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1. Introduction 

Identity work, especially in an organizational context, is an interdisciplinary 

and saturated area of research, that focuses on “the many ways in which people 

create, adapt, signify, claim, and reject identities from available resources” 

(Brown 2017, 298). Specifically, the area of study examines how identities are 

constructed in work contexts (Ainsworth & Hardy 2004; Caza, Vough & Puranik 

2018; Conroy & O’Leary-Kelly 2014), and how various situational and contex-

tual strategies and tactics are deployed when facing identity related tensions 

(Beech 2008; Cuganesan 2016; Brown 2022), including the servicing of specific 

emotional needs, such as belonging, sense of security, self-protection (Croft, 

Currie & Lockett 2015; Winkler 2018; Ahuja, Heizmann & Clegg 2019), and 

making sense and negotiating uneven relations of power and oppression (Alves-

son & Karreman 2000; Thomas 2009; Ybema et al. 2009). Although identities 

are sometimes produced and worked on in soliloquy (Athens 1994), identity 

work is highly relational, as it is often prompted through interaction with others, 

through affective relations, and worked on through complex social structures 

with others (Brown 2017), within deeply dialogical and inter-relational pro-

cesses of negotiation between social actors and institutions, between the self and 

others (Alvesson & Karreman 2000; Ybema et al. 2009).  

Relationality is central to this work as the entanglement and sociality of vari-

ous others and materialities in identity work and its processes are apparent (Ma-

son 2004), and as I recognize human (e.g., colleagues, communities, other so-

cial media users) and more-than-humans (e.g., products, affordances, social 

media platforms) as important agents (Meriläinen, Salmela & Valtonen 2022) 

in shaping, framing, and facilitating identity work and its processes. Further-

more, “all social action is possible because of some materiality” (Leonardi 2012, 

32), and present studies often fail to address how affective and material aspects 

of identity work, such as “embodiment, space, and set-ups of objects, are entan-

gled in identity work” (Aslan 2017, 64), and hence the connection of identity 

work and organizing materialities in the mundane requires further theorization. 

Various materialities come to represent and extend the idea of self (Belk 1988), 

functioning as resources through and with which identities are tinkered. As de-

scribed by Barad (2007), all bodies, things, and matter, and not just human bod-

ies, are active material-discursive agents, yet they are widely absent from the 

studies on identities (Knights 2015).  

Moreover, many researchers have pointed out that identity studies are unjus-

tifiably ‘disembodied’ and that there is a need “to bring back the material into 
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the equation” (Bardon et al., 2012, 353) in the field of research. Further inquiry 

on the material aspects of identity work may bring novel understanding on pro-

cesses of social communication, behavior, decision-making, negotiation, in ad-

dition to other important organizational activities (Brown 2019); in organiza-

tion and critical management studies especially, the ongoing process of under-

standing what materiality in the context of workplaces and identities truly 

means is still ongoing (Cooren 2020). A common misconception on materiality 

in organization studies is the association of materiality into something tangible, 

visible, and concrete to be touched (Cooren, Fairhurst & Huët 2012), which in-

herently creates a disconnect between the experienced ‘human world’ and the 

material world. An important insight from studies that explore materiality has 

been to stop exclusively associating materiality with physical objects (Leonardi 

2012), and to rather explore the relationality and different degrees of materiality 

(Kuhn, Ashcraft & Cooren 2017), as a property of everything that exists (Cooren 

2020). Moreover, identity work and construction with and through materialities 

is often studied from a performative perspective, yet more over-encompassing 

identity work aspect is still often missing from the discussion around identities 

and the affective attributes of organizing materialities in the everyday of organ-

izational life.  

Relatively, over the past decade social media has created opportunities for 

identity work that remain somewhat underexplored (Barros 2018): the visual 

culture, the collective stream of unconsciousness of millions of users, and the 

material and affective resources of social media all come to shape and affect our 

identities in multiple intended and unintended ways. Social media and its col-

lective and social (yet also highly individualistic) discourse allows especially for 

otherness to emerge both as a paradigm of exclusion and as a tactic of differen-

tiation, potentially leading towards uneven establishments of power, difficulties 

in self-identifying, struggles in fantasizing potential outcomes, or even suppres-

sion of voices that deviate from or protest prevailing norms (Mahoney 2020; 

Jaramillo-Dent & Pérez-Rodriguez 2021), all of which are situations and pro-

cesses that create new tensions and require efforts in identity work. The sense 

and experience of otherness is a central aspect and driver to identity work in 

general, and gains heightened performative meanings in social media, yet it also 

manifests in workplaces respectively. Moreover, social media requires time and 

energy to perform ‘emotional and aesthetic labor’ that might lead to identity 

tensions (Savolainen, Uitermark & Boy 2022, 19) since operating in such high-

intensity environment may be exhausting and emotional (Baxter 2021). How-

ever, scholarly work on online identities and their emergence, sustenance, and 

alteration, as well as the social online platforms’ capacity to condition and facil-

itate identity work could be studied further (Barros 2018), especially in relation 

to the entangled, work-related, and material perspectives.  

Further adding to the importance of exploring the social online spaces for 

identity work is the coherence of identity (work and performance) in online and 

offline environments which remains vastly unexplored, as both contexts have 

distinct features and opportunities, for example in relation to the discursive and 

visual expression. Relatively, the more challenging side of identity work, as in 
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contesting one’s own identity and being open to and allowing disruptions to the 

identity construction and becoming, remains widely unexplored (Knights, Hu-

ber & Longman 2021). In this thesis, I explore this in the context of Instagram 

and its affective intensities and disorienting encounters, which trigger and lead 

to various kinds of identity work. Hence, whether one stays deliberately open 

for it or not, social media imposes disrupting moments to its users, making it a 

fascinating environment for studying identity work.  

Therefore, I argue that organizing materialities, in the context of social media 

and contemporary organizations, shape, condition, and affect the experiences 

and identities of individuals in multitudes of ways. In this thesis, I explore ma-

terialities especially from a perspective of products and practices related to or-

ganizing (Watkiss & Glynn 2016), and their entanglement with contextual and 

mundane identity work processes. Specifically, I suggest that examining the ma-

terial aspects of identity work is essential and timely, as such theorization may 

open new paths and perspectives to understanding identities, and as the diver-

sifying and increasingly online-based organizational life is more and more de-

pendent on material conditions. For example, during the COVID-19 pandemic 

and times of social isolation a lot of organizing was done in online platforms (see 

e.g., Höllerer & Geiger 2022), such as discussion forums and social media, 

which created new opportunities for identity work in the everyday. Moreover, 

different identity threats (Brown & Coupland 2015), tensions, and struggles em-

bedded in identity construction and processes emerge continuously, and novel 

understanding around them is required. Material perspectives may facilitate 

solving and understanding such tensions, and similarly, social media provides 

opportunities for the creation of safer spaces, and opportunities for solidarity, 

in response to identity tensions outside of social media in organizational set-

tings.  

All in all, I argue that novel theoretical perspectives and empirical demonstra-

tions are required to investigate and better understand identities in contempo-

rary contexts of organizations and social media, particularly from material and 

affective perspectives. In this doctoral dissertation, which contributes mainly to 

the identity work literature in the field of critical management studies, I attempt 

to respond to these emergent research interests by drawing from various theo-

retical perspectives around identity work and identities and illustrate related 

phenomena in the contexts of contemporary organizations and social media. In 

the following section, I discuss the aims of the study more in detail and very 

briefly present the articles in this doctoral dissertation.  

 

Identities in the everyday, the struggle to fit 

to maintain the uniqueness and a grit 

The glistening pictures uploaded in a cloud 

What’s real for them is not for me 

small deeds, tiny thoughts,  

a passing moment with uncertain consequences 
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1.1 Aim of the study and research questions 

The aim of this doctoral dissertation is to examine and better understand how 

different materialities condition and shape everyday identity work processes in 

and around organizations. The study contributes to organizational identity work 

literature (e.g., Brown 2022; 2015; Karreman & Alvesson 2000; Ybema et al. 

2009) within critical management studies, by focusing especially on how iden-

tity work is being shaped, affected, and conditioned by, with, and through or-

ganizing materialities (e.g., Watkiss & Glynn 2016; Cooren 2020) in the every-

day of the organizational life, and by theorizing around emergent and continu-

ously worked on online identities (e.g., Fox & Rahlston 2016; Bullingham & 

Vascenlos 2013). Moreover, this study contributes to the emerging feminist 

methodology of ‘writing differently’ (Gilmore, Harding, Helin & Pullen 2019; 

Phillips, Pullen & Rhodes 2014) and to the literature on autoethnographic meth-

ods (e.g., Ellis & Bochner 2000; McDonald & Rumens 2020) by illustrating how 

both approaches may allow for identity work for the authors, and how especially 

autoethnographical writing may facilitate retrospective inspection of past strug-

gle and serve as identity work as well. In the context of writing differently, the 

study also expands on the method of collaborative collage (Elbow 1997; Kilgaard 

2009; Melgaard-Kjaer & van Amsterdam 2020).  

In the context of the four essays in this dissertation, I have approached my 

research with relational lens, where the entanglement of human and non-hu-

man actors, the sociocultural environment, and the mundane organizational 

materiality all come to shape, condition, and alter the various processes of iden-

tity work. My writing is situated in the domain of critical theory, where both 

emancipatory and feminist perspectives guide how each research problem is ad-

dressed. Such approach accommodates empathetic and political knowledge to 

surface, further encouraging the surpassing the logico-rationally constructed 

academic constructs as well as formulaic and traditional ways of writing. The 

political arises from portrayals of feelings, emotions, and personal experiences, 

and approaching them as reliable sources of knowledge: due to their personal 

nature, these portrayals have elements of surprise, vulnerability, and authentic-

ity to them, that might even change how the results of the research emerge and 

come to be written. The knowledge that is produced in this dissertation sheds 

light, for example, on lived experiences of queer employees, aims for question-

ing existing norms and normativities, and points out areas of improvement 

within neoliberal organizational practices. What might be lost, in terms of 

knowledge, are the happy and content voices, that remain silent in the empirical 

materials. 

Whereas I illustrate stories of resistance, disruptions, and survival, there are 

not too many ‘happy endings’ accounted. The empirical materials, ‘the pieces of 

evidence’ that are analyzed with qualitative methods, consist of discussions 

from online forum platforms, autobiographical experiences, documents from 

workshop situations, and visual posts from social media (namely Instagram). 

Therefore, experiences that are not narrated or made sense of in these specific 

spaces and platforms, are automatically omitted. All the collected empirical ma-
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terials were approached with inductive openness and wonder, to create under-

standing around specific experiences, often in the margins of organizations and 

social media.  

Emphasizing the personal in my research mostly emerges from the urge to 

share various reflections and contemplations, to foster research that could po-

tentially help the sensemaking of others, and to expose oneself through writing 

(Helin 2020) as an act of political self-revelation against the rational and neutral 

accounts (Dorion 2021). Obviously, not all autoethnographies ‘do’ something to 

the reader, but they may be equally important as tools of shedding light on per-

sistent inequalities, exposing oppressions, or demonstrating new ways of ap-

proaching a potentially sensitive or silenced topic. Stories on oppressions are 

widely personal yet simultaneously in many ways universal, and through cen-

tering vulnerability, discomfort, or even the possibility of conflict, they may cre-

ate awareness around issues and tensions in organizations. Mundane and per-

sonal accounts have an immense potential to serve as a starting point for some-

thing bigger, including activism, as they derive from located and contextual 

knowledge, the accountability that is attached to the produced knowledge and 

its form, the reflectivity in its core, and the intention of making something per-

sonal known to all. Moreover, I inexplicitly do research on topics that I person-

ally deem socially, societally, and politically important so there is always, even 

if the account itself is not personal, a small part of me in the writing. My stand-

point to knowledge production has been constructed over time (Harding 2003) 

and is ever evolving, through collaboration and co-learning partnerships (Long 

et al. 2020) and with others that have allowed me to think with and through 

them.  

All four studies in this dissertation share the common background briefly de-

scribed above, yet they all employ different theoretical perspectives and con-

structs to capture the relevant contextual phenomena related to identity work; 

these perspectives are further explored in the second chapter. Within the previ-

ously described frame, the general overarching research question of this doc-

toral dissertation is: 

 

“How may different organizing materialities, namely products and prac-

tices, shape, condition, and affect the everyday identity work in organizations 

and social media?” 

 

The findings of this study are presented in four essays, in which the main re-

search questions are the following: 

 

Essay 1: “Collaborative Construction of the Closet (In and Out): The Af-

fordance of Interactivity and Gay and Lesbian Employees’ Identity Work 

Online” 

▪ How do internet forums enable gay and lesbian employees’ identity 

work around identity disclosure and guide their identity management 

practices? 
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Essay 2: “A gay reflection on microaggressions, symbolic normativities, and 

pink hair” 

▪ How do microaggressions and symbolic normativity around gendered 

performances, in addition to the difficulty of reacting to them at work, 

affect gay employees’ belonging and identity work in an organizational 

context? 

 

Essay 3: “Navel-gazing through the peeping-hole: Instagram as a playground 

for affective disorientation” 

▪ How does Instagram, as an overflowing visual social media platform 

that affords disorienting interactions and engagements, enable ongo-

ing processes of affective identity work and becoming? 

 

Essay 4: “In lockdown with my inner saboteur: A collaborative collage on 

self-compassion” 

▪ How can vulnerable relationality allow for the early career scholars to 

engage with their experiences of shame and unproductivity? 

▪ How have the Covid-19 pandemic and the social isolation affected the 

experienced tensions and pressures of a PhD student in the context of a 

neoliberal business school?  

 

 

Essay 1 discusses identity work from a discursive perspective and answers the 

aim of the research by exploring how the discussion forums and more specifi-

cally the affordance of interactivity, associated as a product of those forums, 

allows and shapes the collaborative identity work of gay and lesbian employees 

around their identity disclosure and identity management processes. Building 

on a netnographic study, it elucidates particular types of collaborative identity 

work facilitated by the affordance of interactivity—consulting, legitimating, and 

questioning identity work. Moreover, it elaborates on specific discursive iden-

tity threats—the ‘falsehood’, ‘incoherence’, ‘exaggeration’, and ‘outdatedness’ of 

identity—which gay and lesbian employees are likely to encounter when reflect-

ing on and performing specific identity management strategies, such as conceal-

ing or revealing their sexual orientation at work.  

 

Essay 2 addresses the research aim of this dissertation by focusing on mi-

croaggressions towards gay employees and showing how the microaggressions, 

as a practice of both hetero- and homonormative organizing, affect one’s iden-

tity work related to a sense of organizational belonging. The paper sheds light 

on the difficulty of reacting to discursive violence and theorizes on the emer-

gence of microaggressions as symbolic materializations of iterative gendered 

norms and assumptions, leading to identity work which centers around ques-

tioning one’s belonging in an organizational setting. Microaggressions are here 

seen specifically as a repetitive practice of normative organizing and language 

use, and as a materialization of underlying, social, and structural inequalities 

and norms that manifest in organizations. In this study, as a central part of the 
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autoethnographical method, identity work is established as an ongoing retro-

spective process of becoming that allows for care toward oneself, which through 

writing aims to create awareness around discriminatory language and behavior 

at work.  

