
 
 

 

 

 

 

Professionals constructing managerial identities and  

managers’ recruitment in the public sector 

 

PhD dissertation 

 

Anne Skipper Bach 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Aarhus BSS 
Aarhus University 

Department of Management 
2021 



 



 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A special thanks to the PhD assessment committee members  

for taking the time to review my work. 

Mona Toft Madsen, Gerry McGivern, and Jeanette Lemmergaard 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

i 
 

Acknowledgements 

First, I would like to thank Professor Lars Frederiksen and the PhD Committee for giving me 

the opportunity to be a PhD student. The last four years have truly been a rollercoaster, and the 

experiences along the way have shaped me, as a researcher and as a person. During these years, 

I have received invaluable help and guidance from people within and outside academia, and I 

would like to express my gratitude to some of these people in the following. 

 I wish to express appreciation to my supervisors Professor Jesper Rosenberg Hansen 

and Associate Professor Ann-Kristina Løkke Møller. Jesper, you have been a support in all 

four years, giving me professional guidance, especially in how to navigate academia. I really 

appreciate how you cared about me as a person and not ‘just’ as a PhD student; you always 

guided me on the basis of who I am and what I want to become. Ann-Kristina, thank you for 

not hesitating to become my supervisor late in the process. Your professional and highly skilled 

supervision helped me reach the finish line, and without your guidance I am not sure I would 

have made it on time. Even before you became my supervisor, you provided valuable personal 

and professional support. I would also like to acknowledge Professor Michael Dahl for your 

supervision in the first years of my PhD. Although we had very different research interests that 

limited our collaboration, I appreciated your inputs. 

 I extend my deep gratitude to Associate Professor Charlotte Croft for giving me the 

opportunity to stay at Warwick Business School as a visiting PhD student. Your work has been 

a great inspiration for my own research, and I am grateful that you devoted time to read and 

comment on my work. Your inputs and your ways of giving feedback improved my work and 

motivated me to do even better, and developing a paper with you has been a great learning 

experience. I also wish to express my gratitude to Associate Professor Dimitrios Spyridonidis 

who has also been a great inspiration and contributed his feedback during my stay at Warwick 

Business School. I feel very humble that you both devoted time to improve my work and de-

velop me as a researcher. 

 I also wish to express my sincere gratitude to the research participants in the identity 

studies that form part of this dissertation. I am more than grateful that you took time in your 

busy everyday lives to talk to me. Without your willingness and openness, this project would 

not have been a reality. You were very welcoming and open-hearted, which has inspired me 

beyond this dissertation. Frode and Jan, thank you for letting me into ‘your world’. With your 

welcoming attitude and sincere interest in my work, you have motivated me to do a great job 



 
 

ii 
 

in order to give something back. I sincerely hope that you, and indeed all of the research par-

ticipants, gain something from this dissertation. 

 Academia can be lonely, but I was lucky to be part of a department with great people 

throughout its sections, positions and research areas. First, I was lucky to be part of the ‘pent-

house floor’. Although it was a loud and warm part of the building without much natural light, 

it was a great place to be from a social perspective. Thank you Anders, Anne, Sarah, Margit, 

Hanne and the rest of you for our academic and (equally important to me) casual conversations. 

Mona, I also enjoyed conversations with you about our common interest in identity research. 

Second, I am very grateful to the administrative personnel. Although I could mention all of 

you, a few deserve particular acknowledgement here. Annette, I cannot begin to express how 

valuable you have been to me both professionally and personally these four years. Your office 

has been ‘a safe place’ where I could share my thoughts with a very caring and professional 

person who would always give me her honest opinion. Thank you for all your support! Jonna, 

thank you for always caring and helping me with issues that seemed big to me, but were sud-

denly fixed when they came into your hands. Ulla, thank you for being patient with me, espe-

cially during my stay abroad, when your e-mail inbox probably reached its limit with my ques-

tions and expense forms. 

 Furthermore, I have been surrounded with great fellow PhD students, especially 

Emma, Maria, Mette, Sebastian, Thomas, Kathrine and Jakob made this journey ‘hyggelig’. 

One fellow PhD student in particular deserves the biggest high-five of all: Frederik; we did it!! 

It has been more than a pleasure to share M409 and this journey with you. During these four 

years, we have shared moments of frustration, rejection, celebration - and everything in be-

tween. You have been an invaluable support in both academic and personal life and I am really 

impressed with your listening skills and ability to look interested in all of my issues. You have 

been a great colleague and, more importantly, a great friend from the first day we met!  

 My deepest gratitude goes to my family for supporting me. To my mom and dad, thank 

you for always caring and helping all four of us with anything. You have taught me to work 

hard and to finish what I set out to do, which has kept me on track during the last four years—

and especially the last six months. To my big sister, Tina, thank you for supporting me on my 

educational journey, starting when you taught me how to read. Throughout elementary and 

high school, you read and commented on my assignments and even prepared some of my 

presentations. Surely, no one who was present in my high school when I gave a speech about 

my fascination with the Indian elephant would have thought that I would someday get a PhD. 



 
 

iii 
 

Furthermore, thank you Mette and Torben for taking care of my family while I worked and 

travelled. It has been very comforting to know that you were there for them when I was not 

able to be!  

 Finally, I have shared these four years of success, joy, frustration, doubt, tears, and 

panic with my better half who is the calmest and most patient man I know. Thank you, Rasmus, 

for your unconditional support! I am especially grateful that you accompanied me to the UK 

and managed our home while I travelled. Even though you have not contributed to the project 

itself, you have contributed in every other possible way with your ‘we will find a solution’ 

approach to everything.  

 To my beloved children, Mathilde and Caroline, you are the greatest, smartest, fastest, 

loudest, and most beautiful girls! Thank you for being there on bad days as well as good days, 

putting everything into perspective, and reminding me that, after all, the most important job is 

being your mother!  

 

I sincerely hope I haven’t forgotten anyone. 

 

With my deepest gratitude, 

 

Anne Skipper Bach, March 2021 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

i 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

v 
 

Executive summary 

The overall purpose of this dissertation is to contribute to the understanding of managerial 

identity construction in role transitions and the implementation of recruitment and selection 

practices in the public sector. This is investigated with qualitative and quantitative research 

approaches in three papers.  

Paper 1 and Paper 2 examine professionals pursuing managerial roles and their con-

struction of managerial identities. Existing research has contributed to an understanding of how 

changing role from professional to manager is also an identity transition that includes letting 

go of an existing identity while constructing a new. From this research, we know that profes-

sionals often ascribe positive emotions to their professional identity and that professionals’ 

values can be incongruent with the managerial role, leading to identity conflicts and emotional 

distress when changing roles. However, despite a growing interest in professionals transition-

ing into managerial roles, not much research exists on the initial stages of managerial identity 

construction, i.e. before professionals become managers. As identities are constantly con-

structed both before and after a role change, research should not neglect an understanding of 

how professionals construct managerial identities before transitioning into managerial roles.  

Thus, Paper 1 addresses how professionals engage in different processes of identity 

construction prior to becoming managers. By interviewing public professional teachers com-

mencing a leadership development program, findings suggest that the strength of the profes-

sional identity influences engagement in different types of identity play and identity work. 

Findings illuminate that identity work is initiated when the professionals are certain about be-

coming managers, while identity play is initiated to cope with either loss of passion (often 

caused by reform initiatives) or life cycle issues.  

Paper 2 examines the influence of role models in identity transitions by adopting a 

three-year longitudinal research design. Here, findings propose that in addition to positive and 

negative role models, professionals also use perceived ideals when constructing a managerial 

identity. Further, findings suggest that the presence of positive and negative role models facil-

itate enabling situations in identity transitions, while the presence of perceived ideals, absence 

of role models, loss of role models, or lack of recognition from role models facilitate constrain-

ing situations in identity transitions. Additionally, Paper 2 stresses the importance of not per-

ceiving role models as static entities in identity transitions and argue for a more dynamic view, 

recognizing that role model situations can change to both constraining and enabling situations. 



 
 

vi 
 

Paper 3 addresses perceived red tape’s influence on the implementation of recruitment 

and selection practices in public organizations. Implementing HR practices in public organiza-

tions may differ from private organizations, because they are subjects to higher degrees of rules 

and regulations, often referred to as red tape. Current research highlights that red tape has a 

negative influence on the recruitment processes, however, it primarily focuses on the appli-

cants. Thus, we still lack knowledge about red tape’s influence in other stages in the recruitment 

process; especially with regard to frontline managers’ implementation of specific recruitment 

and selection practices. Therefore, with a quantitative research approach, Paper 3 investigates 

perceived red tape’s association with the formation of recruitment objectives early in the re-

cruitment process and selections based on values and cultural fit. Findings indicate that public 

frontline managers prioritize the formation of recruitment objectives early in the recruitment 

process and that they focus on selecting candidates based on values and cultural fit with their 

organization. However, findings also illustrate a negative relationship between perceived red 

tape and these specific recruitment and selection practices, and that managers’ tenure does not 

moderate this relationship. Thus, based on previous research, the paper proposes that the per-

ception of red tape may constrain and alienate frontline managers when implementing the spe-

cific recruitment and selection practices and that managers with higher tenures are not less 

frustrated by rules and thereby less affected by them in their recruitment practices. 

Taken together, the three studies provide insights into three different stages in public 

employment: 1) as professionals considering managerial roles, 2) as professionals transitioning 

towards managerial roles, and 3) as frontline managers recruiting frontline staff, including pub-

lic professionals. The studies advance insights on professionals’ managerial identity construc-

tion and implementation of recruitment and selection practices in a public context. However, 

knowledge derived from the studies may not only be beneficial to public organizations and 

professionals transitioning into managerial roles. It may also be beneficial to private organiza-

tions and all individuals making horizontal as well as vertical role transitions.  
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Dansk resumé 

Det overordnede formål med denne PhD-afhandling er at opnå en forståelse af hhv. skabelse 

af ledelsesidentitet ved rolleskifte samt implementering af rekrutteringspraksisser i den offent-

lige sektor. Det undersøges med både kvalitative og kvantitative tilgange i tre artikler.  

 De første to artikler undersøger fagprofessionelle, der ønsker at blive ledere indenfor 

deres fagprofessionelle felt og dermed skal skabe en ledelsesidentitet. Tidligere studier har bi-

draget med en forståelse af, hvordan et rolleskifte fra fagprofessionel til leder indebærer en 

identitetstransition, der inkluderer at slippe den nuværende identitet samtidig med, at der skal 

skabes en ny. Fra disse studier ved vi, at fagprofessionelle ofte tilskriver deres fagprofessionelle 

identitet positive følelser, og at deres fagprofessionelle værdier kan være inkongruente med en 

ledelsesrolle, hvilket leder til identitetskonflikter og følelsesmæssigt ubehag i ledelsesrollen. 

Selvom der er en stigende interesse for fagprofessionelle, der bliver ledere, så er der ikke mange 

studier, der beskæftiger sig med de indledende faser af skabelsen af en ledelsesidentitet, dvs. 

før de fagprofessionelle bliver ledere. Da identiteter konstant udvikles, og dermed også før og 

efter et rolleskifte, bør forskning ikke tilsidesætte en forståelse af, hvordan fagprofessionelle 

skaber en ledelsesidentitet, før de bliver ledere.  

 Den første artikel undersøger derfor, hvordan fagprofessionelle engagerer sig i forskel-

lige processer af identitetsskabelse, før de bliver ledere. Gennem interviews med offentligt an-

satte skolelærere, der påbegynder en ledelsesuddannelse, finder artiklen, at styrken af den pro-

fessionelle identitet har indflydelse på deres engagement i forskellige typer af identitetsarbejde 

og identitetsleg. De fagprofessionelle engagerer sig i identitetsarbejde, når de er sikre på, at de 

vil være ledere. Omvendt engagerer de sig i identitetsleg som en reaktion på at have mistet 

passionen for deres arbejde (fx som følge af konflikten i forbindelse med reformen og lærer-

tidsaftalen i 2013), eller fordi de og deres børn bliver ældre, hvilket giver anledning til reflek-

sion over arbejdslivet.  

 Den anden artikel undersøger rollemodellers indflydelse i transitionen fra fagprofessi-

onel til leder ved brug af et longitudinelt studie, der strækker sig over tre år. Artiklen finder, at 

udover positive og negative rollemodeller, så gør fagprofessionelle også brug af opfattede ide-

aler i deres skabelse af en ledelsesidentitet. Derudover finder artiklen, at tilstedeværelse af både 

positive og negative rollemodeller skaber situationer, der muliggør skabelsen af en ledelses-

identitet, mens tilstedeværelsen af opfattede idealer, fravær af rollemodeller, tab af rollemodel-
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ler eller manglende anerkendelse fra rollemodeller skaber situationer, der kan hæmme skabel-

sen af en ledelsesidentitet. Denne artikel fremhæver også vigtigheden af ikke at se rollemodel-

ler som statiske enheder i en identitetstransition og fremhæver i den forbindelse, at situationer 

med rollemodeller er dynamiske og kan over tid skifte til både muliggørende og hæmmende 

situationer.   

 Den tredje artikel undersøger, om bureaukrati har indvirkning på implementeringen af 

rekrutteringspraksisser i offentlige organisationer. Implementering af HR-praksisser i offent-

lige organisationer adskiller sig fra implementering i private organisationer, da offentlige or-

ganisationer i højere grad oplever regler og bureaukrati; ofte refereret til som red tape. Nyere 

forskning beskæftiger sig med, hvordan red tape har en negativ indflydelse på rekrutterings-

processen, men det er primært undersøgt fra ansøgerens perspektiv. Derfor mangler vi stadig 

information om, hvorvidt red tape influerer andre dele af rekrutteringsprocessen; særligt i for-

hold til frontlinjeledernes implementering af specifikke rekrutterings- og selektionspraksisser. 

Med en kvantitativ undersøgelsestilgang undersøger den tredje artikel derfor forholdet mellem 

opfattelsen af red tape og dannelsen af rekrutteringsmål tidligt i processen, samt forholdet mel-

lem red tape og udvælgelse af kandidater baseret på værdier og fit med organisationen. Resul-

taterne indikerer, at offentlige frontlinjeledere prioriterer disse rekrutterings- og udvælgelses-

praksisser. Dog viser resultaterne også en negativ sammenhæng mellem opfattelsen af red tape 

og de nævnte rekrutterings- og udvælgelsespraksisser, ligesom de også viser, at længden på 

frontlinjelederens ansættelse ikke modererer denne sammenhæng. Baseret på tidligere teori om 

red tape, antager artiklen, at det kan være et udtryk for, at opfattelsen af red tape begrænser og 

fremmedgør frontlinjelederne i deres arbejde, når de skal implementere rekrutterings- og ud-

vælgelsespraksisser, og at de ikke bliver mindre frustrerede og mindre påvirkede af dette red 

tape over tid.  

Alt i alt bidrager de tre studier med viden i tre forskellige stadier af en ansættelse i den 

offentlige sektor: 1) som fagprofessionelle, der overvejer ledelsesroller, 2) som fagprofessio-

nelle i en transition mod en ledelsesrolle, og 3) som frontlinjeledere, der rekrutterer nye med-

arbejdere, inklusiv nye fagprofessionelle. De tre studier udbygger dermed vores viden om fag-

professionelles skabelse af en ledelsesidentitet og implementering af rekrutterings- og udvæl-

gelsespraksisser i en offentlig kontekst. Denne viden er muligvis ikke kun relevant for offent-

lige organisationer og fagprofessionelle, men også gavnlig for private organisationer og alle 

personer, der igangsætter horisontale og vertikale jobskifte.   
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CHAPTER 1  

Motivation and research aim 
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Motivations and aims of this dissertation 

The overall motivation for this dissertation is to contribute to the understanding of managerial 

identity construction in role transitions and the implementation of recruitment and selection 

practices in the public sector. Thus, the dissertation has two different research foci, and hence, 

two sets of motivational grounds and aims that are explained separately in this chapter, fol-

lowed by a presentation of the motivation and aims of each paper. Finally, the relation between 

the papers are presented. 

When an individual undergoes a role transition from employee to manager in his or her 

organization, it is important to recognize that this transition also influences the person’s iden-

tity, because part of the self is derived from memberships of occupational groups (Ashforth & 

Mael, 1989). Thus, a change of role includes a change in group membership and requires adop-

tion of new group norms and guidelines for one’s own behaviour (Ellemers, De Gilder, & 

Haslam, 2004). While this is the case for all individuals changing to managerial roles, profes-

sionals are of special interest. Some professions are regarded as more professionalized than 

others (Rainey, 2014), but generally, professionals hold exclusive identities developed through 

training, qualifications and socialization, that enhance their social identity boundaries 

(Exworthy & Halford, 1999; McGivern, Currie, Ferlie, Fitzgerald, & Waring, 2015). They of-

ten identify with their profession and fellow professionals and have a commitment to their 

professional work (Pratt, Rockmann, & Kaufmann, 2006; Rainey, 2014). Consequently, mov-

ing from a professional role to a managerial role involves moving away from a deeply rooted 

professional identity (Park & Faerman, 2018). Research on professionals moving into a 

managerial role shows that in some cases the manager identity can be incongruent with the 

professional identity, leading to identity conflicts and emotional distress (Croft, Currie, & 

Lockett, 2015).  

However, research about professionals moving into a managerial role and constructing 

a mangerial identity is mainly performed with professionals who are already in managerial 

positions (e.g. Croft et al., 2015; McGivern et al., 2015; Spyridonidis, Hendy, & Barlow, 2015). 

This leaves a gap in our understanding of the initial stages of the role transition from profes-

sional to manager in terms of professionals’ initial thoughts about a managerial role, their pro-

cesses of identity construction before becoming managers, and what might influence their iden-

tity construction. In other words, we lack an understanding of the initial stages of professionals’ 

construction of a managerial identity, before they become managers.  
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Theoretically, this knowledge about the initial stages of role transition and the 

accompanying idenity construction is important because identities are dynamic and are con-

stantly constructed in relation to others (Ibarra & Barbulescu, 2010). This means that an iden-

tity transition may begin before the actual role change and continues after it (Ibarra & 

Barbulescu, 2010). Thus, to understand identity construction in role transitions, we also need 

to focus on the stages before individuals move into new roles. In practical contexts, knowledge 

about the initial stages of role transition is highly important to both private and public organi-

zations. The studies in this dissertation take place in the public sector; however, both sectors 

are spending increasing amounts of money on management training and leadership develop-

ment programmes to develop managers for existing and future positions (Seidle, Fernandez, & 

Perry, 2016; Sturdy, Brocklehurst, Winstanley, & Littlejohns, 2006). Thus, information about 

professionals’ initial managerial identity construction can inform management and leadership 

programme educators in designing their programmes. Knowledge about initial identity con-

struction may also help organizations understand which factors positively or negatively influ-

ence professionals’ development towards managerial roles in order to support a positive pro-

cess of managerial identity construction. Thus, the first research focus in this dissertation con-

cerns:  

How can we understand managerial identity construction  

in the initial stages of role transition? 

 

The second focus in this dissertation concerns implementation of HR practices in the 

public sector, more specifically recruitment and selection practices. The recruitment is the ini-

tial stage of an employment and the candidate’s first impression of the organization. Here, the 

hiring manager shapes the expectations about the job, the organization and ‘how to be a pro-

fessional” in a public organization.  

 It may seem as this focus is somehow unrelated to the first focus of the dissertation, 

however, this is not the case. After changing role from professional to manager, the individual 

most likely become a frontline manager1 in an organization, potentially responsible for recruit-

ing new professional to the organisation. In this dissertation “frontline manager” refers to a 

manager with managerial responsibilities at the operating level of the organisation. Different 

                                                           
1 Frontline manager and frontline leader is used interchangeably throughout the dissertation  
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studies argue that a professional identity may not only impact the way professionals construct 

managerial identities, but also impact how professionals implement practices in their organi-

zations (e.g. Chen & Reay, 2020; Currie et al., 2020). This highlights the relevance of studying 

frontline managers’ implementation of HR practices in this dissertation. A deeper elaboration 

on the connection between the topics will follow at the end of this chapter. First, the motivation 

for studying implementation of recruitment and selection practices in the public sector follows.  

Public sector organizations distinguish themselves from their private counterparts in 

many ways, including by their goals and structures (Rainey, 2014). For example, compared to 

the private sector, the public sector is characterized by higher levels of formalization, meaning 

that there are more rules and regulations constraining public employees and managers in their 

practices (Rainey & Bozeman, 2000). This is often referred to as red tape, defined as “rules, 

regulations, and procedures that remain in force and entail a compliance burden but do not 

advance the legitimate purposes the rules were intended to serve” (Bozeman, 2000: 12).  

Numerous studies have focused on red tape and its implications for public organiza-

tions’ performance (George, Pandey, Steijn, Decramer, & Audenaert, 2020), but not much re-

search exists on how it may influence recruitment and selection practices. This is highly rele-

vant as ”recruitment processes in public organizations are often overly complicated due to 

lower levels of flexibility, procedural constraints in public personnel systems, the political and 

bureaucratic environment, and excessive formalization” (Sivert, Vogel & Feeney, 2020: 2). 

Some scholars suggest that red tape to a higher degree exists in recruitment processes in public 

organizations compared to private organizations, yet only illustrated by the fact that it takes 

longer to complete such processes (Rainey, 2014; Scott & Falcone, 1998). More recent research 

focuses on formalization’s and administrative burdens’ negative influence on the recruitment 

process, yet only from the applicants’ perspective (Sievert, Vogel & Feeney, 2020; Linos & 

Riesch, 2020). Thus, we lack knowledge about red tape’s influence on later stages in the re-

cruitment process.  

Theoretically, the specific focus on implementation of HR practices is important be-

cause not all practices intended by HR managers may actually be implemented (in the intended 

ways) by frontline managers (Knies, Leisink, & van de Schoot, 2020). Thus, to gain knowledge 

about the use of HR practices in public organizations, we must examine the actual implemen-

tation and not only the intended implementation (Wright & Nishii, 2004). Many scholars over-

look the critical role that frontline managers play in the implementation of HR practices (Knies 

et al., 2020). Therefore, more research is needed on the actual implementation of HR practices 
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in public sector organizations, and how the public sector’s characteristics influence this imple-

mentation.  

This can add to general knowledge to the HRM literature on how public frontline staff 

is selected and recruited, and furthermore, whether HR practices, primarily investigated in a 

private sector context, are adopted in the public sector. In practical contexts, knowledge about 

how public sector characteristics such as red tape may influence the implementation of HR 

practices can inform public organizations’ HR managers about possible constraints to account 

for when planning and implementing recruitment and selection practices. Therefore, the second 

focus of this dissertation is:  

How do public sector characteristics influence the implementation  

of recruitment and selection practices in the public sector? 

 

The motivation of each paper   

Having presented the two overall research foci in this dissertation, I move forward to presenting 

the motivation and research aim for each paper. The dissertation is organized into three papers. 

The two first papers examine the initial stages of managerial identity construction in role tran-

sitions, and the third paper addresses the influence of public sector characteristics when imple-

menting recruitment and selection practices in the public sector.  

Paper 1 focuses on professionals who consider pursuing a managerial role and is titled: 

‘When professionals enter a leadership development programme: directed identity work or 

playing with multiple identities?’ As previously mentioned, there is little existing research on 

professionals considering a managerial role and their corresponding processes of identity 

construction, because studies generally focus on individuals who are already in managerial 

roles (e.g. Croft et al., 2015; McGivern et al., 2015). Accordingly, research on professionals’ 

processes of managerial identity construction is often carried out using identity work as an 

analytical tool (Brown, 2015, 2017; Ibarra & Petriglieri, 2010), which entails certainty about 

the identity that the professional is working with or towards (Ibarra & Petriglieri, 2010). 

However, existing research shows that professionals in managerial roles can be labelled 

‘incidental’ or ‘willing’, which refer to ways in which professionals claim their role (McGivern 

et al., 2015). Others argue that reasons for becoming a manager include financial incentives, 

status, and personal learning, and that some individuals are more sceptic about a future 

managerial role (Spyridonidis et al., 2015). These studies indicate that the level of certainty 
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about the managerial role might differ from what is ordinarily presupposed when considering 

only identity work, because people might not be working with a clear managerial identity in 

mind.  

Thus, there is a need for a broader perspective on the different processes of identity 

construction in the initial stage of role transitions when professionals are considering a 

managerial role. This is highly relevant because there is an increased interest in developing 

managers through management education (Sturdy et al., 2006), and organizations are spending 

increasing amounts of money on management training and leadership development 

programmes (Seidle et al., 2016). Therefore, Paper 1 is guided by the following research 

question:  

RQ1: How can we understand the initial processes of identity construction when 

professionals consider a managerial role and enter a leadership development programme? 

 

Paper 2 goes a step further in the identity transition from professional to manager, and is titled: 

‘A dynamic understanding of role models in identity transitions: constraining and enabling role 

model situations’. When professionals decide to pursue a managerial role, the experience can 

be unsettling because the role transition involves exiting from an existing role, negotiating the 

transition and the associated liminality and entering into a new role (Ashforth, 2001). There-

fore, professionals may look to role models for reassurance and inspiration (McIntyre, Paulson, 

Taylor, Morin, & Lord, 2011). Role models are defined as “person(s) an individual perceives 

to be similar to some extent, and because of that similarity, the individual desires to emulate 

(or specifically avoid) aspects of that person’s attributes or behaviours” (Gibson, 2003: 592). 

Existing research acknowledges that people generally observe and emulate role models during 

the span of their career (Gibson, 2003) and highlights that the absence of role models in tran-

sitions can have negative outcomes, such as feelings of stress (Hennekam, 2016). However, 

temporal knowledge of how role models influence identity transitions is unexplored (Gibson, 

2004). Moreover, studies mainly focus on positive representations of role models, although 

Gibson (2003) argues that individuals also use negative role models.  

In summary, research acknowledges that role models are crucial in identity tran-

sitions, but the ways in which different types of role models influence individuals during the 

process of managerial identity construction remain rather unexplored. In addition to contrib-

uting to theory, this knowledge is of high practical importance, as increasing resources are 
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spent on developing managers without understanding the possible influence of role models 

during their transitions. Knowledge about how role models influence professionals’ develop-

ment towards a managerial role may help organizations and management training educators to 

support a positive process of managerial identity construction. Thus, the second paper is guided 

by the following research question: 

RQ2: How can we understand the dynamic aspects of role models  

and the influence they have in identity transitions? 

 

Paper 3 focuses on the use of recruitment and selection practices in the public sector and is 

titled: ‘Perceived red tape and recruitment and selection practices in the public sector’. Re-

search performed in the private sector proposes that organizations should select employees 

based on fit with the organization, because this enhances employee commitment and organiza-

tional performance (Allen, Ericksen, & Collins, 2013; Collins & Smith, 2006; McClean & 

Collins, 2011). Furthermore, it is suggested that organizations should establish recruitment ob-

jectives in an early stage of the recruitment process to enhance the possibility of achieving 

employee-organization fit (Breaugh, 2008; Breaugh & Starke, 2000). However, compared to 

the private sector, the public sector is characterized by greater amounts of red tape (Bozeman, 

2000; Rainey, 2014; Rainey, Pandey, & Bozeman, 1995), which according to theory makes 

managers feel constrained in their managerial practices. Among other consequences, it de-

creases their feeling of autonomy and leads to a perception of loss of power and leadership 

(Blom, Borst, & Voorn, 2020; van Loon, Leisink, Knies, & Brewer, 2016). Moreover, due to 

loss of power, red tape is also related to a feeling of alienation from own job practices (DeHart-

Davis & Pandey, 2005) illustrated by lack of commitment and engagement and of purpose 

(Blom et al., 2020; Borst, Kruyen, & Lako, 2017; DeHart-Davis & Pandey, 2005). Thus, red 

tape may also influence public frontline managers in recruiting and selecting frontline staff. 

