reaching 

the stability 

after 

adjustment 

Damien, 

EY47 

[referring to his previous 

job in a law firm] (Low 

point is) when the law 

firm started losing 

business and going 

under. But that again 

had I -- I had not 

attributed it to any of 

that. It was just that low 

point when the attorneys 

were not doing so well 

with their court cases 

and just a lot of other 

things. 

Umm… you know I was 

learning a lot of the new 

systems all the new products 

and I was of course always 

asking questions because I 

was usually puzzled all the 

time. 

Say end of February or early 

March when people who are 

more seasoned than I was -- I 

was always intrigued they were 

coming to me for help. I was 

like… Really, it was like "You 

guys… I always thought you 

guys are the experts. But I 

guess they come to me because 

I -- I -- they say I see it 

differently but I say "Well, it's 

all the same information. It's 

not going to change." It's just -- 

it's how I was able to learn 

everything.  And if, you know, 

they have me focused on one 

certain aspect for a couple of 

months and then I guess I'm one 

of the go-to guys for that now.  



   
 

249 
 

Nicki, EB13 

[referring to the last two 

years in the previous 

job] I would say for the 

last two this calmness 

went away because of 

the buyout we knew that 

people were going to be 

laid off and it was tough 

doing your job knowing 

that you’re going to lose 

your job.  

So, I think you know, 

coming in to a new company 

it’s a lot like just jumping 

and being up in the air 

wondering where you’re 

going to land, hopefully in a 

good place.  

Yeah, I think that my 

confidence has grown. I think 

in the beginning, you know, I 

was worried if I could do 

certain things and certain things 

that I was told I was going to be 

doing, I’m like how in the 

world am I ever going to figure 

this out, you know, stuff like 

that. But I think that, um, by 

targeting the right people and 

learning the processes and 

taking leaps and those types of 

things, I think that I feel better 

about that and I feel like that 

I’ve shown, you know, my boss 

that she can have confidence in 

me.  

 progressive 

adjusting 

(learning and adjustment) 

stable  

(post-adjustment) 

Paige, IY48 

Um, I mean, I went from 

not having very much 

definition to having 

definition when I joined 

my team now [referring 

to the previous transition 

right before the current 

one]. Um, oh I guess 

when it was formed, so I 

would think that that 

was when I finally got 

what I wanted, in some 

sense. 

[explaining why this current 

job is a high point] Because 

it’s what I wanted to do. 

Um, I’ve always, always 

wanted to do sort—a 

consultant type role, and 

that’s what this is. Um... and 

my team makes that even 

better.  

Yeah. And I’m finally – I mean 

I wish you had a light bulb in 

here. [Laughs] Because I’m 

finally understanding what 

people are telling me and so 

which makes a huge difference 

in-- You know, once you can 

actually understand two full 

sentences that someone is 

telling you it’s .. it’s a 

motivator. 
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stable 

adjusting 

(learning and adjustment) 

stable  

(post-adjustment) 

Scott, IY40 

I mean, there's so much 

similarity, but I 

definitely see some of 

the same concepts 

popping up, you know, 

it's an actuarial field, so 

I guess that would 

obviously hold.  

The first one I have is 

because it's a new job and it 

feels like I have to start from 

scratch a little bit from time 

to time, the meaning of the 

stuff that it carries over from 

one to the other but it 

definitely feels that I have to 

learn a lot and just kind of 

starting from scratch, the 

baby chicken represented 

that. 

Yeah, January (I was) assigned 

to the pricing team just doing 

the same, just doing and like 

focusing on one project I guess 

is the way I was able to realize 

that there are different ways to 

get to the same solution. 

George, 

EX32 

So my experience is 

customer service in call 

centers, and that’s where 

I’ve spent most of my 

career for the past 18, 

19, 20 years. 

I think the themes are: some 

of them are behavioral and 

some of them are, I guess 

more functional. The 

behavioral is the hard work, 

that there isn’t a magic to it. 