 

Essay 3 responds to the overall research aim by examining identity work in 

the context of Instagram, a visual and affectively overflowing social media ap-

plication and platform, where the affective intensities, encounters, and disori-

entating moments are approached as associated products of organizing circu-

lating through the platform. The study illustrates how Instagram constitutes a 

playground for affective relationality and disorientation, and thus facilitates, 

conditions, and instantiates an ongoing process of identity work and becoming. 

The study specifically examines this process by shedding light on our own expe-

riences as users of Instagram and demonstrates how Instagram provides with 

opportunities and (im)possibilities for identity work among affective intensities 

and especially through disrupting and disorienting moments and interactions. 

In the findings we write differently through poems and construct a collage de-

scribing the identity work and becoming that emerges in affectively relational 

and disorienting ways by creating disruptions to linear and familiar identity 

processes with, though, and in front of other users of the social media platform, 

beyond self-representational ambitions and purposes. 

 

Essay 4 relates to the overall research aim by exploring how relational vulner-

ability and writing differently may allow early career scholars to engage with 

their experiences of shame and unproductivity in a highly competitive neolib-

eral business school environment, especially during the challenging times of 

Covid-19 pandemic and social isolation. It demonstrates, although not through 

direct theorization, that the PhD journey is a process that requires continuous 

identity work and sensemaking, and furthermore sheds light on the method of 

collaborative collage which facilitated the dialogic identity work among the au-

thors. In this paper, the artistic methods of the studied group and the writing 

differently itself are approached as organizing practices of not only empathy 

and solidarity but also resistance, that come to shape the identity work pro-

cesses of the authors by facilitating processes of self-compassion and relational 

vulnerability.  

1.2 Structure of the dissertation 

This dissertation consists of this introductory part and the four essays. In the 

following section, I will briefly discuss the theoretical perspectives to identities 

and identity work and their implications in organizational and management lit-

erature, and then shed light on how they have been theorized in relation to social 

media and the mundane materialities that come to shape them. Then, in the 

third section, I will discuss the methodological foundations of the study, and 

show how various ethnographical methods came to construct the empirical ma-
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terials of this thesis. The methodological part of the introduction is rather ex-

tensive, more so than the literature review, as each Essay in this dissertation 

presents their own theories respectively but are quite concise on methodological 

elaborations. This section also includes reflections on ethics, researcher posi-

tionality, and writing differently as a method and as a feminist action. In the 

section four, I will summarize the key findings of the four essays and describe 

their individual contributions. Following that, I will discuss the overall contri-

butions of this doctoral dissertation and draw some concluding remarks before 

the four essays are presented.  
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2. Identities and identity work in and 
around organizations 

In identity work literature within organization studies, identities are usually 

approached as “the meanings that individuals attach reflexively to themselves” 

(Brown, 2015, 23), a context-specific reflexive understanding of oneself (Alves-

son & Robertson 2016). Such meanings and understandings often deal with 

questions such as “Who am I?” (Alvesson, Ashcraft & Thomas 2008, 6), ‘How 

do I relate to the surrounding world, culture, and contexts?’ (Karreman & Al-

vesson 2000), and further with specific inquiries, for example “Where do I be-

long?”, “How is a certain situation affecting my life?”, or “How is a particular 

subject position affecting my life?”. They entail subjective interpretations of 

one’s being and position based on “socio-demographic characteristics, roles, 

personal attributes, and group memberships” (Caza, Vough & Puranik 2018, 

889). Identity has often been used as a descriptive category, rather than an an-

alytical tool (Brown 2015), yet understanding identities in organizations allows 

for new ways of theorizing and making sense of conflicts (Humphreys & Brown 

2002; Mikkelsen & Humble 2020), negotiating legitimacy (Clegg, Rhodes & 

Kornberger 2007), creating change (Wright, Nyberg & Grant 2012), the general 

conduct of work (Kuhn 2006; Currie, Finn & Martin 2010) and professional 

identity struggles (Sveningsson & Alvesson 2003), just to name a few avenues 

of research important for this area of study and this dissertation.  

Identities have been theorized, especially in work- and other social situations, 

as inherently unstable, precarious, and under various threats (see Collinson 

1992; Gabriel 1999; Gill 2015), and especially professional and work-related 

identities have been ascribed as increasingly insecure and fragile (Knights & 

Clarke 2014). Approaching individuals as fixed representations of certain iden-

tity categories or reducing their ‘self’ into just one facet of their multiple identi-

ties underplays the uniqueness of people and their multiplicities (Watson 

2008), thus a fluid and emergent identity perspective is essential here. What 

may have seemingly resulted in uncertain identities, is the organizational envi-

ronment and its social, economic, and psychological insecurities, that are inter-

secting and disrupting in themselves (Brown & Coupland 2015). Individuals re-

construct and resource their identities especially when facing organizational 

pressures and changes (Pullen 2006), and in the process of addressing demand-

ing and crisis situations (Brown 2015); some relevant identity tensions in the 

context of this doctoral thesis are specific harmful events in the workplace such 

as bullying or discrimination (Lutgen-Sandvik 2008), stigma-related tensions 
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at work (Tracey & Phillips 2015), and context-specific characteristics of a work-

place or its culture (Smith & Ulus 2019), to name a few examples. Additionally, 

Brown and Coupland (2015) have theorized identity threats construed through 

identity work, as discursive thoughts and feelings, that challenge a preferred 

identity narrative in some way. In this thesis, both perspectives are contextually 

valuable, as such vulnerable moments and nonlinear becoming allow people to 

do resilience differently (McGreavy 2016). 

In this doctoral thesis, I follow sets of assumptions, overlapping and inter-

twined in nature, that have emerged from identity work literature that Andrew 

Brown (2019) has compiled. These assumptions form the foundation for the 

identity work explored in this doctoral thesis, and for what Brown calls ‘identity 

work perspective’. The five assumptions are the following (rephrased from 

Brown 2022, 1213): 1) selves are reflexive, and are actively worked on or become 

affected both in solitude and through social interaction; 2) people have multiple 

identities that often intersect and are generally rather fluid; 3) identities are af-

fected by relations of power, emancipation, and oppression; 4) identities are not 

inherently analyzed as either positive or authentic; and 5) identities are integral 

to various processes of organizing and to our understandings of these processes.  

I approach identities as ongoing processes and accomplishments (Creed, 

DeJordy & Lok 2010) that are reworked and adjusted, often also contested, in 

profoundly social contexts (Brown 2022). A certain perceived stability of an 

identity could be described to be “either a momentary achievement or a resilient 

fiction” (Ybema et al. 2009, 301), as in this doctoral thesis, identities are seen 

as continuously liminal (Beech 2011) and evolving, and as temporary attach-

ments to available resources and social categories (Hall 1996). The selves are 

under constant construction (Dobusch & Schoeneborn 2015) and in an ongoing 

process of becoming within social spaces, contexts, and communities, especially 

in the sphere of social media platforms and social organizational arenas. Such 

continuous forming of identities is affected by opportunities of referencing to 

social categories and collectives (Dick 2014), of creating a sense of belonging 

(Tomlinson 2010), of negotiating various situated understandings (Bange, Jär-

ventie-Thesleff & Tienari 2022; Fayard & DeSanctis 2010), in addition to self-

regulating and boundary breaking (Lehti & Kallio 2017). 

 

“He allowed himself to be swayed by his conviction that human beings are 

not born once and for all on the day their mothers give birth to them, but that 

life obliges them over and over again to give birth to themselves” (Gabriel 

Garcia Marquez, Love in the time of Cholera) 

 

2.1 Perspective on identity work 

Sveningsson and Alvesson (2003) describe identity work as a constellation of 

activities used for maintaining, forming, altering, and repairing by which people 

aim for realizing versions of themselves. Described as “complex and unpredict-

able” (Pullen 2005, 25), and an “ongoing cycle” (Musson & Duberley 2006, 147), 
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identity work could be seen as a combination of working on the ‘external’ iden-

tity of a person, and alongside the shaping the of the ‘internal’ sense of self, thus 

bridging the self-identity with wider societal and cultural discourses (Watson 

2008). Often studies, including some aspects in this doctoral thesis, aim for 

identifying new types and forms of identity work, and shedding light on contex-

tually specific identity work processes and strategies (see e.g., Huber & Brown 

2017; Ahuja et al. 2019; Fernando et al. 2019; Brown & Toyoki 2013; Essers & 

Benschop 2007). Identity work has implications for employees’ well-being and 

success at work (Caza et al. 2018), and may lead to reorientation, experiences of 

authenticity, and arriving to new identities.  

The ongoing processes (Davies & Thomas 2008) of identity work have been 

theorized from various perspectives, but especially four approaches have 

emerged as dominant, mapped by Caza, Vough, and Puranik (2018), namely so-

cial identity theory, critical theory, identity theory, and narrative theory. So-

cial identity theory (e.g., Ashforth & Mael 1989; Löwstedt & Räisänen 2014) sug-

gests two ways of identity work, first in identification to a group or a collective 

through attachment or distancing (Brown 2017), and second in negotiating 

meanings related to such groups and collectives (Kyratsis et al. 2017). Critical 

theory (e.g., Alvesson & Willmott 2002; Brown & Lewis 2011) suggests that 

identity work is strongly affected by institutions, and allows individuals to ques-

tion, reject, engage with, and resist discourses in favor of other opportunities 

(Doolin 2002). Identity theory (e.g., Järventie-Thesleff & Tienari 2016; Jain, 

George & Maltarich 2009) focuses on role-identities rather than in collective 

identities and sees identity work as in changing to align with a role, changing 

role expectations, and changing perceptions, both own and others’, of roles 

(Stryker & Serpe 1982). Narrative theory (e.g., Wright et al. 2012; Beech & John-

son 2005) concentrates on personal identities, and views identity work as cre-

ating and updating narratives that draw on personal histories and related dis-

courses that are available, putting such narratives under constant evolution 

(Bruner 1991).  

Although this doctoral thesis does not take a specific or overall coherent stance 

on identity work, throughout the four essays identity work is approached from 

a distinctively relational perspective that draws from both social identity theory 

and critical theory, where agency emerges as a dialogical process in which the 

research participants and subjects engage with meaningful and significant oth-

ers in social contexts of action (Beech 2008, Skovgaard-Smith et al. 2020). Such 

dialogical processes are continuous and endless, as the others “grant, validate, 

question, cast doubt, and ignore” the identity work of others continuously 

(Brown 2017, 299), making the ‘self’ a product of social interaction (Callero 

2003). The range of others, with whom the identities are continuously worked 

through, are particular people, like known colleagues and peers, generalized 

others, such as an online audience, and general narratives of culture and history, 

including stereotypical images and universal understandings of certain individ-

uals (Cunliffe 2018). Ybema et al. (2009, 299) describe such relationality as 

“self-other talk”, which emerges as an essential part of identity formation. They 

further state that identity work as a process often emerges through articulation 
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of similarities and differences, and the concrete enactment includes “the discur-

sive separation of ‘self’ from the ‘other’” (306), as overall in the processes of 

identity work both relational and individualistic discourses and practices be-

come merged (Mason 2004). Smith, Meyskens and Wilson (2014) showed that 

identity work often entails creating or dismantling boundaries between groups 

and structural entities, and even reconfiguring of partnerships and allyships 

(Ybema et al. 2012). Moreover, identity work among employees, both on an in-

dividual and collective level, may respectively shape the identity of the organi-

zation (Brown & Toyoki 2013), so in a way, when the individuals’ selves are cre-

ated and altered, the surrounding structures are simultaneously upheld, 

changed, and sustained.  

 

“Most people are other people. Their thoughts are someone else’s opinions, 

their lives a mimicry, their passion a quotation…” (Oscar Wilde, De Profundis) 

 

Identity work may lead to a resolution of an identity tension, conflict, or a 

threat (Croft et al. 2015; Petriglieri 2011) and result in reconciliation of roles or 

re-evaluation of work (Caza et al. 2018). Additionally, identity work might 

enable reconciling misalignments in identities (Pratt, Rockmann & Kaufmann 

2006) or strengthen the identity or a sense of belonging to a group or collective 

(Brown 2017). Despite the resolution-oriented perspective on identity work and 

its perceived capabilities in this doctoral thesis, Beech (2011) has illustrated the 

liminality and ambiguities that may remain regardless of the identity work, and 

sometimes identity work processes may even lead to weakened identification 

with a group (Gendron & Spira 2010). Relatively, Davies and Thomas (2008) 

have argued that despite the efforts to change, identity work might not bring for 

an ideal outcome. Thus, identity work does not always culminate in positive or 

pursued identity states or becomings and may sometimes even take self-

questioning and -disrupting forms (Beech et al. 2016).  

Furthermore, the identity work studied in Essays 2, 3, and 4 operates within 

various frames of power relations, varying agencies regarding identity 

formation, and constraints that affect, insinuate, restrict, and condition peoples’ 

identity options and choices related to identity work (Brown 2019; Huber & 

Brown 2017). Some prior research has identified disciplinary regimes that come 

to shape, guide, and restrict the identity work of individuals (e.g., Eräranta & 

Moisander 2011), and some studies see identity work as an ongoing and 

emergent process of becoming, where affective messages, cues, and resources 

inevitably condition the identity work of people in a particular context or 

situation (e.g., Aslan 2017). Such becoming, as a form of continuous and 

emergent identity work, entails individuals navigating through multiplicities 

(Deaux 1996), entanglements, and intersections of epistemic resources; The 

socio-cultural and material environment offers endless streams of affective 

intensities and knowledge to draw from, and thus the vast number of 

opportunities may seem threatening to oneself and to the stability of the sense 

of self (Clough 1992). Individuals might be extremely resistant to thinking 

differently and challenging their thinking of knowledge resources, due to a 
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strong attachment to existing beliefs: however, although one might experience 

a sense of security or stability with their identity (and its expression), one can 

never predict how others see them (Knights and Wilmott 1999/2004) and how 

their identity operates within different social contexts. Furthermore, the harder 

side of identity work, as in challenging one’s own identity by allowing and 

welcoming disruptions to it, remains widely unexplored (Knights, Huber & 

Longman 2021). All in all, whether one stays deliberately open for it or not, 

often, much like in the context of Essay 3, identity work is not a fully optional 

process as the individual does not have full agency over it, due to the processes 

of becoming being inevitably affected by their surroundings, and their affective 

intensities, materialities, and disorienting instances.  