Additionally, research on red tape proposes that managers at lower hierarchical levels 

perceive more red tape (Walker & Brewer, 2008), and the longer individuals have been in their 

current position, the less red tape they perceive (Pandey, Coursey, & Moynihan, 2007). This 

might be so because individuals over time become more familiar with rules and regulations 

thereby becoming more realistic about what to expect in the position (ibid.). For example, ex-

perienced frontline managers may have a better understanding of organizational rules, includ-

ing when and how they can bend the rules and what consequences there can be; hence, the rules 
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and restrictions have a weaker effect on their recruitment and selection practice. Thereby, lead-

ership tenure might moderate the association between perceived red tape and recruitment and 

selection practices. Unfortunately, we have little knowledge on how perceived red tape influ-

ences frontline managers’ implementation of recruitment and selection practices in the public 

sector and whether leadership tenure moderates this relationship. Therefore, Paper 3 addresses 

the following research questions: 

RQ3: What is the association between perceived red tape and  

the use of recruitment and selection practices in public organizations,  

and what is the impact of leadership tenure on this association? 

 

An overview of the research questions of the three papers is provided in Table 1.1. 

 

 

Relationship between papers  

The three papers have different research aims, however, they are all based on data conducted 

in the public sector. More specifically, this dissertation’s findings are based on data collected 

at three different stages in a ‘public employment’. These are: 1) as professionals considering 

managerial roles; 2) as professionals transitioning towards managerial roles; and 3) as frontline 

managers recruiting frontline staff, including professionals. These three different stages are 

examined in the three papers as illustrated in Model 1.1 and described in the following subsec-

tion:  

Table 1.1: Overview of papers and their research questions 

Paper Research Questions 

1 How can we understand the initial processes of identity construction when professionals 

consider a managerial role and enter a leadership development programme? 

2 How can we understand the dynamic aspects of role models and the influence they have 

in identity transitions? 

3 What is the association between perceived red tape and the use of recruitment and selec-

tion practices in public organizations, and what is the impact of leadership tenure on this 

association? 
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The person at the top illustrates professionals working in the public sector who consider 

pursuing a managerial role for different reasons, which is brought to focus in Paper 1. The 

arrow towards the second paper illustrates that some of these professionals may decide to pur-

sue a managerial role and in this process turn to different role models for guidance, which is 

the focus of Paper 2. The arrow towards the third paper illustrates that some of these profes-

sionals become managers and become responsible for recruiting frontline staff at the operating 

level in a context influenced by red tape, which is brought to focus in Paper 3. The arrow back 

to paper 1 illustrates that some of the individuals they recruit are professionals, who may con-

sider pursuing a managerial role later in their careers. Thus, collectively, the findings of the 

dissertation illuminate different stages of a public employment. 

 

Model 1.1: Overview of how the three papers relates to different stages in a public employment 

 

 

Besides being related based on three different times in career, the papers are also tied 

together through a common interest in professionals and professional identities. While profes-

sional identities are a central topic for Paper 1 and Paper 2, it indirectly guides the motivation 

for conducting data for Paper 3 although professional identities are not being explicitly studied 

in this paper. In the first two papers, the possible difficulties of constructing a hybrid manage-

rial identity are directly studied based on the assumption that the professional identity is an 

essential component of how professionals make meaning of their lives (Pratt et al., 2006). 

However, the professional identity may not only challenge professionals in constructing a man-

agerial identity but also challenge professionals when they become managers and forced to 

perform new work practices as managers. 
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When asked about “who they are”, professionals often respond by describing their 

work. This illustrates a tight connection between identity and work for such occupations (Pratt 

et al., 2006; Reay et al., 2017). As a result, professionals adopt to work practices and construct 

new identities alongside work changes as long as they believe that the new work practices are 

valuable to their professional identity (Ibarra, 1999; Kyratsis et al., 2017) On the contrary, if 

they believe that the required work practices are not valuable and the practices do not corre-

spond with their professional identities, they will find ways to avoid the practices (Currie et al., 

2012). This highlights potential difficulties for professionals in managerial roles, where they 

are performing new work practices potentially not corresponding with – or adding value to -  

their professional identity. This is exemplified in a study by Chen and Reay (2020) who inves-

tigate professionals in an English public service organization who are required to take on new 

tasks and become multi-skilled. The professionals initially resisted even the idea of new work 

practices and mourned the loss of their previous professionalism. They found themselves feel-

ing incompetent as opposed to a previous feeling of being experts in their professional roles. 

As a result, they protected their professional identities by avoiding the required work practices 

and by only engaging in practices that they valued and found close to their professional identity.  

In line with this, Currie et al. (2020) find that HR practices influence the professional 

identity and its jurisdictional autonomy and client interests. Further, HR practices influence the 

legitimacy of a role and the valuable collegial leadership. Therefore, if HR practices are per-

ceived as challenging the autonomy or coopting professionals into managerial roles that cross 

professionals domains, professionals will view HR practices in a negative light. On the con-

trary, if HR practices support the collective identity, focus on client interests and enhance the 

status within the professional hierarchy, they will perceive the HR practices in a positive light. 

In other words, the perception of the effect of HR practices upon professionals’ legitimacy and 

identity impact their attitude and behavior. Thus, Currie et al. (2020) argue that organizations 

have to consider the implication of a professional context for HR practices.  

These studies highlight that professionals who value their professional identity engage 

in work practices that correspond with their professional identity and avoid those that do not 

add value to their professional identity. Thereby, the professional identity may not only impact 

the way professionals construct managerial identities. It may also impact how HR practices are 

implemented by professional managers which highlights the relevance for Paper 3 in this dis-

sertation.  
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Altogether, the three papers share an interest in professionals and are motivated to gain 

knowledge about how professionals construct managerial identities, and their implementation 

of HR practices when becoming frontline managers.  

Having explained the motivation and aim of this dissertation and the three papers, and 

how the topics are related, I move on to the dissertation’s theoretical positioning. 
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CHAPTER 2  

Theoretical positioning 
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Whereas the first chapter provided an overview of the motivation and aim of the dissertation 

and the three papers, this chapter provides insights into the theoretical positioning of the two 

overall research foci. This chapter starts by positioning the dissertation in the identity literature 

focusing on identity construction and professionals constructing managerial identities. Then, 

the chapter positions the dissertation in the public HRM literature focusing recruitment and 

selection.  

Identity literature 

“Identities, people’s subjectively construed understandings of who they were, are and 

desire to become, are implicated in, and thus key to understanding and explaining, al-

most everything that happens in and around organizations.” (Brown, 2015: 20) 

 

As the above quote indicates, identities have significant implications at both the individual and 

group levels; identity has thus received extensive attention, especially in the context of 

leadership development (Carroll & Levy, 2010). However, scholars’ understandings of identity 

differ. Some debates in identity research concern whether identities are stable and fixed or more 

fluid and adapting; other discussions concern whether identities are chosen or ascribed, single 

or multiple (Brown, 2015). The growing recognition of identities as dynamic and in a process 

of continual change, has contested previous research arguing that identities are stable and that 

individuals hold fixed identities that change little over a lifetime (Gioia, Patvardhan, Hamilton, 

& Corley, 2013; Kourti, 2016; Sveningsson & Alvesson, 2003; Watson, 2008). 

In this dissertation, I conceptualize identity as dynamic and constantly constructed 

through interactions with others in an ongoing process of self-reflection (Ashforth, 2001; Hogg 

& Terry, 2000; Lindgren & Wåhlin, 2001; Wells, 2007). Thus, I am guided by social 

constructionism, and claim that “since an individual’s understanding of themselves is a product 

of interaction with significant others, it cannot be said that identity emanates exclusively from 

within the person and that it is stable throughout life” (Lindgren & Wåhlin, 2001: 359). This 

view is increasingly used as a lens for studying identity in relation to leadership development 

(Carroll & Levy, 2008, 2010; Nicholson & Carroll, 2013). It is not the intention of this 

dissertation to discuss social constructionism (or any other approaches to identity research); 

however, I use it as a guide to understand identity as something that is shaped in social 

interactions with others. 
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It can difficult to disentangle the terms “role” and “identity”, especially as some 

scholars also refer to the term “role identity” (Ashforth, 2001), and because I also discuss 

“professional identities”. These terms will be clarified in the following subsections.  

To put it very simple; in this dissertation, I rely on Pratt, Rockmann, and Kaufmann 

(2006), who argued that an identity is concerned with “who I am”, whereas a role is concerned 

with “what I do”.   

As I consider identity as constructed in relation to others, “identity” relates to questions 

about both the personal self and collective identities (“who am I?” and “who are we?”) (Hogg 

and Terry, 2000). Additionally, the term “role” refers to a position in a social structure, making 

a role transition a physical movement between jobs or occupations (Ashforth, 2001). However, 

roles are not static or objective. Instead, they are emergent and negotiated shared 

understandings of what constitutes a given role (Ashforth, 2001). For example, what constitutes 

the role “teacher” today may be different than 50 years ago (and the same applies to the role 

“manager”), and most likely also different across cultures.  

A “professional identity” combines ‘identity’ and ‘role’ as it relates to individual and 

collective identities that are associated with the enactment of professional roles (Ibarra, 1999; 

Pratt et al., 2006). This means that a professional identity is conceptualized as a relatively stable 

and enduring set of attributes, beliefs, values, motives and experiences, through which people 

define themselves in a professional role (Ibarra, 1999; Zikic & Richardson, 2015). Thus, 

changing professional role poses a potential identity threat when moving from one working 

context to another (Hoyer & Steyaert, 2015; Petriglieri, 2011). I am not suggesting that an 

identity is stable, but that part of the self is derived from memberships of social groups, such 

as an occupational group, which make role changes disruptive to identities. This can be 

explained using social identity theory (SIT) and self-categorization theory (SCT). 

According to SIT, individuals structure their social environment by thinking of 

themselves and others in terms of group memberships (Tajfel, 1974, 1975). Through a 

categorization process, individuals categorize themselves and others into social groups, for 

example based on professional occupation. Thereby, a “role” can be viewed as a specific type 

of social category, and social identification then refers to the perception of belongingness to 

this role/social category (Ashforth, 2001; Ashforth & Mael, 1989). By identifying with the 

role/social category, the individual perceives him- or herself as part of a certain group and 

adopts group norms and values as guidelines for his or her own behaviour (Ellemers, De Gilder, 
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& Haslam, 2004). Thereby, a social identification process is a process where the social 

group/role is being related to the self, and where the individual accept the role identity as self-

defining (Ashforth, 2001). Thus, “role identity” reflects the extent to which individuals identify 

with a role. This can be temporary or permanent, and depend on how individuals interpret and 

enact the roles (Ashforth et al., 2001; Chreim et al., 2007; Pratt et al., 2006). 

SIT argues that social identities are maintained by intergroup comparison, and that 

social groups seek positive differences between themselves and their reference groups driven 

by a desire to enhance self-esteem (Ashforth & Mael, 1989). Thus, these differences between 

groups are created in a process of self-enhancement, where individuals adopt a positive identity 

that is associated with the group membership. Within the groups, social stereotypes guide the 

perceived appropriate behaviour of group members. However, as mentioned, the extent to 

which individuals identify with their categories/roles is a matter of degree (Ashforth & Mael, 

1989). This underlines that individuals can differ in how central the professional identity is to 

their values and beliefs (Spyridonidis, Hendy, & Barlow, 2015), and that some social identities 

may be more salient to an individual across social situations (Kreiner, Hollensbe, & Sheep, 

2006). Thus, it proposes that some professionals may identify more with their professional 

roles than others, which also will be illustrated in Paper 1. 

SCT evolves from early ideas about social identity by specifying the social categoriza-

tion process as the cognitive basis for group behaviour, thus advancing knowledge of the way 

individuals internalize group norms and align their behaviours (Hogg & Terry, 2000). In other 

words, it specifies “how social categorization produces prototype-based depersonalization of 

self and others, and thus, generates social identity phenomena” (Hogg & Terry, 2000: 123). 

Such prototypes can be exemplary members of the group or an abstraction of group features 

that captures what characterizes the group and distinguishes them from other groups (ibid.). 

Furthermore, SCT argues that individuals who adopt the most prototypical identities will also 

receive higher levels of respect from other members, thereby experiencing social influence 

over them (ibid.). Thus, these individuals may become group leaders not because of their lead-

ership skills, but because of their conformity to the group prototype (Hogg & Terry, 2000).  

By positioning the dissertation within the SIT and SCT literature, I acknowledge that 

individuals categorize themselves and others based on their professions and distinguish their 

groups from other professions. To put it (very) simply, I acknowledge that the professional 

teachers in this study are categorized in one social group based on their occupation, and man-

agers are categorized in another social group with different norms and behaviours. Changing 
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role from professional to manger thus includes changing social groups, and adopting a new 

social identity evaluated by oneself and others. However, it is important to acknowledge that 

some individuals may also enact a role without actually regarding it as self-defining (Ashforth, 

2001). Thereby, ‘role’ and ‘identity’ may be more entangled for some individuals than others, 

but for those who think and act as an exemplar of the role/social category, “to switch roles is 

to switch social identities” (Ashforth, 2001: 27). Or as Pratt et al. (2006) argue: when profes-

sionals’ idea of “who they are” do not match “what they do”, it leads to work-identity integrity 

assessments, triggering identity construction processes where the professionals ‘tailor’ the 

identity to fit the work. 

Because I study identity construction in a role transition from professional to manager, 

it could be incorrectly supposed that I propose a linear process of transition from an established 

professional identity towards a new managerial identity. On the contrary, I acknowledge that 

the construction of an identity is an ongoing process that may start before the role change and 

continue after the role change (Ibarra & Barbulescu, 2010), illustrating that individuals 

continuously contest and negotiate their identities internally and in social interactions 

(Alvesson, Lee Ashcraft, & Thomas, 2008).  

Additionally, I acknowledge that changing role from a professional to a manager 

requires new skills, behaviours and interactions with other individuals, which produces 

changes in the individual’s self-definition (Ibarra & Barbulescu, 2010). In such role transitions, 

I believe that individuals negotiate and contest their identities to a higher extent than at other 

times as individuals may experience identity conflicts when moving from one working context 

to another (Hoyer & Steyaert, 2015). Thus, individuals may continuously negotiate their 

identities to varying extents, but role changes provide a unique situation where individuals 

engage in processes of identity construction to a particularly large extent. I study this situation 

without arguing that the process is linear, and without arguing that identity construction starts 

and ends with the role transition. In other words, it is not the purpose of the dissertation to 

present a linear model of identity construction from professional to manager. Instead, the 

purpose is to illuminate the initial processes of identity construction and the influence of role 

models in a liminal stage between two roles. 

To summarize, I conceptualize identity as dynamic and constantly constructed through 

interactions with others in an ongoing process of self-reflection (Ashforth, 2001; Hogg & 

Terry, 2000; Lindgren & Wåhlin, 2001; Wells, 2007). Furthermore, I use SIT and SCT as 

lenses to recognize that the construction of an identity is bound to membership of social 
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groups/roles, thereby also recognizing the disruptive process of changing memberships of so-

cial groups. Thus, I argue that changing role encompasses identity construction through deper-

sonalization of the self and adoption of prototypical attributes and behaviours learned by ob-

serving and interacting with prototypical members. This highlights the importance of Paper 2, 

which concerns the influence of role models in the identity construction process. Furthermore, 

SIT and SCT propose that some individuals may become leaders not due to their leadership 

skills, but because of their ability to adopt a prototypical identity; this emphasizes the relevance 

of Paper 1, which examines the motives and related processes of identity construction when 

professionals consider managerial roles. As argued earlier, I do not suggest a linear process 

from professional to manager with a ‘start’ and ‘end’. Instead, the purpose of this dissertation 

is to illuminate processes of identity construction when individuals initiate a move from one 

social system to another, and how this new social systems’ prototypical members (illustrated 

by role models) influence this transition. In the following subsection, I elaborate on the under-

standing of identity construction, which is of special interest when individuals change roles 

and thus their social group membership. 

 

Identity construction 

Although there exists a stream of research on practices and strategies that individuals use to 

construct their identities, identity work is often used as an ‘analytical tool’ (Brown, 2015, 2017; 

Ibarra & Petriglieri, 2010). In connection with SIT and SCT, identity work can be understood 

as the process by which individuals negotiate and mediate the relationship between personal 

identities and social identities (Kreiner et al., 2006). Several definitions of identity work have 

been proposed; the most widely used definition describes identity work as how individuals are 

continuously “forming, repairing, maintaining, strengthening, or revising the constructions that 

are productive of a sense of coherence and distinctiveness” (Sveningsson & Alvesson, 2003: 

1165). In other words, identity work can be understood as the process by which individuals 

actively construct their identities (Watson, 2008). As argued earlier, identity work is of special 

interest in especially tense situations such as times of change and transitions because these 

situations often lead to an examination of the self, due to feelings of confusion, contradiction 

and self-doubt (Brown, 2015; Ibarra & Barbulescu, 2010). In these tense transitional times, 

when possible identity conflicts can occur, individuals engage in identity work in different 

ways to create coherence between competing identities (Croft, Currie, & Lockett, 2015; 

Sveningsson & Alvesson, 2003).  
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Despite being widely used, the word ‘work’ in identity work is also associated with 

compliance, rationality, logic and a means-end orientation (Brown, 2015). Thus, some scholars 

use complementary options for analysis, such as identity play. This is more related to discov-

ery, intuition and imagined others (Brown, 2015; Ibarra & Petriglieri, 2010; Pratt, 2012), and 

is thereby more relevant for studying initial stages of identity construction. According to Ibarra 

and Petriglieri (2010) who introduced identity play, this more playful analytical tool mainly 

differs from identity work in three ways: purpose, place and process.  

The purpose of identity play is inventing and reinventing oneself. Thus, individuals 

explore and try out identities followed by an internal evaluation of authenticity. This is in con-

trast to identity work, where individuals search for external evaluation of fit with the role iden-

tity. Identity play takes place between fantasy and reality, and individuals may have multiple, 

unspecified identities, whereas identity work entails rehearsing a clearly defined role identity 

in the external reality (Ibarra & Petriglieri, 2010). When individuals engage in identity play, it 

is a process of exploration where the explored identities might not be adopted. In contrast, 

individuals engaging in identity work have a clear end in mind, and are thereby more commit-

ted to the identity (ibid.). Overall, the differences can be summarized by the view that people 

engaging in identity play are mentally playing with multiple possible identities, and people 

engaging in identity work are working systematically on a specific, defined identity. 

When individuals are working on or playing with identities, Nicholson and Carroll 

(2013) argue that they are not only influenced by social identities in their identity construction 

but also influenced by the different discourses presented to them. This should not be confused 

with the view that individuals are passive recipients of social identities and discourses (Kreiner 

et al., 2006; Nicholson & Carroll, 2013). Instead, identities develop and exist in a continuous 

dialectic of ‘structure’ and ‘agency’ where individuals have a degree of agency in their identity 

processes, but that their repertoire of identities is limited to what is presented to them (Scott, 

2010). As Nicholson and Carroll (2013: 1230) argue: “individuals are agentic in their perfor-

mance of different identities; however, the range of identities available (and how to enact them) 

is limited”. 

Altogether, in this dissertation I view identity construction as an ongoing process, 

where individuals negotiate and mediate the relationship between personal identities and social 

identities and discourses (Kreiner et al., 2006; Nicholson & Carroll, 2013; Watson, 2008). This 

identity construction can be considered to be either a working process or a more playful process 

depending on how defined and certain the future identity is to the individual (Ibarra & 
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Petriglieri, 2010). This positioning recognizes the construction of a new managerial identity as 

agentic in nature, but enabled and constrained by available discourses and social identities pre-

sented to them (Nicholson & Carroll, 2013; Watson, 2008).  

More specifically, I position this part of the dissertation within research that focuses on 

professionals constructing managerial identities, however, what constitutes a profession and a 

professional seems to differ in the literature (Rainey, 2014), which will elaborated in the next 

section. 

 

Professionals constructing managerial identities 

Sociologists who studied professional occupations like law and medicine argued that what 

makes them professionalized occupations are status, respect, authority and that they are taken 

seriously by the government and by the public at large (Bascia, 2009; Larson, 1977). This 

reflects a view where it seemingly is the society’s perception of the occupation that determines 

whether an occupation can be ‘classified’ as a profession. Other definitions of professions focus 

more on the occupation itself and typically include elements such as: “application of skills 

based on theoretical knowledge, requirements for advanced education and training, testing of 

competences through examinations, organization into a professional association, the existence 

of a code of conduct and espousal of altruistic service” (Rainey, 2014: 304). Depending on the 

‘rating’ of these elements, a profession can be regarded as highly professionalized, which 

moves the discussion away from deciding whether an occupation is a profession, towards a 

recognition that an occupation can be more or less professionalized. Regardless of the level of 

specialization or professionalization, these elements indicate that professionals are individuals 

who hold exclusive identities developed through training, qualifications, and socialization 

(Exworthy & Halford, 1999; McGivern, Currie, Ferlie, Fitzgerald, & Waring, 2015). 

Moreover, professionals are argued to have certain beliefs and values that include 

“identification with the profession and with fellow professionals, commitment to the profes-

sional work, and a feeling of ethical obligation to clients without self-interest” (Filley, House, 

& Kerr, 1976; Rainey, 2014: 304-305). In other words, they have a motivational driver aimed 

at helping or improving the lives of others (for example pupils, children, patients, etc.) (Steijn 

& van der Voet, 2019). These beliefs and values can of course vary across members within a 

profession, where some individuals are regarded as highly professionals. However, generally, 
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professionals are often defined more by what they do (their profession) than where they work 

(Pratt et al., 2006).  

Previous research highlights that a role change from professional to manager and the 

accompanied identity construction are not necessarily easy tasks. This is evident from research 

on professionals who assume hybrid roles, balancing professional and managerial aspects, e.g., 

a nurse undertaking professional work alongside managing colleagues and staff-related issues 

(e.g. Croft et al., 2015; Spyridonidis et al., 2015). This line of research shows that holding both 

a professional and a managerial identity can challenge the professional as to who they believe 

themselves to be (Spyridonidis et al., 2015). Some argue that the manager identity is congruent 

with the desired identities of social groups, whereas others show that this is not always the case 

(Croft et al., 2015; Thornborrow & Brown, 2009). Instead, the manager identity can in some 

cases be incongruent with the professional identity, leading to identity conflicts and emotional 

distress (Croft et al., 2015). This leads to engagement in different kinds of identity work, either 

eschewing their professional identity, incorporating their professional identity into their man-

agerial identity or distancing from the managerial identity (Croft et al., 2015). 

In this dissertation, I focus on the professional identities of public school teachers. In 

addition to the discussions about how to define a profession, there is an ongoing debate about 

whether teachers can be regarded as professionals (Bascia, 2009). Teachers have even been 

called ‘semi-professionals’, among other reasons because they have limited individual auton-

omy and decision-making powers (Bascia, 2009; Sachs, 2016). For example, how they teach, 

and which rules that shape and control teaching are determined by policymakers (Bascia, 

2009). In these cases, where they are called semi-professionals, they are grouped together with 

other occupations with similar status positions like nursing and social work (Etzioni, 1969). 

This way of ‘classifying’ teachers follows the view that it is society’s perception of status, 

respect, and authority that determines if an occupation can be classified as a profession. How-

ever, this specific case where there are different opinions about teachers’ status as profession-

als, illuminates that we should not think of professionalism as an absolute or an ideal (Troman, 

1996). Therefore, I look towards the previously mentioned elements of a professional occupa-

tion, where it can be argued that the teaching profession covers many of these elements and 

therefore can be regarded as a profession, and teachers can be regarded as professionals.  

In the specific Danish public school context, where data for this dissertation’s studies 

are collected, recent reforms have challenged the professional teachers in constructing a man-

agerial identity. More precisely, recent reforms in this specific context may have increased the 
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gap between a professional teacher’s identity and a managerial identity, potentially causing 

identity contradictions when constructing a managerial identity. This context will be described 

more in depth in Chapter 3, where I present the research design. However, before turning to-

wards Chapter 3, I position the second research focus of the dissertation in the public HRM 

literature.  

 

Public human resource management 

As mentioned in Chapter 1, the second focus of the dissertation is guided by an interest in 

professionals in managerial roles and their implementation of HR practices in public organiza-

tions. Thus, the second focus of the dissertation is positioned in the public HRM literature, 

where I focus on the use of recruitment and selection practices in public organizations. There-

fore, this part of the chapter introduces the traditional public HRM, outlines general differences 

across the sectors that may influence the implementation of HR practices, and presents existing 

knowledge about public recruitment and selection processes covered in previous research. 

Generally, HRM involves “management decisions related to policies and practices that 

together shape the employment relationship and are aimed at achieving certain goals” (Boselie, 

Van Harten, & Veld, 2021: 2). In other words, HRM supports managers in achieving specific 

performance outcomes such as increased productivity and higher profitability through their 

workforce (Knies, Boselie, Gould-Williams, & Vandenabeele, 2015). Traditional HRM in pub-

lic organizations was different from HRM in private organizations in more ways. First, it in-

cluded a more paternalistic management style that focused on protecting employees and caring 

about their well-being. This was in contrast to a focus on staff efficiency and effective use of 

manpower (Boyne, Glenville, & Poole, 1999). Second, public sector organizations generally 

emphasized standardized employment practices with the same terms and conditions for all em-

ployees performing the same tasks, leading to high levels of job security and even life-time 

employment for some employees. This was in contrast to an emphasis on flexibility and differ-

entiation, including part-time and temporary contracts (Boyne et al., 1999). Third, higher levels 

of union density made the industrial relations in public sector organizations more collectivized, 

in contrast to a more individualistic workforce with a focus on performance pay (Boyne et al., 

1999).  

However, the question is naturally if differences between public and private sector 

HRM still exist after years of new public management reforms (Hood, 1991), where there has 
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been an increasing pressure to provide efficient and effective services, while also demonstrat-

ing ‘value for money’(Knies et al., 2015; Knies, Leisink, & van de Schoot, 2020). However, a 

recent meta-review of sector differences concerning HRM still finds significant differences 

between the two sectors (R. Blom, Kruyen, Van der Heijden, & Van Thiel, 2018). 

Nevertheless, the distinctions between sectors have become smaller in recent years due 

to different managerial reforms in the public sector where private sector instruments, behaviors, 

and concepts are being included in public sector practices and approaches to enhance perfor-

mance (Rainey, 2014). However, in terms of HRM, Knies, Boselie, Gould-Williams, and 

Vandenabeele (2018: 2) argue that “applying ‘what works’ in private sector contexts to the 

public sector is too simplistic”. This is because public sector organizations in many ways still 

are different from their private counterparts and, consequently, not all HR practices that have 

been found to be beneficial for private organizations are necessarily suitable for public organ-

izations (Knies et al., 2018).  