It’s effort, it’s consistency, 

it’s follow through. It’s some 

core values that will always 

be in place and no matter 

where I go, no matter 

through my work. But then 

the functionality is always 

the other side of it. It’s 

always trying to explore new 

processes or new tools that 

allow for, yeah, ease of 

function, I suppose. 

At the same time I'm trying to 

offer stability to the team, and 

so when I see the tree with the 

roots it's the – What’s the word 

I’m looking for? Not timeliness. 

It’s the again I guess the 

stability that, you know, that 

those roots reflect that 

foundation and support and 

then the provider to make sure 

that the team has what they 

need so they're successful.  
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Progressive 

(n=16) 

  regressive  progressive progressive 

overcoming 

negative 

past and 

heading to 

a brighter 

future 

Elaine, 

EY49 

I felt like I was this, my 

parents especially made 

me feel this way, I was 

sort of stuck there. I 

couldn’t go anywhere, 

even if I wanted to so I 

guess that’s… 

Yeah, because the first few 

months I really had to quickly 

learn as much as I could about 

investment, and securities and 

all that, and I also had to get 

licensed, I wasn’t licensed 

when I first started. And so 

that gave me time to sort of, 

gain that, try and learn as 

much as I could. 

This year started out with -- 

you know, we -- we were 

doing very well. We’re going 

through -- we're going 

through reviews and most -- it 

was most if not all become 

pretty positive. 

Warren, 

EB17 

So, there was pretty much 

constant reorganization 

chaos. ... And 

management was not 

responsive in changing 

that situation so, that plus 

I really enjoyed product 

management and that new 

position I was getting 

maybe 20% project 

management and a prefer 

job where it’s more like 

80%. And so that, I was 

looking for a position that 

was more related to 

project management and 

what I’ve enjoy doing as 

supposed to some of the 

stuff that I’d been 

promoted in to. 

...the one thing that is very 

different about this job, but I 

actually enjoy it is that there is 

a lot of process and 

methodology. There is an 

enormous amount of process 

and methodology. … But, it’s 

nice to be working for an – an 

organization that has that 

process and methodology and 

they enforce it because 

previously I worked for 

company that did not do that 

and things were a bit more 

chaotic. 

It’s opportunities for 

interesting work, 

opportunities for personal 

growth in pursuing those 

kinds of things. Learning new 

things. Um, being able to 

apply my talents and skills in 

a different way.  
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Paola, IY41 

But it was sort of like it 

was presented to me 

like, you know, 'we 

always wanted you to 

come back to the firm', 

like, 'we have all these 

high hopes for you', like, 

there's going to be this 

path, there's got to be 

this wonderful, things 

are going to happen, and 

then it never did. And 

like I would, you know, 

I didn’t expect it to 

happen overnight but it 

was very deceitful place 

work.  

But like I think this job is 

what's going to make me grow 

and that's why I picked this 

one too because it's more like I 

know I'm going to hit the bull's 

eye. I just need to get there.... 

And that's the thing about my 

current boss. He makes these 

promises but somehow they 

come true.  

And so then when we do 

certain things at your end, we 

then submit them to like 

corporate whoever and they 

come back with questions so 

that’s kind of when I started 

to realize it maybe I know 

what I’m talking about 

because I couldn’t answer to 

the questions… Yeah like one 

day I said something on the 

phone and I was like, did I 

say that? Like that was 

good. ...  I do see this role as 

like something that can grow 

my career and I want to grow 

like and I say that meaning 

grow both within the 

department within the 

company and like within my 

career.  
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Jonathan, 

IB20 

So I literally from the 

point I joined as to the 

point I left to come back 

here which was during 

this year I was looking 

internally for another 

opportunity because I 

was very conscious that 

they never told what was 

going to happen because 

of the financials which 

were involved in certain 

business clients causing 

significant losses and 

that… you know… the 

writing was on the wall 

so I was very much 

looking for transfer to 

growth areas within the 

company… 

They would see me as 

someone who say developed 

the vision. There was one 

already as a starting point it 

was evolved with my input 

and that the seeds which have 

now been planted, you know, 

have been a direct result of 

what I have done together with 

my boss who was the one who 

came up with the initial idea, 

you know, we have really 

created something which is, 

has the chance to be incredibly 

successful.  