 

Maintaining, forming, 

repairing, adjourning, 

stability through the storming 

a constant movement 

 

Ongoing becoming, in relation to what is 

what has been, what will eventually be 

dialogical explorations and monological contemplations 

in, with, and through the everyday 

2.2 Identities in the context of social media 

 Identities take different forms depending on the context they are associated 

with, much like they are performed differently depending on contextual 

temporalities and spaces (Bange et al. 2022). The increasing use of social media 

sites, such as Facebook, Instagram, TikTok, Twitter etc., has greatly increased 

individuals’ opportunities for, both for intentional and unintentional purposes, 

constructing meta-narratives and establishing meta-images of the self (Hearn 

2008), as representations, alterations, and extensions of identities. Instagram, 

for example, as a visual and interactive culture of collage (see Essay 3), allows 

for the ‘self’ being a “perpetually rewritten story” (Bruner 1987, 15), as the 

platform allows for sharing photos as a digital feed, where all images appear 

together, to be viewed as a self-curated personal narrative (Van House 2009). 

Furthermore, the opportunities for looking, seeing, and being looked at allow 

for drawing, negotiating, and appropriating affectice streams, visuals, and 

discourse as tools in identity making in the everyday of the online world. A lot 

of the research on online (and especially social media) identities has to do with 

self-representation, especially concentrating on associated tensions and 

opportunities (Davies 2011), although often these debates concentrate solely on 

identities’ performative aspects (Ditchfield 2020). Before these very platforms 

that are now considered social media, online discussion forums served (and still 

to this day serve) as a sort of social media: they allow connecting with others 

outside one’s social spheres, discussing on variety of topics, and distributing 

knowledge. 
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The social media users can opt for projecting different identities when they 

engage with others in social media and online overall, by for example expressing 

themselves in different particular ways or adopting different personae in doing 

so (Bullingham & Vasconcelos 2013; Fox & Ralston 2016; Raun 2015). Many 

individuals aim for fitting in in online spaces, especially if they are aiming to 

“recreate their offline-self online”, whilst some attempt to edit and alter various 

facets of their selves (Bullingham & Vasconcelos 2013, 101; Vaast 2007). 

Furthermore, such ‘filtering’ practices of self-representation by the users are 

relational exchanges with other users, algorithms, social expectations, 

contextual norms, and aesthetic standards to “adjust, conceal and amplify 

aspects of their selves on social media” (Savolainen et al. 2022, 19). Social media 

especially reinforces the circulation of specific narratives, such as individual 

empowerment, heteronormative displays, and elitist representations, which is 

why feminist social media visibilities have been characterized by tensions 

between compliance and resistance (Savolainen et al. 2022; Munro 2013). 

Although the social and visual environments provide the epistemic resources for 

identity work, exploration, and learning, the ongoing processes of identity 

forming also shape the social platform and its culture respectively. 

Social media facilitates the construction of global communities by 

reconfiguring affective relations (Baxter 2021), for example by amplifying 

communication and generating connections in a rapid, emergent, and 

continuous way. Personal social media narratives structure and organize the 

users’ identity work, giving them opportunities for relationality and solidarity 

(Lehti & Kallio 2017), and granting especially disadvantaged people and 

marginalized groups a platform to become equal and active participants, as well 

as affording a place for nonconforming, resistance, and countering stereotypes 

(Kasperiuniene & Zydziunaite 2019; Pinkard et al. 2017). The users have an 

opportunity for ‘pre-post editing’, as in “the ability to change, edit or completely 

restart an interaction before it is shared with the intended audience” (Ditchfield 

2020, 929), to further manage their identity representation. Such unidirectional 

interaction and its asynchronicity creates a lag that allows for individuals to 

carefully decide what they wish to share, and with whom, ultimately allowing 

for crafting of an ideal and consistent presentation of one’s identity (Ditchfield 

2020; Quinn & Papacharissi 2018).  

Being able to build a desired illusion of a coherent identity, a potentially 

idealistic or glorified life narrative (Robards & Lincoln 2017), the social media 

users simultaneously generate possibilities for themselves to affect and make an 

impact in chosen online spaces. Additionally, representational social media 

allows for documenting of an “ongoing performance of neoliberal subjectivity” 

(Mahoney 2020, 3), and on the contrary, offers the other users possibilities to 

perceive failures in such performance. The body itself has a central role in the 

visual self-representation of selfies (Drente, Gurrieri & Tyler 2018), which are 

materialized products of visible identity work online (Duffy 2017), much like 

messages on discussion forums are products of situated identity work. The body 

and the self-representational aspects of identity work however only account for 

one aspect of identity work and its processes, and neglect the disorienting and 
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uncontrollable side of identity construction that goes beyond representational 

aspects and orientations in the everyday of social online platforms.  

In addition to various opportunities for identities in social media, the online 

platforms and spaces have also questionable features, and thus studying them 

may not benefit from a perspective of a “neutral web” (Martinez Dy, Marlow & 

Martin 2017, 288), or in terms of straightforward and linear identity work 

processes, which are usually disrupted in such a high-intensity environment. In 

social online spaces, such as discussion forums and especially visual spaces such 

as Instagram, the idealization of “white, elite-class, heterosexual and able-

bodied” subjects (Heizmann & Liu 2022, 24) easily marginalizes any kinds of 

representations of difference, risking some social media users for becoming 

targets of harassment (Paasonen, Hillis & Petit 2015), or experiencing backlash 

for their representational identity (Melo Lopes 2019). Moreover, such 

idealization leads to experiences of invisibility by propagating and rewarding 

images, stories and expressions that comply with ideals and normative 

constructions (Mahoney 2020; Banet-Weiser & Miltner 2016), potentially 

rendering some participants in the platform as ‘the other’. Actively resisting 

cultural pressures and standing against socially encouraged and applauded 

aesthetics (Daniels 2016) may orientate from one's sense of identity: 

nonconforming to such universally accepted ideals could be seen as a form of 

alternative identity construction (Spicer & Böhm 2007), which may also serve 

as a starting point and a catalyst for resistance (Barros 2018), which may 

materialize in various different ways. Acknowledging dominant structures of 

online spaces further leads into realizing the co-constitutive relation between 

identity and resistance (Munro 2014). 

2.3 Identity work with and through materialities in the everyday 

In line with a growing interest on materiality in management and organiza-

tional studies (see e.g., Orlikowski 2007; Leonardi et al. 2012), I direct attention 

to how materiality affects, shapes, and conditions identity work processes in and 

around contemporary organizations and in social media. It has been suggested 

that materiality plays an important part in processes related to identity work 

(Watkiss & Glynn 2016), yet the topic has remained underdeveloped among crit-

ical organization scholars. Moreover, identity studies have been criticized for 

their disembodied approaches, and the need to bring materiality into the field 

has been recognized (Brown 2019; Bardon et al. 2012; Knights & Clarke 2017, 

Aslan 2017). The emerging material perspective has previously highlighted ma-

terial practices, yet it does not only concentrate on concrete material objects 

(Watkiss & Glynn 2016) and has rarely investigated the processes between ma-

teriality and (organizational) identity work and construction (except for a few 

notable exceptions, e.g., Canato, Ravasi & Phillips 2013). Additionally, as stated 

by Leonardi (2012, 32), “all social action is possible because of some material-

ity”, and in this doctoral thesis, I approach materialities as important means 

through and with which individuals engage in identity work processes in organ-

izational and social media contexts. The processes of identity work studied here 
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focus on the everyday, the mundane identity work in online discussion forums, 

among colleagues, and within social media, all conditioned by the material con-

ditions of these contexts. This perspective needs to be highlighted here, as even 

though identity work is the essential and centralized theoretical frame in the 

papers of this dissertation, the actual processes of identity work are deeply em-

bedded in the everyday life in organizations and social media, and in many ways 

do not materialize into actions or performances, but rather ‘bubble under the 

surface’. 

Central to the material perspective on identity work is the consideration of 

identity being influenced by relational, temporal, and material resources and 

processes, where the agencies of the individuals are entangled to the variety of 

contextual processes (Jones 2011). Studying materialities has often been linked 

to gaining understanding of culture and how objects come to encode meanings 

and social relations (Boxenbaum et al. 2018; Hicks & Beaudry 2010). A core in-

sight from these studies is that materiality may afford, alter, and restrict how 

one’s environment is experienced, by shaping the interpretations and various 

processes of sensemaking and negotiation (Boxenbaun et al. 2018). Relatedly, 

the entangled affective and material aspects of identity work are concerned with 

how one resonates with their surrounding world (Cunliffe & Coupland 2012; 

Daslaki, Butler & Petrovic 2016), and how identities may be, both consciously 

and unintentionally, worked on with and through different embodiments, 

spaces, products, and other material entities, as a part of the sociopolitical and 

cultural environment.  

Materialities should not be exclusively associated with concrete technologies, 

artifacts, tools, or other tangible factors (Leonardi 2012; Cooren 2020); intan-

gibility can still convey materiality, if materiality is defined as something made 

of matter (Cooren et al. 2012), and therefore everything can be material, except 

for nothingness. Seeing objects not only as commodities, but rather as things 

with their own agency is a move towards post-human approach of materiality 

(Hekman 2010; Gherardi 2019), which allows us to envision the sense of agency 

of the materialities, that also become affected through the identity work pro-

cesses of individuals in which they are embedded. As an example, in a social 

online platform, the affordances may become socially sustained and altered, as 

they are appropriated in the identity work processes of the participants. More-

over, individuals in organizations are also able to experience the incompleteness 

of materializations (Kuhn et al. 2017): for example, certain phenomena and as-

pects of organizations and organizing are more material for some than to others, 

and thus appear as different or invisible to some. Thus, the sense of materiality 

always comes with an experience of immateriality (Brummans, Hwang & 

Cheong 2020), as materializations may be contextually varying and have differ-

ent degrees of materiality (Kuhn et al. 2017), depending on the social setting 

and situation. 

In this doctoral thesis, I draw from the essential elements of materiality of or-

ganizations and organizing, identified by Watkiss and Glynn (2016)1, namely 

organizing products, and organizing practices. These two elements are of par-
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ticular importance as mechanisms in identity work and construction, as under-

standing how individuals interact among and through them, engage with them, 

and are affected by their meanings, is consequential for understanding ques-

tions related to identity building. The organizing products and practices identi-

fied and studied in each of the papers in this doctoral dissertation come to affect 

and condition the identity work processes in various, highly contextual ways. In 

some contexts, the studied materialities have supporting, caring, and emanci-

patory effects for the investigated identity processes, whereas in others the ma-

terialities emerge with limiting, disrupting, or questioning qualities. Hence the 

descriptive word organizing precedes the word materialities, as I want to high-

light their agency (Barad 2007; Taylor 2013), and their capability to ‘do’ some-

thing as an essential organizing agent in the swarm of identity work processes. 

Furthermore, humans do not have an absolute control over these materialities, 

much like the studied materialities do not have complete power over humans, 

as their relationship is relational, entangled, and embedded in many ways (Or-

likowski 2009). Such entanglement includes the aforementioned ways of iden-

tity work being affected by these materialities, but also the social sustenance and 

alteration of the materialities that occurs during the identity work, when, as an 

example, the material affordances of an online platform are renegotiated, ap-

propriated, and consolidated through the relational processes.  

Organizing products entail physical components of organizations and places 

of work, their functional elements, or user interfaces of social media (Ulrich 

1995); furthermore, these usually include human-made things and the various 

ways in which they work. The users come to understand the identities of organ-

izations and social media platforms through their products, or through the es-

sential products that are part of the processes of organizing, such as streams of 

affects in social media. Organizational products that are socially generated, such 

as respect or humiliation, are often by-products of usage of power in the organ-

ization (Czarniawska 2008), hence organizational culture and its tensions may 

affectively create organizational products: an example of such product could be 

the highlighted productivity in a neoliberal university environment. Organizing 

practices include behavioral routines typical for the social environment, as well 

as established tools and concepts that are used to accomplish certain tasks es-

sential for the organizing (Canato et al. 2013). The materiality of the practices 

“mediates between the actions and their meanings” (Watkiss & Glynn 2016, 

324), and although the material practices may not change identities, through 

various practices such as supports groups some identities may become rein-

forced or questioned (Stigliani & Ravasi 2012). Practices embrace the bodily do-

ings, beings, and sayings (Aslan 2017), and are enacted within complex rela-

tional material arrangements, entailing “humans, artifacts, organisms, and 

things of nature” (Schatzki 2010, 129). In some cases, practices become per-

formative and iterative processes that follow a certain social order or norma-

tivity, and as an outcome of such repetitive instantiation particular identities 

may become affected. Moreover, organizing practices have been theorized to 

also aim for producing and instantiating “appropriate individuals” (Deetz 1994, 

24), further proving the agency of the materialities as well.  
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At work, home among friends, 

online with the anonymous 

relational, temporal, material 

resonance with the surroundings 

a question for the culture 

 

Materiality / immateriality 

Every day and mundane 

to belong / expelled and excluded 

Unintentionality and purpose 

attachment 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
  



 

27 

3. Methodological and empirical 
reflections 

All papers in this doctoral dissertation deploy ethnographic methods, as in 

autoethnographic, ethnographic, and netnographic approaches. Ethnography 

has been called “the most human of methods” (Yanow 2018, xii), where 

experiences serve as the evidence of the data, and where multiple ways of seeing, 

styles of writing, and sensibilities intersect (Yanow & Geuijen 2009). 

Ethnographic methods rely on and benefit from a prolonged researcher 

presence, consisting of the longitudinal attention and interest, successful 

immersion, and the combined experience and personal history on the field and 

with the topic (Pachirat 2018; Ericsson & Kostera 2020). From the researcher 

themselves, the method requires an open mind for alternative realities and 

meanings, curiosity, and an urge to question existing patterns and social worlds 

(Czarniawska-Joerges 1992), or in other words, a certain ‘ethnographic 

awareness’ is assumed (Watson 2012, 18), as is a certain level of sensitivity. In 

this doctoral dissertation I approach all ethnographic methods as an 

opportunity to make a difference as the method allows for a construction of 

holistic understandings, as a chance to combine “methodological rigour and 

moral values” (Ericsson & Kostera 2020, 1403), and as a strong enabler for a 

possibility to write differently (Gilmore et al. 2019). The available freedom with 

ethnographic methods facilitates holistic approaches encouraging both morality 

and emancipation while studying identity work and experiences around 

belonging, difference, an otherness, in various contexts. Essay 1 uses a 

netnographic approach to create understanding around particular aspects of an 

online culture, its discourse, and related tensions. Essay 2 deploys an 

autoethnographic method to understand personal experiences, their political 

nature, and to illustrate the potential of those personal experiences as a form of 

affective knowledge. Essay 3 similarly draws from autoethnographic data, and 

utilizes it to illuminate, demonstrate, and to discuss theories already present in 

the scholarly discussion. Essay 4 builds on autoethnographical vignettes and 

draws from data collected as a part of an ethnographic field work. 