As an example, the content and implementation of HRM may differ from the private 

sector because public sector organizations experience higher degrees of institutional pressure, 

rules, and regulations (Boselie et al., 2021; Rainey, 2014). As mentioned in Chapter 1, such 

rules are often referred to as red tape, which is defined as “rules, regulations, and procedures 

that remain in force and entail a compliance burden but do not advance the legitimate purposes 

the rules were intended to serve” (Bozeman, 2000: 12). In other words, public organizations 

are to higher extents than their private counterparts subject to rules and regulations that were 

implemented to increase organizational performance, but end up being constraining (Brewer 

& Walker, 2010). This constrain may challenge public organizations in their use and imple-

mentation of HR practices. The assumption is based on previous research showing that a feel-

ing of being constrained in managerial practices, decreases managers feeling of autonomy and 

leads to perceptions of loss of power and leadership (Blom, Borst, & Voorn, 2020; van Loon, 

Leisink, Knies, & Brewer, 2016). Moreover, research shows that red tape is related to a feeling 

of alienation from own job practices (DeHart-Davis & Pandey, 2005) illustrated by lack of 

commitment, engagement, and of purpose (Blom et al., 2020; Borst, Kruyen, & Lako, 2017; 

DeHart-Davis & Pandey, 2005). Such feelings of constrain and alienation associated with red 

tape most likely influence frontline managers’ autonomy and engagement when implementing 

HR practices.  

As mentioned earlier, I specifically focus on HR practices related to recruitment and 

selection. Recruitment is defined as the process of finding and engaging the employees the 
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organization needs, and selection is concerned with deciding which applicant should be ap-

pointed to a job (Armstrong & Taylor, 2017). Despite being essential for effective functioning 

of public organizations, little research on these topics exists (Løkke, forthcoming).  

Previous research on recruitment and selection processes covers that public organiza-

tions emphasize elements in their recruitment and selection practices that make them distinctive 

from private organizations; namely procedural fairness, representative bureaucracy, and dis-

crimination (cf. Løkke, forthcoming). Overall, this means that public organizations emphasize 

justice in their recruitment processes (cf. Pedersen, Stritch, & Taggart, 2017) and that their 

employee composition reflects the diversity of the community, for example by having a diver-

sity strategy (CIPD, 2017). However, when it comes to discrimination, some studies find that 

public organizations may not be that distinctive from private organizations (see Guul, 

Villadsen, & Wulff, 2019; Villadsen & Wulff, 2018).  

Additionally, research on public recruitment and selection practices has dealt with top-

ics related to the whole recruitment and selection process like defining the requirements for 

employees (e.g. Choudhury, 2007), deciding on in-house or outsourced recruitment (e.g. Boon 

& Verhoest, 2018), attracting applicants (e.g. CIPD, 2017; Waldner, 2012), and selecting can-

didates (e.g. Armstrong & Taylor, 2017; Cooper, 2018). More interesting for this dissertation, 

recent research has been concerned with administrative burdens in recruitment processes. For 

example, Sievert, Vogel & Feeney (2020) study how the bureaucratic nature of recruitment 

processes signaled in the job advert reduces the attention to apply. Correspondingly, Linos and 

Riesch (2020) analyze the impact of administrative burden on the likelihood that candidates 

remain in a recruitment process. However, this research primarily focus on how administrative 

burdens have an impact on the applicants. Thus, there are several areas for future research 

regarding all stages of the recruitment process (Løkke, forthcoming), especially research that 

explores formalization and administrative burden at later stages in the recruitment process (Li-

nos & Riesch, 2020). 

In this dissertation, I focus on two stages in the recruitment process; an initial stage and 

a late stage in the process. Specifically, I study public organizations’ early establishment of 

recruitment objectives and the later selection based on fit and values. Early establishment of 

recruitment objectives include certainty about the number of positions to fill, type of applicants 

to attract in terms of qualifications and competencies, time frame for filling the positions and 

requirements concerning academic results (Breaugh, 2008; Breaugh & Starke, 2000). The for-
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mation of recruitment objectives, enables the organization to target the specific group of indi-

viduals relevant for the open position and to increase the probability of achieving a fit between 

the candidate and the organization (Breaugh, 2008). Furthermore, the recruitment objectives 

might influence a number of post-hire outcomes such as job performance and retention rates 

(Breaugh & Starke, 2000).  

Additionally, by focusing on how candidates fit an organization’s values and culture, 

the assumption is that organizations thereby create long-term relationships between the em-

ployee and the organization (Leisink & Steijn, 2008). Therefore, an increasing focus on recruit-

ment based on organizational fit will enhance employees’ willingness to share their capabili-

ties, and in return increase performance (Allen et al., 2013). 

When studying the implementation of HR practices in the public sector, it is important 

to acknowledge the role of frontline managers in this process. This is based on the fact that that 

there is a big difference between the intended HR practices (designed by senior management), 

the implemented HR practices (typically implemented by frontline managers), and perceived 

HR practices expressed by employees (Knies et al., 2020; Wright & Nishii, 2004). Previous 

research has mainly focused on the intended and perceived HR practices (Boselie et al., 2021), 

but it should be recognized that not all HR practices designed by senior management are nec-

essarily implemented by frontline managers. Also, those that are implemented may be imple-

mented in ways that differ from the original intentions (Wright & Nishii, 2004). Therefore, the 

focus of this dissertation is the actual implementation of HR practices (Boselie et al., 2021); 

namely recruitment and selection practices.  

In summary, Paper 3 is positioned in the public HRM literature with a specific focus on 

recruitment and selection practices. Here I combine a public sector characteristic, namely red 

tape, with public recruitment and selection, which is an under-research area, thereby contrib-

uting to both research on red tape and public recruitment and selection.  To study this, I follow 

the understanding that it is increasingly frontline managers who shape HRM and implement 

HR practices (Wright & Nishii, 2004). 

Having established the theoretical positioning, in the next chapter, I present the research 

design.  
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Research designs 

Based on its two distinct research foci, this dissertation adopts various approaches that includes 

both qualitative and quantitative methods.  

In Paper 1 and Paper 2, the research design should be designed to gain an understanding 

of the professionals’ identity construction. Therefore, it is important to select methods that 

capture the professionals’ subjective perceptions of constructing a managerial identity 

(Bryman, 1984), which is why qualitative research approaches were chosen. Thus, Paper 1 and 

Paper 2 adopt qualitative research designs that facilitate the in-depth research necessary to un-

derstand the processes of identity construction and the use of role models in participants’ tran-

sitions. Additionally, a longitudinal approach is adopted for Paper 2. This longitudinal ap-

proach adds depth to cross-sectional studies by taking into account the temporal and dynamic 

nature of identity transitions (Bordia, Read, & Bordia, 2020). 

In contrast, in Paper 3, the research design should be designed to gain an understanding 

of the implementation of recruitment and selection practices in the public sector. Therefore, it 

is important to select a method, where I can study a larger sample, and study the association 

between red tape and recruitment and selection practices. As opposed to before, a quantitative 

research design is, thus, more appropriate for this specific study. Therefore, a survey was com-

bined with administrative data.  

An overview of the methodological approaches is presented in Table 3.1 and subse-

quently the research context and approaches of each research foci are described in detail. 
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Table 3.1: Overview of research designs 

Focus  Paper Research Question Approach Data collection Units of 

analysis 

Identity  

construction 

1 How can we under-

stand the initial pro-

cesses of identity con-

struction when profes-

sionals consider a 

managerial role and 

enter a leadership de-

velopment pro-

gramme? 

Qualitative 

cross-sectional 

study 

21 interviews 

Observations 

Informal  

conversations 

21 public 

teachers ap-

plying for a 

leadership 

development 

programme 

2 How can we under-

stand the dynamic as-

pects of role models 

and the influence they 

have in identity transi-

tions? 

Qualitative 

three-year  

longitudinal 

study 

39 interviews 

Observations 

Informal  

conversations 

14 public 

teachers join-

ing a leader-

ship develop-

ment pro-

gram 

Recruitment 

and selection 

practices 

3 What is the association 

between perceived 

red tape and the use of 

recruitment and selec-

tion practices in public 

organizations, and 

what is the impact of 

leadership tenure on 

this association? 

Quantitative 

cross-sectional 

study 

Survey data 

Administrative 

data 

1,000 front-

line manag-

ers across 

five public 

service areas 

 

 As in the previous chapters, I begin by introducing the research context and approaches 

for the studies focusing on identity construction, followed by a presentation of the research 

context and approach for the study focusing on recruitment and selection practices in the public 

sector.  
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Research context for studies on identity construction  

Danish public school context. 

The two studies on managerial identity construction take place in the Danish public school 

context. As in many other public contexts, the teaching profession has been subject to huge 

changes in recent years, as many forms of professional management are being introduced 

(Croft, Currie, & Lockett, 2015; Currie & Lockett, 2007; Greve, 2006). In addition to this, in 

2013 the Danish national government launched a new public school reform and new working 

hours rules, which are described in the next subsection. A combination of these context-specific 

changes alongside the general implementation of private sector concepts in public sector or-

ganizations has increased the power of school headmasters (Meier, Winter, O'Toole, Favero, 

& Andersen, 2015). This has led to a larger gap between the professional teacher role and the 

manager role, hence a larger gap between a professional identity and a managerial identity. 

Therefore, the Danish public school context is appropriate for studying professionals construct-

ing managerial identities (Paper 1 and Paper 2).  

 The Danish government’s new school reform was implemented by the central govern-

ment to improve standards in Danish public schools (The Danish Ministry of Education, 2013). 

Among other changes, it introduced longer school days, more integration of exercise and move-

ment during school days, more practical learning activities to supplement blackboard-based 

teaching and more objective-oriented teaching (Jensen & Nielsen, 2018). Of special interest 

for this study are the new working hours rules. These rules gave the school management team 

responsibility and autonomy for deciding teachers’ work schedules, including the ratio of 

teaching hours to preparation hours, teachers’ total working hours, the number of working days, 

and teachers’ tasks (Trier, 2013). Additionally, teachers were obliged to be present full-time at 

the workplace with no (or very limited) flexitime (DLF, 2014). This was in sharp contrast to 

previous arrangements, where teachers had autonomy over their work schedules and working 

hours. In other words, the new working hours rules gave more power to school managers.  

 Collective negations took place between the public employers (represented by the Local 

Government Denmark) and teachers (represented by the Danish Union of Teachers, DLF), dur-

ing which there were nationwide teacher protests against the working hours rules, which the 

DLF refused to agree upon (DLF, 2014; Refner, 2014). The negotiations collapsed, leading to 

a lockdown of 44,000 teachers that lasted for almost four weeks (DLF, 2014). A lockout is the 

employers strongest weapon against employees, as it suspends the employees’ employment 
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(DLF, 2014). The lockdown ended with the central government enforcing the changes, thereby 

forcing the teachers to accept the new working hours rules (Refner, 2014). Altogether, these 

changes, alongside the general implementation of private sector concepts in public sector or-

ganizations, highlight that school headmasters in Denmark now hold a powerful position 

(Meier et al., 2015), which potentially causes identity contradictions for professional teachers 

constructing a managerial identity.  

 Having established an interesting context for studying managerial identity construction, 

the studies also requires professional teachers considering a future managerial role, thereby 

starting an identity transition. As previously established, identity is not a stable entity, so it 

would be difficult to find participants who are at exactly the same place in their identity tran-

sitions. However, leadership development programmes (LDPs) are considered to be identity 

workspaces (Petriglieri, 2011) that facilitates identity transitions (Ibarra, Snook, & Ramo, 

2010). Thus, they are places where (possible) future managers take a formal step towards a 

managerial position and, alongside this, construct a managerial identity. Accordingly, LDPs 

offer an opportunity to prospectively study identity transitions, and are therefore suitable set-

tings to collect data. Thus, an LDP was used to identify participating professionals with possi-

ble insights about their own managerial identity construction, which will be elaborated in the 

following subsection. 

 

Leadership development programmes 

As mentioned in Chapter 1, management training and education programmes are often politi-

cally mandated as requirements for individuals to hold a managerial position (Tomlinson, 

O’Reilly, & Wallace, 2013). In the Danish school context, professional teachers are required 

to have a managerial education (equivalent to the programme considered in this study) when 

starting in a managerial role or shortly thereafter. Thus, the LDP in this dissertation is a setting 

where professional teachers are formally trained to become managers. It is not my purpose to 

evaluate the programme itself, but to use it as a setting that encourages identity construction 

(Carroll & Levy, 2010).  

In explaining the decision to study identity construction of professionals attending an 

LDP, I must discuss some initial thoughts about the role of the programme. As Watson (2008: 

122) argues: “it is vitally important to avoid the danger of providing a reductionist analysis that 
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focuses on ‘what goes on in people’s minds’ at the expense of attention to the part that is played 

by the social structures, cultures and discourses within which the individual is located.”  

Within LDPs, there exists a power relationship between the programme facilitators and 

the participants (Nicholson & Carroll, 2013). First, the facilitators encourage the participants 

to adopt certain discourses and also monitor and evaluate the work and reflections of the 

participants. Second, the LDPs promote a preferred rhetoric set of norms concerning what 

leadership is and who a leader is (Nicholson & Carroll, 2013). Whenever the programme’s 

participants produce written assignments and make oral presentations, they are using and 

internalizing the discourses into their identities. In this process, the participants “come to see 

themselves in a certain way and may tie themselves to this self-understanding” (Nicholson & 

Carroll, 2013: 1229). This highlights previous discussions in Chapter 2 concerning that 

participants do not only play an active role in constructing a managerial identity when 

participating in the LDP, but may also play a passive role as they may be confined by the 

presented discourses and interactions with programme facilitators and co-participants. 

Nevertheless, the participants should not be considered to have an entirely passive role as they 

still have a degree of agency, and their participation and integration of discourses are not 

forced. On the contrary, by participating, they have made a choice to ‘rewrite their identities’ 

(Scott, 2010: 219). Thus, the sense of self in the identity transition is not exclusively an 

individual choice, but on the other hand, neither is it imposed upon the participants. Instead 

“individuals are agentic in their performance of different identities; however, the range of 

identities available (and how to enact them) is limited” (Nicholson & Carroll, 2013: 1230). 

Based on the above considerations, I recognize that the participants are exposed to the 

programme facilitators, co-participants, their own management teams, and to colleagues who 

undoubtedly provide discourses, expectations and judgements that influence identity 

construction. This corresponds to the argument in SCT that individuals adopt prototypical 

behaviour inspired by members of a group or an abstraction of group features that captures 

what characterizes the group and distinguishes them from other groups (Hogg & Terry, 2000). 

It would be overwhelming (and not a purpose of this dissertation) to uncover how all of these 

elements influence the professional teachers’ identity construction, or to put a sole focus on the 

influence of the LDP. However, I recognize that the teachers’ repertoires of possible selves are 

constrained by interactional factors and discourses (Scott, 2010) and use the LDP as a setting 

that encourages an identity construction (Carroll & Levy, 2010).  
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 The main aims of the specific LDP considered in this study are to secure the supply of 

qualified applicants for management positions in Danish public elementary and lower 

secondary schools, and to raise the standards of school management across Denmark (VIA 

University College, 2021). The focus on enhancing the competence of school managers has 

increased since the reform initiatives in 2013. The specific programme is at a BA-level, and is 

described to as a Diploma programme characterized by interaction between theory and practice. 

It takes three years to complete and mainly addresses ‘talents’ or ‘aspirants’ and not people 

already in managerial positions. During the three years of the programme, participants study 

six modules and are introduced to topics such as organization, leading and managing 

employees, and school management. Furthermore, according to the programme’s organizers, 

through the programme participants will get clarification about what becoming a manager 

entails and strengthen their managerial identity. The programme consists of 11 two-day 

residential courses, three one-day courses, and supervision on their assignments. The 

participants take exams every six months and end the program with a large written assignment 

and final exam (VIA University College, 2021). Because the programme is targeted at 

managerial aspirants, it is a highly relevant setting for the study in Papers 1 and 2. 

 

Data collection for studies on identity construction  

The research method for Papers 1 and 2 should give the participants the opportunity to express 

how they constructed their identity and interacted with role models. Within identity research it 

is suggested that narratives and identity are linked (Brown, Humphreys, & Gurney, 2005), 

making it relevant to employ narratives as a methodological tool for exploring identity transi-

tions (Brown et al., 2005; Kourti, 2016). Thus, semi-structured in-depth interviews were cho-

sen because they gave the professionals the opportunity to articulate their subjective percep-

tions of their social interactions and processes of identity construction. In other words, what I 

gain from using semi-structured in-depth interviews are the subjective accounts of socially 

constructed identity perceptions and interactions with role models. The use of semi-structured 

in-depth interviews is in line with previous studies that also prefer this approach for under-

standing identity construction and identity transition (e.g. Brown & Toyoki, 2013; Croft et al., 

2015; Ibarra, 1999; Pratt, Rockmann, & Kaufmann, 2006). 

 Narratives are important elements of identity work, offering insights about the identity 

construction embedded in social and cultural contexts (Ibarra & Barbulescu, 2010). A narrative 
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is a story that makes a point about the narrator and helps individuals revise and reconstruct 

their identities when changing role (such as in promotions, transfers, demotions, organizational 

moves and occupational changes) (Ibarra & Barbulescu, 2010). In other words, because iden-

tities are not visible to study, participants’ spoken narratives are used to give insights into the 

expressions of the social identities (professional and manger) that they ‘work on’ or ‘play with’ 

(Brown & Toyoki, 2013). When presenting their narratives, the participants present and under-

stand themselves and others, and offer information about the context where the narratives are 

developed and the identities are situated (Kourti, 2016). 

Additionally, as I acknowledge that individuals continuously contest and negotiate their 

identities (Alvesson, Lee Ashcraft, & Thomas, 2008), these interviews merely give information 

about the participants’ identity construction at the time of the interviews. Thus, I recognize that 

identities are constructed before, during and after the interviews take place. In line with this, it 

is important for me as a researcher to be aware of the fact that the interviews themselves can 

also be considered a social construction, where the participants’ identities and perceptions are 

constructed in interaction with me as a researcher (Alvesson, 1996). This is not directly ac-

counted for in the analysis, however, these considerations were used in order for me to be 

reflexive and open to the participants’ subjective accounts of their socially constructed identity 

perceptions and interactions with role models. 

 Before the interviews took place, an interview protocol was prepared based on themes 

from the literature concerned with processes of identity construction and role models. At the 

first round of interviews in 2017, the participants were initially asked to talk about themselves 

as a way to open the discussion as well as to observe where they started their personal narrative 

(Croft et al., 2015). Other themes in the interviews concerned reasons for becoming a teacher 

(Ibarra, 1999; Pratt et al., 2006), reasons for attending the professional development program 

(Pratt et al., 2006), future career plans (Ibarra, 1999; Pratt et al., 2006), perception of own 

professional and/or managerial identity (Croft et al., 2015; Pratt et al., 2006), how they thought 

others perceived them (Croft et al., 2015; Pratt et al., 2006), their thoughts on what constituted 

a ‘good manager’ and a ‘good teacher’ (Pratt et al., 2006), and who were important to them in 

their career (Ibarra, 1999). For both the second round in 2018 and the third round in 2020, they 

were initially asked to tell about their current work role, possible changes from the last inter-

view and their current identification as teachers and/or managers (Croft et al., 2015).  

 During the interviews, I was adaptive when participants discussed themes unrelated to 

the interview protocol, but related to their experiences of their role and identity transitions. 
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Thus, the interviews varied between respondents, although always proceeded through the 

themes specified by the interview protocol. In some cases, themes emerging from one interview 

would be incorporated into the interview protocol and integrated into subsequent interviews. 

 In 2017, when I started data collection, 35 participants enrolled the programme. Together 

with material about the programme, they all received a letter of invitation to participate in this 

study. This invitation was sent out prior to their first meeting. One of the course organizers 

further contacted them by e-mail, and also spoke to them at their first meeting, to invite them 

to participate. I was also present at the first meeting and engaged with the LDP participants to 

discuss this study and their participation. A total of 14 participants from different schools and 

municipalities agreed to participate in the studies. For Paper 1, eight additional participants 

from the LDP’s 2018 intake agreed to participate in that study to confirm the findings. For 

Paper 2, I interviewed the participants from the 2017 intake three times each over a period of 

three years. Unfortunately, one withdrew from this study after the first round of interviews and 

one withdrew after the second round of interviews. An overview of the total 46 interviews is 

presented in Table 3.2. The interviews lasted between 21 and 120 minutes, with an average 

duration of around 60 minutes. The participants were permitted to choose where the interviews 

took place in order to ensure an environment where they felt confident and secure to discuss 

and reflect on their emotions, identity and career, because these are emotive and private mat-

ters. Thus, all were performed face-to-face at the participants’ schools or homes and were all 

recorded and transcribed. 

Table 3.2: Numbers of interviews for Papers 1 and 2  

 Paper 1 Paper 2 Total interviews 

2017 14 14 

2018 7 13 20 

2020 - 12 12 

Total 21 39 46 

 

As a supplement to the interviews, I also made use of observations, and was allowed to 

observe sessions of the LDP. These observations originally had the purpose of gaining an un-

derstanding of the context, the LDP, and the whole group of attending professionals. Thus, I 

observed six residential course days and one session of supervision that featured three partici-

pants and one facilitator during 2017 and 2018: around 35 hours in total. These observations 



 
 

46 
 

fulfilled the purpose by providing knowledge about the context for data collection. For exam-

ple, observing the residential course days was very useful in the interviews whenever partici-

pants referred to exercises, facilitators, co-participants or specific modules. Also, whenever I 

noticed individuals being particularly active or passive during the course sessions, I would note 

it down and address the situation in the interviews to gain insights about their behaviour. For 

example, the participants engaged in an exercise about describing themselves as future manag-

ers; I discussed this exercise with them in their subsequent interviews because it pertained to 

the relation between their sense of identity and prospective role as a manager. 

 Furthermore, the observations served a second, and perhaps even more important, pur-

pose. By being present at the residential course days, I established important relationships with 

the participants through informal conversations and gained the confidence of the participants, 

which was useful in the formal interviews. The informal conversations also directly provided 

me with knowledge that was useful for the studies. I illustrate this with one example; shortly 

after an interview with a participant, that participant approached me at a residential course and 

told me that he had lied in the interview out of loyalty to the professional occupation. This 

initiated a conversation that added depth both to the specific interview and also to my own 

understanding of the identity transition and the strength of the social identity in play. Whenever 

having informal conversations at the residential course days or before/after interviews, notes 

were written down as a supplement to the primary data. 

 Additionally, being present at the residential course days gave me the opportunity to 

maintain contact with the programme organizers and facilitators, with whom I engaged in dis-

cussions about their experiences with professionals attending the development programme. 

This provided me with more knowledge about the professionals in the studies, and also how 

they compared with programme participants from previous years. In summary, data from ob-

serving the LDP were not used directly in the analysis, especially due to the difficulty in ob-

serving identity construction; instead, they provided me with an understanding of the context 

and the attending professionals, and I also used the observations to establish relationships that 

were useful in later interviews. 

 The analyses in the qualitative papers followed an iterative process where I went back 

and forth between the data, the emerging themes and the literature (Charmaz, 2014; Corbin & 

Strauss, 1990). A more detailed description of this analytic processes for Papers 1 and 2 is 

elaborated in each paper.  
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In the following subsection, I present the research context and approach for the second focus 

in the dissertation concerning the implementation of recruitment and selection practices in the 

public sector.  

 

Research context for study on recruitment and selection  

 The second research area focusing on recruitment and selection is also carried out in a 

Danish public context. As opposed to the previous studies that focuses on a school context, this 

study focus on the use of recruitment and selection practices within five service areas, i.e. 

schools, daycares, eldercare, psychiatry and job-centres. Within these professionalized con-

texts, different professional identities may exists that potentially have an impact on how HRM 

is implemented in their organizations. Therefore, this larger sample gives us the opportunity to 

study a larger group of previous professionals in managerial roles and the implementation of 

specific recruitment and selection practices in public organizations. It is not the purpose of this 

dissertation to describe each of these areas in detail, but the areas were chosen as they represent 

some of the central welfare areas in the Danish public sector; hence, recruitment to these areas 

have large implications for the quality of service being provided.  

 Because Denmark is one of the most decentralized countries in the world, many service 

areas are administered at the municipal level (Greve, 2006; Houlberg & Ejersbo, 2020). Thus, 

although the municipalities work under central restrictions (for example concerning budgets), 

they generally exercise a high degree of autonomy (Greve, 2006; Ladner, Keuffer, & 

Baldersheim, 2016). Therefore, within the five service areas, frontline managers experience a 

large responsibility for the recruitment and selection, making it a relevant context for this study.  

 

Data collection for study on recruitment and selection  

In Paper 3, I was interested in collecting data in a way that to a higher extent would enable my 

findings about red tape’s influence on the implementation of recruitment and selection prac-

tices to be generalized beyond the research setting (Holton III & Burnett, 2009). Moreover, the 

motivation for this paper is to investigate a possible relationship between the two variables: red 

tape and the implementation of recruitment and selection practices. Thus, a quantitative ap-

proach was selected. 
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More specifically, a cross-sectional survey was conducted which was sent out to front-

line managers across five of the central welfare areas in the public sector, i.e., schools, day-

cares, elder care, psychiatry and job centres. The survey was sent to frontline managers because 

it is increasingly frontline managers who shape HRM and implement HR practices (Wright & 

Nishii, 2004), and who therefore should be surveyed to comprehend which practices are actu-

ally implemented. We use the term frontline managers as we deliberately sent the survey to 

managers who were responsible for recruitment practices at “the operating level” of the organ-

ization. In other words, we contacted managers who had personnel responsibilities at the outer-

most organizational level. To exemplify; in some minor schools it was the school headmaster 

who was contacted. In other larger schools, it was department managers who was responsible 

for recruitment processes and therefore those we contacted. The common feature was that they 

were frontline managers hiring individuals to their organizations.  

Selection criteria included that participants must be a frontline manager and be in charge 

of the recruitment in the organization. To ensure that they had some recruitment experience, 

only managers having staff responsibility for 10 or more employees were contacted. Further-

more, screening questions were added where the frontline managers were asked whether they 

have had responsibility for at least one recruitment process at their current workplace within 

the last two years. 

Based on information from the municipal and regional wage statistics (KRL), an over-

view of organizations in the five areas was established. From subsequent searches of the or-

ganizations' websites, relevant managers and their e-mail addresses were identified. Whenever 

the organization’s manager was not stated with sufficient clarity or the contact information was 

not given, we cross-referenced job postings on municipal websites, online recruitment plat-

forms, and LinkedIn profiles. If this failed to identify the individual or their contact details, the 

municipality in question was contacted. After these procedures, individual invitations to par-

ticipate in the survey were sent out. Furthermore, administrative data on organizational size 

were collected from KRL. School managers and daycare managers were approached in early 

October 2019, whereas managers in eldercare, psychiatric services and job centres were ap-

proached in late November 2019. For all five service areas, two reminders were sent to non-

responders, after one and three weeks. The survey was administrated using web-based survey 

software available to researchers. It was e-mailed to 3,155 managers, and a total of precisely 

1,000 managers provided a complete set of answers to the survey, giving a response rate of 

31.7%. 
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In terms of measures, recruitment and selection practices were measured by two differ-

ent scales. The first scale was concerned with early establishment of recruitment objectives 

inspired by an article by Breaugh (2008). Here, the frontline managers were asked to consider 

the most recent recruitment process in which they participated and indicate their agreement (on 

a scale from 1 – 5) to the following statement: “Prior to the job announcement, the following 

recruitment targets were set and listed: The number of positions to be filled; the candidates’ 

qualifications and competencies; the time frame for filling the positions; and requirements for 

the candidates’ academic results”. 