… because of the work that I 

had done and the results that 

have now come into play and 

the promotion of my boss, it’s 

now opened many other 

doorways for me. So, but all 

that I have is still new 

because the doorways are 

things that I have not really 

sort of stepped into before. … 

so I see it as new and 

opportunistic and this picture 

represents that to me. … The 

world is mine to be 

discovered.  
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Regressive 

(n=12) 

  progressive progressive regressive 

positive 

past and 

hopes 

turned into 

a worse 

future 

Mariah, 

IB15 

[Referring to the 

previous job dealing 

with a special project] 

Because I grew. I had a 

lot of growth. I learned a 

lot of new things, things 

about myself that I 

didn’t know. So, it was 

like I didn’t realize, “Oh, 

I can interview and hire 

people and pick good 

people. I can do all the 

training.” … Like I was 

a leader in my unit as the 

worker, but to actually 

be a boss and build a 

team, that felt like 

something I was made to 

do. And the more I got 

into it the more I was 

like, “I can do this, I am 

doing this.” So that was 

– that’s been the most 

exciting thing that I’ve 

done and I like 

excitement. So I – I 

learned a lot, a lot of 

new stuff which I love to 

learn.  

Well, I was just promoted to 

supervisor back in June, of the 

unit. ... I have 5 direct reports 

right underneath me and then I 

have other teams within the 

company that we work with, 

processing different things. 

So that’s a big task that they 

we’re taking on. Just basically 

overseeing the units, making 

sure that everything is flowing, 

everything is processed. If 

there’s any problems, I help 

take care of them. And just 

oversee the people. Are you 

here on time? Are you doing 

your job? That kind of thing. 

I mean he (her previous boss 

whom she worked with on the 

special project at her previous 

position) was in charge of it. 

He’s the one who I was asked 

to work for, he’s the one that 

I did everything for and to 

find out he got one award and 

he’s been nominated for 

another award and I’ve never 

even—I just feel like—never 

even got that appropriate 

thank you, pat on the back, 

good job—yes.  
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Fred, IB13 

Getting in this group 

(the previous transition) 

was huge to my career 

path. I came in as an 

investment analyst right 

away. Within 2 years I 

think, I got a – 2 or 3 

years, I got to the 

investment officer level, 

working on numerous 

deals that we do.  

My last promotion which I 

think you’re addressing, I 

became a senior investment 

officer over the year. I guess.. 

it’s been kind of fun over the 

past year. You do earn a little 

bit more respect, you know, 

from other people and it’s just 

kind of fun. I mean, it feels 

good at least. 

I’m not sure corporations 

appreciate how many hours 

you work, you know, per se. 

You know, you have a job 

and you have kind of a 

criteria, you know, of bones 

pulled at you’re in, say, and 

um—you know, last year, I 

did get promoted, you know, 

I got bumped up to a senior. 

At the end of the year, 

though, I’ll just be honest 

with you, this is confidential 

so to speak and, you know, I 

got a meets expectation from 

last year, which was just 

frustrating, you know, to me 

as an individual. .. I was also 

disappointed that other people 

I know in this group, 

department that are probably 

not working as hard as me, 

got a better factor, you know, 

in their bond… I might do the 

job the best I can, but I’m not 

going to work those extra 

hours, you know, unless it’s 

absolutely—you know 

required to get a deal done 

per se.  
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Melanie, 

IY37 

Yeah, like, I don’t think 

- I think my role was 

really defined there, in 

my prior job so, I think 

they always felt like 

more of, like I was a 

subject matter expert 

and people came to me 

for everything. And I 

had, kind of, like you 

know control over - not 

control over what other 

people did but I assigned 

them work..  And so I 

think I just felt like - like 

pretty important on that 

team. 