In Essay 1, the empirical material consists of discussions collected by 

monitoring two internet forums, both of which have sections and topics 

dedicated specifically to discussions on LGBTQ employees’ status and 

experiences at work, in the Finnish context. Of the collected materials, we 

analyzed approximately 296 pages of online discussions from 24 discussion 

threads within the two forums. In Essay 2, my own experiences form the 

autoethnographic foundations of the study. My personal narrative takes the 
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form of fragmented prose, as throughout the paper I lay out descriptions of 

multiple incidents as a set of specific events that serve as representations of 

identity work processes and reflections. The autoethnographic texts emerged 

from my own experiences from the past 10 years, including experiences in 

previous and current workplaces and organizations. In turn, Essay 3 combines 

autoethnographical vignettes combining them with existing scholarly literature, 

as we write through our relationship and affective attachment to Instagram, to 

explore identity work, relationality, and disorienting moments. Our expression 

emerges in the form of a collage (Elbow 1997), where we combine insights from 

the literature and discuss our own experiences around them. Finally, Essay 4 

uses both autoethnographic and ethnographic data to construct a collaborative 

collage that elucidates our embodied ways of processing struggles and pressures 

during our PhD journey in a neoliberal university, with the added tensions of 

the COVID-19 pandemic. The ethnographic data was collected during a series of 

workshop occasions organized by the first and third authors of the paper, in the 

form of diary notes, images, videos, and written material by the workshop 

participants.  

3.1 Netnography in online platforms and related ethical 
considerations 

Netnography, as an established qualitative research approach, draws from 

main characteristics of ethnography to study and explain vivid, diverse, and cul-

tural worlds and communities in an online environment (Kozinets et al. 2014; 

Skågeby 2011). This approach benefits from prolonged observation and oppor-

tunities for both monitoring and actively participating into the studied interac-

tions and culture (Garcia et al. 2009; Kozinets 2010). Through grounded inter-

pretations, this method provides with in-depth approach to achieve detailed 

presentation of the lived experiences of the employees, which they have nar-

rated and reconstructed online. (Kozinets et al. 2014). Usually the researcher’s 

role is two-folded: the researcher could remain in a purely observational role 

(e.g., Skågeby 2011), or they may apply a more proactive, vocally present, and 

influential role in the studied community to obtain a richer data (Phillips 2011). 

The basis is grounded in the principle that rather than an algorithm, a human 

component is needed to study the identity, language, culture, symbolism, and 

meaning-creation in online platforms (Kozinets et al. 2018). The multiple po-

tential research contexts include blogs, discussion forums, social media plat-

forms, videocasting, social networking, and virtual environments (Costello, 

McDermott & Wallace 2017), to name a few possible contexts of research. 

Kozinets et al. (2014) discuss three general types of data available for collection 

within a netnographic study: archival data as in the historical and non-active 

material archived online, elicited data as in the actively engaged-with interac-

tions with online participants and the culture, and field note data consisting of 

the researcher’s own notes, reflections, and thoughts. 

There are not that many procedural guidelines or commonly agreed-upon spe-

cific steps that one is expected to take when deploying a netnographic method, 
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yet Kozinets, Dolbec, and Earley (2014) have argued for taking certain steps for 

implementing a netnographic study: the first step includes immersing one’s self 

into the studied platform, culture, and their distinct features, as familiarity with 

the topics and the features of the studied context and phenomenon aid in mak-

ing a successful cultural entrée. Next, the data collection is done based on both 

the initial and emergent research questions and design (Burles & Bally 2018), 

and relevant data is recognized, as online contexts are often overflowing with 

potential material. The third step in conducting a netnographic study are the 

ethical considerations (Skågeby 2011). The fourth step entails conducting an 

“insightful and trustworthy analysis” (Kozinets et al. 2014, 265), where a 

method of analysis is chosen depending on the nature of the empirical materials 

collected. A range of diverse practices could be embedded under the label of 

netnography, and as netnography often requires a personal approach and de-

ployment of additional research methods, such as content, discursive, or narra-

tive analysis, here I will mostly focus on the ethical aspects of studying online 

platforms, their texts, and cultures. 

Whether it is about the reliability of the data, the capabilities of epistemic gen-

eralization around online texts, or the bias and honesty of the research partici-

pants (Jeacle 2019), ethicality needs to be in the center of a netnographic re-

search setting. Kozinets (2002) has argued, already two decades ago, for online 

observational materials having the capability of being trustworthy, and in the 

next section I build on this argument from the ethical perspectives of my own 

research. While discussing silenced, hidden, previously inaccessible, or poten-

tially personal experiences around otherness, belonging, and identity work, in 

an environment that encourages sharing individual accounts, and both overt 

and covert discourses of resistance and compliance, netnography provides with 

an excellent approach. Although Internet has been proven to be a positive me-

dium for discovering such perspectives (Kozinets 1998), studying online plat-

forms, as well as their texts, cultures, and communities may be difficult, as novel 

ethical issues and perspectives arise all the time (Eynon et al. 2017; Bruckman 

2005): How must consent be acknowledged as part of the research design? How 

will the empirical sources be treated and analyzed to maintain participant ano-

nymity? Are the discussion forum conversations public or private? How can I 

examine an empirical context, without causing the participants any harm, and 

how could I potentially give them back in some way? These issues might need 

evaluation upon a netnographic study, yet Markham and Buchanan (2012) ar-

gue for making case specific decisions regarding ethics of a study. Here, I will 

especially reflect upon the ethics especially from the perspectives of research 

design, online forums as data sources, and the empirical contexts (Hewson, Vo-

gel & Laurent 2016). 

The ethical considerations in netnographic studies are always evolving, and 

nowadays some of the ‘original’ ethical guidelines (such as gaining consent from 

every single user and participant in an open online environment (see e.g., 

Kozinets 2002)) might not suit all empirical settings and could be considered 

too rigorous (see Langer & Beckman 2005). The online spaces and social plat-

forms have evolved immensely over the past twenty years, creating room for 
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novel approaches and interpretations also in terms of ethical aspects within 

netnographic studies. Not only have the needs and expectations of the users of 

these social online platforms changed, but the platforms are more readily avail-

able and reach a vastly wider audience. Moreover, the Covid-19 pandemic and 

the related need for social isolation has allegedly increased both the number of 

researchers deploying netnographic methods, as well as the importance of var-

ious social online platforms (Cheded & Skandalis 2021). Convery and Cox (2012, 

p.50) suggest using “negotiated ethics” to situate the ethical procedure into the 

context and culture of the study, research questions, and the methodology, to 

discuss the issues relevant for that very study at hand, in a less formulaic way 

(AoIR 2012). 

For the netnographic research and as a central part of its research design and 

the empirical context, the key ethical considerations focus on maintaining ano-

nymity and privacy (FABRI 2009), meaning the protection and anonymization 

of all private and recognizable information of the participants, including the aim 

for protecting the participants from any related harm (FABRi 2009; Germain, 

Harris, Mackay & Maxwell 2018). Furthermore, in the context of research de-

sign and the empirical nature of the study, gaining consent from the research 

participants remains in the forefront of the scholarly discussion in general 

(Kozinets 2010; Canavan 2021; Dehkhoda, Owens & Malpas 2020; Lehner-

Maer 2020; Germain et al. 2018). In the name of negotiated ethics (Convery & 

Cox 2012), for Essay 1 consent was not acquired from the online forum discus-

sants, as with mostly archival data it was not possible. Additionally, I aimed for 

mitigating against disruptions that might potentially cease the entire discussion 

thread. Informing participants about the researcher presence in online forums 

might undermine the naturally emerging authentic conversations, and alter the 

intentions on the study, as announcing the presence might hinder opportunities 

for observing natural behaviors and interactions (Lugosi & Quinton 2018; Gla-

ser, Dixit & Green 2002; Langer & Beckman 2005). 

Kozinets (2010) argues that netnographer’s normal and inconspicuous actions 

in a public discussion forum do not require informed consent from the forum 

users (see also Canavan 2021; Dehkhoda et al. 2020; Brotsky & Giles 2007). The 

approach to informed consent is often related to the nature of the platform, es-

pecially to its various levels of publicity and privacy: I acknowledge that deem-

ing online platforms strictly public or private is challenging (Jeffrey, Ashraf & 

Paris 2021), but I argue for covert exploration of these spaces being the most 

appropriate way of collecting data on a specific social group (Reilly & Trevisan 

2016), to sustain authenticity and to avoid disturbing the conversation. Relat-

edly, Hewson et al. (2016) argue for methodological validity and avoidance of 

data contamination being reasons for not disclosing the researcher presence in 

the forums. Further, as most of the data that was collected for this project was 

archival material, many of the contributors might not be active in the site any-

more and thus out of our reach (Germain et al. 2018).  

I consider the collected text and accounts as public narrative (Kantanen & 

Manninen 2016), as they have remained online, most for multiple years, and 

could be conceptualized as archival material, a socially sustained collective 
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memory of sorts. Also, in Essay 1 we authors did not use forum posts that were 

posted after 2020, so all the analyzed forum posts had remained online for at 

least one year at the time of the analysis. People might have expectations of pri-

vacy even in public spaces (Dennen 2012; Zimmer 2010), and this ‘privacy in 

public’ in general calls for researcher sensitivity towards the community and 

contents of conversation (Eynon, Schroder & Fry 2009). Although publicity of 

online discussion forums does not directly equate to consent (Hine 2013; 

Kozinets 2015), I believe the discussants very likely recognized the public nature 

of the forums in their accounts, as they maintained anonymity through their 

interaction. However, I also acknowledge the previous scholarly concerns on the 

blurred lines between notions of public and private online spaces (Rosenberg 

2010; Germain et al. 2016; Kozinets 2015; Lehner-Maer 2020). All in all, Hud-

son & Bruckman (2005) claim that there is no reasonable assumption of privacy 

if the studied discussion can be found in archival websites or through search 

engines; both studied online discussion forums were entirely public (the threads 

and comments could be found from search engines) (Kantanen & Manninen 

2016). Respectively, in Essay 3 we only discussed public and societal issues in 

the context of Instagram, without referring to single users’ posts or online pres-

ence, and the empirical material was gathered through our own experiences 

with the platform, to which we authors consented to when constructing our po-

etic narrative. 

Moreover, as the empirical data consist mostly of archived materials, the 

netnographic study of Essay 1 is rather an issue- and experience-focused piece 

of work, than individual or human-centered (Caliandro & Gandini 2017). Such 

issue-centered approach and being interested in the texts rather than the sub-

jects themselves, is demonstrated by both the scope (concentrating on discur-

sive constructions rather than personal experiences), as well as the analysis 

(highlighting specific tactics and discourses) of the study. Thus, I approach the 

collected data as public commentary (Dehkhoda et al. 2020), and the discussion 

forums as public arenas where the participants can exercise their own judge-

ment of privacy and how much they wish to share. However public the data may 

be, protection for the participants remains essential: our main ethical reaction 

and conduct in Essay 1 was to anonymize the used excerpts as well as possible. 

I did not name the forums or share the usernames of the participants to mini-

mize the risk of findability from search engines (Frankel & Siang 1999), trans-

lated and masked the quotes and excerpts in English (Kozinets 2015; Dinh & 

Tienari 2021), and used pseudonyms when necessary (Vaast & Levina 2015; 

Gatrell 2019). Additionally, the country context was blurred to make the public 

online discussions even more anonymous. Although in some studies the authors 

have decided to not use any direct quotes to guarantee anonymity (Skågeby 

2009), in our context the quotes add for the richness of description of experi-

ences in workplaces. As a form of benefitting and ‘paying back’ the researched 

communities (Sharf 1999; Rosenberg 2010), we aimed for shedding light on si-

lenced or othered voices, legitimizing expressed concerns, and opening avenues 

for future research. Hence, I see that some of the ethical decisions are justified 
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with the importance of the final research outcome and its potential positive ef-

fects (Caliandro & Gandini 2017). 

3.2 Autoethnographical approach and personal as political 

Autoethnographies are highly reflexive personal accounts and stories, that 

create a research contribution through making sense of surrounding world and 

context by showcasing the researcher’s own experience, position, and processes 

of sense-making, and by building theory from the personal accounts (Haynes 

2006; 2011; Chang 2008; Holman Jones, Adams & Ellis 2013; Lupu 2021). 

Unlike in other kinds of ethnographic studies, where the researcher might enter 

a studied scene as an ‘outsider’, in autoethnographies the researcher is often 

already an insider in the studied culture (Dumitrica & Gaden 2009), or has 

experienced the studied phenomenon first-hand, and then uses their own 

emotional and embodied self as an ethnographic exemplar (Glesne & Peshkin 

1992). Overall, in the context of this doctoral dissertation, I deem 

autoethnography a suitable method as it enables making potentially hidden or 

silenced experiences visible (Anteby 2013), and at times strips down the 

normative streams of formal academic expression by exposing the layered 

consciousness, thoughts, and feelings embedded into one’s experiences (Boyle 

& Parry 2007; O’Shea 2020b). 

The autoethnography derives from personal experience (auto), which is 

analysed and constructed systematically (graphy), in order to constitute to the 

understanding of a cultural experience (ethno) (Ellis, Adams & Bochner 2010). 

Porschitz & Siler (2017) describe a difference between two forms of 

autoethnography: emotional, more reflexive form of research, and a more 

analytic and distant, rational scholarly work. In the papers of this doctoral 

dissertation, I deploy elements from both approaches. Especially Essay 2 started 

with me, the researcher, writing about my life, emotions, and retrospective 

reflections (Ellis & Bochner 2000), which further allowed me to connect my 

experiences with the wider cultural, structural, social, and political contexts. 

Hence, in addition to aiming to create a contribution to academic discussion, 

autoethnographic writing allowed me to explore and better understand my past 

experiences (Lupu 2021) through retrospective inspection. 

Distinctively important for autoethnographic studies is to maintain a personal 

viewpoint and a closeness to oneself actively present, and to acknowledge how 

autoethnographic writing deliberately works against the detachment of the 

researcher position and bias, much more than any other type of academic 

research (Richardson 2002; Valtonen 2004). In this thesis, I have mostly used 

personal narrative (Ellis & Bochner 2000) as the form of the autoethnographic 

writing, which centers my identity and subjectivity (Lupu 2021) and allows for 

exploring multiplicities in myself (Boje & Tyler 2008) as well as various 

contextual positionalities, as in different ways of being and doing (Meriläinen, 

Salmela & Valtonen 2021; Carpentier 2020). The assumed personal position 

inhibits particular kinds of insights which are not as easily acquired through 

other means of research, as I (and we) aim to convince the reader through 
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providing a possibility to emotionally engage with our life, rather than through 

showing traditional academic evidence (O’Shea 2020b). Moreover, generally 

within the papers deploying autoethnographic methods, no theory or personal 

experience is superior to another, but rather, they offer an exchange between 

the two, an intertwined story where the personal illustrates, questions, expands, 

and intervenes in the theoretical discussion. 

Although autoethnographic accounts include highly personal and intimate 

moments, from a cultural viewpoint they are not meant to remain private, but 

rather be shared as constituting cultural knowledge (Valtonen 2004; Chang 

2008). Sociological research has previously often incorporated reflexive 

personal accounts inside the scholarly text (e.g., Denzin 2006), but within 

organization studies the autoethnographical methods require further 

theorization and their implications further exploration and illustrating. 

