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Identity construction as a mechanism of self-inclusion – Case studies of two German organizations
Anja Lindau
This abstract argues that identity construction by employees can be understood as a mechanism of self-inclusion in organizations. Light is shed on how this process of self-inclusion is fabricated and embedded in daily work interactions.
Based on the identity theory of symbolic interactionism (Mead, 1965; Strauss, 1959) as a theoretical framework the processes of identity construction and negotiation are analyzed in detail showing two things: On the one hand it is revealed how the (re)production of perceived organizational and/or societal norms and requirements (meso- and macro-level influences) often times regarding the "ideal employee" influences the identities constructed by employees to a large extent. On the other hand employees actively respond to these perceived norms by constructing and negotiating their identities in a way that they fit these norms (micro-level).
Empirical evidence is drawn from qualitative interviews with employees of two German organizations. E.g., one employee constructs the identity of being the person with the highest tenure in the team. She views that positively because of the knowledge she has been able to build up and pass on to others. Yet, she also perceives the organizational norm of mobility which transports expectations about the "ideal" position tenure to employees. Knowing that she has already exceeded the expected "ideal" job tenure she emphasizes two points in her identity construction: She shows the positive effects of her job and team tenure for the organization. At the same time she acknowledges the fact that she has exceeded the perceived ideal job tenure and demonstrates her willingness to change positions soon. In that way she creates the identity and image of a knowledgeable, committed, and yet also mobile employee. Even though she does not fulfill the perceived organizational norm regarding mobility she negotiates her identity in a way to at least fabricate a minimum amount of fit with the norm. The making of inclusion – which is perceived here as fabricating the fit to organizational requirements – is created by the employee herself embedded in daily work interactions. Identity construction and negotiation can thus be understood as a mechanism of self-inclusion in organizations.
The study shows that the making of inclusion is not only a matter of management or change agents in organizations. Employees can also enact agency to be active protagonists in the making of self-inclusion. One mechanism of self-inclusion – identity construction – is described in the study. Further research can be carried out to look for and analyze other mechanisms people employ to include themselves in organizations – be it when they are part of them as employees or when they are still not part of them.
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