The second scale consisted of the Commitment-Based HR Practices scale developed by 

Allen, Ericksen, & Collins (2013) that focuses on whether the selection was based on values 

and cultural fit. Here, they were asked to consider their general perception of recruitment in 

the organization over the latest years and indicate their agreement (on a scale from 1 – 5) on 

the following items: “Our hiring practices focus on how well the individual fits with the culture 

of our organization”; “When interviewing applicants, we primarily assess their ability to work 

with our current employees”; and “When selecting new employees, we primarily assess their 

overall fit with the organization’s values”.  

Originally, many scholars measured red tape using a single question, where they should 

indicate the level of red tape in their organization (cf. Blom et al., 2020). However, this way of 

measuring red tape was criticized due to its lack of multidimensionality and because it 

confronts people with the words “red tape”, potentially creating bias (Blom et al., 2020; 

Bozeman & Scott, 1996). To get around these issues, Borry (2016) developed the Three-Item 

Red Tape (TIRT) scale that includes an evaluation on how burdensome, unnecessary and 

ineffective policies and procedures are in an organization. Besides developing the TIRT scale, 

scholars have also developed red tape measures for specific management subsystems (Coursey 

& Pandey, 2007). Studies show that the perception of red tape can differ across subsystems 

within an organization, and that the impact of red tape are not similar across such subsystems 

(cf. Blom et al., 2020).  

 In continuation of this knowledge, we used a validated red tape measure for a specific 

management subsystem, in this case the recruiting subsystem (cf. Blom et al., 2020; Coursey 

& Pandey, 2007). Therefore, perceived red tape was assessed using a three-item scale for 

measuring optimal rule control (DeHart-Davis, 2009). This measurement is inspired by the 

TIRT, but acknowledges the need for an optimal level of control rather than an evaluation of 

the effectiveness/ineffectiveness of rules. Thus, we measured perceived red tape by the 
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following: “All workplaces have rules and bureaucracy. We now would like you to evaluate 

the rules in connection with recruitment and employment at your workplace on three items” 

(burdensome/not burdensome, excessive control/adequate control, unnecessary/necessary) 

from 1 (left) to 5 (right). To avoid bias due to negative connotation, we used this scale so that 

the respondents would not be confronted with the term “red tape” (Feeney, 2012).  

Finally, frontline managers’ tenure was measured by two items: “For how many years 

in total have you been a leader?” and “For how many years have you held your current 

position?” Both questions were answered on a continuous response scale. 

When carrying out a cross-sectional study, it is not possible to draw firm conclusions 

concerning causality because of potential endogeneity problems (Angrist & Pischke, 2015). 

Thus, I cannot definitively conclude whether perceived red tape influences recruitment and 

selection practices or whether it is the other way around. This could be investigated in study 

that adopts a longitudinal research design. In the study, I control for confounding effects and 

included a number of control variables that has been included in other recent studies of red tape 

(Kaufmann, Taggart, & Bozeman, 2018); the gender and age of the organization’s manager, 

the size of the organization, and its service area (schools, day-care, elder-care, psychiatry, and 

job centers). Further, although combining the survey responses with administrative data as con-

trol variables, the issue of common-method bias can be raised as the study measures red tape 

and recruitment and selection practices by self-reported data. However, I try to control for this 

common method variance through the design of the study’s procedure (cf. Podsakoff, 

MacKenzie, Lee, & Podsakoff, 2003).  

The mode of analysis in this study was Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) Regression anal-

ysis, which is based on the premise that linearity gives an adequate description of the relation-

ship between the independent variables in the model, i.e. perceived red tape and the dependent 

variable, i.e. the HR practices. This is elaborated in the paper.  

Having explained the research contexts and approaches for the two research foci, the next three 

chapters present the three papers.  
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ABSTRACT 

Increasing amounts of money are spent on developing and educating future managers for 

different managerial positions. However, little do we know about those who are considering 

managerial roles because existing research focuses on people already in such roles. To address 

this knowledge gap, we consider professionals applying for a three-year leadership 

development programme aimed at educating future managers in a school context. We explore 

how they construct a potential future managerial identity by engaging in either identity play or 

identity work and find that this engagement is influenced by the strength of their professional 

identity. Professionals with weak professional identities expressed engagement in goal-

oriented identity work where they either incorporated or distanced from the professional 

identity. By contrast, professionals with strong professional identities expressed engagement 

in different kinds of identity play where they either distanced from the managerial role while 

playing with a managerial identity or simply played with a future managerial identity. Identity 

work was initiated when they were certain about becoming managers, while identity play was 

initiated to cope with either loss of passion (often caused by reform initiatives) or life-cycle 

issues. Theoretically, findings contribute knowledge on initial identity construction when 

professionals pursue managerial roles, and expand knowledge about identity play and the ways 

it differs from identity work. Practically, we critically evaluate that professionals entering a 

leadership development programme are not necessarily certain about becoming managers but 

merely play with the managerial role as one of more career options.  

 

Keywords:  identity play; identity work; professional identity; identity construction; role 

transition 
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Introduction 

Both private and public organizations are spending an increasing amount of money on 

management training and leadership development programmes to develop managers for both 

existing and future positions (Seidle et al., 2016). However, despite an increasing interest in 

investing in future managers, not much research exists on individuals considering such 

leadership development programmes with regard to their corresponding identity construction. 

This knowledge is important as role transitions (e.g. from employee to manager) influence 

individual identities, meaning that a role transition is also an identity transition that includes 

letting go of an existing identity while constructing a new identity (Nicholson and Carroll, 

2013). While role transitions may involve consequences for all individuals, public 

professionals are of special interest. Professionals’ values may not always be congruent with a 

manager role, leading to potential identity conflicts and emotional distress when entering a 

managerial role (Croft et al., 2015). Moreover, in times of New Public Management (NPM), 

public professionals increasingly experience a pressure to evidence their accountability to the 

public that does not serve or compliment their work with clients (e.g. patients, pupils, children) 

(Burton and Van den Broek, 2009; Murphy and Skillen, 2015). This challenges their 

professional identity and possibly creates tensions between the professional identity and the 

managerial role. This questions why professionals pursue managerial roles in the first place 

and how we can understand the initial stages of their managerial identity construction. 

Current research on professionals moving into managerial roles primarily focuses on 

professionals who are already in managerial positions (e.g. Croft et al., 2015; McGivern et al., 

2015; Spyridonidis et al., 2015). Some of these retrospectively study professionals’ reasons for 

gaining managerial responsibilities and find that these include financial incentives, status, and 

personal learning (Spyridonidis et al., 2015). More interestingly, some find that professionals 

with managerial responsibilities can be classified into two groups: ‘incidental’ and ‘willing’, 

labels which refers to ways in which professionals claim a managerial role (McGivern et al., 

2015). This illustrates that the professionals’ reasons for pursuing managerial roles are rather 

dissimilar and possibly more incidental than a goal-oriented career choice. However, as they 

are performed retrospectively, it leaves out a prospective understanding of their reasons and 

the corresponding managerial identity construction early in the transition. 

In relation to this, research on identity construction often uses identity work as an 

analytical tool (Alvesson et al., 2008; Brown, 2015, 2017; Carroll and Levy, 2008; Ibarra and 

Petriglieri, 2010) and relies on the definition that identity work is the understanding of how 
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people are ‘forming, repairing, maintaining, strengthening, or revising the constructions that 

are productive of a sense of coherence and distinctiveness’ (Sveningsson and Alvesson, 2003: 

1165). People engage in identity work in times of change where they experience tension 

between their personal and professional identities, or between their professional identity and 

their work role (Brown, 2017; McGivern et al., 2015; Pratt et al., 2006). When professionals 

move into managerial roles, they engage in identity work where they accommodate the 

situation by eschewing the former identity, incorporating former identity to new identity, or by 

distancing from the new identity (Croft et al., 2015; Spyridonidis et al., 2015).  

Although acknowledging that identity work has its relevance in these studies where 

professionals are already in managerial roles, it seems limiting to use it as a predominantly 

analytical tool when understanding the initial managerial identity construction. According to 

Brown (2015) ‘work’ is associated with compliance, rationality, logic, and a means-end 

orientation. As such, identity work entails certainty about the identity one is working with or 

towards (Ibarra and Petriglieri, 2010), and as previously established: this level of certainty 

when entering a managerial role might differ. Therefore, we argue that identity play should be 

considered in identity transition research as it describes ‘people’s engagement in the 

provisional but active trial of possible future selves’ (Ibarra and Petriglieri, 2010: 11). This 

more playful behaviour has not received much research attention in the context of professionals 

taking on managerial responsibilities. Based on previous research suggesting that professionals 

can be more ‘incidental’ than ‘willing’ when claiming a managerial role we argue for the 

application of this more comprehensive view on the topic.  

Altogether, organizations are interested in developing managers through management 

education (Sturdy et al., 2006), and there is theoretical interest in professionals’ construction 

of a managerial identity. However, current research offers limited insight into the preceding 

considerations and identity construction when professionals consider managerial roles. 

Furthermore, current research primarily uses identity work as an analytical tool neglecting that 

reasons for pursuing a managerial role might be more incidental than goal-oriented. Thus, this 

study builds on previous knowledge on professionals in identity transitions, and contemplate 

professionals’ identity construction when they consider managerial roles by asking: How can 

we understand the initial processes of identity construction when professionals consider a 

managerial role and enter a leadership development programme? 
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To answer this question, we conducted 21 interviews with professionals, in this case 

teachers, commencing a leadership development programme (LDP) aimed at educating future 

managers. This allowed us to study the initial identity play and identity work that took place 

before these professionals potentially moved into managerial positions. By analyzing these in-

terviews, we find that the strength of the current professional identity influences professionals’ 

engagement in either identity work or identity play. Professionals with a weak professional 

identity create coherence between the identities by engaging in goal-oriented identity work, 

incorporating or distancing from their current professional identity. By contrast, professionals 

with a strong professional identity express engagement in identity play where a future mana-

gerial role is one of various options. In their identity play, they vary in their detachment from 

a future managerial role. 

Doing so, we contribute with both theoretical and practical implications. Theoretically, 

we emphasize the impact of the strengths of professionals’ identity (Bordia et al., 2020) and 

question and challenge previous presumptions that all professionals experience a strong 

identification to the professional identity (Croft et al., 2015). Also, we agree that engagement 

in identity work entails certainty about the identity one is working with or towards (Ibarra and 

Petriglieri, 2010). Thereby, we are critical to existing identity research that does not consider 

identity play when professionals are not expressing a high level of certainty about the identity 

they are working with. Besides, we expand the theoretical understanding of identity play by 

showing that it is initiated when professionals experience loss of passion (often caused by 

reform initiatives) or life-cycle issues (e.g. children growing up freeing up time to explore and 

question one’s identity). Furthermore, we illustrate how identity play differs from identity work 

and particularly respond to a call for a deeper understanding of the conditions in which identity 

play and identity work are triggered (Ibarra and Petriglieri, 2010).  

Practically, findings provide a critical view on our understanding of why people enter 

leadership development programmes. For instance, some professionals are entering such 

programmes without having the goal of management position. This knowledge is relevant for 

organizations that increasingly enroll their employees in different costly leadership 

development programmes without much consideration of their motives and ways of 

constructing a managerial identity. Ultimately, this can potentially cause unintended economic 

consequences to organizations.  
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Theoretical background 

Professionals in identity transitions 
 

The term “identity” relates to questions about the personal self and collective identities (“who 

am I?” and “who are we?”) (Hogg and Terry, 2000). Additionally, the term “role” refers to a 

position in a social structure, and a role transition therefore involves a physical movement 

between jobs or occupations (Ashforth, 2001). However, roles are not static or objective. 

Instead, they are emergent and negotiated shared understandings of what constitutes a given 

role (such as a professional occupation) (Ashforth, 2001).  

The term “professional identity” combines ‘role’ and ‘identity’ and refers to an 

individual and collective identity associated with the enactment of a professional role (Ibarra, 

1999; Pratt et al., 2006). This means that a professional identity is conceptualized as a relatively 

stable and enduring set of attributes, beliefs, values, motives and experiences, through which 

people define themselves in a professional role (Ibarra, 1999; Zikic & Richardson, 2015). 

Therefore, when investigating individuals in role transitions, as in this study, it should be 

recognized that they are also undergoing an identity transition. 

This relates to social identity theory (SIT) which argues that people primarily think of 

themselves and others in terms of group membership: a person is a prototypical member of a 

group, such as an organization or an occupation, and tends to adopt group norms as guidelines 

for own actions (Ashforth et al., 2008; Ellemers et al., 2004; Sluss and Ashforth, 2007; Tajfel, 

1974, 1975). Therefore, individuals construct their identities in relation to their groups, 

contexts, discourses, and social interactions (Ashforth et al., 2008; Watson, 2008), and changes 

in context and social interaction undoubtedly affect their identity construction. In other words, 

although individuals constantly contest and negotiate their identities (Alvesson et al., 2008), 

when adjusting to new roles, how they construct meaning credited to themselves changes 

(Spyridonidis et al., 2015). This might not be straightforward, as individuals generally are 

emotionally attached to their social groups, such that moving from one social group to another 

(from a ‘professional’ to a ‘managerial’ group) involves an emotional transition (Croft et al., 

2015; Petriglieri and Stein, 2012).  

Although these findings on how role changing entails constructing a new identity with 

possible emotional consequences apply to all individuals, professionals have received 

particular attention in the literature. Professionals hold an exclusive identity developed through 

training, qualifications, and socialization, enhancing their social identity boundaries and 
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careers (Exworthy and Halford, 1999; McGivern et al., 2015). They are defined more by what 

they do (their profession) than where they work (Pratt et al., 2006). Consequently, a role 

transition from professional towards managerial involves moving away from a deeply rooted 

professional identity (Park and Faerman, 2018).  

Some argue that the manager identity is congruent with the desired identities of social 

groups, while others contend that this is not always so (Croft et al., 2015; Thornborrow and 

Brown, 2009; Wright et al., 2012). The manager identity can be incongruent with the 

professional identity, leading to identity conflict and emotional distress. In a study by Croft et 

al. (2015), nurses holding both a professional and a manager role discussed their professional 

identity in an emotional and passionate manner as if the professional identity formed part of 

their sense of self. By contrast, they discussed their managerial identity in a more mundane and 

functional manner. However, the professional identity can differ in its subjective importance 

to the individual (Ashforth, 2001; Ashforth and Mael, 1989). This is evident from a study on 

retirement transitions where pre-retirement work role identities were evaluated as either strong 

or weak which seemed to influence the transition process, including the nature of identity work 

and the transition pathways (Bordia et al., 2020). These studies highlight the importance of 

understanding the strengths of the professional identity as it can differ in subjective importance 

and thereby influence the transition process.  

 

Identity work and identity play 

Research on how people work on their identities uses different labels, such as identity 

construction (Brown, 2017; Pratt, 2012), identity quests (Turner, 1975), and identity undoing 

(Nicholson and Carroll, 2013). As mentioned earlier, there is a predominant use of identity 

work to understand processes of identity construction on an individual level (Brown, 2015, 

2017; Ibarra and Petriglieri, 2010). The term identity work is used in the literature across 

professions, occupations, sectors, and organizations to describe how people construct and 

negotiate professional and organization-based identities (Brown, 2015; Ibarra, 1999; Watson, 

2008). Especially in identity conflicts, individuals engage in identity work in different ways to 

create coherence between competing identities (Croft et al., 2015; Sveningsson and Alvesson, 

2003). However, when using identity work as the analytical tool to understand processes of 

identity construction, researchers assume identities as given without considering situations 

where individuals are transitioning between past and future identities. This led Ibarra and 
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Petriglieri (2010: 11) to introduce the alternative notion of identity play, describing ‘people’s 

engagement in provisional but active trial of possible future selves’. Overall, identity play is 

driven by enjoyment and discovery, whereas identity work is driven by goals and objectives. 

According to Ibarra and Petriglieri (2010), identity play mainly differs from identity work in 

three ways: purpose, place, and process. The purpose of identity play is to invent and reinvent 

oneself by trying out and exploring identities and evaluating them internally with respect to 

enjoyment and authenticity (Ibarra and Petriglieri, 2010). In contrast, we connect identity work 

to external evaluation of fit with the role identity and evaluation of obtaining identity granting. 

The place for identity play is between fantasy and reality, where the target identity can be 

multiple, unspecified, or unknown. Identity work is rooted more in external reality when 

rehearsing a clearly defined role identity (Ibarra and Petriglieri, 2010). The identity play 

process entails exploration where individuals are not necessarily interested in adopting any of 

the possible selves they play with. This contrasts with identity work where commitment to an 

identity is more consistent and, thus, represents a process with a clear end in mind towards 

which individuals work systematically. Overall, people engaging in identity play are mentally 

playing with multiple possible identities, whereas people engaging in identity work are working 

systematically on a specific, defined identity. Where previous identity research of professionals 

mainly has used identity work as an analytical tool, we critically argue that there is a need for 

this more nuanced view of processes of identity construction to create an understanding of 

professionals who are considering pursuing managerial roles.  

 

Research setting and methods 

Research context 

The current study recruited professionals attending a leadership development programme 

(LDP) aimed at educating future managers, primarily within the public sector. Public 

organizations are increasingly focusing on LDPs (Ingraham and Getha-Taylor, 2004), which 

now tend to be mandated politically to hold a managerial position (Tomlinson et al., 2013). 

Thus, in most public organizations (including our Danish public school setting), leadership 

education is necessary to hold a managerial position. Various programmes have been 

introduced to attract talent and recruit qualified employees for managerial positions (DeRue 

and Myers, 2014). The various programmes and courses can vary in both length and content; 

the LDP in this study takes three years and is considered a formal education. The application 
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process for attending the programme varies across municipalities, however, the participants 

need managerial support to avoid paying for the programme themselves.  

During the three years of the programme, the participants are introduced to topics such 

as organization, leadership, leading and managing employees, and school management. The 

programme consists of 11 residential courses, three all-day courses, and supervision on their 

assignments. The participants take exams every six months and end the programme with a large 

written assignment and final exam. Participating in the LDP is a formal step towards a 

managerial position, making the setting relevant for the purpose of this study. Furthermore, 

managerial training and leadership development programmes are regarded as ‘identity 

workspaces’ facilitating an identity transition (Ibarra et al., 2010; Nicholson and Carroll, 2013; 

Petriglieri, 2011; Sturdy et al., 2006). As such, we expect that applying for and commencing 

an LDP as the one in this study would lead to considerations about current and future role 

identity, initiating identity work and identity play to accommodate the two role identities. 

The programme participants are professional teachers, whose profession was recently 

subject to huge changes. In 2013, the Danish government launched a school reform that 

changed the curriculum to include more physical exercise, longer school days, and more 

objected-oriented teaching (for a short description of the reform, see Winter et al., 2018). Also, 

and more importantly, new rules regarding working hours were introduced, obliging teachers 

to attend their workplace for a fixed number of hours each week, in sharp contrast to the 

previously flexible working hours (for a general description of these changes in Danish schools, 

see Houlberg et al., 2016). In 2013, teachers nationwide protested against their working hour 

rules but the government enforced the changes (DLF, 2014; Houlberg et al., 2016). With these 

new reform initiatives and working hour rules, alongside the ongoing implementation of private 

sector concepts into public administration (Croft et al., 2015), school managers now hold a 

stronger managerial position (Meier et al., 2015). Understanding this context is important 

because it highlights the important difference between a professional teacher and a school 

manager. 

 

Data collection 

When the LDP started in 2017, 35 participants enrolled. Before commencing the programme, 

they were all invited to participate in the study. They were further encouraged by one of the 

course organizers, and again by one researcher at their first gathering. 14 participants across 
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different schools and municipalities agreed to participate. The professionals were deliberately 

selected as professionals who were considering becoming managers, which led them to 

participate in the LDP. After interviewing the 14 participants in 2017, we observed a possible 

pattern across interviews when analysing the data. Consequently, we decided to invite more 

teachers from the LDP’s 2018 intake to validate our findings. Seven additional teachers agreed 

to participate: hence, a total of 21 participants participated in the present study. The teachers 

from the 2018 intake confirmed our findings for the 2017 intake. When starting the present 

study, all participants except one worked as teachers, with some having additional 

responsibilities such as union activities, coordinating meetings, or timetable scheduling.  

The primary data collection method was semi-structured interviews where participants 

were encouraged to provide narratives about themselves and their work lives. Self-narratives 

were seen as giving insights into expressions and representations of their identity (Brown and 

Toyoki, 2013) and their identity construction embedded in social and cultural contexts (Ibarra 

and Barbulescu, 2010). The interviews were performed face-to-face at the participants’ schools 

or homes, ensuring an environment where they felt confident discussing their current and future 

career, which is an emotive and private matter. The interviews lasted from 35 to 120 minutes, 

with an average of around 60 minutes. In relation to the interviews, it was important to gain 

the confidence of participants so that they felt comfortable sharing their narratives in the 

interviews. Thus, one of the researchers observed the first and second residential course days 

of the programme and engaged in informal talks with participants. This supplement to the 

primary data was recorded in writing whenever possible to enrich the data set, but it was 

primarily used to establish a relationship with the participants. Additionally, observing the 

programme provided an understanding of the whole group of attending professionals.  

The interview protocol was derived from the literature on professionals in managerial 

roles, transition processes, and identity transitions (especially inspired by Croft et al., 2015; 

Ibarra, 1999; Pratt et al., 2006). Participants were initially asked to talk about themselves with 

the purpose of opening the discussion and observing where they started their personal narrative 

(Croft et al., 2015). The subsequent themes in the protocol concerned reasons for becoming a 

teacher (Ibarra, 1999; Pratt et al., 2006), the educational programme (Pratt et al., 2006), future 

career plans (Ibarra, 1999; Pratt et al., 2006), perception of own teacher and/or managerial 

identity, and how they thought others perceived them (Croft et al., 2015; Pratt et al., 2006). 

Throughout the interviews, participants were encouraged to provide examples to gain a deeper 
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understanding of their thoughts, actions, and experiences, and follow-up questions were posed 

to delve deeper into narratives. 

 

Data analysis 

All 21 interviews were recorded, transcribed, and imported to NVivo to carry out the analytical 

process. In an exploratory manner, we started out by familiarizing ourselves with the data using 

an inductive line-by-line approach suggested by Charmaz (2014), where we generated 

numerous first-order codes. At this point of the process, we kept an open mind to our data 

clustering the first-order codes to visualize relevant themes in the interviews. By visualizing 

the findings and discussing the evolving codes and findings amongst the authors (Linneberg 

and Korsgaard, 2019), two clusters that were bigger than the rest set the direction of our study. 

These were how the participants discussed their professional identity, and how they discussed 

a potential future managerial role. Following this, we engaged in an iterative back-and-forth 

process between data and theoretical arguments. During this iterative process we turned to the 

data set and aggregated the first-order codes based on differences and similarities that reduced 

the number of codes (Gioia et al., 2012; Strauss and Corbin, 1998). This iterative process led 

us to focus on the strengths of the professional identity, identity work and identity play. An 

illustration of the relationship between first-order codes and the aggregated themes is presented 

in Table 4.1. 
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In the first theme, we found that professionals expressed either a strong professional identity 

(as part of their personal identity) or a weak professional identity (‘it’s just a job’). In the second 

theme, the professionals engaged in different types of identity play and identity work with 

respect to integrating or distancing from professional and managerial identities. After this 

discovery, we returned to the data set to look for possible patterns between the two themes. We 

found that participants expressing a weak professional identity were more likely to engage in 

different types of identity work, while participants discussing a strong professional identity 

tended to engage in different types of identity play. In the following sections, we will elaborate 

on these findings with support from NVivo examples.  

 

 

 

Table 4.1. Clarification of aggregation of codes 

Examples of first-order codes Second-order 

codes 

Aggregate 

themes 

Statements about being a teacher as opposed to working as a teacher 

Being proud of the professional role 

Emotionally affected when talking about the professional role identity 

Statements about the personal importance of the professional role  

Strong professional  

identity 

 

 

 

Strength of 

professional 

identity 

 

 

Statements about working as a teacher as opposed to being a teacher 

Not identifying with professional identity  

Not attaching any emotions to the professional identity 

 

Statements about the need for mental development rather than a managerial role 

Discussing lack of managerial ambitions although having applied for LDP 

Questioning managerial motivation in the application process 

 

Discussing the programme as a ‘clarification process’  

Being open to manager roles in the future without being certain 

 

Statements about already being a manager today  

Discussing that managing employees is managing pupils in another scale 

Not losing the professional role, but using it in another way 

 

Statements about ‘moving away’ from the professional role 

Considering jobs outside professional field 

Not feeling restricted to professional jobs or organizations 

Weak professional 

identity 

 

 

Distancing from a mana-

gerial role while playing 

with managerial identity 

 

Playing with future man-

agerial identity 

 

Incorporating profes-

sional identity into man-

agerial identity 

 

Distancing from profes-

sional identity 

 

 

 

 

Identity play 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Identity work 
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Findings 

Strength of professional identity 

As a group, the teachers reported huge variations in the strength of their professional identity. 

We are not implying that each participant had a clearly weak or strong professional identity, 

but that they discussed their identification as weaker or stronger, on a continuum.  

 

Strong professional identity. Professionals who discussed a strong professional identity 

expressed that the professional role was very central to them and part of their sense of self. 

Thus, it was more than ‘just’ a job or a profession, as mentioned by participant 2: 

I think it is a characteristic of many teachers – and also for me – that you don’t work as a teacher, 

you are a teacher. 

In addition, these professional teachers with a stronger professional identity primarily 

discussed their role as a teacher in very emotional and passionate ways, emphasizing the 

importance of being a teacher and their strong positive emotions towards their professional 

identity, here exemplified by participant 8: 

There are some who [say] “well, I am just a teacher”, no, you are not just a bloody teacher […] 

it’s a huge responsibility to be a teacher because you are responsible for some young people or 

children and their development. It is insanely important […] so it is something I say proudly, 

that I am a teacher and I stand by it. 

The person not only expresses strong emotions such as pride, but also distance from people 

who undermine the professional role. This feeling of pride is consistent for this group of 

professionals, especially when they feel that people question the importance of their role like 

participant 1.  

I believe I often have to defend that it’s actually a really important job, and that it consists of 

more than just teaching. My teacher pride is really affected by this. I can feel that. 

The last words “I can feel that” emphasize that criticism towards the professional role is 

considered personal criticism because the professional role is part of the person’s identity. 

Further, an indication of the strength of the professional identity was present when the 

participants discussed their reasons for becoming teachers. The participants who expressed a 

strong professional identity had trouble remembering why they first became teachers like 

participant 1: 
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Well, I don’t know… I just always… I actually used to play teacher when I was young. It was 

just in the cards that I should become a teacher. 