Once you get to, like, a job 

grade 13, you know, the next 

step you want is a 14 and the 

amount of positions for that 

level up in Scouborough 

(pseudonym for a city that has 

a branch of LFS) was very 

limited. So, yeah, so I thought 

coming down here would be a 

good move for my career and 

it wasn’t long after I 

mentioned that to him that the 

-- was it the AVP? Alright, 

like, came by and was just 

asking me, like, oh, you wanna 

go to Boston and I was, like, 

yeah, I do eventually. 

[Laughter] And then before I 

knew it, it was kind of, like, 

they have some openings that 

were coming up. 

I think right now I’m just 

kind of trying again still 

trying to figure out what I 

want to do. Part of it is you 

know maybe going for this 

other job. But I don’t know 

it’s like cloudy as, he (the 

person in the picture) can’t 

really see where, you know 

where he wants to go. So you 

know I think I’m still trying 

to figure that out and what’s 

the best move, you know just 

stay where you’re at or go 

forward and...Try something 

different so that’s why I 

picked that one. And then, I 

picked like the roads, the 

bisecting roads. It’s just, it 

kind of feels like that’s, that’s 

like the state where I work at 

right now. Like everyone is 

going every in different 

directions to see what this 

products have and it’s 

confusing and I don’t know. 
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Patrick, 

EX34 

The company I came 

from, SpecialInsurance 

(pseudonym for his prior 

workplace), I worked in 

the epicenter of the 

company even though 

that it's a worldwide 

financial services 

company and more than 

half of its income comes 

from offshore; I worked 

in the home office. .. In 

SpecialInsurance, all 

decisions are made in 

sort of the epicenter of 

SpecialInsurance at the 

home office – business 

where we're going, what 

our growth areas, what 

everything is.  

He certainly, my boss here, 

he’s certainly looking for 

someone like me to come in 

and – and give him ideas and – 

and direction. 

He (his current boss) was so 

micro-focused on issues that 

would come across his desk. 

He couldn't focus on the 

bigger picture and that's what 

I'm taught here to do. And 

I've talked about succession 

planning and sort of what he 

sees in my background and 

whether or not at some point 

I'm the right type of person 

that could take his job. I mean 

that sort of thing. But 

everybody's got a different 

personality and works 

different speeds and is 

comfortable delegating 

whenever. I get the sense with 

him, he's a little slower. / 

Here right now from what I 

can glean just by being part of 

conversations and listening to 

conference calls is that United 

States based on the world 

economy today is not a 

growth area. It's not… The 

company is not looking to the 

US as an area to really drive 

business. (the informant 

belongs to US division) 
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  progressive regressive regressive 

Ursula, 

IY39 

In the department I’m in, 

my previous manager 

she’s amazing, 

wonderful and she really 

brought me speed in 

doing a lot of things and 

taught me a lot of the 

basics that I need to 

know. She wanted me to 

learn other stuff too. So 

she would lend me out 

to other people. 

I think probably what surprise 

me the most is just dealing 

with different styles of 

managers and how that kind of 

manifest which, I mean the 

first manager as I've said 

before, she was amazing, and 

spend a lot of time and would 

explain things if I didn't 

understand them and I could 

ask for questions.  I feel free to 

do that and it's exactly the 

opposite with the current 

manager. ... I have a question 

that I need to ask him to be 

able to continue to do work 

and I sent it via email after 

I’ve called and I’ve gone to the 

office and then push from all 

three forms basically or 

haven’t been replied.  My 

emails didn’t get a reply. So 

it's kind of not really managing 

or just not having time, not 

ever really making the time.  

[When asked of her 

experience with the current 

manager] Yes, I think it helps 

too that I’m leaving. And not 

have to worry about setting 

up a few meetings (with the 

current manager) or anything. 
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Stellar, IB17 

This was a real high 

point because I led a 

group of 20, which was 

fantastic. I was named to 

their national leadership 

council, which was a 

first, but – Unlimited 

Healthcare is a huge 

national company, so I 

was one of a group of 4. 