Mandalaki and Daou (2021) demonstrate how our past affects the sense-making 

of the present conditions, as well as the ways in which we interact and connect 

with others in a cultural and social world. Hence autoethnographic writing often 

requires various kinds of memory work (Fraser & Mitchell 2015; Mandalaki & 

Daou 2021), which further encourages and allows the author to learn to trust 

their own personal, social, and cultural histories as significant sources of 

important knowledge (Collins 1986) and facilitates approaching specific events 

as representations and events of identity work. All in all, my autoethnographical 

narratives do not represent experiences as objective definitive facts (Lupu 

2021), as there is always a natural limit in what I can remember and retell 

(Butler 2005), several blind spots regarding my identity and related memory 

work, and a historically limited capability to interpret events from various 

viewpoints (Butler 2005; Lupu 2021; Brown 2022).  

Ellis and Bochner (2000) describe the autoethnographic method as a platform 

for opening future conversations rather than stating undebatable conclusions; 

or, rather, stories being told and distributed instead of theorized. 

Autoethnography, much like queer theory and perspectives on queering, is 

antifoundationalist by the means that it aims to see the social world as fluid and 

performative, to deconstruct binaries, to understand research as a political 

endeavor, and to potentialize alternative ways of seeing and doing (McDonald 

& Rumens 2020; Adams & Holman Jones 2011). As a way of questioning and 

extending the dominant functionalist and generalizable approaches to research, 

autoethnography further challenges the hegemonic understanding of the 

purpose of the organizational research and its methods in general (Fernando, 

Reveley & Learmonth 2019). In apposition to general ‘mainstream’ approaches, 

and in line with the argumentation of Valtonen (2004), the autoethnographic 

essays in this dissertation do not aim to tell success stories, but instead shed 

light on the hidden, marginalized, or silenced narratives that emerge from 

within minorities, challenging moments, or from under peculiar circumstances 

such as the Covid-19 pandemic (e.g., Porschiltz & Siler 2017; Guy & Arthur 

2020; Hendrix 2020; Melgaard-Kjaer & van Amsterdam 2020; O’Shea 2020a; 

Lupu 2021; Wasdani 2021). 
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All in all, with the autoethnographical accounts in this dissertation I aim to 

elucidate new ways of understanding experiences around identity work in 

organizations, as well as to contribute to disrupting and questioning dominant 

normative structures and regimes in our lives by letting the personal emerge as 

political. In Essay 2, I explore my experiences of microaggressions and sense of 

belonging in an organizational landscape through a rather conventional 

approach to autoethnography, which centers around my personal experience as 

political, vulnerable, and self-conscious. Relatedly, in Essays 3 and 4, me and 

my co-authors take part in ‘writing differently’, a predominantly feminist way of 

writing (see Pullen 2018; Gilmore et al. 2019; O’Shea 2020b). Established 

scholarly writing and literature has been criticized for being too clean and 

finalized (Law 2004), which results in purified and overly formulated discursive 

representations (Löytönen et al. 2015). Thus, in the context of this thesis writing 

differently extends the autoethnographic method outside the rather formulaic 

writing (of e.g., Essay 2), as we utilize collage, poetics, and dialogical writing to 

convey our autoethnographical stories. This approach will be discussed more in 

detail in the following section.  

 

Personal – political 

if it matters what happened 

What I said, thought, did 

Didn’t say or do 

 

Retrospective care 

Past hidden, revealed, altered, reframed 

whatever ‘I felt’ 

Censorship, diaries, emotions 

(false) memories, 

   a spark that tickles 

  and pokes 

3.3 Writing differently and collaborative collage as identity work 

In the recent years, the call to break free from traditional and conventional 

forms of academic writing have gained momentum, as the scholarly calls and 

interest for writing with less constraints have been visibly discussed (Phillips, 

Pullen & Rhodes 2014; Gilmore et al. 2019; Page 2017). The aim of writing 

differently is to develop alternative practices and ways of academic writing, and 

to resist the normative regimes regulating the realm of publishing of research 

texts (Kinnunen, Wallenius-Korkalo & Rantala 2021). In the context of critical 

management studies, it emerges from feminist foundations and ethics: a special 

issue in Management Learning was positioned as resistance towards normative 

practices in the field of management of organizations studies and as a call for 

arms for difference (Gilmore et al. 2019). Feminist writing allows for exploring 

deeply intimate positions (Page 2017) and opposes the normative requirement 

of producing objective and impersonal accounts, by highlighting honest, fragile, 
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and vulnerable stories, which further reveal the writers’ bare reflexive selves 

(Henderson & Black 2018; Katila 2019; OShea 2020a; Wasdani 2021; Rippin 

2015; Melgaard-Kjaer & van Amsterdam 2020; Porschitz & Siler 2017; Coelho 

2020). Furthermore, writing differently creates spaces for resistance, 

difference, and multiplicity, that have political and ethical intent since the ways 

in which we articulate ourselves “have a direct influence on who we become” 

(Gilmore et al. 2019, 4; Fotaki, Metcafle & Harding 2014; Hendrix 2020). 

In the context of becoming, I approach writing differently as having a 

capability to “do” something to us, as writers, researchers, or readers of the text, 

as we allow our affective human selves to be in the center of the scholarly 

knowledge distribution, rather than purely performing with a rational, 

objective, or detached outlooks. Writing differently and allowing different 

creativities to unfold, might allow for new perspectives, viewpoints, and 

experiences to appear, further incorporating personal voices and materialisms 

to the text, which is especially beneficial for autoethnographical writing (Höpfl 

2007). Additionally, the aim of writing differently is not to replace all academic 

writing with art or texts like prose and poetry (Gilmore et al. 2019), but rather 

to find new ways of expressing findings, illustrating theoretical and empirical 

ideas, and enriching knowledge and its production. In Essays 3 and 4, we use 

autoethnographical prose, poems, and reflexive writing in combination with 

more traditional and formulaic expression. Using poems in academic texts is 

not a new phenomenon, as it has been used in experimental forms of writing 

before (see Kostera 1997; van Amsterdam & van Eck 2019), and through this 

dissertation I extend the outlook on how poetry can be used to convey both 

autoethnographical findings and conclusions drawn from empirical data, while 

creating a contribution to existing literature. 

To address complex human experiences and embedded problems, 

collaboration as a way of achieving certain goals and activities has become 

increasingly important, also as a way of resisting organizational inequality 

regimes (Acker 2006; Long et al. 2020), and as a form of challenging the 

marginalization of feminist knowledge production (Jones, Dy & Vershinina 

2019). Much like Long and others (2020) in their paper, in this dissertation I 

approach feminist collaboration and more specifically collaboration in writing 

differently as a mundane process of becoming that emerges from 

communication, which continuously reforms and reframes the collaboration. 

Sobande & Wells (2021) describe their collaboration as co-reflexive, which 

allowed them to collectively construct shared knowledge through iterative and 

improvisational working, and to work on self-consciousness that allowed for 

thoughtful self-awareness. Thomas, Tienari, Davies, and Meriläinen (2009) call 

for more scholarly collaboration to support the researchers’ reflexivity, as 

working together contributes to being open and committed to dialogical spaces, 

which in turn facilitates identity work both within and outside of the established 

research collaboration. To engage in such identity work and reflexivity, the 

collaborators need to acknowledge their power relations and their 

embeddedness into the interaction, in addition to understanding the values and 

affects of intersecting aspects in their identities, i.e., cultural values, personal 
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past, political perspectives, and education (Long et al. 2020). Through 

collaborative and dialogical writing, in Essays 3 and 4 we aim for portraying 

affectively rich and intersubjective experiences from our present and pasts 

(Johansson & Jones 2020), by sharing our becoming, often without concrete 

anticipation of what is about to unfold (Mandalaki & Daou 2021), and by 

encouraging various kinds of memory work in one another through dialogical 

writing, workshops, and critical conversations on our embodied experiences. 

In Essay 3, we engage with the collaborative side of academic writing by 

engaging in reflexive dialogue with each other, by writing about our affective 

(and intertwined) experiences, fears and hopes, joys and sentiments, through 

prose, poems, and diary-like texts, together and as a reaction to the existing 

literature. In that article, through collaboration, we introduce our own 

experience and find common ground through collaboration. In Essay 4, we aim 

for introducing meaningful moments as members of both the society and 

academia (see Mandalaki & Daou 2020), and although the writing started from 

purely autoethnographical foundations, during the process we noticed that the 

collaborative writing in itself became an empathic practice that fostered new 

ways for understanding, allowed us to form a connection with each other, and 

activated dialogues on personal and vulnerable topics, as well as served as a 

form of activism and resistance (Pullen & Rhodes 2008). The accounts became 

polyphonic (Ahonen et al. 2020) by embracing the apparent collectivity of both 

our experiences and the writing (Kinnunen et al. 2021). 

The creative method of collaborative collage opens up possibilities for 

understanding experiences in a social setting while playing with the rhythm of 

the text, without attempting to produce a linear representation of our argument 

(Elbow 1997). Collage writing follows the aesthetic principle of ‘putting things 

together’, where ‘they need to “go”’ in conjunction, ‘but not too well’ (Elbow 

1997, p. 26), and achieving a certain coherence in the face of uncertainty 

(Daipha 2015). This provocation to our (academic) selves (Kinnunen et al. 2021) 

allows us to embrace messy, dirty and uncomplete writing (Pullen & Rhodes 

2008) by skipping what might be hard, ‘letting go of unity’ (Elbow 1997, 31), and 

enabling random associations even when it feels like unfinished writing or 

cheating. Hence the method is by its very nature unpredictable, requires the 

reader to interpret, reflect, and question the narrative (Kilgard 2009; 

Meldgaard-Kjær & van Amsterdam 2020), and in the nature of writing 

differently, calls for letting oneself open, to be led, to ‘touch, and be touched’ 

(Mandalaki 2020, 9). The various pieces within the collage aim to conjure a 

meaningful whole image and a new perspective, that creates new meanings 

through arrangement, and relies on aesthetics of “juxtaposition and 

unevenness” (Daipha 2015, 803). Collage thus often benefits from multiplicity 

and heterogeneity (Cosenza 2014), further demanding for agency and interest 

from the reader in interpreting the text and the meanings that may lay behind 

it. The writing may materialize in multiple unlinear, also artistic, ways, as here 

the vignettes of our collage in the Essays 3 & 4 consist of poems, diary-like 

memory writing, dialogic reflection, and prose occasionally saturated with 

poetic descriptions (Mandalaki 2020; Coelho 2020; Sobande & Wells 2021). 
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Writing differently often materializes the potential of personal accounts and 

experiences becoming political and theoretical (Kaplan & Rose 1993; Long et 

al. 2020), allowing for various processes of identity work to emerge, even 

unexpectedly. Hence, feminist scholars have pointed out that theorizing from 

the personal may lead to healing if we depart from our lived experience as a 

way of ‘making sense of what is happening around, and to us’, enabling self-

recovery and collective liberation (hooks 1991, in Bell et al. 2020, 9). 

Respectively, the autoethnographical way of writing and writing differently in 

itself often emerge as a form of identity work, as memories and bodies are 

written (Dorion 2021), rather than being written about, and the process of 

writing emerges as a form of becoming in itself. At times such identity work is 

not achieved through traditional academic writing or language (Mandalaki & 

Daou 2021) but requires more artistic methods to convey the materializations 

of memories, affects, and structural systems that curate the experience that is 

being written. 

 

And I write, we discuss, they retell, you collage, they listen 

Yet still, I'm not the captain of the ship 

Nor the master of the sky 

But I see things in a slightly different light 

A purple shade that quivers when I narrate them 

(Essay 4) 

 

 

3.4 The researcher positionality in (n)ethnographic studies 

The role of the researcher overall becomes important in conducting 

n(e)thnographic studies, especially within the discussion of ethics; being aware 

of one’s positionality remains essential in (n)ethnographic methods due to the 

strong presence of author’s personal voice. In the context of Essay 1 and the 

discussion forums, Björk and Kauppinen-Räisänen (2012) divide the presence 

of the researcher into two options, overt and covert, and respectively describe 

the level of participation through a binary division of passive and active (Figure 

1). 

 

Figure 1. Researcher positionality in a netnographic setting (after Björk and Kauppinen-Räisänen 2012). 
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In general, people lurk more around social online forums than contribute to 

the discussion (Nonneke, Andrews & Preece 2006), and lurking is increasingly 

common among researchers (Mkono 2013). The researcher inevitably becomes 

part of the research design (Costello et al. 2017), as they convey an idea of the 

studied community, which might differ from how the online group itself sees 

themselves. (N)etnography is thus not solely analytical, but also constitutive 

(Lugosi, Janta & Watson 2012), and requires reflexivity of positionality from the 

researcher, as well as familiarity with the studied group and community. In 

Essay 1, my cumulative engagement and involvement with members and topics 

of the LGBTQ community, both offline and online, facilitated the forming of 

unique and longitudinal understanding of the netnographic context (Maclaran 

et al. 2004; Weijo, Hietanen & Mattila 2014). Moreover, the extensive variations 

and intersectionality within a studied group need to be acknowledged, and 

much like Fleming (2007) illustrated, not all attempts in inclusion appeal 

similarly to everyone in a particular minority group. Finally, I also recognize the 

lack in my capability in understanding some minority experiences fully, hence 

the focus of Essay 1 is in voices and narratives of gay and lesbian employees that 

I may presume to understand the best. 

In relation to autoethnographic writing and especially Essay 2, I acknowledge 

my position as a white and Scandinavian person, with a working-class 

background; although this intersectional identity position is not embedded in 

the main argument in any of the essays per se, it may potentially manifest in 

how I talk about my reactions to microaggressions and how I have originally 

interpreted them in the context of work, or how I relate to tensions in the 

neoliberal university environment in Essay 4. Furthermore, I find it important 

to clarify that in many ways I remain in a privileged position, in terms of the 

severity of the experienced discursive violence, my sense of safety, and the 

available support circles. Additionally, especially in relation to my positionality 

in Essay 4, completing my doctoral degree has put me in a privileged position 

as I have been able to explore structural tensions and social issues in my own 

time and terms, while having an academic community around me to 

collaboratively make sense of these experiences. Yet, Hill Collins (1990) among 

others has argued that one’s positionality goes beyond just subject positions and 

writing as someone, to understanding how one’s roles and positions in various 

systems of power influence what the researcher can say about the world. In the 

four essays, I write from and despite my own emotional commitment to the 

empirical contexts, which may affect how I approach the struggles and tensions 

in them, through a language and expression that is familiar to me (Kivinen 

2021). I write with and through my experiences as sources of knowledge (Dorion 

2021), hoping to create novel understanding and to build up empowerment for 

the research subjects (and relatedly myself). Especially in the context of Essay 

2, I felt that I had a chance to write for and from myself, in a way in which 

different forms of weaknesses did not need to be edited out (Helin 2020), and 

as a form of retrospective care.  