As this example indicates, participants with a strong professional identity did not regard the 

professional role as an explicit career choice based on various options. Instead, they expressed 

it as an implicit career move – more a ‘calling’ than a decision underlining the fact that they 

‘are’ teachers rather than ‘working as teachers’. 

Weak professional identity. In contrast, some professionals expressed a more weak profes-

sional identity, discussing their professional role more mundanely, clearly conveying that the 

professional teacher role was not central to their identity like participant 11 and 15 respectively: 

I don’t think it defines me as a person. My work has meant a lot to me, but not necessarily being 

a teacher.  

 I don’t feel that I am a teacher through and through. 

As opposed to professionals with a strong professional identity, who emphasized that they ‘are’ 

teachers, these examples show that the professionals with a weak professional identity 

discussed the opposite. It does not mean that they did not find their job important. In the first 

example, participant 11 expresses that the job has meant a lot, but the role itself has not, which 

underlies the fact that these professionals are not defined by their professional role and have 

not internalized the role to their identity. Interestingly, the professionals with a weak 

professional identity also reported that becoming a teacher was their second or third career 

choice, highlighting that the professional role was not part of their identity, but merely a career 

choice made along the way. Many reported that they had other qualifications (than those of a 

teacher) or other work experiences not concerned with teaching, as in the case of participant 

18:  

Originally, I trained as a bank clerk, but after some years, I discovered that this wasn’t a job 

for me. Then I was self-employed for five years having my own restaurant. And when I didn’t 

do that anymore, I entered a programme in education to become a teacher. 

 

Overall, our findings propose that the participants differed in their identification with their 

professional role and its personal and emotional importance.  
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Identity play 

As mentioned, participants expressing a strong professional identity primarily discussed 

different ways of engaging in identity play. This identity play was evident in their narratives, 

because a managerial role was not necessarily a goal when applying for the LDP. On the 

contrary, the programme was one of more options for them to explore and play with. Here, 

participants 1 and 7 recall the different non-managerial positions that they had contemplated 

or applied for just before commencing the LDP, highlighting the fact that a manager role was 

one of several options: 

I was looking into psychology and into pedagogy. […] I applied for a job within PPR 

[pedagogical, psychological counselling], because I also found that interesting. 

I was in this daily humdrum, and then I applied for another job and went to the interview, and 

I could feel that they would offer me the job. […] It was just another teacher position. […]. I 

just needed something new to happen. […]. 

Interestingly, the teachers reported different types of identity play with respect to how much 

they distanced themselves from a potential future managerial role as seen in Table 4.1. Some 

participants distanced themselves from a future managerial role like participant 4: 

I don’t have these dreams, right? I have never thought “this [a managerial role] is what I am 

aiming for”. I have never thought about it like that. 

Even though having applied for and been accepted to an LDP, this person is not aiming for a 

managerial role. Thus, when commencing the LDP, the participant engages in identity play and  

distances from the managerial role by expressing that this is not the ‘aim’ or a ‘dream’.  

Another type of identity play was discussed by professional teachers who did not distance 

themselves from the managerial identity but instead engaged in playing with the managerial 

identity. This type was a bit more goal-oriented but still considered a playful activity where 

they were seeking clarification like participant 8: 

I expect that this educational process will show me what it is that I want to do. You know, will 

it take me to where I am ready to leave the teaching job and “join the dark side”?  

This person does not distance from the managerial identity, however, the person is not 

determined about pursuing a managerial career either. The person engages in the process with 

a playful approach where the managerial role is a possible career option. As highlighted earlier, 

people engaging in identity play were primarily people who expressed a strong professional 
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identity. This is emphasized by the quote above, where the person discusses leaving the 

profession to “join the dark side”. Some oscillated between the types of identity play during 

the interviews, such as participants 6 and 7, who first distanced from the managerial role but 

later in the interview played with thoughts about becoming managers. Examples of this are 

illustrated in Table 4.2, where the in-vivo quotes highlight the patterns between the strong 

professional identity and the two types of identity play. 
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Table 4.2. Examples of strong professional identities and identity play 

Participant Strong professional 

identity 

Identity play: Distancing from 

managerial role while playing 

with managerial identity 

Identity play: Playing with 

future managerial identity 

1 I am too dedicated about 

my job sometimes. I am de-

voted. I personally care 

about pupils Doing good 

and developing. It means 

something to me. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

But it’s kind of a clarification 

process. I think that is what it 

is. I’m going to find out if it’s 

developing me to the point 

where I’m thinking that I have 

the courage to do the task. 

4 Yes, it has [great importance 

to be a teacher]. I put my 

heart and soul into it. 

I don’t have these dreams, 

right? I have never thought 

“this [a managerial role] is 

what I am aiming for”. I have 

never thought about it like 

that. 

 

 

 

6 I am proud of being a 

teacher and proud of mak-

ing a difference to some 

children. 

I don’t know what I want to do 

with this education. I was en-

couraged by my manager. It 

wasn’t something I asked for 

myself. He called me into his 

office and asked if I had con-

sidered becoming a man-

ager, and I said that I had not. 

[…] I don’t like wearing the 

“manager hat”. I don’t like to 

be considered as the person 

with the stripes on the shoul-

der. 

 

Right now, I don’t think of my-

self as a future manager. I’m 

looking at job adverts and 

what they are looking for.. but 

on the other hand, I actually 

think it could be interesting. 

 

7 Well, I am a teacher […] it’s 

in my DNA to be a teacher 

and I get really mad at peo-

ple who criticize schools, 

teachers, and the profession, 

and I am willing to discuss it 

with people. I am. 

 

It’s not certain that just because 

you get an education, you 

then want to be a manager. 

Basically, it’s just because I 

had to stimulate my brain… 

There should simply… some 

development had to happen 

because I was standing still. 

I don’t know [where I am in 

the future]. No, I really don’t 

know. Maybe I’m still a 

teacher. Maybe I am head of 

department at a school our 

size, or maybe I am a school 

manager in an independent 

school somewhere. 
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After discovering how the teachers engaged in identity play, i.e., by distancing from the 

managerial role while playing with the managerial identity or simply playing with a future 

managerial identity, we started to query our data to determine why these professionals initiated 

identity play. We noticed that despite indicating a strong professional identity, these teachers 

found themselves at a point in their career where ‘something new must happen’ – a phrase used 

by several of them. They primarily discussed two themes that had initiated this thought and 

thereby the identity play: loss of passion and life-cycle issues. These are presented in Table 4.3. 

 

The first theme concerns losing passion for a profession central to one’s identity as a teacher. 

As seen in Table 4.3, the teachers reported that their job no longer sufficed. They discussed 

how they would, every year, get new pupils, classes, materials, or colleagues, but that this was 

no longer enough. They found themselves not feeling the same joy and passion, and reaching 

the point of needing ‘something new’. Some of these professionals also expressed how the 

national conflict in 2013 had affected their current situation and loss of passion. Owing to their 

strong professional identity, some were personally affected by the conflict, which is 

exemplified in these statements by participant 1, 6 and 7 respectively: 

After the reform and all that trouble back then, I think we need to fight to get that professional 

pride back somehow. 

Table 4.3. Examples of underlying identity issues and identity play  

Loss of passion Life-cycle issues 

I love teaching, and I love my pupils, but I am also… I 

can also feel that I’m someway bored in my job… I 

can develop new ways of teaching, and I can… but it’s 

just not… “enough” in some way.[…] I thought about 

applying for another job, and I had actually also 

applied for something else […]. So, I was aware of 

being in a place where I didn’t really know what 

should happen and in which direction.  

(participant 1) 

Then you have children for some years, and now they 

are becoming… well, they are about to reach the age 

where they are going to school by themselves and that 

leaves more time and space… well, they can, to some 

extent, kind of take care of themselves.  

(participant 4) 

 

And I was also feeling like something new must 

happen, because it’s about… again, you get tired, or 

you run out of steam, and you can’t find anything that 

is new and exciting.  

(participant 4) 

I also think that there is this thing, when you turn 40, or 

whatever it is, that you buy yourself a motorbike. Well, 

it’s not totally off.. there is something about it… should I 

realise my dreams or should I… Am I only a father now? 

(participant 14) 
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The reform and all that.. you felt run over and exposed in the media. So, I thought to myself:  

“do I want to be part of this?” Because I think, we got a lot of severe criticism and you 

actually thought you did good. 

Well, there is still a heavy, a heavy feeling of betrayal. And I also think it was an unwise way 

to enforce some changes. To crush out a whole group of teachers. And yes, actually I think 

they owe us an apology 

As seen in Table 4.3, the second theme concerns life-cycle issues. Some teachers discussed 

their reasons for commencing the programme and engaging in identity play rooted in their 

specific life phase. They discussed that the time was right to explore new career opportunities 

because their children were getting older and could take care of themselves. Now that their 

children did not need full-time care, they suddenly had time to ask themselves ‘who am I?’ and 

the LDP became a way of trying to answer that question. 

Overall, the data imply that professionals with stronger professional identities who lose passion 

for the professional job or experience life-cycle issues experience identity conflicts where 

‘something new must happen’. To accommodate these identity conflicts, the professionals 

engage in identity play where the direction is unclear because the motivation lies in past or 

current issues. In the identity play, they either distance from or play with a future managerial 

identity. 

 

Identity work 

Our analysis further shows that professionals expressing a weaker professional identity 

discussed different ways of engaging in identity work. Where the engagement in identity play 

varied in the extent to which those professionals distanced themselves from the managerial 

role while playing, engagement in identity work varied in the extent to which they distanced 

themselves from the professional identity. Some professionals expressed identity work in terms 

of incorporating the professional identity into a future managerial identity like participant 12: 

I am a manager when I teach. So, it depends on […] who I’m managing. When I am a teacher, 

I am managing my pupils. 

As in this case, the participants would discuss whether being a teacher and being a manager is 

the same job, and that it mainly differs in terms of managing pupils or teachers. Therefore, the 

professional role as a teacher is already seen as a kind of manager, which makes it easy to 
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integrate it into a future managerial role. In the example above, it is also clear that the person 

already feels like a manager expressing “I am a manager”, thereby having internalised a man-

agerial identity rather than the professional identity. Thus, the person discusses a high level of 

certainty about the identity that s/he is working with.  

Additionally, a group of professionals with a weak professional identity expressed engagement 

in another type of identity work where they distanced themselves from the professional identity 

as exemplified by participant 18:  

But will I miss teaching once I become a manager? I actually don’t think so. Not that I am 

unhappy about teaching, but I can also see myself taking a step away from teaching. […] I could 

see myself [being a manager] in other places than a public school. 

In this case, the professionals did not only distance themselves from the professional role, but 

also from the professional field, which illustrates that the professional role is not internalized 

into the person’s self. Thereby, the identity work revolves around the teaching profession in 

which they can ‘move away from’ not feeling any lack. This emphasizes the link between 

engagement in identity work and a weak professional identity.  

As opposed to before, where participants oscillated between the two types of identity play, only 

one participant oscillated between the two types of identity work. Otherwise, participants 

primarily engaged in one type either incorporating, or distancing from, the professional 

identity. To visualize this trend, we have compiled in-vivo quotes of the pattern between the 

strengths of the professional identity and the two types of identity work in Table 4.4. 
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Table 4.4. Examples of weak professional identities and identity work 

Participant Weak professional 

identity 

Identity work: Incorporating 

professional identity into 

managerial identity 

Identity work: Distancing 

from professional identity 

3 Well, I am proud of being 

a teacher. I am. But if it 

means something… I don’t 

know. As long as I am 

happy. It’s a job. 

I don’t see myself losing my 

role as a counsellor. I just 

see… I think I’ll be a school 

manager where part of it is 

counselling the employees. 

 

 

 

 

 

5 But the job as such does 

not have such a big identi-

fication for me… I don’t 

think so. […] Some of my 

colleagues say: “Well, I’m 

a teacher and I will be un-

til I die”. 

The way I look at children and 

young people [in a manage-

rial role] will always be 

linked up with the founda-

tion I have acquired as a 

teacher. 

 

9 Let’s separate things and 

say that one is happy to 

teach. 

I am already a manager. I’m 

just within an organization 

with other managers above 

me. 

I see myself performing any 

kind of management assign-

ment in different types of or-

ganizations, within school 

management to start with. […] 

The way I think is more like a 

manager than like a teacher. 

11 I don’t think it defines 

me as a person. My 

work has meant a lot 

to me, but not neces-

sarily being a teacher. 

 

 I know that with this pro-

gramme, I am supposed to 

become a manager in the 

school world, and perhaps 

there will be a position abso-

lutely perfect for me, but it 

might also be something 

completely different. […] I 

think I will be good in other 

jobs as well. You know, I’m 

not like…so stuck within the 

“teaching universe”. 
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Understanding how the teachers engaged in the two types of identity work by incorporating or 

distancing from the professional identity, we again queried our data as to why people with a 

weak professional identity would initiate this to create coherence between the two role 

identities. As with identity play, we discovered that their reasons for applying for the LDP 

could give us more insights. Here, we discovered that instead of reasons grounded in past or 

current situations, their reasons were grounded in the future. Throughout discussions of their 

current and future roles, they were clearly more certain and goal-oriented about pursuing a 

managerial role than those with a strong professional identity. Their main reason for doing the 

LDP was undoubtedly a potential future managerial role, exemplified by participant 18: 

It has never been a secret that I really wanted to be a manager, and at my staff development 

interviews, we [the manager and the professional] agreed that it should be tested in this 

programme. 

In general, the professionals with a weak professional identity were clearer in their expectations 

of the programme: specifically, they aimed to gain theoretical and practical managerial skills, 

which among others was expressed by participants 5 and 12: 

It’s the way I see this education… it gives me the driver’s licence to perform the role called 

school manager… or some kind of manager, right?  

I expect to gain […] professional insight on how to manage, participate, and make decisions 

in an organization such as a public school. 

Overall, professionals discussing a weak professional identity attended the programme to 

pursue a managerial career. Still working as teachers, they created coherence between the two 

identities (professional and manager) by engaging in identity work incorporating or distancing 

from the professional identity. 

 

Concluding discussion 

The intention of this study was to gain knowledge about how professionals construct a 

managerial identity in the early stage of a potential role transition. By summarizing our findings 

in Model 4.1 below, we show that the road towards a leadership development programme, and 

hence a managerial role, is not necessarily a goal-oriented process where professionals are 

working on their identities. It can also be a playful process where the managerial role is one of 

more options. The strength of the professional identity influences these different approaches to 
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identity construction. We are not proposing any causal process where we can say that one thing 

leads to another. The model merely illustrates an overview of our findings where we suggest 

that the strength of the professional identity influences the initial processes of identity 

construction.  

 

 

Altogether, Model 4.1 illustrates that professionals with a strong professional identity 

expressed loss of passion often caused by reform initiatives or life-cycle issues. To cope with 

this situation, they engaged in identity play where they either distanced from a managerial role 

while playing with a managerial identity or simply played with a future managerial identity. 

As a result, they applied for and commenced a leadership development programme. At the 

same time, our findings show that professionals with a weak professional identity aimed for a 

managerial role, thus engaging in goal-oriented identity work either incorporating or distancing 

from the professional identity. The result, however, is the same; applying for a leadership 

development programme.  

This influence of the strength of the professional identity adds nuances to the literature 

on professionals in managerial roles by underlining the importance of understanding this 

strength. It not only influences transition into retirement (Bordia et al., 2020) but potentially 

also into managerial roles as well. Besides, previous research suggests that professionals often 

associate positive emotions with their professional group membership and negative emotions 

(sometimes mundane) with their managerial identities (Croft et al., 2015; Thornborrow and 

Brown, 2009). Consistent with these findings, we find a group of professionals reporting a 
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strong professional identity. However, we also challenge this view by showing that some 

professionals expressed a weak professional identity and indicated a future managerial role as 

a primary reason for applying for the LDP. Therefore, we recommend that this should be 

recognized in future studies of professionals in role transitions. 

Moreover, we raised our criticism towards the commonly use of identity work in 

research of professional-to-manager transitions and drew attention to identity play. Our 

findings show that people commencing an LDP, thereby considering a managerial position, 

engage in both identity work and identity play, making the latter indispensable in understanding 

professional-to-manager transitions. In contrast to previous research focusing only on identity 

work and, thus, a more goal-oriented focus (Croft et al., 2015; McGivern et al., 2015; 

Spyridonidis et al., 2015) we argue that some professionals who consider taking on managerial 

responsibilities find themselves constructing a new identity with no clear end in mind. Thus, 

our use of identity play expands knowledge of professionals’ processes of identity construction 

by highlighting that the process for some is initially more playful.  

The notion of being playful and moving between various identities is also presented by 

Nicholson and Carroll (2013) as part of ‘undoing’ a fixed identity. In this case, the fixed identity 

is the strong professional identity. Thus, we suggest incorporating identity play in future studies 

because it may have even broader implications for the literature on professionals. We 

acknowledge that our findings are based on data at one specific point in time, and that 

individuals possibly move between phases of identity work and identity play throughout their 

career transitions (Ibarra and Petriglieri, 2010). Therefore, although we show that some 

professionals primarily engage in identity play, this does not exclude the possibility of them 

engaging in identity work later in their transition. However, recognizing this initial play with a 

possible future managerial role is important for understanding the whole professional-to-

manager transition process, because it may have implications that are yet to be identified. Thus, 

we encourage future research to explore our findings that professionals are not necessarily 

certain about a future managerial role, and seek to elucidate possible changes concerning how 

professionals construct a managerial identity over time.  

In line with the above, our study also theoretically contributes by expanding knowledge 

on both identity work and identity play in two ways. First, we answer a call for more knowledge 

about the antecedents for engaging in identity play and identity work (Ibarra and Petriglieri, 

2010). We found that antecedents for engaging in identity work are centred on the managerial 

role itself. This was perhaps not surprising, considering engagement in identity work entails 
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certainty about the identity people are working with or towards (Ibarra and Petriglieri, 2010). 

However, we discovered that antecedents for engaging in identity play are more indirect and 

rooted in more personal and emotional issues, leading to a desire for things to be ‘shaken up’, 

to be challenged and be provided with new pathways (Nicholson and Carroll 2013). In line 

with this, we agree that specific events can trigger doubt about a professional identity (Ebaugh, 

1988; Lee and Mitchell, 1994) as presented in this case where some individuals lost their 

professional passion because of a national conflict within the field of teaching. Second, we 

describe how people in different ways engage in identity work and identity play. Whereas 

previous scholars find that professionals engage in identity work by distancing themselves from 

their managerial identity (Croft et al., 2015; Spyridonidis et al., 2015), we find that they 

distance themselves from the professional identity. We further add to this knowledge by 

revealing different kinds of identity play wherein professionals distance from a managerial role 

while playing with a managerial identity or simply play with a managerial identity. In contrast 

to previous studies, we collected data before the professionals entered a possible managerial 

position, thus giving a more nuanced view on both new and previously found ways of 

constructing a managerial identity, which warrants further investigation.  

Besides, we further contribute with a different approach to professional-to-manager 

studies. Although several studies describe the various ways by which professionals enter a 

managerial role (McGivern et al., 2015; Spyridonidis et al., 2015), they are limited by focusing 

on professionals who already have managerial responsibilities. Our study focused on the less-

explored transition away from a profession into a managerial position and, therefore, is merited 

by studying these professionals prospectively rather than retrospectively. Building on previous 

research findings stating that some professionals find themselves in a managerial role by 

‘incident’ (McGivern et al., 2015) or have motives such as financial incentives, status, or 

personal learning (Spyridonidis et al., 2015), we broaden the understanding of why people 

consider managerial positions. We thereby critically challenge the assumptions that 

professionals deliberately and purposely transit toward a managerial role.  

Correspondingly, we critically challenge an assumption behind most LDPs, i.e. that the 

individuals enter these programmes because they have a goal of becoming a manager. Although 

this prospective study adds novelty to existing research on role identity transitions, we are 

aware that this approach complicates our work because the participants aspire to an unknown 

identity. Despite inviting participants who aim to become managers, we cannot be sure that 

they pursue this in the end. In contrast, retrospective studies offer certainty about the future 
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role. Thus, each approach mitigates the other’s disadvantages. A solution could be to adapt a 

longitudinal approach with prospective managers, as in this study, to gain a deeper 

understanding of identity play and identity work towards a known role and identity. 

From a practical perspective, our findings show that, despite enrolling in an LDP aimed 

at educating future managers, some professionals are uncertain as to whether they want to be a 

manager. This knowledge is beneficial to organizations that encourage professionals to pursue 

a managerial career as it might lead to unintended consequences later in the process. Currently, 

management training is mandatory to hold a managerial position in public organizations 

(Tomlinson et al., 2013) with huge amounts of money and resources being devoted to them 

(Seidle et al., 2016). The critical questions are whether the money is spent well and how these 

LDPs could be developed even further to consider the participants’ identity construction. 

Especially because people may just be playing with a managerial role more than deliberately 

be working towards the role. It may be costly to invest in professionals who may not have any 

intention of becoming managers. Therefore, we argue that instead of looking merely at 

professionals’ capabilities, organizations should also pay attention to expressions of 

professional and managerial identities. In line with this, our findings suggest that professionals 

could learn from discussing why they wish to pursue a managerial career and find out whether 

their reasons are rooted in the past, in their current situation, or in future career goals. 

Overall, our study elaborates how the identity of professionals unfolds in the early 

stages of potential transitions into management roles. This naturally raises questions about the 

next stages of their transition, especially how the identity construction further unfolds. Thus, 

we encourage more prospective research on the subject to understand how professionals are 

‘becoming managers’ with focus on the processes that underpin such transitions. Although our 

findings are potentially relevant to all individuals in different vertical and horizontal career 

transitions, we find it of special interest to study professionals in a public sector influenced by 

NPM initiatives that may challenge their professional identity and their identity construction 

towards a managerial identity.  
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ABSTRACT 

How do role models influence identity construction? We answer this question by interviewing 

professional teachers pursuing managerial roles three times over three years. Using an iterative 

coding process, we provide findings that theoretically and practically contribute in three ways: 

first, we extend current knowledge on role models by providing a new type; perceived ideal. 

Second, our findings suggest that the presence of both positive and negative role models facil-

itate enabling situations towards a new role identity, while the presence of perceived ideals, 

absence of role models, loss of role models, or lack of recognition from role models facilitate 

constraining situations in identity transitions. Third, we emphasize that organizations should 

recognize the crucial part that role models play in identity transition, and that they provide the 

needed support. The study stresses the importance of not perceiving role models as static enti-

ties in identity transitions, and argue for a more dynamic view recognizing that role model 

situations can change to both constraining and enabling situations. These novel findings con-

tribute to an understanding of the underlying dynamics underpinning identity transitions which 

enlarge both theoretical and practical knowledge.  
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Introduction 

It is commonly known that people undergo role transitions in organizations (Brown, 2017). 

Such role transitions influence individual identities, meaning a role transition is also an identity 

transition that includes letting go of an existing identity while constructing a new identity 

(Nicholson & Carroll, 2013). Role transitions influence identities, as identities are socially con-

structed phenomenon shaped in interaction with others and within social structures (Ibarra & 

Barbulescu, 2010). Thus, part of the self is derived from memberships of occupational groups 

(Ashforth & Mael, 1989), and changing a role, therefore also includes a change in group mem-

bership and adopting new group norms and guidelines for own behavior (Ellemers, De Gilder, 

& Haslam, 2004). In such transitions, people accommodate new roles by eschewing their for-

mer identity, incorporating their former identity into a newly constructed identity or by dis-

tancing from that newly constructed identity (Croft, Currie, & Lockett, 2015; Spyridonidis, 

Hendy, & Barlow, 2015). However, “despite consensus in the socialization literature that iden-

tity changes accompany work role changes, the process by which identity evolves remains un-

der explained” (Ibarra, 1999: 765).  

A key element of understanding identity transitions is the use of ‘role models’. Gibson 

(2003: 592) defines role models as “person(s) an individual perceives to be similar to some 

extent, and because of that similarity, the individual desires to emulate (or specifically avoid) 

aspects of that person’s attributes or behaviors”. The importance of role models can be con-

nected to the social identification literature, where people draw on membership of social groups 

or categories when defining themselves and others (Ashforth, Harrison, & Corley, 2008; 

Skovgaard-Smith, Soekijad, & Down, 2019). During a role transition, individuals seek to con-

stitute themselves with respect to social categories (Brown, 2017) such as workgroups and 

occupations (Skovgaard-Smith et al., 2019). Thus, they adopt prototypical behavior and norms 

often inspired by exemplary members of the new group (Hogg & Terry, 2000) making role 

models a significant part in identity transitions (Ibarra, 1999). 

Although previous research acknowledges that role models are crucial in identity tran-

sitions, it has not been subject to much research how different types of role models influence 

individuals in identity transitions. Thus, this study builds on previous knowledge and answer a 

call for more temporal studies within this field that focus on how different types of role models 

influence identity transitions (Gibson, 2004). This knowledge of processes underpinning iden-

tity construction is of high importance, as role transitions may have negative emotional conse-

quences to individuals, leading to identity conflicts (Croft et al., 2015), thereby challenging 
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individuals in who they believe themselves to be (Spyridonidis et al., 2015). Hence, knowledge 

derived from this study about the influence of role models in identity transitions has theoretical 

as well as practical value to individuals in role transitions and organizations who hires and 

promotes individuals. We acknowledge that identities are dynamic and constantly co-con-

structed, meaning that an identity transition may begin before the actual role change and ex-

tends beyond it (Ibarra & Barbulescu, 2010). In this study, we focus on illuminating the dy-

namic use and influence of role models in a specific phase, where individuals are still working 

in one role but committed to a role change.  

We draw on 39 interviews conducted over three years with professionals, who initially 

considered transitioning into managerial roles. By analyzing these interviews with profession-

als in the process of identity transition, we explore how professionals experience different path-

ways of identity construction influenced by different types of role models. In doing so, we 

contribute to current understandings in three ways: 1) We extend the theory of role models that 

previously has illuminated the existence of positive and negative role models. We add to this 

knowledge with a non-physical representation of a role model: a perceived ideal. 2) We suggest 

that rather than viewing role models from an enabling and helping factor in identity transitions, 

we should acknowledge that they can be constraining as well as enabling. We propose that 

professionals experience constraining situations with absence of role models, loss of role mod-

els, lack of recognition from role models and presence of perceived ideals. Therefore, we argue 

that both the type of role model, the presence of role model and interaction with role models 

are important elements in understanding the influence of role models in identity transitions, 

and 3) our findings have practical implications as they emphasize that organizations should 

recognize the influence of role models, when their employees change roles and provide the 

needed support for their employees. In this study, we illuminate a vertical role transition, how-

ever, the findings may be beneficial in horizontal role changes as well.  

 

Theoretical background 

Identity is concerned with questions about the personal self and collective identities (“who am 

I?” and “who are we?”) (Hogg and Terry, 2000). Additionally, roles are emergent and negoti-

ated shared understandings of what constitutes a given role, such as a professional occupation 

(Ashforth, 2001).  A “professional identity” combines ‘role’ and ‘identity’ as it refers to an 

individual and collective identity associated with the enactment of a professional role (Ibarra, 
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1999; Pratt et al., 2006). This means that a professional identity is conceptualized as a relatively 

stable and enduring set of attributes, beliefs, values, motives and experiences, through which 

people define themselves in a professional role (Ibarra, 1999; Zikic & Richardson, 2015). 