So that was really – that 

was terrific. 

I must say I was well – 

overqualified for the job, but 

that’s okay. There are different 

kinds of jobs you take at 

different periods in your life. 

… It’s just where I’m at right 

now in my life. My father died 

in these periods, my father 

died, so I’ve got a lot of 

personal stuff going on. So 

these were good lifestyle jobs, 

very much. This was a lifestyle 

job. No more driving. 

Lifestyle. Took a cut and pay, 

all that kind of stuff.  

...the Sunday night that I 

arrived at the conference, 

um—so in the two days that I 

was there he didn’t introduce 

me to one person. And that’s 

not something about me, 

that’s the way they do it, not 

one person. I don’t know, I 

don’t know, it’s—I’ve never 

worked in a place that 

operates that way. I mean, 

I’m part of this team; I can 

take a lot of burden away 

from him. He should have 

been introducing me to 

everyone and, I mean, 

personally, I don’t need 

introductions —you know, 

people have badges, I know 

who I’m looking for, you 

know, and I met lots of 

people, I mean—you know, I 

had a great time, but I think 

that experience is not—it 

doesn’t build loyalty for me, 

and that’s why I feel this way.  
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Table 6.5: Mechanisms and Three Types of Work Identity Narrative Transition Paths 

  

Typical narrative 

transition paths 

(past → t1 → t2) 

Interpersonal 

comparison 

mechanisms 

(reference groups) 

Intrapersonal comparison 

mechanisms 

Future time 

perspective 

Adjusting 

(n=19) 

regressive, 

progressive, or 

stable → adjusting 

(learning and 

adjustment) → 

stable (post-

adjustment) 

no social comparison, 

no reference group  
no comparison, just focusing 

on doing what I like to do at 

present or downward 

temporal comparison with 

their immediate past selves 
based on status increase, more 

compensation, mastering at 

what they do, sense of 

ownership and impact 

no discussion about 

the future in 

relation to the 

current transition 

Progressive 

(n=16) 

regressive → 

progressive → 

progressive 

(better future) 

downward social 

comparison with their 

current or former 

colleagues based on 

their growth and 

advancement  

upward temporal comparison 

with their future selves based 

on growth and learning, more 

appreciation, sense of 

ownership and impact, status 

increase, more compensation  

more time and 

opportunities 

expected thanks to 

the current transition 

Regressive 

(n=12) 

progressive → 

progressive or 

regressive → 

regressive (no or 

worse future) 

upward social 

comparison with their 

current colleagues to 

whom they can 

immediately and 

directly compare their 

status and 

compensation 

upward temporal comparison 

with their past selves due to 

the recent lack of appropriate 

compensation, proper 

appreciation, fit, sense of 

ownership and impact 

less time and 

opportunities 

expected due to the 

current transition 
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Table 7.1: Similarities and Differences in Comparison Mechanisms between Workers in Early Adulthood and Workers 

in Middle adulthood   

    

Workers in early adulthood                      

(Gen Xs and Gen Ys) 

Workers in middle adulthood                      

(Baby-boomers) 

    (n=14) (n=5) 

Adjusting 

(n=19) 

Transitioner identity newbie identity and learner identity (no difference between age groups) 

Interpersonal              

comparison mechanisms no social comparison, no reference group (no difference between age groups) 

Intrapersonal        

comparison mechanisms 

doing what I like to do at present and downward comparison with their past selves                  

(no difference between age groups) 

Future time perspective 

future perspective with a long term 

perspective 

future perspective with a short term 

perspective 

    (n=13) (n=3) 

Progressive 

(n=16) 

Transitioner identity newbie identity and learner identity (no difference between age groups) 

Interpersonal              

comparison mechanisms downward social comparison (no difference between age groups) 

Intrapersonal        

comparison mechanisms 

upward temporal comparison with their future selves based on varying reasons                                                      

(no difference between age groups) 

Future time perspective 

future perspective with a long term 

perspective 

future perspective with a short term 

perspective 

    (n=7) (n=5) 