By taking part in writing differently that has its roots in feminist writing, I 

have intentionally chosen to approach my work as resistance to various 
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normative regimes and deemed it essential to represent my texts 

unconventionally against the regulative domain of academic writing. I agree 

that it “matters how we choose to think and write the world” (Kinnunen et al. 

2021, 669), and in terms of knowledge production, I wish to shed light on to 

worlds that are easily overlooked, marginalized, or forgotten, to create (even 

marginal) change. Furthermore, I wanted the various contexts of the study and 

the study participants in various empirical contexts to present subjectivities that 

go through specific kinds of identity work in their mundane, and from the 

perspective of “who is allowed to talk” (Dorion 2021, 457), I wished to highlight 

voices that in some contexts may be left unheard.  

In Essays 3 and 4 especially, I wished to look forward, to imagine future-

oriented explorations of potential paths, instead of creating a backward-looking 

inscription (Beavan et al. 2021). I wish the creative accounts in this dissertation 

find their audience, and someone else reading them may have an affective 

encounter with the text (Kivinen 2021), even if the experiences do not resonate 

with them on a personal level. In terms of research methods, the emergence of 

COVID-19 changed the course of my doctoral degree significantly: the planned 

fieldwork and interviews were changed to collecting empirical materials online, 

as well as operating in familiar and already established contexts, such as 

Instagram or my home institution.  

 

 

Writing from the vulnerable, emotional, analytical 

The politics of the self, a repressed narrative may emerge as critical 

Emotions in play, learning through a shared echo 

Going through a portal,  

insecure poems,  

subjective views 
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4. Discussion of the four essays and 
conclusions 

In this section, I focus on summarizing the four essays. I concentrate 

especially on each of their key findings, their central theoretical approaches, and 

the contributions to existing literature. I particularly shed light on how these 

essays demonstrate and extend our understanding of identity work being 

shaped and conditioned by organizing materialities, and what their overall 

implications to the study of identities in organizational contexts are. Specifically 

I discuss how each essay, on their own, answers the overarching research 

question of “How may different organizing materialities, namely products and 

practices, shape, condition, and affect the everyday identity work in 

organizations and social media?” What follows the essay summaries is an 

overview of the four essays’ contributions, succeeded by a discussion of the 

dissertation’s overall contributions to organization and management studies, 

and in the end followed by some concluding words. 

 

4.1 Essay 1: “Collaborative Construction of the Closet (In and 
Out): The Affordance of Interactivity and Gay and Lesbian 
Employees’ Identity Work Online” 

Essay 1 explores how identity work around identity management and 

disclosure is undertaken by gay and lesbian employees in the context of internet 

forums. Drawing on the literature on discursive identity work and social media 

affordances, we conduct a netnographic study of two internet discussion 

platforms, and analyse the ways in which these forums enable gay and lesbian 

employees’ identity work and guide their identity management processes. In 

contrast to previous studies, the paper shifts the perspective from the workplace 

and from individual employees and their co-workers to those extra-

organisational online spaces and their peer communities. In line with other 

research that has abandoned the idea of identity disclosure as a singular event 

at work, Essay 1 approaches the process of identity disclosure and management 

as an ongoing reiterative activity based on various shared reflections and 

debates. We highlight that online spaces provide affordances—possibilities for 

user’s action (which may be seen as an organizing product associated with these 

forums)— in the area of identity work and management. These online spaces 

have created new opportunities for employees to form, negotiate, and resist 

identities, as well as sexualities in organisations. 
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The article discusses the situated practices of language use through which the 

gay and lesbian participants of these forums collaboratively create, strengthen, 

and revise their identities, and negotiate various identity management 

strategies. Disclosing one’s sexual identity at work has been argued to be 

beneficial for employees, as it lowers the psychological stress related to hiding 

and constant self-monitoring; it may lead to empowerment and happiness and 

is politically positive as it is often considered a form of resistance against 

oppressive regimes. ‘Coming out’ may also be negatively sanctioned by the 

working environment, if the person or their sexual identity management 

practice is deemed to be too obtrusive or “too gay”, which in general creates a 

tension with the expectation of being truthful and honest. Previous studies have 

also discussed the problematic nature of ‘coming out’, indicating that it 

inevitably supports inequality between heterosexuals who are not assumed to 

come out, and others, who need to engage with disclosure reflections 

continuously.  

From the perspective of such continuous identity work, the research question 

we set out to address is the following: “How do internet forums enable gay and 

lesbian employees’ identity work and guide their identity management 

practices?” 

 

Overall, the findings show that that the participants of the two internet 

forums—enabled by the affordance of interactivity—engage in three types of 

collaborative identity work: consulting, legitimating, and questioning identity 

work. Through these activities, they discursively construct two relational 

identity categories— ‘in the closet’ and ‘out and open’—and discuss and debate 

four identity threats that are related to these categories: the ‘falsehood’, 

‘incoherence’, ‘exaggeration’ and ‘outdatedness’ of identity. Thus, we argue that 

internet forums offer gay and lesbian employees the possibility of affording 

forms of identity work that would be challenging or impossible to actualize 

elsewhere. They provide resources for gays and lesbians’ identity disclosure and 

management processes, for example, by informing their ‘cost-benefit 

calculations’ and by exposing them to those discursive identity threats that are 

likely to challenge sexual minorities, be they ‘out’ or ‘in the closet’. The 

materiality of interactivity especially facilitated collaborative aspects of identity 

work, leading to dialogical and co-constructive identity work processes, that in 

terms of communication allowed for solidarity, questioning, and sharing 

information. 

This paper offers three contributions to studies on (sexual) identity 

management and disclosure: First, it shifts attention from the identity 

management accounts of individual gay and lesbian employees to collective 

online peer discussion around the topic, outside the traditional work 

environment of these individuals. Second, it identifies interactivity as an 

affordance of internet forums that is of particular importance for gays and 

lesbians’ dialogical and collaborative identity work, and specifies how certain 

types of collaborative identity work, enabled by this affordance—namely 

consulting, legitimating, and questioning identity work—inform and guide their 
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identity management practices in and around organisations. Third, our article 

identifies and elaborates on certain discursive identity threats that gay and 

lesbian employees are likely to encounter when reflecting on and performing 

specific identity management strategies. These include the ‘falsehood’ and 

‘incoherence’ of identity, which are discursive threats for those ‘in the closet’, 

and the ‘exaggeration’ and ‘outdatedness’ of sexual identity, which are potential 

threats to those who are ‘out and open’. 

4.2 Essay 2: “A gay reflection on microaggressions, symbolic 
normativities, and pink hair” 

Essay 2 addresses the research aim of this dissertation by focusing on 

microaggressions as a practice of hetero- and homonormative organizing 

entailing stereotypical assumptions and sustenance of generalizations, and by 

looking at the identity work that follows from enduring the repetitive discursive 

violence over time. Specifically, the paper argues that although existing studies 

have theorized microaggressions before as discriminatory acts and language, 

their overall effects to the victim remain understudied and we know little about 

how they actually affect, as an organizing practice of hetero- and 

homonormativity, the sense of belonging of a gay person in an organizational 

setting. Moreover, the normative regimes that uphold the assumptions where 

the discursive violence is rooted on requires further theorization, as for example 

homonormativity still remains underexplored, and studies often end up 

highlighting outcomes and manifestations of these normativies (such as a 

heteronormativity), rather than exploring the root causes and origins of the 

normativities themselves. Hence the research question of the paper is as 

follows: How do microaggressions and symbolic normativity around gendered 

performances, in addition to the difficulty of reacting to them at work, affect gay 

employees’ belonging and identity work in an organizational context? 

To answer the research question, I constructed an analytical and personal 

autoethnographical narrative that puts together multiple shorter accounts and 

vignettes, to shed light on the overall phenomenon of experiencing 

microaggressions. The construction of an autoethnographical story benefitted 

the study as the reactions to microaggressions have not been studied in depth 

before, and previous quantitative approaches have not yielded in concrete 

results that would facilitate the understanding of microaggressions’ influence 

on one’s sense of belonging. All in all, the presented narrative and poems 

describe the confusion, frustration, and sensemaking, that were essential and 

central in the identity work process resulting from enduring discursive violence 

in my past and current professional contexts. 

As per the construction of the autoethnographical account, the findings 

demonstrate how microaggressions in general become highly burdensome and 

draining when experienced continuously throughout one’s social life. They often 

emerge from gendered expectations and (hetero)sexualized assumptions rooted 

in dominant structural and social norms. I demonstrate how the related 

confusion and struggle with sense of belonging is multifaceted, as the 
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intentionality of the microaggression is rarely visible or apparent to the one who 

is experiencing them, making reacting to them tediously difficult. 

Microaggressions as a recurring practice in organizations often results in self-

distancing and exclusion as well as confusion about one’s gendered performance 

and instantiate additional identity work around one’s position and inclusion in 

the social organization. In the findings I further illustrate how microaggressions 

often emerge as materializations and symbolic expressions of stereotypical 

gendered expectations, that draw from both hetero- and homonormativity. I 

discuss how certain qualities in one’s gendered performance are perceived as 

indicators of one’s sexuality and contest the ideas of a universal image of a gay 

person in organizations, though explaining the constant categorization of 

people into static descriptive categories based on their sexuality, and by showing 

how hetero- and homonormativity foster and encompass these ideals. 

In the study, I aim to make two contributions: first, by looking at gay 

employee’s daily interactions at work, I explore various microaggressions and 

their disturbing effects to my own self-constructed sense of belonging in an 

organizational setting. Advancing knowledge on gay employees’ reactions to 

microaggressions and relatedly to sense of belonging facilitates the overall 

understanding around work well-being, homophobia, and harmful discourses 

at work. Second, through the article I shed light on the emergence of 

microaggressions as symbolic expressions of gendered expectations and norms, 

and additionally discuss the harmful effects of homonormativity (as a way of 

stereotyping and categorizing gay people against a universal ideal of a gay 

individual). Third, with this study I extend organizational autoethnography as a 

method further into the domain of LGBTQ studies and topics, by illustrating 

how the method itself allows for retrospective identity work and thus healing 

and care for the self, as a novel form of scholarly intervention. 

4.3 Essay 3: “Navel-gazing through the peeping-hole: Instagram 
as a playground for affective disorientation”  

Essay 3 responds to the research question of this thesis by examining the 

processes of identity work and identity construction in the context of the social 

media platform Instagram, by showing how Instagram and its disorienting 

affective intensities strongly condition the identity work of the users. 

Specifically in the paper we situate our encounters and engagement with 

Instagram in those disrupting and disorienting instances and interactions, that 

have saturated and conditioned our entangled being within the social media 

platform. What remains relatively unexplored, is Instagram’s capability to 

facilitate identity work, especially from affective perspective, and thus we pay 

attention to affective intensities and disorientations, as organizing products 

associated with the social media of Instagram, which come to shape and 

condition the sociomaterially entangled relationship between the platform and 

the user. The article builds on scholars that inspired the authors to resist linear 

approaches to knowledge production and identity work by staying open to queer 

disorientations: the essay establishes this by deploying a poetic method, as it 
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enables engaging with our lived experience differently, and thus facilitates 

alternative and critical reflections on our own mundane personal and political 

practices and therefore on ourselves and our identity work. 

 

The research question the paper sets out to investigate is: How does 

Instagram, as an overflowing visual social media platform that affords 

disorienting interactions and engagements, enable ongoing processes of 

affective identity work and becoming? The essay unfolds through a collaborative 

collage, a form of feminist way of writing differently, as we the authors write our 

relationship and affective experiences with Instagram to study identity work. 

The collaborative collage is assembled from dialogical accounts that we wrote to 

each other in a diary-like fashion and thus allows us to be vulnerable and in 

resistance towards formulaic academic writing. This approach goes hand in 

hand with the context of Instagram, which we see as a vast collage in itself. In 

particular, the essay builds upon poetic inquiry as a research methodology that 

allows us the authors to focus on the very moments that touched, moved, or 

changed us in some way while collecting and generating the data or while 

engaging with the literature. 

By highlighting the affective side in encounters and interactions in social 

media, the questions of identity are more easily explored beyond just the 

representational aspects and goals of the highly individualistic and 

performance-oriented social media. The findings demonstrate how Instagram 

has allowed for learning of and becoming entangled in current political events 

such as the Covid-19 pandemic, discussions on LGBTQ+ rights, and changes in 

abortion legislation, and how such affective instances of encountering these 

themes and gathering new knowledge requires identity work from the users of 

the platform, whether one deliberately aims for engaging with it or ignoring it. 

The findings especially focus on showing how the disorienting moments that 

allow queer becoming, as a fluid, uncontrollable and non-linear way of affective 

identity work, changes us and does things to us in our entangled relationship 

with the social media platform. The findings for example elucidate how 

disorientations function in different ways by illustrating how interactions and 

affective intensities in Instagram may become pedagogical disruptions to the 

user, while simultaneously numbing them with the affective overflow. 

Throughout the narrative of the paper, it becomes apparent that being affected 

by social media discourse is highly situational and unpredictable, as affective 

flows may unfold in many different ways. The paper describes how the never-

ending stream of affective intensities may sometimes feel overflowing, how 

resistance emerges through tensions, and how the users are able to mirror 

themselves and their ideal identities to this stream of collective consciousness.  

The contributions of this study are two-fold: first, it extends the scholarly 

discussion of identity work online into the specific domain of Instagram, by 

shedding light on the emergence of affective identity work processes, 

conditioned by the uncontrollable and disorienting affective intensities of the 

platform. In particular, it builds on notions of queer phenomenology to create 

understanding around identity work as a set of incomplete and non-linear 
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processes and argues that affective disorientations may have possibilities for 

queer becoming(s). Identities in Instagram have previously been studied mainly 

from self-representational perspectives; hence this essay explores the ongoing 

entangled and affective processes of becoming. As the second contribution, the 

paper expands understanding of the role of poetics and the politics of feminist 

knowledge production in organization studies by taking part in writing 

differently. By doing this, we the authors join others in theorizing around ‘queer 

becomings’, by bringing attention to our mundane and affective experiences in 

engaging with social media, that we argue are best explored through writing 

differently; Specifically, through poems we highlight the disruptive and 

disorienting moments and engagements within the platform and demonstrate 

how those instances affect construction of identities as well as learning. 

4.4 Essay 4: “In lockdown with my inner saboteur: A 
collaborative collage on self-compassion” 

Essay 4 examines a PhD journey in a Nordic neoliberal business school envi-

ronment, and studies how vulnerable relationality may facilitate the early career 

researchers engaging with their affective experiences of shame and unproduc-

tivity, regarding the completion of their doctoral degrees. Moreover, the essay 

investigates how the Covid-19 pandemic and the resulting social isolation af-

fected and deepened the existing tensions and pressures of a PhD student. The 

disembodied ways of learning and competition in general in a neoliberal univer-

sity have been theorized to centre around individuality, hurried productivity, 

and disregard for care. Hence, critical and feminist scholars have demonstrated 

how for example slow thinking, empathy, and writing differently, as organizing 

practices, may promote and nurture relational ways of knowing in the univer-

sity, and in this essay, we join them in challenging the disembodied masculine 

tradition of scholarly knowledge production. In the autoethnographic narrative, 

we explore our experiences through collaborative collage, which as a method 

allowed us, in a dialogical way, to share our experiences of our PhD journey dur-

ing the pandemic, as organizers and members of a group where PhD students 

came together to explore our paths through artistic methods.  