Thus, changing professional role poses a potential identity threat when moving from 

one working context to another (Hoyer & Steyaert, 2015; Petriglieri, 2011). Both voluntary 

and involuntary role changes are often disorderly and disruptive processes for individuals in 

terms of how they see themselves (Hoyer & Steyaert, 2015; Ibarra & Barbulescu, 2010). Con-

sequently, role changes can lead to a perceived mismatch between peoples’ professional role 

and their professional identity, creating work-identity integrity violations that drive identity re-

construction (Pratt, Rockmann, & Kaufmann, 2006).  

Identity reconstruction forces individuals to reconstruct their professional identity 

(Zikic & Richardson, 2015). This process is relatively complex, and according to Hoyer and 

Steyaert (2015) people experiencing such transitions are driven by conflicting unconscious de-

sires for self-continuity on one hand, and openness on the other, to preserve both coherence 

and ambiguity when constructing a sense of self. Thereby, transitioning into a new role is not 

limited to the construction of a new identity but also requires deconstruction, unravelling and 

letting go of an existing identity; identity undoing (Nicholson & Carroll, 2013). Undoing a 

professional identity can be equally difficult as in making sense of new skills and daily routines 

in a new job (Ashforth, 2001; Hoyer & Steyaert, 2015; Petriglieri, 2011). Therefore, identity 

transition involves exiting from a role, negotiating the transition and the associated liminality, 

and entry into a new role (Ashforth, 2001). Altogether, this makes a role transition and the 

accompanying identity transition a complex task. 

 

Role models in identity transitions 

As role transitions can be unsettling (Hoyer & Steyaert, 2015), actors experiencing transition 

often look to role models for reassurance and inspiration (McIntyre, Paulson, Taylor, Morin, 

& Lord, 2011). Role models are distinguished from both mentors and behavioral models. Men-

tors provide advice and support to their protégés, while behavioral models are observed to learn 

actions and attitudes (Gibson, 2003, 2004). Unlike these, role models are observed to learn 

aspects from a social role and are based on cognitive acceptance (Gibson, 2003). However, 

there are overlaps between mentors, behavioral models and role models, as the cognitive pro-

cess of identifying with a role model might include imitation or behavioral modelling. In that 
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way, some mentors may or may not be considered to be role models, just as some role models 

are not mentors (Gibson, 2004).   

In general, research has a tendency to focus on one type of role model: the positive role 

model who are typically a superior that illustrates a certain career path to follow (Gibson, 

2004). Here it is argued that role models have to be realistic and attainable for the individual 

for identification to occur (Lockwood & Kunda, 1997) and not unrealistic ‘superstars’ 

(Hennekam, 2016).  This positive view on role models, however, is rather simplistic. Gibson 

(2003, 2004) emphasizes the existence of both positive and negative role models. This refers 

to whether attributes of the role model are sought to be examples of someone who the individ-

ual wants to become or examples of how not to be (in extreme cases an antimodel).  

Research on the use of different role models in identity transitions is limited, espe-

cially concerning transitions into managerial identities. However, based on a study of profes-

sionals in banking and consulting firms, Ibarra (1999) argues that successful transitions involve 

three tasks: observing one or more role models, experimenting with provisional selves inspired 

by role model(s), and evaluating these experiments against internal standards and external feed-

back. The internal assessment deals with people’s feelings of congruence or authenticity be-

tween the provisional selves and conceptions of who they are and would like to be. A higher 

degree of congruence makes it more likely to be internalized, as it is important to individuals 

that self-representations are true to own self-beliefs (Ibarra, 1999; Schlenker & Trudeau, 1990). 

The external assessment is concerned with role models implicit and explicit feedback to people 

about their current persona and possible gap towards the ‘role-appropriate identity’ (Ibarra, 

1999; Pratt et al., 2006). In another study, Hennekam (2016) finds that the presence of realistic 

and attainable role models influences female workers’ transition into motherhood in a success-

ful way, while the absence of role models has negative outcomes such as feelings of stress. 

Furthermore, according to Gibson (2003), the way individuals construe role models change 

across the career span. In an early stage, individuals construe positive role models who are 

close superiors. In the later stage, individuals tend to construe negative role models who are 

distant peers or subordinates. This illustrates that there is a temporal element in the understand-

ing of role models which has yet to be unfold. 

Altogether, existing research emphasizes the influence of role models throughout the 

career span and in identity transitions accompanying a role transition. However, role models 

are often treated as static entities, which limits our understanding of the possible changing 

nature of the role models and the relationship between the individual and the role model(s). In 
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other words, we lack an understanding of the temporal and dynamic aspects of role models 

(Gibson, 2004) which is especially relevant for the unsettling liminal phase, where individuals 

find themselves transitioning between old and new identity constructions. When individuals 

transition into new roles, it seems simplistic to assume that individuals turn to the same role 

model(s) and keep the same relationship when constructing a new identity. Furthermore, as the 

primary focus on transitions has been on the presence of positive role models, research has 

neglected an understanding of the influence that different types of role models has on career 

development (Gibson, 2004). As such, this paper builds and enriches current theories by an-

swering this call for a temporal understanding of the influence of role models in identity tran-

sitions guided by the following research question: How can we understand the dynamic aspects 

of role models and the influence that they have in identity transitions?  

 

Methodology 

Research context 

To explore the dynamic elements of role models in role identity transitions, we focused on a 

group of professionals moving into managerial roles. While identity transitions accompany all 

individuals to varying degrees when changing roles, professionals are of special interest, as 

they hold exclusive identities developed through training, qualifications, and socialization, en-

hancing their social identity boundaries and careers (Exworthy & Halford, 1999). Thereby, 

they are defined more by what they do (their profession) than where they work (Pratt et al., 

2006). Consequently, a role transition from professional towards managerial involves moving 

away from a deeply rooted professional identity (Park & Faerman, 2018).  

Specifically, we explored the experiences of a group of teachers who attended a profes-

sional development program aimed at educating future professional managers. This gave us the 

possibility to study the influence of role models from a very early stage in their development 

towards a possible managerial role. The teaching profession in the public sector has been sub-

ject to huge changes in recent years, which is common to other professionalized contexts where 

more forms of professional management are developing (Croft et al., 2015; Currie & Lockett, 

2007). In this specific Danish context, the national government launched a school reform in 

2013 together with new rules regarding working hours. These rules obliged the teachers to be 

present at the workplace a fixed number of hours each week, which was in sharp contrast to 
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previous flexible working hours. With the new work hour rules, alongside the ongoing imple-

mentation of private sector concepts into public administration both in general and specifically 

in Danish public schools, professional managers now have a stronger managerial position in 

schools (Meier, Winter, O'Toole, Favero, & Andersen, 2015), which potentially causes identity 

contradictions for professional teachers constructing a managerial identity.  

Participating in specific management training is a formal step towards transitioning into 

a managerial role. Public organizations are increasingly focusing on management training pro-

grams and education (Ingraham & Getha-Taylor, 2004), and they are mandated politically 

when moving into a managerial position (Tomlinson, O’Reilly, & Wallace, 2013). Thus, this 

specific context gave us the opportunity to study role models’ influence in the construction of 

a new sense of self in a situation where the participants are involved in the old identity but 

committed to a change, yet unsure about what the future holds (Hoyer & Steyaert, 2015). 

In this study, data is collected at a Diploma programme aiming to secure the supply of 

qualified applicants for management positions in Danish public elementary and lower second-

ary schools (VIA University College, 2021). It takes three years to complete and mainly ad-

dresses ‘talents’ or ‘aspirants’ and not people already in managerial positions, which made it 

highly relevant for the purpose of this study. After being familiar with the LDP, we contacted 

the programme organizers in the spring 2017 with the purpose of inviting the participants who 

were starting at the programme in summer 2017 to this study. 

 

Data Collection 

The novelty of our approach is that we take a 3-year longitudinal approach starting in 2017, 

where 35 people enrolled on the professional development programme. This longitudinal ap-

proach adds depth to otherwise cross-sectional studies taking into account the temporal and 

dynamic nature of transitions (Bordia, Read, & Bordia, 2020).  

All participants in the programme were invited to participate in the study before com-

mencing the program. At that point they were informed that the study concerned transitioning 

into a new role from an identity perspective. They were further encouraged by one of the pro-

gramme organizers and again by one of the authors at their first gathering. In 2017, 14 profes-

sionals (8 women and 6 men) from different schools agreed to participate. Unfortunately one 

withdrew from the study after the first round of interviews in 2017. The remaining 13 (7 women 

and 6 men) were interviewed again in fall 2018. As one also withdrew after the second round, 
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12 interviews (with 7 women and 5 men) were performed in spring 2020. In total, 39 interviews 

were used for this study and ranged from 21 minutes to 120 minutes, with an average of about 

60 minutes.  

The primary data collection method was semi-structured interviews where the partici-

pants were encouraged to talk about themselves and their work life at the specific points of 

time where the interviews took place. As identities are not visible to study, their narratives were 

seen as giving insight into expressions of their identity (Brown & Toyoki, 2013). Narratives 

offer insights about the identity construction embedded in social and cultural contexts (Ibarra 

& Barbulescu, 2010) and provide the study with the participants’ subjective perception of their 

social interactions and identity construction.  

Interviews were conducted face-to-face at the participants’ homes or workplace, ensur-

ing an environment, where they felt confident to discuss and reflect on their current and future 

career. As the discussed topics are emotional and private matter, is was important to gain the 

confidence of participants, so they felt comfortable sharing their narratives. Thus, one of the 

researchers also observed 6 residential course days during 2017 and 2018, approximately 35 

hours in total. During these observations the researcher also engaged in informal talks with 

participants. This supplement to the primary data was written down for the purpose of enriching 

the data set. Besides gaining their confidence, these informal talks and observations were also 

very useful in understanding the context and the whole group of attending professionals. The 

observations were not directly analyzed as not all of the participants had agreed to participate 

in the present study. During the study, one researcher also maintained contact with the program 

organizers. They were not formally interviewed as the focus was to gain an understanding of 

the participants’ subjective perceptions of their social interactions and processes of identity 

construction. However, informal discussions about their experiences with professionals attend-

ing the development program were very useful for the overall understanding of the participants. 

The interview protocol was derived from literature on role transitions and identity tran-

sitions (especially inspired by Croft et al., 2015; Ibarra, 1999; Pratt et al., 2006). At the first 

round of interviews in 2017, the participants were initially asked to talk about themselves. This 

served to open the discussion as well as to observe where they started their personal narrative 

(Croft et al., 2015). The interviews proceeded with themes concerning reasons for becoming a 

teacher (Ibarra, 1999; Pratt et al., 2006), reasons for attending the professional development 

program (Pratt et al., 2006), future career plans (Ibarra, 1999; Pratt et al., 2006), perception of 

own professional and/or managerial identity (Croft et al., 2015; Pratt et al., 2006), how they 
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thought others perceived them (Croft et al., 2015; Pratt et al., 2006), and their thoughts on what 

constituted a ‘good manager’ and a ‘good teacher’ (Pratt et al., 2006). For both the second 

round in 2018 and the third round in 2020, they were initially asked to tell about their current 

work role and the possible changes from the last interview. Subsequently, the themes concerned 

their current identification as teachers and/or managers (Croft et al., 2015), and their thoughts 

on others perceptions of them (Croft et al., 2015; Pratt et al., 2006). For all three rounds of 

interviews, the participants were also asked to reflect upon other people who were important 

in their career (Ibarra, 1999). This served as a way to get to know possible role models and the 

perception and use of them. Through all the interviews, the participants were encouraged to 

come up with examples to gain a deeper understanding of their thoughts, actions and experi-

ences.  

When the first round of interviews were conducted, all participants were teachers, how-

ever, one worked in another position within the field of teaching that cannot be revealed due to 

agreement on anonymity. Three participants withdrew from the professional development pro-

gram, and they are still working as teachers and have currently no intentions of becoming man-

agers in the near future. Out of the remaining nine persons, five persons formally transitioned 

into manager roles. The other four persons in the study are looking for manager roles, three of 

them currently working as teachers and one in another position within the field of teaching. As 

our motivation behind the study was to identify the use of role models in role identity transi-

tions, and not necessarily how many becoming managers, we do not believe that these people 

pose a challenge to our theoretical inferences (Yin, 2003). On the contrary, not only do our 

data give us insights about people transitioning into new role identities but also about people 

not making a role identity transition, giving more nuances to the understanding of the influence 

of role models in role identity transitions. 

 

Data Analysis 

All 39 interviews were recorded and transcribed, and all data were imported to Nvivo to carry 

out the analytic work. This was an iterative coding process, which aimed at remaining close to 

the informant centric data while also relating to central concepts of role models (Linneberg & 

Korsgaard, 2019). In this manner, having an abductive reasoning, we went back and forth be-

tween the interview data and the theoretical work. When coding of how the participants dis-
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cussed role models, data were explored for deductive traits such as discussions on direct ob-

servation and imitations of role models (Ibarra, 1999), what attributes of role models that indi-

viduals turned to, and whether participants interacted with role models (Gibson, 2003). How-

ever, we were not constrained by existing theories on the subject, but we kept an open mind to 

any new discoveries during the analysis. Thus, the analytic work included coding for all dis-

cussions related to participants’ interactions and observations of others, and their thoughts 

about what constitutes a managerial role. During this process, the authors discussed evolving 

codes and findings (Linneberg & Korsgaard, 2019). Simultaneously, data were coded of how 

the participants discussed their personal development, e.g. perception of own role and identity, 

and motivation towards managerial role. Codes were constantly developed, and codes from 

earlier interviews were re-evaluated in later interviews, as well as when new codes appeared in 

later interviews, earlier interviews were recoded accordingly. This first order-coding process 

amounted to 45 codes.  

After the initial process, first-order codes were aggregated based on similarities and 

differences. This process resulted in the identification of two overarching topics: how the par-

ticipants discussed different types of role models; and how participants discussed that different 

role model situations influenced their transition both in constraining and in enabling ways. To 

illustrate the relation from first order codes to the topics of different types of role models, see 

Table 5.1. 
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The second theme concerning different role model situations was developed whenever the par-

ticipants discussed their development (positive or negative) in relation to others. This ulti-

mately led to five different situations in which the role model in different ways influenced the 

participants’ development. These five situations were: relying on positive and negative role 

models, lacking a role model, relying on a perceived ideal, lacking recognition from role mod-

els and losing a role model.  

The focus of the study is the use of role models during an identity transition. To capture 

this subjective transitional experience, each interview were treated as part of a ‘case’. Thus, 

following the iterative process where two overall topics were discovered, we went back to each 

case to analyze each interview again with respect to the two discovered topics. Here we found 

that the topics were interrelated and could be treated together as one topic, namely ‘role model 

situations’ in which the different types of role models were embedded. By ‘attaching’ the topics 

to each interview, it was possible to reach a dynamic understanding of role models for each 

participant, which will be illuminated after presenting the findings.  

 

Findings 

Altogether, the iterative analytic process lead to a discovery of five situations with different 

types of role models influencing the participants’ identity transitions: Relying on positive and 

Table 5.1: overview of aggregation of codes 

Types of role 

model 

Conceptual 

subcategories 

Examples of 1st order codes 

Positive role 

models 

Admiring role models  

attributes or behaviors  

Statements about being inspired by manager 

Being curious about manager’s successful behavior 

Interested in learning managers’ behavior 

 

Negative role 

models 

Distancing from role 

models behavior or  

attributes  

Being embarrassed about manager’s behavior  

Claiming to be better than manager(s) 

Talking about managers’ lacking competencies 

Distancing from managers’ behavior 

 

Perceived 

ideal 

 

Relying on ideas of  

‘how to be a manager’ 

Highlighting important tasks of ‘a manager’ 

Statements expressing a perception of a manager  

Talking about what management should be 

Unsure about identity matching manager ideal 

Feeling inadequate as a manager compared to ideal 
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negative role models, lacking a role model, relying on a perceived ideal, lacking recognition 

from role models and losing a role model. The first situation was discussed as being predomi-

nantly enabling for the transition, whereas the other four situations were discussed as predom-

inantly constraining the transition. An overview of the five situations is presented in Model 

5.1, in which it is also illustrated the types of role models that are embedded in the situations. 

The latter is illustrated with stippled lines next to the situations. 

 

 

In the following each situation is presented to comprehend each one of them and their influence 

on an identity transition.  

 

Enabling role model situations 

Relying on positive and negative role models. In the enabling situations, the participants dis-

cussed and referred to both positive and negative role models. The positive role models were 

discovered whenever the participants discussed role models that they admired and found in-

spiring. Some of these discussed only one person as a role model; e.g.; Participant 10 who 

expressed admiration because of the way a role model “has navigated through the reform, 

Role model 
situations

Enabling
Relying on positive 
and negative role 

models

Positive and/or 
negative role 

model 

Constraining

Lacking a role 
model

Relying on a 
perceived ideal

Perceived ideal

Lacking 
recognition

Positive and/or 
negative role 

model 

Losing a role 
model

Positive and/or 
negative role 

model 

Model 5.1: constraining and enabling role model situations and the embedded types of role models 
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layoffs and reassignments” and now the participant is “really curious on her and her manage-

ment style”. Most typically however, the participants discussed inspiring traits, attributes or 

behaviors from more role models. Typically, they would highlight attributes and management 

styles that they did not possess themselves, and then highlight that they were interested in being 

like them as Participant 1 and 7 discusses: 

“The woman on the other side of the hall [a manager], she is very direct. She really speaks her 

mind. […]. And I admire that she does that. I am way more careful, want to say things properly. 

But I am also looking at her. I really like her manner, I think it’s very good, so I’m also learning 

from her.” 

“The reason I applied this management training was because I thought she [a manager] was so 

cool. I just wanted to be like her because I thought she was so cool” 

As the participants were attending a program aimed at future managers, they primarily were 

discussing their managers on different levels to be their inspiring role models. However, we 

also discovered that some of the participants were looking outside their workplace and were 

inspired by family members or close friends in managerial roles. For example, Participant 10 

discussed a brother as an inspiring role model: 

“The way he is a manager, he is very present and at the same time very careful about what he 

says. And he doesn’t make mistakes, he really doesn’t. And people love him. No matter what 

he touches, it becomes a success because he really works hard. It is admirable in any way” 

Additionally, we also noticed a relatively great use of participants distancing from managers, 

thereby discussing negative role models. For example, Participant 12 who discussed a manage-

ment team that did not listen to the employees: 

“It was really bad management, because it did not make sense to the employees. It was too far 

from their daily work […] Instead of listening to the employees and try to make connection 

between things” 

By highlighting these unwanted way of being a manager, the negative role models work in the 

same way as positive role models, because the participants compared themselves to the role 

models. However, instead of feeling a desire to adopt attributes from these individuals, they 

distanced themselves from them saying that they would be the exact opposite. This was also 

the case with Participant 13 who pictured himself as a manager who includes the employees in 

discussions as opposite to his current manager: “then I can see that I might be more open to 
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explore something where he is more like ‘make it work within the scope’”. Some would even 

describe that they were embarrassed of a role model as Participants 3 suggests:  

Sometimes I have thought about my own manager like ‘oh please don’t… can I do it?... oh you 

are not good at that’ […] And sometimes I take over from her, because I think I can do it better 

than her. 

As this quote shows, some of these participants using negative role models would be very 

confident in own abilities, which was also the case for Participant 9 who discussed his previous 

managers and noted: “I have thought to myself; ‘they can’t keep pace with me’”. 

However, not everyone expressed this confidence when using negative role models. Some also 

distanced themselves from the negative role models due to lack of authenticity, if certain traits 

were to be adopted from managers. For example, Participant 12 discussed a previous manager 

that she perceived to be ‘controlling’, which she do not find authentic as she rely more on 

‘trust’:  

“They used to have a manager who was a strong presence in their lives, I think. […] A manager 

who liked to control them. In my eyes there has been a lot of control. And I don’t do that, I trust 

people.” 

Participants could have both positive and negative role models at the same time, and for some 

of them one person could work as both. For example, Participant 10 who referred to a positive 

role model, but at the same time also distanced oneself from the same person because of lack 

of authenticity: 

He is absolutely brilliant, you know, really competent and would be a role model to anyone. I 

wish I could be like him, but I am not, and I won’t be. […] People tell me that I have him as a 

role model and that I can ask him everything, but I can’t do that. Because we are not... we are 

not the same people at all... we don’t have the same approach. 

When participants discussed a presence of either positive or negative role models, it could 

enable their transition in different ways. As the examples above show, the positive role models 

gave the participants an example to follow, and the negative role models gave the participants 

something to distance themselves from. Either way, it would make them more aware of their 

own future managerial identity, hence enabling the identity transition. Participant 9 reflected 

upon this need for a role model in his development, as this participant rejected a job opportunity 

because of the lack of role models:  
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“I chose to decline the job offer. It was a whole new management team, and I need someone 

to take example from.” 

Moreover, in some cases both positive and negative role models could enable the transition in 

more practical ways, which was the case for Participant 12: 

“He is as an important piece in this [becoming a manager]. I could not have done this by myself. 

It is also his recommendations that gets me the interviews […] That my career has progressed 

so quickly is because of my old manager. He supported me and backed me up.” 

This support in the application process, enables the identity transition as the participant quickly 

moved to a managerial position and thereby needed to develop a managerial identity. From 

another practical perspective, in some cases the role models could enable the transition by of-

fering the participants some additional minor managerial responsibilities in their organization. 

In the same way as before, this would enhance the need for developing a managerial identity. 

For example, Participant 3 who had a negative role model felt that she was being mentored 

through managerial tasks which illustrates the possible overlaps between role models and men-

tors: 

“I once told my husband that I felt like my manager was mentoring me in becoming a manager, 

because she used me so much for different managerial tasks. And we talked about it again, not 

long ago, that it was actually true” 

Altogether, participants were enabled in their identity transition towards a managerial identity 

whenever a positive or a negative role model was present, because they would either provide 

someone an example (not) to follow or incite a role transition through experience.  

 

Constraining role model situations 

Some of the participants discussed their transition as being constrained due to situations related 

to their role models. It did not necessarily mean that they stopped their transition towards a 

managerial identity, but that they were constrained in doing so. The participants discussed four, 

at the same time, distinct and related constraining situations that occurred over time: 1) lacking 

a role model; 2) unable to live up to perceived ideal; 3) not being recognized by role model; 

and 4) losing a role model.  

Lacking a role model. The first situation concerning lack of a role model was experienced only 

by a few participants, however, it seemed to have a great influence on the transition towards a 
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managerial identity. Those who lacked a role model from the beginning and did not find one 

later in the process, would eventually withdraw the programme and the transition towards a 

managerial role. This goes hand-in-hand with findings concerning the presence of positive and 

negative role models enabling the transition. When lacking a role model, the participants ex-

pressed a lack of guidance and someone to take example from. Consequently, a feeling of being 

misplaced occurred which was described by Participant 8:  

“I couldn’t find anyone that I could take example from. I felt misplaced. So somehow, I am a 

bit relieved that I went the way it did.” 

In this case, the participant’s experience of lacking a role model and someone to take example 

from, triggers a feeling of being misplaced which is replaced by a feeling of relief when with-

drawing the programme. In another case, regarding Participant 2, the lack of a role model made 

the transition overwhelming rather than creating a feeling of being misplaced. However, the 

result was the same; withdrawing from the programme and the role transition. In Table 5.2 

below, it is summarized that the participant in the first interview did not discuss managers as 

either positive or negative role models. Instead, they were discussed as either good colleagues 

or as being unfamiliar with the participant without any references about being inspired by or 

distancing from their behavior and attributes. They were merely mentioned. At the time of the 

second interview in 2018, the participant informed us that she was no longer pursuing a man-

agerial career due to lack of guidance. Instead of discussing a feeling of being misplaced as 

was the case for Participant 8, this participant was very emotionally affected by the situation 

feeling very frustrated about leaving the programme and was blaming the lack of a mentoring 

role model. This feeling was still present a year later where the participant still believed that 

she could have finished the program with more guidance. Thus, the participant were constraint 

in developing a managerial identity throughout the study. Regardless the experiences when 

lacking a role model, our findings suggest that it is a very constraining situation when pursuing 

a managerial role as there is no one to take example from.  
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Table 5.2: Example of the influence of lacking a role model 

 Time 1 (2017) Time 2 (2018) Time 3 (2020) 

Participant 2 Other role within teaching Other role within teaching Other role within teaching 

Role model 

situation 

Lacking a role model Lacking a role model Lacking a role model  

 ”My former manager would 

describe me as a good 

partner for discussion. We 

had a good partnership”. 

 

“My new manager does 

not understand my role.”  

“At the end I simply lacked 

someone who said ‘do this’. 

You know... showed me the 

way as you do as a teacher. 

[…] I needed someone to 

guide me and there wasn’t’, 

and then I thought “I won’t sur-

vive this, and neither will my 

surroundings”. 

”I think that if we had had 

guidance... someone taking 

our hand and told us how to 

do it. Then I might have sur-

vived it... and more” 

 

 

 

Relying on a perceived ideal. The second constraining situation was when the participants 

discussed role models as their perception of a manager and/or perceived appropriate behaviors 

and attributes of a manager. Several participants would mention traits of an ideal manager as 

part of a conversation like Participant 12 who said; “I think it is good, if you as a manager are 

not being affected emotionally”. However, we noticed that for some participants, this ideal of 

‘how to be a manager’ worked in the same way as positive and negative role models. In the 

situations where participants were relying on perceived ideals, they were asked if they had 

examples of such managers which they declined, thus underlining that they were ‘mental’ role 

models rather than physical role models. Interestingly, the use of perceived ideals were increas-

ingly discussed in situations where the participants were lacking a positive or negative role 

model (or at least did not mention any physical role models). When the participants discussed 

their perceived ideals, they did it in two distinct ways relating to the use of negative and positive 

role models respectively; an unauthentic perceived ideal and an unattainable perceived ideal.  

One way in which they would discuss a perceived ideal, was as a role model that they distanced 

themselves from because of lack of authenticity in the same way as negative role model. This 

is illustrated with Participants 6 and Participant 7: 

“I dissociate myself from management in terms of the ‘hat’. It’s the hat I don’t like. I don’t 

want to be perceived as the one with the stripes [on the shoulder] [Interviewer: it seems like 

you associate being a manager with being authoritarian?] Yes, and it might just be an outdated 

stereotyped perception of it. I have this ‘nobody bloody controls me’. You know... The word 

‘manager’... I just don’t like it.” 



 
 

107 
 

“’I’ve heard that to be a good manager you need to show no mercy and sit tight. That doesn’t 

sound nice, so I don’t want to do that. It might be like that in larger corporations but hopefully 

not here.” 

These individuals would find the managerial role unattractive and distanced themselves from 

it. Participant 6 even says that he “dissociate himself from management”. Another way, was to 

describe a perceived ideal in an admiring way as ‘the perfect manager’ that they strived to 

become, like the positive role model. However, this striving for perfection made the ideal un-

attainable. This is illustrated with Participant 1 and Participant 5: 

“The municipality gave me a personality test, and it showed that I have a focus on relations, so 

I might not be a typical manager profile” [Interviewer: Have you been told that?]. No, it might 

be me interpreting it like that.” 