Regressive 

(n=12) 

Transitioner identity newbie identity and learner identity (no difference between age groups) 

Interpersonal        

comparison mechanisms upward social comparison (no difference between age groups) 

Intrapersonal              

comparison mechanisms lack of proper appreciation in what I do 

lack of appropriate compensation in what I 

do 

Future time perspective 

future perspective with a long term 

perspective 

future perspective with a short term 

perspective 
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Figure 6.1: A Model of Changing Work Identity by Changing the Direction of Narrative Paths via Comparisons    
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APPENDIX 

Exhibit 5.A: Wave 1 Interview Protocol 

 

 

 

Interviewer: __Najung Kim________                    Location: ______________________ 

 

Responder Code: ________________                  Date / Time: ____________________ 

 

Distinctive Elements Noticed: _______________________________________________ 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

My name is Najung Kim and I’m a doctoral candidate at Boston College. Thank you very much 

for taking the time to meet with me. I am interested in how people transition into a new work 

role or a workplace and how they see their work and themselves in relation to work. I am also 

here to listen to your previous experiences at work and how this work transition experience may 

or may not be different from the previous ones. Thus, you are the expert here.  Please know that I 

may repeat similar questions multiple times but this is to better learn your experiences. (Hand out 

consent form, review line by line, and ask again for permission to record the interview so I can 

review it later). Please remember that everything is confidential and is staying within these four 

walls.  Do you have any questions before we begin?  

 

 

 

1. How long have you been at LFS? 

 

2. How did you start working in this position at LFS? [Probes: why did you leave the 

previous job? voluntary, involuntary decision, reasons, process] 

 

In the following questions, I would like to first ask about your most recent transition experience 

at work and then briefly about your past work experiences.  

 

 

 

3. Could you walk me through your typical day at work?  [Probes: part-time, full-time, 

typical week, roles, memberships, key people at work, other jobs]?   

 

4. What surprised you the most after starting to work in this position? 

 

5. (note: Bring out the photo interview kit with different picture cards that are abstract and 

are open to various interpretations)  

Can you pick a range of images that capture your own sense of who you are now in the 

current position at LFS?  

SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW PROTOCOL (WAVE 1) 

FOR WORKERS AT XXX – WAVE 1  

“PRELIMINARY” STRUCTURED INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

FOR WORKERS AT XXX – WAVE 1  

GENERAL/WARM-UP: 

EXPERIENCE WITH THE CURRENT WORK TRANSITION: 
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Can you tell me why you picked these cards?  

(note: Also for all the questions probing with image cards, when the informant could not 

find the exact picture that describes who they are in the work context, ask them to explain 

which images come to their minds. They can even draw the images if they want to)   

 

6. Please put the cards in a certain order or structure that best reflects who you are currently 

in this position at LFS. Please feel free to move the cards around on this board so that you 

can come up with an arrangement that best captures how you view yourself. [Probes: 

cluster, group them, categorize them, identify relationships across multiple aspects of 

who you are at work] Could you walk me through this map of self-images?  

(note: Make sure to take a picture of this for data analysis or draw the map on the 

interview protocol with the designated card numbers)   

 

7. Would the other people at your workplace agree or disagree with your description of who 

you are at work?  [Probes: role, membership] 

 Your colleagues 

 Your bosses 

 Your subordinates 

 Your clients  

 People outside work  

(note: These categories of other people can differ depending on their jobs) 

 

8. In what ways do you agree or disagree with how people see you?  That is, how is your 

own sense of who you are at work different and/or similar to how they (colleagues, 

bosses, subordinates, clients, people outside work, etc.) see you?  

 

9. If you were to group the people that you currently work with, how would you group them? 

Can you tell me why you grouped them in such a way? Which group do you think you 

belong? Can you tell me why?  

(If the group is more than two groups) Can you group these different groups into two? 

Which group do you think you belong? Can you tell me why?  