The paper shows that unproductivity and shame are ordinary affects among 

PhD students in a neoliberal business school, and that these experiences have 

become even more significant during the COVID-19 pandemic. It further sheds 

light on how relational vulnerability may foster new possibilities for under-

standing potentially difficult experiences and creating new possible paths. Spe-

cifically, by discussing how organizing practices of empathy, both as the artistic 

exercises of the “Becoming in Academia” group and as the dialogical collage 

writing method of this paper, enabled us to open and make sense of our vulner-

abilities. Through writing the paper, we also found that the collaborative collage 

writing as a dialogical and reflexive process may become an empathic practice, 

especially towards the inner saboteur, and it can disrupt self-judgement and ac-

tivate dialogues, eventually enabling self-compassion. Both empathic practices 

specifically enabled the emergence of collaborative and dialogical identity work, 
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which became especially meaningful in the times of social isolation and a dis-

ruption the normative regimes of the university environment, and thus creating 

opportunities for construction of a safer space within the university context.  

This paper offers two contributions: First, we show how vulnerable relation-

ality allowed for early career scholars to engage with their affective experiences 

in the context of a neoliberal university. Meeting others in a vulnerable way in 

the ‘Becoming in Academia’ group enabled explicitly engaging with both indi-

vidually and collectively difficult experiences around unproductivity, shame, 

and self-compassion, through relational, empathic, and reflexive ways of sens-

ing and knowing. Moreover, the writing process served as a second step in the 

process, when we authors could, in the context of the group and its activities and 

discussions, further engage with these topics dialogically. Thus, as the second 

contribution, we conceptualize the method of collaborative collage, as a way of 

engaging in reflexivity and identity work among the authors. Such way of ‘writ-

ing differently’ emerged as a way of engaging in methodological self-awareness 

and improvisation, and further through collaboration allowed for radical reflex-

ivity and a dialogical space for exploration. Moreover, during the writing pro-

cess collaborative collage shaped to be an empathic practice, which fostered self-

compassion among us authors, by allowing engagement around creative and co-

reflexive becoming. All in all, the paper demonstrates and suggests finding dif-

ferent paths to building an academic community that builds on nurturing and 

caring relations. 

4.5 Summaries of essays’ contributions 

The aim of this study has been to examine and empirically illustrate how 

different materialities, especially products and practices of organizing, may 

shape and condition identity work in the everyday of contemporary 

organizations and social media. The findings of this doctoral thesis are reported 

in four papers that address the overall research aim from different perspectives 

and in different contexts (Table 1). The first paper shows how the affordance of 

interactivity, as a product associated with the online discussion forums, shapes 

the discursive identity work of gay and lesbian participants around the topic of 

their identity disclosure and management at work. The second paper looks more 

closely on the experiences of a gay individual, and sheds light on the contextual 

identity work that results from experiencing microaggressions, seen as a 

practice and materialization of both hetero- and homonormativity. The third 

paper zooms into another social online platform, and by constructing a poetic 

exploration of the authors own mundane, yet meaningful experiences in social 

media, creates a descriptive account around affective identity work in 

Instagram. The identity work is conditioned by disruptive and disorienting 

intensities, interactions, and moments that are approached as products 

associated with organizing in social media. Finally, the fourth paper illustrates 

the identity work of PhD students in the context of a neoliberal university and 

illustrates how identity work is shaped by relational vulnerability facilitated by 
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artistic methods and writing differently, which I frame as practices of relational 

and empathic organizing. 

 

 

        
Es-

say 

Perspective to identity 

work and to organizing 

materialities 

Key Findings Contributions 

1 Discursive identity 

work among gay and 

lesbian discussion fo-

rum participants, en-

tailing the situated 

practices of language 

use, narrative, and di-

alogical practices. 

 

Affordances of the 

online platforms, es-

pecially the identified 

affordance of interac-

tivity, as an organiz-

ing product of the dis-

cussion forums.  

The affordance of interac-

tivity in particular enables 

online discussion forum us-

ers’ collaborative identity 

work -consulting, question-

ing, and legitimizing iden-

tity work in particular – as 

part of their identity disclo-

sure and management dis-

cussions. As an essential 

part of such identity work, 

gay and lesbian employees 

discursively construct two 

relational identity catego-

ries, ‘in the closet’ and ‘out 

and open’, and discursively 

position themselves into 

them. Moreover, the partici-

pants articulate and debate 

identity related threats that 

are associated with these 

categories, furthering the 

collective sensemaking 

around (sexual) identity 

management and disclosure. 

1. Shifts attention from the 

identity management ac-

counts of individual gay and 

lesbian employees at work to 

online peer discussion around 

the topic 

 

2. Identifies interactivity as a 

particularly important af-

fordance of internet forums 

for gays and lesbians’ iden-

tity work, and specifies how 

certain types of collaborative 

identity work enabled by in-

teractivity – consulting, legit-

imating and questioning iden-

tity work – inform and guide 

their identity management 

practices in and around or-

ganizations 

 

3. Identifies discursive iden-

tity threats in relation to the 

discursive categories of ‘out 

and open’ and ‘in the closet’, 

namely falsehood, incoher-

ence, exaggeration, and out-

datedness of identity,  

 

2 Identity work as an 

inherent process of a 

gay employee experi-

encing microaggres-

sions daily in their 

work.  

Identity work as an 

essential part of the 

autoethnographic 

writing and memory 

work. 

 

Microaggressions as a 

practice of hetero- and 

homonormativity, and 

a symbolic materiali-

zation of iterative 

gendered norms and 

assumptions. 

Experiencing microaggres-

sions immensely deterio-

rates the sense of belonging 

and well-being of gay em-

ployees in workplaces, by 

rendering them as ‘the 

other’ through discursive vi-

olence. This may result in 

self-distancing and exclu-

sion as well as confusion 

about one’s perceived gen-

dered performance, requir-

ing additional identity work. 

Microaggressions often 

emerge as materializations 

and symbolic expressions of 

stereotypical gendered ex-

pectations, that draw from 

both hetero- and 

homonormativity. 

 

1. Brings affective under-

standing on gay employee’s 

reactions towards mi-

croaggressions by showing 

how it hinders their sense of 

belonging 

 

2. Sheds light on the emer-

gence of microaggressions as 

symbolic expressions of re-

petitive gendered expecta-

tions and norms 

 

3. Extends organizational au-

toethnography in the domain 

of LGBTQ+ studies by illus-

trating how the method al-

lows for retrospective iden-

tity work and care for the 

self. 
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3 Identity work as an 

ongoing process of 

becoming. 

Identity work as an 

entangled and affec-

tive process within the 

social media platform, 

beyond self-represen-

tational aspirations.  

 

Affective intensities, 

including encounters, 

interactions, and diso-

rientations as products 

of organizing that 

condition actions in 

the social platform. 

Instagram and its disorient-

ing affective intensities 

strongly condition the iden-

tity work of the users, shap-

ing it to be uncontrollable, 

non-linear, and illogical. 

Looking at the disrupting 

and disorienting encounters 

and moments especially fa-

cilitates understanding the 

affective side of identity 

work that has to do with 

more than just self-represen-

tational ideals. The emer-

gent process of queer be-

coming is unpredictable, 

and a space for exploration, 

abundance, and ignorance, 

as the affective intensities 

may unfold in many ways. 

1. Extends the identity work 

discussion into the domain of 

Instagram by illustrating the 

affective side of identity 

work processes, conditioned 

by the uncontrollable and dis-

orienting affective intensities 

of social media. 

2. Uses poetics to expand on 

politics of feminist 

knowledge production and to 

write differently, to extend 

knowledge on queer becom-

ing by showing how mun-

dane affective experiences 

may facilitate learning, re-

sistance, solidarity, and prob-

lematization among other 

identity work processes. 

 

4 Collaborative and dia-

logical identity work 

among PhD students 

in a neoliberal univer-

sity environment, re-

garding the experi-

ences of unproductiv-

ity and shame. 

 

The creative method 

of writing and the ar-

tistic methods of the 

empirical group of 

doctoral students as 

organizing practices 

of empathy, solidar-

ity, and resistance. 

Unproductivity and shame 

are ordinary affects among 

PhD students in a neoliberal 

business school, and they 

have become even more sig-

nificant during the COVID-

19 pandemic. Relational 

vulnerability may foster 

new possibilities for under-

standing potentially difficult 

experiences and creating 

new possible paths. Collab-

orative collage writing as a 

dialogical and reflexive pro-

cess can become an em-

pathic practice, that can dis-

rupt self-judgement and ac-

tivate dialogues, eventually 

enabling self-compassion.  

1. Shows how vulnerable re-

lationality allows for early 

career scholars to engage 

with their affective experi-

ences in the context of a ne-

oliberal university. 

 

2. Conceptualizes the method 

of collaborative collage, as a 

way of engaging in reflexiv-

ity and identity work among 

the authors in a dialogical 

space that allows for explora-

tion. 

 

3. Takes part into feminist 

‘writing differently’ by craft-

ing a collaborative collage 

that combines prose and po-

etics. 

Table 1. Key findings and contributions of the essays. 

 

 

4.6 Contributions of the dissertation 

This doctoral dissertation constructs the following three contributions: in the 

context of organization studies and studies on identity work it adds 1) by 

theorizing and empirically demonstrating through various examples of how 

organizing materials, namely practices and products, shape and condition 

identity work of everyday in various ways; and 2) by empirically illustrating how 

identities may be worked on and may become continuously evolving in the 

context of social media and online platforms. Additionally, in the context of 

feminist organization studies, it takes part into using autoethnographical 

method and in ‘writing differently’, as a practice that extends and challenges the 

normative regimes that regulate academic writing, and by doing it 3) illustrates 
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how such writing may become an identity work process for the reserachers, as 

well as expands on the method of collaborative collage. In the following section, 

I will address these three general contributions more in detail. 

First, this doctoral thesis adds to studies of identity work in management and 

organization studies (e.g., Brown 2015; 2022; Alvesson et al. 2008; Ybema et al. 

2009), by empirically demonstrating through various examples how 

materialities related to various kinds of organizing, especially practices and 

products (Watkiss & Glynn 2016) (such as online platform’s affordances, 

affecting and disorienting intensities, microaggressions, or artistic group work), 

shape, condition, and affect contextual and everyday identity work processes. It 

has been argued that the ways in which individuals resonate with their 

surroundings, the context, culture, and organization, can be viewed especially 

through embodied and material aspects of identity work (Cunliffe & Coupland 

2012; Daslaki et al. 2016). However, the material perspectives to studies of 

identities in organizations have been lacking (Knights 2015), especially in terms 

of acknowledging the entanglement of identity work processes and less tangible 

materialities that come to affect each other in various ways. Studies have mostly 

emphasized the importance of more tangible factors for one’s identity work, 

such as one’s work attire, costumes or make-up, or the office as a space (Pratt & 

Rafaeli 1997; Callero 2003; Aslan 2017), yet in the articles of this dissertation I 

argue also for more intangible materialities (such as microaggressions) as 

illustrations and demonstrations of a less explored side of the entanglement of 

identity work and materialities. Building on the arguments of Cooren (2020) on 

extending the material perspective beyond tangible, visible, and concrete 

matters, I explore various materialities as in practices and products (Watkiss & 

Glynn 2016) and show how they condition and shape identity work processes in 

various ways, and how in some cases, the identity work sustains and 

consolidates the materialities respectively. Co-construction and sensemaking of 

intangible materialities, such as disruptive intensities of social media or 

collaborative artistic methods, seemingly allows for new ways of becoming, with 

and through each other, creating and sustaining endless opportunities for 

dialogical identity construction. All in all, here I take part in shifting the identity 

work discussion towards material perspectives, by highlighting the material 

practices yet not only concentrating on visibly tangible and material objects.  

For example, in Essay 1 we explore how discursive identity work is undertaken 

collectively by gays and lesbians on internet forums, through dialogue and 

reflection around the topic of identity disclosure and management in the context 

of their work. Here the material perspective emerges from the context of the 

online discussion forums, as we show how the affordance of interactivity, a 

product associated with the online forum platforms, conditions the 

collaborative discursive identity work, and is indeed in turn socially sustained 

and consolidated by the forum participants. In the study we identify specific 

kinds of identity work, namely consulting, legitimating, and questioning 

identity work, that were especially facilitated by the affordance of interactivity. 

In Essay 2, I illustrate how microaggressions, as materializations of gendered 

norms and expectations and a rather inherent practice of hetero- and 
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homonormativity, affect and organize the sense of belonging of a gay employee, 

and lead to specific kinds of identity work regarding one’s representation of the 

self, embodied being, and inclusion at work. The essay especially shows how 

identity work is, under the influence of the practices of discursive violence, done 

in opposition to universal stereotypical ideals of a gay individual, making the 

identity quest for belonging a multifaceted process that has to do with both the 

working environment and universal assumptions and categorizations. In Essay 

3, in turn, we illustrate how Instagram, and more specifically its situated 

disorienting interactions and encounters as its products of organizing, allow, 

sustain, and accommodate for an ongoing process of identity work and 

becoming. Further, we discuss how through affective relationality and 

disorientation, one’s identity is vulnerable and under constant influence of the 

uncontrollable stream of intensities, allowing a specific kind of disruptive 

becoming, that renders one’s identity fluid and under constant emerging. Much 

like in Essay 1, through the users’ identity work and actions in the platform, the 

users are also able to contribute back to the stream of situated affects, and 

through such affective relationality they socially sustain the studied organizing 

materiality. Finally, in Essay 4, among other things, we investigate how 

relational vulnerability among PhD students in a neoliberal university 

environment allows for working around the shared affective experiences of 

shame and unproductivity. Here, the practices of a group of students using 

artistic methods and the collaborative and feminist writing process of the paper 

itself, both served as a catalyst for identity work around the feelings of shame 

and unproductivity related to one’s doctoral studies. Both practices allowed us 

authors to materialize our feelings, emotions, and experiences, to make sense of 

them collectively, and to resist the status quo through solidarity. Overall, this 

thesis demonstrates the multiplicity in the topic, and provides with a few 

empirical examples on how materialities and their multidirectional 

entanglement with identity work processes may be approached and addressed 

in the future in identity work research in the field of critical management and 

organization studies. Furthermore, this exploratory research demonstrates the 

inevitable relationality of various identity work processes, as other humans and 

more-than-humans become intertwined in different ways of identity 

construction and becoming (Meriläinen et al. 2022).  