“It [being a manager] is also about being in control and knowing everything and having the 

right answers to the different challenges you are faced with, and be the one who makes wise 

decisions. I want to be known as a manager who makes wise decisions […] But I have to give 

myself a ‘safety valve’ that I don’t need to be in total control from day one.”  

As these quotes shows, these participants strive for something ‘perfect’ in terms of knowing 

everything, giving all the right answers, being in control and having a ‘right’ manager profile. 

However, they do not believe that they can live up to this ideal. 

The situations regarding both types of perceived ideals were constraining as the participants 

either would not or could not live up to the ideals. When the perceived ideal was unauthentic, 

it was considered less attractive to pursue a managerial role as discussed by Participant 1: 

It sound a bit tough, but if you are going to survive in this management job, I think it takes some 

kind of professional distance from some things [...] So if I want to survive in this, I have to 

work on not being bothered by stuff like that. But when I sit here and say it like that, I also 

wonder if I have become an insensitive bastard. 

The person is not comfortable being an ‘insensitive bastard’, as this person usually cares for 

other people. As such, the perceived ideal of ‘how to be a manager’ becomes unauthentic, 

constraining the development for this person who do not want to become a manager as it in-

volves being ‘insensitive’. Over time, participants using perceived ideals as role model would 

find positive and/or negative role models who, to a higher degree, could enable the previous 

constrained role model situation. This is demonstrated with Participant 6 in Table 5.3 below. 

In the first two interviews, the participant expressed a lot of disassociation with a perceived 
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unauthentic manager identity. Whenever asked about a future managerial role, the participant 

quickly responded that this might not be a desire based on perceived ideas about what a man-

ager is. In the third interview three years after the first interview, the participant discussed 

physical managers and at the same time talked about being ready to be a manager. 

 

Table 5.3: Example of the influence of an unauthentic perceived ideal 

 Time 1 (2017) Time 2 (2018) Time 3 (2020) 

Participant 6 Teacher Other role within teaching Other role within teaching 

Role model 

situation 

Relying on perceived ideal Relying on perceived ideal Relying on positive role models 

 “I dissociate myself from 

management in terms of 

the ‘hat’. It’s the hat I don’t 

like. I don’t want to be per-

ceived as the one with the 

stripes [on the shoulder].” 

 “I don’t like the word ‘man-

ager’. The word makes my hair 

stand on end. I see it as some-

thing hierarchical […], if people 

consider me a hierarchical 

manager... I don’t like that”. 

”I can take example from my 

previous managers in their 

ways of managing power”  

 

”I have experienced managers 

who show great trust in what 

we do.” 

 

“I think I have come to terms 

with becoming a manager. I 

tell myself that it’s time to get 

out and use my acquired 

tools“. 

 

As our findings suggest, no participants relied on their perceived ideals at the third interview, 

the perceived ideals worked as initial perceptions and conceptions about what a manager is 

which later on was confirmed or rejected by physical role models. Until then, the participants 

would be constrained, as the perceived ideals were unattractive or unauthentic. Participant 5 

relied on an unattainable ideal at the first interview, however, during the third interview, the 

participant became aware of it and reflected upon this ‘utopia’ that constrained the person’s 

development. 

To me, a manager is someone who is always in control […] I spend a lot of energy on this, 

because it’s something I haven’t been used to. I’m more like; ‘we will figure it out on the 

way’, and that is not consistent with my image of a manager. […] But my experiences [with 

managers] are different than my image, so it appears like a utopia, because you can’t always 

be in control. And it’s crazy to strive for your own picture perfect... or utopia. It blocks for 

being realistic about where you are, and what people demands of you. 
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Lack of recognition from role model. The third constraining condition is concerned with not 

being recognized by a role model. This can be constraining in more ways. From a practical 

perspective, the lack of recognition from role models also mean that they are not being granted 

any managerial experiences in the organization that would enable an identity transition. This 

leads to a constraining situation where the managerial identity is troubled developing, because 

the participants are still working as teachers even though having strong desires of becoming 

managers. This is highly visible in the case with Participant 9 who expressed frustration about 

the lack of recognition which affects the participant emotionally: 

It is despicable conduct, let us just say it like that! It’s so obscure. My manager doesn’t see 

me as manager potential, and what does that do to someone when you are told not to develop 

in a certain direction and not capable of a certain job? […] I want this development, and my 

manager won’t let me. 

The participant is very angry and frustrated as the person is eager to become a manager, how-

ever, the manager does not agree and will not support the decision which constrains the identity 

transition. In addition of hindering the transition, lack of recognition from managers could also 

affect the participants’ confidence, which is discussed by Participant 5: 

“As an aspirant you are at the mercy of the managers, if they won’t give you some managerial 

experience […] It’s also about confirmation and recognition when saying ‘you are doing 

good’. I need someone to tell me that I am doing a good job.” 

Here, the lack of recognition leads to doubt about being (or becoming) a manager, which 

thereby constrain the identity transition as they become insure about their abilities as mangers.  

Losing a role model. The fourth constraining situation is about losing a role model. This situ-

ation is similar to the constraining situation where participants did not have a role model, how-

ever, the loss of role models naturally did not occur in the first interview. Three of the partici-

pants lost a role model. For two of the participants, the loss included that their positive or 

negative role model changed job, thus, physically moved away from the participants. That it 

constrained the situation was especially evident with Participant 3 as shown in Table 5.4. At 

the first interview the participant referred to the current manager as a negative role model and 

at the same time expressed a high level of confidence about becoming a manager. At the second 

interview, the role model was gone and the participant felt alone and excluded which constraint 

the role transition. Throughout this interview, the person expressed negative emotions, lack of 
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motivation, and even talked about being depressed. When the third interview took place, the 

participant had a new role model in the new manager which enabled the transition path again 

 

Table 5.4: Example of the influence of losing a role model 

 Time 1 (2017) Time 2 (2018) Time 3 (2020) 

Participant 3 Teacher Teacher Manager 

Role model 

situation 

Relying on negative role 

model  

Losing a role model  Relying on positive role model  

 “Sometimes I have 

thought about my own 

manager like ‘oh please 

don’t... can I do it?... oh, 

you are not good at that’ 

[…] And sometimes I take 

over from her, because I 

think I can do it better 

than her”.  

 

“The situation is like this: if I wasn’t 

about to move on in the first place, 

I would definitely do it now. I feel 

totally pushed to the sideline… a 

lot! The new manager told me 

that he would include me and in-

volve me as much as possible. But 

I don’t see that. Not at all! Of 

course, he asks me about things 

when he is in doubt, but no, I don’t 

feel part of anything. […] I have no 

work motivation at all. I don’t want 

to come to work, I’m depressed”. 

”If it wasn’t for the new man-

ager.. he gives me so much, he 

got me back on track! […] And 

he is really good with the em-

ployees. Taking care of them, 

developing them, and really 

pays attention to interactions 

happening all the time. He is 

really good at that”. 

 

 

 

 

Another way of losing a role model could be if the role model was still present but for some 

reasons stopped interacting with the participant, which was the case with Participant 10, who 

felt like the role model had changed behavior in relation to the participant. This made the person 

stop practicing managerial behavior as in the example below, which refers to a situation where 

some teachers were speaking ill about the participant but she would avoid the discussion: 

Normally, I would take the discussion, but it’s difficult now because of the relationship with 

the manager. The manager who was the reason I wanted to become a manager. It’s strange 

that it has suddenly changed like that. 

As the quote indicates, the participant would normally take the discussion and ‘act’ like a man-

ager. However, as she is insecure about the relationship, the participant does not take part in 

the discussion, thereby stopping ‘acting’ as a manager which constrain the identity transition. 

Either way of losing a role model, it was followed by negative emotions that constrained the 

transition towards a managerial identity. 
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Discussion 

When connecting each constraining and enabling situation to the participants at each point of 

time, we were able to map how the role model situations changed over time for these particular 

participants in the present study. This summery is presented in Model 5.2 below. We should 

emphasize that the purpose of this model is not to generalize our findings to all role transitions. 

Instead, the model illustrates that our findings propose a more dynamic perspective on role 

models that contests previous research primarily treating role models as static entities in role- 

and identity transitions. For the participants in this study, some would maintain the same role 

model situations throughout the study, i.e. relying on positive/negative role models and lacking 

a role model. This is the knowledge that previous research usually addresses. However, Model 

5.2 illustrates that this was only two possible scenarios out of multiple in this study.  

 

 

 

Starting at the top left of the model, our findings suggest that participants in the initial phase 

of an identity transition may rely on positive and negative role models. Contrary to research on 

role models throughout a career span, we did not see a pattern in participants turning towards 

Model 5.2: examples of use of role models during a transition 
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positive and negative role models although being at a similar place in their career. Instead, we 

found that negative role models were just as important as positive role models in order to de-

velop a managerial identity. This corresponds to research that acknowledges how negative role 

models are also useful for learning (Gibson, 2003). Previous literature confirms that the pres-

ence of role models is important and enabling the transition (Hennekam, 2016). However, with 

a longitudinal approach, we have discovered that this enabling situation is not necessarily stable 

over time. On the contrary, it was also a possibility that the participants lost their role models 

or experienced lack of recognition from the role models, which constrained their identity tran-

sition as previously described. When the participants lost a role model, our findings suggest 

that they would get a new role model later on. As such, this situation would only be constraining 

until a new role model showed up (physically or from memory). However, when not being 

recognized by their role models, the findings suggest that participants were not able to return 

to an enabling situation. They were ‘stuck’ in a situation where they would not be recognized 

by their role models, thereby constraining their development. This might be due to the fact that 

these people simply did not have the capabilities for a manager position and therefore not being 

recognized, ultimately constraining the identity transition. Another reason for being stuck as a 

result of lacking recognition could be that the external evaluation and confirmation is of very 

high importance as previously argued by Ibarra (1999). This corresponds to Thornborrow and 

Brown (2009) who propose that becoming a manager includes a constant search for reaffirma-

tion of identity to secure acknowledgement and recognition of the self confirmed by others as 

desirable.  

If the participants in the beginning of the identity transitions found themselves in a 

position lacking a role model, it could potentially be highly constraining, especially if they 

experienced this lack throughout the transition. Our findings proposed that these participants 

would not go through the identity transition for two reasons; 1) they lacked a mentoring role 

model helping them move forward; and 2) as they did not find anyone to take example from 

they felt misplaced. This again underlines the importance of physical role models found in 

previous research (e.g. Hennekam, 2016). As illustrated in the model, participants lacking a 

role model would in some cases turn towards perceived ideals which is also touched upon by 

Hennekam (2016), who noticed that individuals who lacked role models would construct their 

own role model. This type of role model has not previously been discussed in the role model 

literature. The emergence of this may be a result of the participants attending a professional 

development program where they are encouraged to adopt certain discourses about leadership 
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and management. According to Nicholson and Carroll (2013), such programmes promote pre-

ferred rhetoric set of norms concerning what leadership is, and who a leader is (Nicholson & 

Carroll, 2013). This means that whenever the participants produce written assignments or make 

oral presentations, they are using and internalizing the presented discourses into their self. In 

this process the participants “come to see themselves in a certain way and may tie themselves 

to this self-understanding” (Nicholson & Carroll, 2013: 1229). The phenomenon of these non-

physical role models is also mentioned by Steele (1997), who works around the concept of 

stereotype threat where the threat of being treated or judged by others in terms of the stereotype, 

will make people act in a way that inadvertently confirms it, thus, influencing behavior. How-

ever, our data do not imply that the participants did something to confirm the stereotype. In-

stead, we see a greater overlap between our findings and theory on ‘aspirational identities’, 

where paratrooper aspirants share a perspective of what is meant by being a paratrooper 

(Thornborrow & Brown, 2009) which can be argued to be a perceived ideal as well. In that 

way, we argue that a ‘shared understanding’ of a specific field or role (a manager) works as a 

role model just as positive and negative role models. However, as opposed to enabling the 

identity transition, the perceived ideal predominantly constrains it. 

In the present study, we found that all of the participants who turned towards a per-

ceived ideal would find a physical role model later in the transition. This suggests that the 

ideals are only ‘intermediate stations’ that occur whenever participants are lacking role models 

and until they find one (mentally or physically). We are not arguing that whenever a role model 

is present, all perceptions and presented discourses disappear. Instead, we propose that they 

become contested by the emerging physical role models. Thereby, the perceptions may slowly 

fade into the background, as the physical role model take over as a primary positive or negative 

inspiration. However, these are only propositions and we encourage future research to study 

this non-physical type of role model, and how it unfolds in relation to other types of role mod-

els.  

From a practical perspective, our findings have great importance in more ways. First, 

the knowledge is beneficial to both private and public organizations promoting and hiring em-

ployees to manager positions, as it illustrates that they should not underestimate the influence 

of role models. Second, as management training is often mandated politically to hold manage-

ment positions in the public sector, these different programmes could explicitly talk about the 

importance of role models. They could even include the aspirants’ current managers to let them 
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know about their importance as, e.g. the lack of recognition from these can have fatal conse-

quences for identity transitions. 

   

Limitations and future research 

Although, we provide insights into how different role models and role model situations influ-

ence employees’ transition into managerial identities, the study also has shortcomings.  

First, we have not considered several contextual factors such as age and tenure that 

might influence the transition and the use of role models. For example, we could imagine that 

older individuals with longer tenures to a higher extent would be able to turn to more role 

models than their younger colleagues with less experience. Further, they might not be as sen-

sitive to losing a role model or lack of recognition from a role model in terms of doubting their 

own abilities as managers. Moreover, we did not account for the participants’ gender, which 

might also influence the role model situations. For example, based on previous literature on 

female workers (Hennekam, 2016), one can imagine that female individuals primarily would 

turn to female managers as role models. 

Second, this study was performed in a Danish context which recently was subject to 

managerial reforms, possibly making a larger gap between a professional and a manager, thus, 

findings from this study might not correspond to other countries. However, our aim is not gen-

eralize these findings but to illustrate that role models should be regarded as dynamic entities 

in identity transitions. Having said that, our findings may be relevant in other types of transi-

tions. In this paper, we studied a vertical transition in the public sector, but in some degree it 

may be transferrable to horizontal role transitions in the private sector as well. We encourage 

future research to study this.  

Third, although we began our study when the participants entered the program, they 

were probably not on the exact same place in their transition. Individuals continuously contest 

and negotiate their identities (Alvesson, Lee Ashcraft, & Thomas, 2008), and the performed 

interviews merely give information about the participants at the time of the interviews. Thus, 

the construction of a managerial identity may have started long before the interviews took place 

as well as continue afterwards. What we have provided is insights at three different times dur-

ing their transition from one role to another, thereby from one occupational identity to another.  

Fourth, in this study we assume that individuals undergo identity transitions when 

changing roles. However, one might argue that individuals initiate role transitions because of 



 
 

115 
 

an identity transition. In other words, there may be a dynamic interaction between role transi-

tions and identity transition, which has yet to be discovered.  

Altogether, we have shown that role models not necessarily should be treated as static 

entities in identity transitions. In order to delve deeper into an understanding of this, we en-

courage future research to acknowledge the flexible nature of different types of role models 

and adjust for some of the limitations presented here. 

 

Conclusion 

This paper aimed to gain a dynamic understanding of the influence of role models in identity 

transitions, as previous research treat role models as static entities. Using a 3-year longitudinal 

qualitative approach, we provide new knowledge in two ways: first, as a supplement to positive 

and negative role models we extended current knowledge on role models by introducing a third 

type; perceived ideal. Second, we developed a dynamic understanding of how different role 

models and role model situations influence the identity transition in predominant constraining 

and enabling ways. Our findings suggested that the presence of physical positive and negative 

role models can facilitate enabling conditions, while the presence of perceived ideals, absence 

of role models, loss of role models, or lack of recognition from role models can facilitate con-

straining situations in identity transitions. Where previous literature primarily focuses on lack 

of role models as a constraining situation, we show that the presence of role models can be 

constraining if individuals are not being recognized. Altogether, we have presented a more 

complex and dynamic understanding of role models in identity transitions by showing that both 

the type of role model, the presence of role model and interaction with role models are im-

portant elements in understanding the influence on role models in identity transitions. By doing 

a temporal study, we show that role model situations can change during a transition, which 

underline that role models should not be regarded as static entities in identity transitions. 
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ABSTRACT 

This study investigates the effects of perceived red tape on recruitment and selection practices 

in public organizations. Although, red tape is argued to constrain organizational practices and 

thus organizational performance, there is limited knowledge about whether red tape is associ-

ated with recruitment and selection practices. By conducting a study with survey responses 

from 1,000 public frontline leaders combined with administrative data, this paper investigates 

how perceived red tape is associated with the formation of recruitment objectives and selections 

based on values and cultural fit. Findings indicate a negative relationship between perceived 

red tape and the formation of recruitment objectives and selections based on fit. Furthermore, 

findings indicate that leaders’ tenure does not moderate the association between red tape and 

recruitment and selection practices. The study contributes to the public human resource man-

agement literature by focusing on the negative influence of perceived red tape on HR practices.  

 

Keywords: Recruitment and selection, perceived red tape, leader tenure, public sector or-
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Introduction 

Recruitment of highly skilled employees to ensure efficient provision of public services is a 

key concern for many public organizations. This concern is partly due to the increasing com-

plexity of tasks (Andrews & Boyne, 2014), but also natural retirement of an aging workforce 

(Davidson, Lepeak, & Newman, 2007; Waldner, 2012), and a diminishing supply in some pro-

fessional disciplines (Äijälä, 2002). Thus, recruiting talents particularly to professional and 

service occupations is a challenge for many organizational leaders (Ployhart, 2016).  

Even though recruitment and selection are essential in human resource management 

(HRM) systems in the public sector (Leisink & Steijn, 2008), research on recruitment and se-

lection in a public context is still scarce (cf. Løkke, forthcoming). We have very little 

knowledge on public sector recruitment and selection practices, particularly how specific sector 

characteristics influence these practices. Compared to its private counterpart, the public sector 

is characterized by more rules and regulations, which can be perceived as red tape (Bozeman, 

2000; Rainey, 2009; Rainey, Pandey, & Bozeman, 1995). This undoubtedly has an impact on 

the form, content and impact of HRM in public sector workplaces (Blom, Borst, & Voorn, 

2020; Boselie, Van Harten, & Veld, 2021). The red tape literature argues that the feeling of 

being constrained by rules makes individuals feel alienated from their tasks, thereby lowering 

their engagement and commitment (Blom et al., 2020). However, although there are indications 

that regulative pressure may constrain a public organization’s recruitment activities (Boon & 

Verhoest, 2018), it is still unexplored whether perceived red tape among leaders in charge of 

recruitment influences public recruitment and selection practices. 

Previous research concerned with administrative burdens in recruitment processes pri-

marily focuses on how administrative burdens have an impact on the applicants. For example, 

Sievert, Vogel & Feeney (2020) study how the bureaucratic nature of recruitment processes 

signaled in the job advert reduces the attention to apply. Correspondingly, Linos and Riesch 

(2020) analyze the impact of administrative burden on the likelihood that candidates remain in 

a recruitment process. However, there is a call for more research that explores formalization 

and administrative burden at later stages in the recruitment process (Linos & Riesch, 2020).  

Selective hiring of new employees is one dimension of the bundle of HRM practices 

building high-performance organizations (Pfeffer, 1998). Such a link between bundles of HR 

practices, including recruitment and selection, and organizational performance has been con-

firmed in private organizations (e.g. Allen, Ericksen, & Collins, 2013; McClean & Collins, 

2011). Although research in strategic HRM has largely been ignored in a public context (Knies, 
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Boselie, Gould-Williams, & Vandenabeele, 2015), there is also evidence of an interrelation 

between HR practices and performance in public organizations (e.g. Messersmith, Patel, 

Lepak, & Gould-Williams, 2011). The limited research interest and the fact that public sector 

organizations increasingly adopt HRM practices found to be beneficial in the private sector (cf. 

Blom, 2019), directs our focus on practices that have proven relevant in a private context. Thus, 

we focus on improving our understanding of the determinants of forming recruitment objec-

tives in the early stage of the recruitment process (Breaugh, 2008) as well as selecting employ-

ees based on fit with the organization (Allen et al., 2013; Collins & Smith, 2006; McClean & 

Collins, 2011).  

Various institutional and organizational barriers exist for implementing high perfor-

mance HRM practices in organizations (Pfeffer, 1998). It implicates the involvement of differ-

ent personnel groups and requires top management support (Guest, 2011). In this paper we 

argue that red tape is a constraining factor in this process and suggest that higher red tape 

perceptions among recruiting leaders is associated with less use of high performance recruit-

ment practices. Further, we suggest that leaders’ tenure is an important moderator to consider. 

Previous research suggests that different organizational groups assess red tape differently as a 

consequence of different interpretations of organizational purposes, functions and roles 

(Walker & Brewer, 2008). For instance, research suggests that the longer individuals have been 

in their current position, the less perceived red tape (Pandey, Coursey, & Moynihan, 2007). 

However, other studies suggest insignificant effects of job tenure on red tape (Kaufmann, 

Taggart, & Bozeman, 2018). Although findings indicate that leaders’ tenure is important for 

perceived red tape, we know less about how different perceptions of red tape manifest in the 

use of different HR practices. Recently, Blom and colleagues (2020) called for more research 

on moderating effects influencing perceived red tape and its effects. In this paper, we suggest 

that leaders with a long tenure respond differently to red tape as they better know how to nav-

igate rules and regulation.   

Based on the above motivations, this paper answers the following research questions: 

what is the association between perceived red tape and the use of recruitment and selection 

practices in public organizations, and what is the impact of leader tenure on this association?  

With this study we aim to contribute to the public human resource management litera-

ture in at least four areas. Firstly, this study is one of the first to investigate the association 

between perceived red tape and recruitment and selection practices. Thus, addressing this gap 

in the literature increases our understanding of how certain characteristics of the public sector, 
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here red tape, influences HR practices. Although HRM generally is receiving increased atten-

tion in public management research (Boselie et al., 2021), there is still a need for further re-

search into how the public context affects the implementation of HRM. Second, by investigat-

ing the importance of perceived red tape for the recruitment and selection practices in the public 

sector with data from Danish frontline leaders, it is among the few studies that investigate 

actual HR practices (Boselie et al., 2019) in the HR process model by Wright and Nishii (2013). 

As the attention previously has been devoted to intended HR practices expressed by HR pro-

fessionals as well as perceived HR practices expressed by employees (Boselie et al., 2021), this 

study contributes to an improved understanding of the implementation of HR practices in pub-

lic organizations. Third, it adds general knowledge to the HRM literature on how public front-

line staff is selected and recruited, and furthermore, whether HR practices, primarily investi-

gated in a private sector context, are adopted in the public sector. Fourth, it improves HR man-

agers’ and frontline leaders’ possibility of considering red tape when planning and implement-

ing recruitment and selection practices in the public sector.  

Empirically, we base our study on survey data from 1,000 Danish frontline leaders 

within five service areas, i.e. schools, daycare, eldercare, psychiatry and job-centers. Findings 

indicate a negative relationship between perceived red tape and the formation of recruitment 

objectives and selection based on values and cultural fit. Contrary to our expectations, we found 

no evidence that leaders’ tenure moderates the association between perceived red tape and re-

cruitment and selection practices. 

In what follows, we first provide a review of previous research on recruitment and se-

lection practices, red tape and leaders’ tenure. Based on this review, we develop our hypothe-

ses. Second, we present our methods, including our empirical context. Third, we outline the 

results of our analysis. Finally, we discuss the limitations of the study as well as implications. 

Literature review 

In this paper, we focus on two elements in the recruitment and selection process, namely setting 

up recruitment objectives and selection criteria. 

Planning the recruitment process: the formation of recruitment objectives 

Breaugh (2000) argues that the first stage of the recruitment process should be to establish a 

number of recruitment objectives. These recruitment objectives include certainty about the 

number of positions to fill, type of applicants to attract in terms of qualifications and compe-

tencies, time frame for filling the positions and requirements concerning academic results 
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(Breaugh, 2008; Breaugh & Starke, 2000). The formation of recruitment objectives, enables 

the organization to target the specific group of individuals relevant for the open position and to 

increase the  probability of achieving a fit between the candidate and the organization (Breaugh, 

2008). Furthermore, the recruitment objectives might influence a number of post-hire outcomes 

such as job performance and retention rates (Breaugh & Starke, 2000).  

Although, the literature recognizes the importance of establishing recruitment objec-

tives, so far little research has dealt with how organizational characteristics influence the for-

mation of recruitment objectives. In a public sector context, research has mainly focused on 

workforce planning (e.g. Choudhury, 2007; Pynes, 2004), i.e. a strategic awareness of both 

current and future staffing needs and of the available skills and competencies in the labor mar-

ket. As such, workforce planning includes the formation of recruitment objectives. Even though 

few public organizations undertake formal workforce planning (Jacobson, 2010; Selden, 

Ingraham, & Jacobson, 2001), some organizations engage in elements of workforce planning 

such as collecting basic workforce data such as demographics, skills and competencies 

(Jacobson, 2010). Overall, research advocates for the use of more strategic planning in recruit-

ment and selection processes in the public sector (e.g. Choudhury, 2007; Pynes, 2004).  

 

Commitment-based HR practices: selection based on fit 

Selective hiring of new staff is one dimension of the bundle of Human Resource Management 

(HRM) practices building high-performance organizations (Pfeffer, 1998). Commitment-based 

HR practices are an example of such a bundle, which generally comprises practices that reflect 

investment in employees such as compensation contingent on performance and enhanced op-

portunities for training and development (Allen et al., 2013; Collins & Smith, 2006). The pur-

pose of commitment-based HR practices is the creation of long, positive exchange relationships 

between employees and employer (Allen et al., 2013; Collins & Smith, 2006; McClean & 

Collins, 2011). For instance, when employees are provided with development and training op-

portunities, they feel valued by the organization and likely reciprocate this appreciation through 

their performance. Previous research confirms that commitment-based HR practices are posi-

tively related to firm performance in both small and large businesses (e.g. Allen et al., 2013; 

McClean & Collins, 2011).  

In a commitment-based HRM system, focus is on selecting staff based on organiza-

tional fit rather than specific job requirements (Allen et al., 2013; Collins & Smith, 2006; 
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McClean & Collins, 2011). A person-organization (P-O) fit represents the congruence between 

an applicant’s values and the organization’s culture (Cable & DeRue, 2002; Cable & Edwards, 

2004; Kristof-Brown, Zimmerman, & Johnson, 2005). By focusing on how candidates fit an 

organization’s values and culture, the assumption is that organizations thereby create long-term 

relationships between the employee and the organization (Leisink & Steijn, 2008). Therefore, 

an increasing focus on recruitment based on organizational fit will enhance employees’ will-

ingness to share their capabilities, and in return increase performance (Allen et al., 2013).  