 

10. Reflecting upon your experiences in this new position in the first few weeks, what are the 

changes, if any, that you see in your self-images over time? Why do you think that 

happened? If I were to interview you before you joined LFS would you be picking these 

images? 

 

 

 

(note: It is likely that I may skip this section of the interview with people with no past 

experiences or other current jobs)   

 

11. If you currently have more than one job, please tell me about the work that you feel is 

closer to who you are. Can you tell me why?  Which image best captures who you are in 

that job? Can you tell me why you picked the card?  

(note: Write down the card number) 

OTHER EXPERIENCES: 
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12. What did you do before starting this position at LFS?  Could you briefly walk me through 

the list? (If there are multiple jobs,) Please pick one that you consider as high point, one 

that you consider as low point, and one that you consider as turning point.  Can you tell 

me a little bit more about each of these three jobs? Which image best captures who you 

were in each of these jobs? Can you tell me why you picked the card? [Probes: jobs held, 

roles, work-related groups, phases]  

(note: Write down the card number) 

 

13. In comparison to your other work experiences, what makes this current job at LFS 

different or similar? [Probes: role, membership, meanings, important aspects, physical, 

cognitive, emotional, and relational changes]  

 

14. In comparison to your other work transition experiences, what makes this most recent 

work transition different or similar?  

 

15. Out of all the jobs that you held throughout your life, which do you think best reflects 

who you are at work? Could you pick a card that best reflects that job? 

 

 

 

16. Please tell me what you want to do after this job. [Probes: in the next 5-10 years; even 

further down the road] Can you tell me why? Could you pick a card that best reflects that 

future job? 

 

 

 

17. Up to now, we have talked about your past and current work experiences and also your 

future plans. As you look at these images that you selected for your past job(s), current 

job, and future plan, what are the changes, if any, that you see across the life span? Why 

do you think is the reasons for those changes? More generally, are there any thoughts, 

feelings that come to your mind after going over your life at work? 

 

 

 

 

18. Given that I am interested in understanding how individuals transition into a new work 

role or workplace and how they see themselves in relation to work at different points in 

their lives – is there anything else you want to talk about? Any questions you think I 

should have asked but didn’t? 

 

 

 

 

 

WRAP-UP 

THE FUTURE 

REFLECTION 
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List of Cards (always the same order, turn the card and see the numbers in the back and 

order them from low number to the high number)  

 

1 

 

 

2 

 

 

3 

 

 

4 

 

 

5 

 

 

6 

 

 

7 

 

 

8 

 

 

9 

 

 

10 

 

 

11 

 

 

12 

 

 

13 

 

 

14 

 

 

15 
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16 

 

 

17 

 

 

18 

 

 

19 

 

 

20 

 

 

21 

 

 

22 

 

 

23 

 

 

24 

 

 

25 

 

 

26 

 

 

27 

 

 

28 

 

 

29 

 

 

30 
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Exhibit 5.B: Wave 2 Interview Protocol  

 

 

 

Interviewer: __Najung Kim________                    Location: ______________________ 

 

Responder Code: ________________                  Date / Time: ____________________ 

 

Distinctive Elements Noticed: _______________________________________________ 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

My name is Najung Kim and I’m a doctoral candidate at Boston College. Thank you again for 

taking the time to meet with me for a second time. Once again, I am interested in how people 

transition into a new work role or a workplace and how they see their work and themselves in 

relation to work. The main purpose of this follow-up interview is to ensure that I got your 

information correct from our first conversation, to follow-up on certain points, and to learn if 

anything has changed since then.  

As before, I am not looking for any particular answers.  Remember -- you are the expert here.  

Please know that I may repeat similar questions from our previous conversation but this is to 

better learn your experiences. (Hand out consent form, review line by line, and ask again for 

permission to record the interview so I can review it later). Please remember that everything is 

confidential and is staying within these four walls.  Do you have any questions before we begin?  

 

 

 

1. Since we last talked a few months ago, have there been any major or important events in 

your life?  [Probes: work at LFS, other jobs that s/he has, other important things in his/her 

life] 

 

2. Could you tell me more about how your job is going? [Probes: new surprises, new roles, 

new people (manager, colleague, client, etc.), new projects, new products, etc.]  