Second, this doctoral thesis contributes to research on identities and identity 

work in social media and online (e.g., Barros 2018; Fox & Ralston 2016; 

Ditchfield 2020), by shedding light on how identities may be worked on and 

become affected in the relational, co-constructive, and disorienting context of 

social media and contemporary online platforms. Specifically, the study shows 

how identities are constructed within the affective social media landscape 

beyond just representational facets and aspirations (Ditchfield 2020), as the 

collaborative aspects of online platforms allow for collective construction of 

identities (Fox & Ralston 2016) and the disorienting nature facilitates various 

kinds of queer becomings, further allowing for fluid and continuously evolving 

and emerging online-negotiated selves. No clear separation between the online 

and offline self has been done in this thesis, as the online spaces of discussion 
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forums and Instagram are theorized as spaces that one occupies to connect, to 

learn, and to find something. The rapid emergence of online spaces and social 

media platforms has raised questions of their effects on their users and more 

specifically on their identities (see Fox & Ralston 2016; Barros 2018), and to 

respond to this call, this thesis provides a few empirical examples of the 

entanglement of identities and social media. Furthermore, this thesis discusses 

how social online platforms and technologies affect, condition, and foster online 

management of the self in relation to organizations, as such online spaces may 

offer relatively safer arenas for reflection outside one’s work, with others who 

are in some cases considered as peers.  

In Essay 1, we shift attention from the identity management dialogues of 

individual gay and lesbian employees to online peer discussions around the 

topic, by shedding light on the discussion forum context that is integral to the 

formation, maintenance, and repair of LGBQ employees’ identities and their 

identity disclosure strategies. In Essay 1 we especially show, how a space outside 

one’s sphere of work may foster collective and collaborative identity work, in 

contrast to previously studied individual processes of identity disclosure 

reflections and negotiations. More specifically, we examine a set of ‘naturally 

emerging and co-created’ empirical materials that have rarely been used in 

organizational studies on sexual identity disclosure and management, which 

consist of peer discussion on internet forums. In this way, we are able to analyze 

the identity work of gay and lesbian employees, related to their disclosure and 

management of sexual orientation, as a continuous, collective, and dialogic 

process through which meaningfulness is created in online environments. 

Respectively, in Essay 3, by looking at the social media platform of Instagram 

through the lens of identity work and online identity construction, we illustrate 

the opportunities which Instagram affords for its users to engage with regarding 

identity work in the online context. More specifically, in that essay we theorize 

Instagram through the affective and disruptive experiences that we have had in 

the platform, by shedding light on the various intensities that we approach as 

disorienting, which may facilitate various processes of identity work, including 

learning, resistance, rejection, and problematization among other processes of 

becoming. Such approach feeds into the theorization of identities being in a 

constant flux through social media and being affected also unintentionally and 

uncontrollably within various entanglements; the identity work in a platform 

such as Instagram is thus seen as a non-linear and disorienting process. All in 

all, this work contributes and provides contextual empirical examples to the 

broader debate and phenomenon of the material, collaborative, and 

disorienting resources and capabilities of social media regarding identity work 

processes. 

Third, this dissertation makes a methodological contribution to management 

and organization studies by taking part to the emerging feminist way of ‘writing 

differently’ as a practice that challenges and resists the linear, normative, and 

traditionally masculinely rendered ways of academic writing (Phillips, Pullen & 

Rhodes 2014; Gilmore et al. 2019; Pullen 2018), and by shedding light on how 

may allow for identity work for the authors. Writing differently enables “an 
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opportunity of possibilities of wonder” (Gilmore et al. 2019, 5) by opposing the 

normative requirements of producing objective and impersonal research 

accounts. In this thesis we specifically expand on the method of collage (Elbow 

1997; Kilgaard 2009; Meldgaard-Kjær & van Amsterdam 2020) and shed light 

on how collaborative collage and dialogical writing may emerge as a form of 

identity work in itself, how it functions as a catalyst for further identity tinkering 

and exploration, and how it could facilitate the emergence of new paths and 

possibilities in identity work. Through writing differently and construction of 

dialogical accounts, a mundane process of becoming emerges through 

communication that ongoingly reframes the collaboration, which allows for 

emancipation, self-awareness, and various kinds of reflexivity, without specific 

anticipation or assumption of an outcome and of what is about to happen. In 

addition, this thesis exemplifies how autoethnography, as a personal, affective, 

and political academic account can be approached as an entanglement of 

discursive, emotional, and analytical forms of the author’s own identity work, 

as the method provides them a possibility for retrospective intervention on their 

past struggles, and thus a chance for care and healing for the self. This 

dissertation further shows that autoethnography as a method and as a safer 

space enables the researcher to tackle such past issues and struggles of their own 

accord, through theories constructed by others, and in discussion with other 

scholars, outside the potentially toxic or harmful contexts of the explored 

difficult experiences.  

In Essay 2, I develop the method of organizational autoethnography within 

the domain of LGBTQ+ studies in organization studies, by illustrating how the 

method allows for retrospective identity work for the writer and allows the 

author, myself, to reach out for their past experiences. Moreover, I show how 

the method facilitates making sense of difficult past experiences and tensions in 

one’s own time and terms, by writing and theorizing from them. The essay 

demonstrates how writing an autoethnographical account requires engagement 

to memory work (Mandalaki & Daou 2021), by illustrating through the writing 

how it facilitated voicing reactions and thoughts, that were originally during the 

actual events left unsaid and suppressed. More specifically, I demonstrate how 

autoethnography can function as a form of scholarly intervention, by showing 

how it allowed me to engage in repair work (as a form of care (Graziano & Trogal 

2019)) for my past self, by allowing retrospective reaction and inspection of 

struggles as in the actual moments I did not have the resources to react, respond, 

or to voice resistance. In Essay 3, in turn, we construct an autoethnographical 

reading of literature on identity work on social media, and write differently in 

the form of poetic vignettes, in dialogue with the scholarly literature. 

Specifically, we use poetic and personal narratives to shed light on our 

disruptive experiences in the context of Instagram, and through the poetic 

approach, we are able to make sense of everyday disorientations in that context, 

to elucidate how such encounters and interactions led to identity work, and to 

creation of situated knowledge. While engaging in such reflexive practice, we 

the authors were also able to dialogically reflect back on paradoxes, tensions, 

and possibilities that we had experiences of regarding our identities in the 
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context of social media; we also argue that the poetics allowed us to explore the 

non-linear and ‘queer’ side of identity work. And finally, in Essay 4, we write 

differently to elucidate our embodied ways of processing struggles and 

pressures during our PhD journey in a neoliberal university setting, with the 

added tensions that emerged during the times of social isolation and global 

crisis due to the COVID-19 pandemic. More specifically, we develop a 

collaborative and dialogical collage of prose and poetry, for and with each other, 

to open up possibilities for new understandings, without attempting to build a 

linear representation of our argument or of any kind of ‘process’. Here writing 

differently facilitated the emergence of solidarity, critical self-reflexivity, and 

instantiated further sensemaking around our experiences, on top of the 

reflection that had already happened in the group setting. Overall, this 

dissertation responds to various calls to challenge the scientific norms of 

academic writing (Phillips et al. 2014; Mandalaki & Daou 2020), and to develop 

ways of academic expression that allow moving past various restrictive regimes 

and towards creation of space for resistance and difference.   

4.7 Concluding thoughts 

It has previously been suggested that materiality plays an important role in 

processes related to identity work (e.g., Watkiss & Glynn 2016; Cooren 2020), 

yet this connection has remained understudied among the critical organization 

scholars. This dissertation demonstrates and contextually illustrates that organ-

izing materialities afford, alter, and restrict how one’s environment is experi-

enced, and further shape, condition, and affect the various ways in which iden-

tities are constructed and worked on. Such research is important, as identity 

studies have been criticized for their disembodied approaches, and a need to 

bring materiality and embodied knowledge more into the field has been recog-

nized (see Brown 2019; Bardon et al. 2012; Knights & Clarke 2017; Aslan 2017), 

and thus research and overall understanding of the complex entanglement of 

our identities and the materialities still requires attention. In short, the entan-

gled affective and material aspects of identity work inform us about how one 

resonates with their surrounding world (Cunliffe & Coupland 2012; Daslaki et 

al. 2016) and thus provides with essential knowledge on identity work processes 

especially in an organizational setting, and here I have illustrated a few ways in 

which identities may be, both consciously and unintentionally, constructed and 

worked on with and through different embodiments, spaces, products, and 

other material entities. Overall, this thesis has emphasized my personal ap-

proach to identity work as a concept being about a constant negotiation with, 

through, and about one’s ‘self’ in collaboration with one’s surroundings.  

This thesis has argued that examining identity work from the perspective of 

organizing materialities is essential and timely especially in the context of eve-

ryday online-based organizational life and organizing, which is more and more 

dependent on material conditions that have increasingly become tools, symbols, 

and extensions of communication and identities. Understanding the agency of, 
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for example, affordances of the online discussion forums or the affective inten-

sities of a social media site, and their effect on the users’ identities and identity 

work, provides with contextual knowledge on everyday forms of identity work, 

identity construction, and affective disruptions to existing ways of theorizing 

around identities. Similarly, the isolation resulting from the Covid-19 pandemic 

left many people in difficult positions, which may have required renegotiations 

around one’s identity, both in a social and work context, in addition to consid-

ering reconstructing one’s role in various groups and re-evaluating social inter-

actions and closeness. Relatedly this thesis has demonstrated how artistic meth-

ods may disrupt traditional and linear ways of thinking and provide new ways 

of crafting more sustainable paths for us, simultaneously creating new opportu-

nities for identity work and identity construction.  

It is important to acknowledge that all individuals have multiple, inter-de-

pendent identities, and studying only a certain ‘fixed’ position may disregard 

the multiplicities in one’s entangled being. Using static categories such as a ‘gay 

man’ or ‘PhD student’ or constructing binaries around being ‘in the closet’, may 

uphold stereotypical or idealistic images of groups and of individuals in them, 

yet using such categorizations remains essential in creating new knowledge that 

is beneficial for both the studied individuals and for the organizational life. 

Throughout the four essays, this thesis has also demonstrated how various iden-

tities and subjectivities are in a constant tension and in discrepancy with differ-

ent contextual cultural and structural power relations: whether it is about gay 

and lesbian employees making sense and discussing their experiences in a safer 

space online outside the socially unpredictable sphere of work, a gay person nav-

igating discursive violence emerging from stereotypical expectations, an Insta-

gram user facing the never-ending streams of uncontrollable and disorienting 

affective intensities, or a group of PhD students trying to make sense of their 

experience in the face of neoliberal university’s values, essential to all of the 

studied identity work is the effort to exist and work within and against structural 

normativities.  

This thesis has further proven that the autoethnographic method provides 

with opportunities for the researcher to engage in their own identity work, both 

through individual attempts in retrospective care and sensemaking for the self, 

and through collaboration, dialogue, and vulnerability with others. In future au-

toethnographic inquiries, researchers could even more intensely approach au-

toethnography as a way of scholarly intervention, that allows for caring and 

tending to past struggles, to communities, and to relationships in one’s own 

time and terms. This kind of identity work allows for conscious and intentional 

dissection and sensemaking of structural issues, that may not have been possi-

ble previously. Writing and understanding microaggressions and my experi-

ences with them was only possible after reading other scholars’ work on the 

topic and having enough time to have passed from the actual events. Similarly, 

writing about the experience of a PhD student in a business school during the 

pandemic was easier due to the temporal distance that we had to our experi-

ences at the time of writing, which allowed for less linear exploration of our nar-

ratives. Much like what has on some occasions been called ‘becoming’ in this 
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thesis, identity work is rarely linear, and not always conscious (Caza et al. 2018), 

as it also emerges as affectively unintentional and unconscious. As concluded in 

the essays that discuss social media and especially Essay 3, the contradictory 

flows and emergence of disorienting moments and interactions heavily condi-

tion one’s identity work in an uncontrollable and chaotic environment, espe-

cially if the participant of the online platform stays open even for unexpected 

turns and outcomes.  

Moreover, this dissertation has exemplified how identity work and its various 

processes can never be studied enough and new tensions, (im)possibilities, and 

vulnerabilities prompting identity work arise constantly. The essays have em-

phasized how individuals engage in different types of identity work contextually, 

whether it is in social media, in the context of one’s workplace and its values, or 

when facing discursive violence. This further proves that various forms and as-

pects of identity work, including the discursive, embodied, behavioural, cogni-

tive, symbolic, and many others, still require further inspection to create under-

standing of identities that is contextually specific, as drawing general implica-

tions from identity work scholarship is often challenging. Moreover, in line with 

the previous argument, the more nonlinear forms of identity construction re-

quire further academic inquiry, as often scholarship on identity work examines 

only a very specific process or deploys a single, rather narrow and restricting, 

viewpoint to study identities in organizational contexts. 

In comparison to the previously discussed idea of autoethnography allowing 

for self-caring and retrospective identity work for the author, in this doctoral 

dissertation I have also hinted towards the notion that identity work does not 

always aim to establish traditionally perceived ‘positive’ outcomes where some-

thing gets solved, as identity work might in some cases lead to, for example, self-

excluding strategies or self-questioning, or even spiral the process into novel 

identity domains and contexts. Hence, I think it will be essential in the future 

research to identify a wider range of implications, including indeed all the goal-

oriented, questioning, self-distancing, emancipatory and so many other types of 

identity work processes. Yet not all identity work needs to have either purely 

positive or negative phases, outcomes, or implications. Moreover, these differ-

ent types of identity work and their processes are not strictly about making con-

nections to the relational and social others, being affected by the organizing ma-

terialities, or leaning inwards towards one’s inner self, but rather about the en-

tanglement and intertwined nature of these three aspects. This thesis has also 

pointed towards the idea that various organizing materialities are not solely af-

fording or restricting to one’s identity work, and thus do not carry explicitly pos-

itive or negative effects per se, but rather they condition and shape the identity 

work, whether momentarily or in the emergent process of ongoing becoming, as 

an entangled and relational matter in the everyday. In this dissertation I have 

also hinted towards different types of identity work also affecting, sustaining, 

and altering the materialities back themselves, and thus the processes of suste-

nance and consolidation are not only unidirectional. Acknowledging this, future 

research could, in addition to investigating the mundane and everyday entan-

glement of identities, identity work, and various material and embodied factors 
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that come to shape and affect the identity construction, also focus on the agency 

of identities themselves, and how they shape and condition materialities in turn, 

to generally understand identities even more from the perspective of socially 

sustainable organizing and future of work: how the identities themselves, as an-

alytical, personal, collective, and political, come to disrupt patriarchal struc-

tures, to construct safer spaces, and to create emancipation and wellbeing in the 

context of work. 

 

Identities in the making, the changing world 

Unstable, unpredictable,  

something new may emerge 

everyday 

in the everyday, the mundane 

a constant negotiation, questioning 

emancipation 

becoming 
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