 

In the following questions, I would like to first ask about any changes in your most recent 

transition experience at work, and then briefly about your past and future at work.  

 

 

 

3. (note: Bring out the same photo interview kit from the first interview with different 

picture cards that are abstract and are open to various interpretations) 

Can you pick a range of images that capture your own sense of who you are now in the 

current position at LFS? [Probes: who you are, what you do, where you belong, etc.] 

Can you tell me why you picked these cards?  

SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW PROTOCOL (WAVE 2) 

FOR WORKERS AT XXX – WAVE 1  

“PRELIMINARY” STRUCTURED INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

FOR WORKERS AT XXX – WAVE 1  

GENERAL/WARM-UP: 

CHANGES IN THE EXPERIENCE WITH THE CURRENT WORK TRANSITION: 
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(note: Also for all the questions probing with image cards, when the informant could not 

find the exact picture that describes who they are in the work context, ask them to explain 

which images come to their minds. They can even draw the images if they want to)   

 

4. Please put the cards in a certain order or structure that best reflects who you are currently 

in this position at LFS. Please feel free to move the cards around on this board so that you 

can come up with an arrangement that best captures how you view yourself. [Probes: 

cluster, group them, categorize them, identify relationships across multiple aspects of 

who you are at work] Could you walk me through this map of self-images?  

(note: Make sure to take a picture of this for data analysis or draw the map on the 

interview protocol with the designated card numbers)   

 

5. (note: Take out the identity structure image from the previous interview) This is the 

picture of the cards from our previous conversation. Are there any similarities or 

differences between what you see on this board and the picture? Why do you think they 

look similar or different?  

 

 

 

 

6. (note: Make sure to bring a timeline (see below for Work Identity Timeline) with the 

critical events and dates including past, present, and future, that the interviewee identified 

in the Wave 1 interview)   

In addition to your current experience at LFS, we briefly went over your past experiences 

prior to LFS and where you saw yourself in the next 5-10 years in our last interview. I 

have created this timeline based on what you shared with me in our previous conversation. 

Please add any critical events or dates missing or correct any errors that I may have 

inadvertently made.  

 

Now, please look at the cards that you selected to describe who you are in the current 

position in LFS and think of when these images started to be part of who you are. Please 

put the cards accordingly on this timeline. Could you walk me through the timeline with 

all the cards? [If they think that some images have been there for a long time, ask them 

when they think they developed those identity meanings.]  

 

7. Now, looking at the list of jobs, please pick one that you consider as high point, one that 

you consider as low point, and one that you consider as turning point (a job that changed 

how you saw yourself the most). Can you tell me a little bit more about each of these 

three jobs? [Probes: jobs held, roles, work-related groups, phases]  

 

 

 

8. Up to now, we have talked about your past and current work experiences and also your 

future plans. Are there any thoughts, feelings that come to your mind after going over 

your life at work including your recent transition at LFS? 

 

WORK HISTORY AND IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT OVER TIME: 

REFLECTION 
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9. Since this is likely the last time we will get to talk, is there anything you would like to 

add or discuss regarding your transition?  Anything you wish I had asked, but did not? 

 

 

 

 
List of Cards (the same as Wave 1)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(        ) 

(        ) 

(        ) 

Entering 
LFS 

(        ) 

(        ) 

WORK IDENTITY TIMELINE 
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Exhibit 6.A: An Adjusting Narrative Path (online: http://prezi.com/apq_s_6b10pf/?utm_campaign=share&utm_medium=copy) 
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Exhibit 6.B: A Progressive Narrative Path (online: http://prezi.com/twtfpfwclcya/?utm_campaign=share&utm_medium=copy) 
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Exhibit 6.C: A Regressive Narrative Path (online: http://prezi.com/gk1u7iw3nj_w/?utm_campaign=share&utm_medium=copy) 

 