The P-O fit is a central construct in the general HRM literature on recruitment (Ployhart, 

2016) and is found to be associated with organizational outcomes such as turnover, perfor-

mance, and organizational citizenship behaviors (cf. Hoffman & Woehr, 2006). In the public 

literature, focus has mainly been on how P-O fit mediates the link between public service mo-

tivation and performance (e.g. Bright, 2007). It is often argued that public organizations will 

achieve a better fit with candidates with higher PSM as these candidates match the values that 

public organizations stand for, such as ‘public good’, ‘justice’ and ‘equity’ (Christensen & 

Wright, 2011; Leisink & Steijn, 2008; Perry & Wise, 1990). However, some studies find no 

support for this assumption (Christensen & Wright, 2011), and others find that the person-job 

fit is even more important to public organizations than the person-organization fit (Leisink & 

Steijn, 2008). However, although the literature recognizes the practice demand for methods 

assessing applicants’ fit as well as its positive organizational outcomes, there is still a call for 

more research on selections based on organizational fit, values and cultures (Ryan & Ployhart, 

2014). Particularly, studies on how a public context influences selection based on organiza-

tional fit are limited (Leisink & Steijn, 2008).  

To summarize, although, the New Public Management reforms advocate for introduc-

ing principles from the private sector into the public sector, including decentralization of HRM 

activities (see Boon & Verhoest, 2018), we know very little about whether public organizations 

do indeed establish recruitment objectives and adopt commitment-based selection practices. 

Moreover, we know very little about how red tape might constrain HR managers’ behavior and 

thereby hinder the possibility of carrying out the HR practices mentioned.  

 

Perceived red tape 

Red tape is a ‘native’ concept in the public management literature (Giauque, Ritz, Varone, & 

Anderfuhren-Biget, 2012) and is defined as “rules, regulations, and procedures that remain in 
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force and entail a compliance burden but do not advance the legitimate purposes the rules 

were intended to serve” (Bozeman, 2000, p. 12). In other words, it is a term for rules and 

regulations originally implemented to increase organizational performance but which end up 

doing the opposite (Brewer & Walker, 2010). Although, red tape initially was considered a 

neutral occurrence in organizations, and sometimes even beneficial, scholars within public ad-

ministration generally agree that red tape by definition is detrimental to organizations (Blom 

et al., 2020). This is illustrated in a meta-analysis by George et al. (2017: 1) who find that “red 

tape has a significant, negative, and small-to-medium impact on both organizational perfor-

mance and employee outcomes” 

One explanation of red tape is that leaders implement rules and regulations as a way to 

control employees when they find it difficult to review performance indicators (Rainey et al., 

1995). Another explanation is that leaders feel insecure about their authority and try to increase 

control over subordinates by implementing rules (ibid.). The public sector generally experi-

ences a higher level of red tape than the private sector (e.g. Feeney & Bozeman, 2009; Rainey 

et al., 1995). Public organizations are subject to higher levels of political authority, external 

control and a need for accountability, leading to more inflexible management systems and in-

flexible rules and regulations (Brewer & Walker, 2010; Coursey & Pandey, 2007). This higher 

level of red tape in the public sector makes scholars question whether HRM practices that are 

found successful in the private sector will have a similar effect in the public sector (Blom, 

2019; Diefenbach, 2009; Hansen & Kjeldsen, 2018).  

Past research seems to agree that red tape is a subject-dependent concept (Brewer & 

Walker, 2010). This was already presented by Kaufman (1977, p. 5) who wrote that “it is peo-

ple’s perceptions of government constraints, not objective measures of reasonableness, that 

lead them to attack constraints as red tape”. Consequently, scholars turn to the concept of 

perceived red tape where only rules and regulations that frustrate individuals in achieving their 

goals will be perceived as red tape (Moynihan & Pandey, 2007). Thus, one person might per-

ceive some rules and regulations as red tape while others find them purposeful (Brewer & 

Walker, 2010). As a result, most studies measure individuals’ perception of red tape rather than 

the objective functionality of rules (Bozeman & Feeney, 2011; Brewer & Walker, 2010; 

Jacobsen & Jakobsen, 2018); the present study is no exception with a focus on leaders’ per-

ceived red tape in the sub-system of recruitment (cf. Blom, Borst, & Voorn, 2020a). 
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Hypothesis Development 

The literature indicates that red tape influences key processes in HR negatively (Pandey et al., 

2007). There are several reasons why we expect perceived red tape to be negatively associated 

with the use of recruitment and selection practices.   

First, the literature indicates that leaders exposed to red tape feel constrained in their 

managerial practices due to the compliance burden derived (Blom et al., 2020; Rainey, 2009), 

which decreases their feeling of autonomy and leads to a perception of loss of power and lead-

ership (Blom et al., 2020; van Loon, Leisink, Knies, & Brewer, 2016). This constraint further 

reduces the perception that behaviors are of their choice which again leads to a lack of com-

mitment and less likelihood of fulfilling job aspirations (DeHart-Davis et al., 2015). Second, 

due to the loss of power, red tape is also related to a feeling of alienation from own job practices 

(DeHart-Davis & Pandey, 2005). This alienation is illustrated by lack of commitment and en-

gagement and of purpose (Blom et al., 2020; Borst, Kruyen, & Lako, 2017; DeHart-Davis & 

Pandey, 2005). Third, the perception of red tape influences engagement in work practices e.g. 

by lowering the motivation to do a task by reducing the internal motivation (DeHart-Davis and 

Pandey, 2005; DeHart-Davis et al., 2015; van Loon, 2015). 

Like any other organizational process, recruitment and selection can be more or less 

affected by specific rules and regulation. Consequently, the feelings of constraint and alienation 

may also influence how leaders act when recruiting and selecting candidates. First of all, per-

ceived red tape may reflect that objectively there are things that are not possible in the recruit-

ment process. Second, perceived red tape may lead to a more subjective feeling of what is 

possible in the process and what is not. For instance, when leaders feel constrained by red tape, 

they may feel that they lack the authority and leadership to choose which recruitment and se-

lection practices to implement in the organization. Furthermore, when leaders feel alienated 

from their job practices, it may also affect their engagement and commitment to conduct re-

cruitment and selection practices. As a result, leaders may not be dedicated to the formation of 

recruitment objectives, committed to achieve them and to select candidates based on fit. Taken 

together, this leads us to formulate the following hypotheses: 

Hypothesis 1: Perceived red tape is negatively associated with the setting up of recruitment 

objectives 

Hypothesis 2: Perceived red tape is negatively associated with selection based on values and 

cultural fit 
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A moderating effect of leaders’ tenure 

Previous research indicates that various organizational groups view red tape differently due to 

their different interpretations of organizational purposes, functions and roles (Walker & 

Brewer, 2008). For example, studies suggest that employees to a larger degree than leaders 

perceive rules as red tape (Jacobsen & Jakobsen, 2018; Kaufmann & Tummers, 2017), and that 

low-tier leaders perceive more red tape than high-tier leaders (Walker & Brewer, 2008). Addi-

tionally, job tenure has been found to have a negative relationship with various measures of 

red tape (Feeney, 2012), meaning that the longer an individual has been in their current posi-

tion, the lower the individual’s perception of red tape (Pandey et al., 2007). This might be so 

because individuals over time become more familiar with rules and regulations thereby becom-

ing more realistic about what to expect in the position (ibid.). Even though some studies find 

insignificant effects of hierarchical position and job tenure on red tape (Kaufmann, Taggart, & 

Bozeman, 2019; Moynihan, Wright, & Pandey, 2012), research generally suggests that indi-

viduals who move up the hierarchy and stay longer in a position report lower levels of red tape.  

Although findings indicate that leaders’ tenure are important for perceived red tape, we 

have less knowledge about whether tenure mitigates the effects of red tape on organizational 

processes including recruitment and selection practices. We argue that highly experienced lead-

ers have a more profound knowledge of organizational rules and regulation as well as which 

recruitment and selection practices are more effective, hence, they are less likely to let red tape 

restrict themselves and their HRM. Experienced leaders have a better understanding of organ-

izational rules, including when and how they can be bend the rules and what consequences 

there can be; hence, the rules and restrictions have a weaker effect on their recruitment and 

selection practice. Furthermore, we argue that leaders with a high tenure in their current posi-

tion know which recruitment and selection strategy they should follow to benefit the organiza-

tion. They also look at the rules differently, simply because they are used to them in that par-

ticular context; hence, they are likely to feel less frustrated and vexed by the rules and thus less 

affected by the rules in their implementation of recruitment and selection practices.   

Based on the above, hypotheses 3 and 4 are formulated: 

Hypothesis 3: Leaders’ tenure, i.e. job position tenure and leadership experience, moderates 

the association between perceived red tape and the establishment of recruitment objectives, 

such that for high levels of tenure, there will be a weaker association. 
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Hypothesis 4: Leaders’ tenure, i.e. job position tenure and leadership experience, moderates 

the association between perceived red tape and selection based on values and cultural fit, such 

that for high levels of tenure, there will be a weaker association.  

 

Method 

Sample and data collection 

This study is based on survey data collected among a sample of Danish frontline leaders across 

five of the largest public service areas, i.e. schools, daycare, eldercare, psychiatry, job centers. 

These areas were chosen as they represent some of the central welfare areas in the public sector; 

thus, recruitment to these areas has far-reaching implications for the quality of the service that 

can be provided. The Danish public sector is among the most decentralized in the world where 

many service areas are placed at the municipality level (Houlberg & Ejersbo, 2020). Although, 

the municipalities work under different central restrictions (e.g. budgets), they generally expe-

rience a high level of organizational autonomy (Ladner, Keuffer, & Baldersheim, 2016). This 

leaves frontline leaders with a large responsibility for recruitment. Thus, frontline leaders were 

chosen as they are recognized as crucial actors in carrying out, and thereby implementing, re-

cruitment  practices (Op de Beeck, Wynen, & Hondeghem, 2016). Therefore, the survey was 

sent to frontline leaders who were responsible for recruitment processes at the lowest possible 

organization level, meaning that they were recruitment employees at the ‘operating level’ of 

the organization. Selection criteria included that participants must be a frontline leader and be 

in charge of the recruitment in the organization. To ensure that the participants had some re-

cruitment experience, we exclusively contacted leaders having staff responsibility for 10 or 

more employees. Furthermore, we added a screening question about whether they have had 

responsibility for at least one recruitment process at their current workplace within the last two 

years.  

All leaders in the study received individual invitations. Based on Municipal and Re-

gional Wage Statistics (KRL) we created a list of all organizations in the five areas coupled 

with register data on the number of employees. From subsequent searches on the organizations' 

websites, we identified relevant leaders and their e-mail addresses. Where this approach proved 

difficult either because the leader was not stated with sufficient clarity or the contact infor-
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mation did not appear, we cross-referenced job postings on municipal websites, online recruit-

ment platforms, and LinkedIn profiles. In some cases, we contacted the municipality in ques-

tion. A research assistant was employed to assist us in this process. 

The data collection took place in two rounds. School leaders and daycare leaders were 

approached early October 2019, whereas leaders in eldercare, psychiatric help and unemploy-

ment help were approached late November 2019. For all groups, two reminders were sent out 

after one and three weeks, respectively. We administered the questionnaire via a web-based 

survey software available to researchers. The questionnaire was e-mailed to 3,155 leaders, and 

a total of 1,000 leaders participated with a complete answer of the questionnaire leading to a 

response rate of 31.7%. 

 

Measures  

Recruitment and selection practices are measured by two different scales.  

The first scale concerning early formation of recruitment goals was developed inspired 

by Breaugh’s article (2008). Frontline leaders were asked to consider the most recently 

completed recruitment process that they participated in at their workplace. The leaders were 

asked to indicate their agreement (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree) with the following 

statement: “Prior to the job announcement, the following recruitment targets were set and 

listed: The number of positions to be filled; the candidates’ qualifications and competencies; 

the time frame for filling the positions; and requirements for the candidates’ academic results”. 

The second scale consists of the Commitment-Based HR Practices scale developed by 

Allen, Ericksen, and Collins (2013). For this study, we focus on items related to recruitment 

and selection, i.e. whether selection is based on values and cultural fit. Specifically, we asked 

the frontline leaders to consider their general perception of recruitment in the organization over 

the latest years. The leaders rated the extent to which they agreed (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = 

strongly agree) on the following items: “Our hiring practices focus on how well the individual 

fits with the culture of our organization”; “When interviewing applicants, we primarily assess 

their ability to work with our current employees”; and “When selecting new employees, we 

primarily assess their overall fit with the organization’s values”.  

 Perceived red tape. Originally, many scholars measured red tape using a single 

question, where they should indicate the level of red tape in their organization (cf. Blom et al., 

2020). However, this way of measuring red tape was criticized due to its lack of 
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multidimensionality and because it confronts people with the words “red tape”, potentially 

creating bias (Blom et al., 2020; Bozeman & Scott, 1996). To get around these issues, Borry 

(2016) developed the Three-Item Red Tape (TIRT) scale that includes an evaluation on how 

burdensome, unnecessary and ineffective policies and procedures are in an organization. 

Besides developing the TIRT, scholars have also developed red tape measures for specific 

management subsystems (Coursey & Pandey, 2007). Such studies show that the perception of 

red tape can differ across subsystems within an organization, and that the impact of red tape 

are not similar across such subsystems (cf. Blom et al., 2020).  

 In continuation of this knowledge, we use a validated red tape measure for a specific 

management subsystem, in this case the recruiting subsystem (cf. Blom et al., 2020; Coursey 

& Pandey, 2007). Therefore, perceived red tape was assessed using a three-item scale for 

measuring optimal rule control (DeHart-Davis, 2009). This measurement is inspired by the 

TIRT scale, but acknowledges the need for an optimal level of control rather than an evaluation 

of the effectiveness/ineffectiveness of rules. Thus, we measured perceived red tape by the 

following: “All workplaces have rules and bureaucracy. We now would like you to evaluate 

the rules in connection with recruitment and employment at your workplace on three items” 

(burdensome/not burdensome, excessive control/adequate control, unnecessary/necessary) 

from 1 (left) to 5 (right). 

 Leaders’ tenure was measured by two items: “For how many years in total have you 

been a leader?” and “For how many years have you held your current position?” Both questions 

were answered on a continuous response scale. 

In order to control for possible confounding effects, the analysis included a number of control 

variables concerning gender and age of the leader, size of the organization, and service area 

(schools, day-care, elder-care, psychiatry, and job centers); these control variables have re-

cently been included in studies of red tape (e.g. Kaufmann et al., 2018). 

 

Data analysis procedure 

Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) Regression was used for testing how red tape is associated with 

recruitment and selection practices. The approach of this analysis procedure is based on the 

premise that linearity gives an adequate description of the relationship between the independent 

variables in the model, i.e. perceived red tape and the dependent variable, i.e. the HR practices. 
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Stepwise regressions with the control variables and leadership experience as a moderating var-

iable are conducted. This is a common approach when investigating the influence of perceived 

red tape on organizational performance (e.g. Jacobsen & Jakobsen, 2018; Kaufmann et al., 

2018). 

Results 

Descriptive statistics are presented in Table 6.1. 

 

 

Not unexpected there is a strong correlation of 0.56 between the two tenure measures. With a 

maximum variance inflation factor of 2.30, multicollinearity, however, is not indicated as a 

problem for the analyses. 

Table 6.2 includes analyses predicting the use of recruitment objectives. In model 1, we 

find support for hypothesis 1. There is a negative and significant coefficient indicating how 

perceived red tape affects the use of clear recruitment objectives (-0.05; std. beta = -0.08; 

p=0.18). This corresponds to a decrease of 0.7 percent in use of recruitment objectives when 

red tape increases by one standard deviation ((-0.05*2.73/18.42). Models 2 and 3 includes the 

interactions between red tape and leader tenure. Again, the coefficients are very small and not 

statistically significant. This rejects the proposition in hypothesis 3. 
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Table 6.2: Regressions predicting the use of recruitment objectives  

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

Perceived red tape -0.05* -0.11** -0.06* 

 (0.01) (0.00) (0.04) 

    

Job position tenure 0.02* 0.02* 0.02 

 (0.03) (0.03) (0.33) 

    

Leadership experience -0.00 -0.02 -0.00 

 (0.79) (0.13) (0.79) 

    

Leader gender (male = 1) -0.19 -0.19 -0.19 

 (0.18) (0.18) (0.19) 

    

Leader age -0.01 -0.01 -0.01 

 (0.43) (0.40) (0.43) 

    

# employees -0.00 -0.00 -0.00 

 (0.49) (0.50) (0.49) 

    

Day care (reference category)    

    

    

School 0.42* 0.42* 0.42* 

 (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 

    

Home care  -0.40* -0.39 -0.40* 

 (0.05) (0.05) (0.05) 

    

Job center -0.03 -0.01 -0.02 

 (0.91) (0.97) (0.93) 

    

Elder care home 0.23 0.23 0.24 

 (0.13) (0.14) (0.13) 

    

Psychiatry unit 0.15 0.13 0.15 

 (0.74) (0.78) (0.74) 

    

Redtape*leadership experience  0.00  

  (0.07)  

    

Redtape*job position tenure   0.00 

   (0.68) 

    

Constant 12.57*** 12.86*** 12.61*** 

 (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) 

N 1000 1000 1000 

R 2 0.027 0.030 0.027 

p-values in parentheses 
* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 
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In Table 6.3 regressions predicting the use of commitment-based selection practices are pre-

sented. 

 

Table 3: Regressions predicting the use of commitment-based recruitment practices  

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

Perceived red tape -0.05* -0.11** -0.06* 

 (0.01) (0.00) (0.04) 

    

Job position tenure 0.02* 0.02* 0.02 

 (0.03) (0.03) (0.33) 

    

Leadership experience -0.00 -0.02 -0.00 

 (0.79) (0.13) (0.79) 

    

Leader gender (male = 1) -0.19 -0.19 -0.19 

 (0.18) (0.18) (0.19) 

    

Leader age -0.01 -0.01 -0.01 

 (0.43) (0.40) (0.43) 

    

# employees -0.00 -0.00 -0.00 

 (0.49) (0.50) (0.49) 

    

Day care (reference category)    

    

    

School 0.42* 0.42* 0.42* 

 (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 

    

Home care  -0.40* -0.39 -0.40* 

 (0.05) (0.05) (0.05) 

    

Job center -0.03 -0.01 -0.02 

 (0.91) (0.97) (0.93) 

    

Elder care home 0.23 0.23 0.24 

 (0.13) (0.14) (0.13) 

    

Psychiatry unit 0.15 0.13 0.15 

 (0.74) (0.78) (0.74) 

    

Redtape*leadership experience  0.00  

  (0.07)  

    

Redtape*job position tenure   0.00 

   (0.68) 

    

Constant 12.57*** 12.86*** 12.61*** 

 (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) 

N 1000 1000 1000 

R 2 0.027 0.030 0.027 

p-values in parentheses 
* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 
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In model 1, we observe a negative and significant relation between perceived red tape 

and commitment-based selection practices (-0.05; std. beta = -0.08; p = 0.012). This supports 

hypothesis 2 and indicates that organizations where recruiting leaders perceive more control-

ling red tape, commitment-based practices is used to a lesser extent. In substantive term, this 

effect corresponds to an effect where a one standard deviation increase in red tape (2.73) is 

associated with a 1.1 percent decrease in commitment-based approaches ((2.73*-0.05)/12.06). 

In models 2 and 3, we include interactions between perceived red tape and the two tenure var-

iables. None of the interaction terms reach statistical significance indicating that the negative 

effect of red tape on commitment-based practices is consistent for leaders with different tenure. 

The models fail to support hypothesis 4. 

In sum, our analyses support hypotheses 1 and 2. While the effect sizes in substantive 

terms are not large, we should remember that multiple factors are involved in shaping recruit-

ment practices in organizations. Our results suggest that perceived red tape play a significant 

role in this process.     

 

Discussion 

Research on public recruitment and selection is limited and particularly into how the charac-

teristics of public organizations influence the recruitment and selection practices. To the best 

of our knowledge, this is the first analysis addressing how perceived red tape influences the 

recruitment and selection practices in the public sector. 

Basically, the descriptive findings show that public frontline leaders prioritize the for-

mation of recruitment objectives prior to the recruitment process and that they focus on select-

ing candidates based on values and cultural fit with their organization. As such, this paper 

suggests that practices used in the private sector are implemented in public sector organizations 

too. However, our results also show some potential challenges for the use of these practices 

anchored in the extent of red tape in the public context. 

The first hypothesis proposed that perceived red tape was negatively associated with 

the setting up of recruitment objectives. This hypothesis was confirmed. The findings is in 

accordance with previous research concerning the negative consequences of red tape (George 

et al., 2021). Based on previous research on red tape, we propose that this finding indicates that 

leaders perceiving red tape feel constrained and lacking the necessary power to decide which 

recruitment objectives to establish. Also, it suggests that a feeling of alienation due to red tape 
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decreases leaders’ engagement in the formation of recruitment objectives and lowers their com-

mitment to achieve them. 

 The second hypothesis argued that perceived red tape was negatively associated with 

selection based on values and cultural fit. This hypothesis was also confirmed. Based on pre-

vious literature, we propose that this might be due to the fact that individuals perceiving red 

tape tend to feel constrained in their leadership practices (Blom et al., 2020), leading to a per-

ception of loss of power and leadership (Blom et al., 2020; van Loon et al., 2016). Furthermore, 

red tape is related to a feeling of alienation from own job practices illustrated by lack of com-

mitment and engagement and of purpose (Blom et al., 2020; Borst et al., 2017; DeHart-Davis 

& Pandey, 2005). Based on our result and previous literature, we propose that leaders exposed 

to red tape feel constrained in choosing selection practices, as well as they feel alienated from 

the selection practices and thus are indifferent to selecting candidates based on fit. 

In the third and fourth hypotheses, we argued that the effect of perceived red tape on 

recruitment practices was moderated by leaders’ tenure. Our findings were, however, unable 

to confirm this hypothesis. Against expectations, highly experienced leaders are not more le-

nient as regards red tape leading to a weaker influence of the rules on recruitment and selection 

practices. Also, although having a high job tenure, leaders are not less frustrated by rules and 

thereby less affected by them in their recruitment practices.  

 

Theoretical and practical implications 

This article contributes to the public human resource management literature on recruitment and 

selection practices in the public sector. Until now, research on recruitment and selection prac-

tices in the public sector has been limited. Research focusing on frontline leaders across a broad 

range of public organizations, including social services is particularly sought (Boselie et al., 

2019). This study contributes, first of all, by concluding that recruitment and selection prac-

tices, mainly used in a private sector context, are also implemented in a public sector context. 

More specifically, frontline leaders are setting up recruitment objectives as a first step of the 

recruitment process, and moreover, they base their selection on values and cultural fit with the 

organization. Second, and perhaps most importantly, this article contributes to the understand-

ing of the negative influence of perceived red tape on the implementation of such recruitment 

and selection practices. Previous research on perceived red tape primarily focused on its asso-

ciation with various performance measures. This study adds to the understanding of how the 
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perception of red tape can challenge public frontline leaders in their implementation of recruit-

ment and selection practices. Thus, by combining perceived red tape with recruitment and se-

lection practices, which is a rather under-researched area in the public sector, this article con-

tributes both theoretical and practical implications.  

The practical implications include that HR managers must be aware that the perception 

of red tape can pose a challenge for implementing recruitment and selection practices. Thus, 

HR managers should pay close attention to the mechanisms of how red tape influences HR 

practices. As such, they must try to reduce frontline leaders’ feeling of alienation and constraint 

when implementing recruitment and selection practices. One suggestion might be that HR man-

agers make sure that frontline leaders are aware of which recruiting and selection practices that 

are part of their responsibility without eliminating their discretion (Op de Beeck et al., 2016). 

By jointly defining areas of responsibilities, the feelings of alienation and constraint may be 

reduced as the frontline leaders experience power over clearly defined HR practices. Based on 

previous research, municipality HR managers may also consider administrative assistants that 

provide frontline leaders with services such as interpreting formal rules, and making it clear to 

frontline leaders what they can and cannot do (Pandey et al., 2007). Again, ensuring clarity as 

regards frontline leaders’ responsibilities may reduce feelings of being constrained and alien-

ated. 

More broadly, public sector organizations should work towards reducing perceived red 

tape due to its negative associations with implementation of recruitment and selection practices 

that ultimately may affect the overall performance. For instance, public organizations could 

adopt so-called coping cultures characterized by creative problem-solving and risk-taking 

(Pandey et al., 2007). Being part of a coping culture, people make strategies to work around 

burdensome rules rather than bemoan them, thereby coping with the situation (ibid.). For ex-

ample, if municipality HR managers merely emphasize selection practices focusing on person-

job fit, frontline leaders may additionally ensure a person-organization fit to the specific or-

ganization. In public organizations, however, it is difficult to achieve a reduction in red tape, 

but it might be worth promoting a culture where frontline leaders to a higher extent respond 

adaptively to the rules and regulations laid before them (Pandey et al., 2007).  
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Limitations 

Like all studies, also this one has some limitations that should be noted. First, the data only 

covers certain service areas of the Danish public sector muddying the external validity of the 

findings. Thus, a similar study might produce different results in another context as, for in-

stance, the police, the military, or the transport sector, which there is a call for (Boselie et al., 

2021). Thus, by investigating more service areas in the future we could improve the external 

validity. Second, this is a cross-sectional study, which is why inferences about the causal rela-

tionship between red tape and recruitment and selection practices are limited. Therefore, a fu-

ture longitudinal study of the relationship would add to the explanatory power of the findings. 

Third, our study measures red tape and recruitment and selection practices by self-reported data 

from 1,000 frontline leaders. This raises the issue of common-method bias, although we com-

bine the survey responses with administrative data as control variables. Although we try to 

control for common method variance through the design of the study’s procedure (cf. Pod-

sakoff, MacKenzie, Lee, & Podsakoff, 2003), future research drawing on other data sources 

such as employee or HR management responses or even more objective measures, would 

strengthen the findings. Yet, the general critique of cross-sectional self-report studies has been 

found to be distorted and exaggerated (Spector, 2006). Finally, while we seek to theoretically 

derive different mechanisms linking perceived red tape and recruitment and selection, our re-

search design is not able to measure them. We hope future research will empirically explore 

the mediators that may explain the link between leaders’ red tape perception and the imple-

mentation of HR practices.      

Conclusion 

This study contributes by being the first of its kind to confirm that perceived red tape influences 

recruitment and selection practices in public organizations. More specifically, this study shows 

that the perception of red tape negatively influences the formation of recruitment objectives as 

well as the selection of new employees based on values and cultural fit. Furthermore, findings 

indicate that leaders’ tenure does not moderate the relationship between red tape and recruit-

ment and selection practices. Thus, even if a leader has extensive leader experience or a high 

job position tenure, it will not weaken the relationship between perceived red tape and recruit-

ment and selection practices. As the perception of red tape is a common characteristic of the 

public sector, these findings may have far-reaching practical consequences in future public 

recruitment processes. Thus, our findings confirm that red tape can be detrimental to some HR 
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practices in an organization, and that initiatives to reduce red tape can be beneficial. Our find-

ings, furthermore, contribute to the public management literature by increasing knowledge on 

recruitment and selection practices in the public sector, and we hope that other scholars feel 

encouraged to examine these practices in other public contexts.  
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PART THREE 

Conclusion 
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CHAPTER 7  

Key findings and contributions 

Limitations and future research 
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Key findings 

Based on an interest in professionals towards and in managerial roles, this dissertation set out 

to contribute to an understanding of managerial identity construction in role transitions and 

implementation of recruitment and selection practices in the public sector. The first research 

focus was investigated in Papers 1 and 2, which specifically focused on the initial processes of 

identity construction and the influence of role models in identity transitions, respectively. Key 

findings from these papers are presented in the next two subsections: 

Paper 1 addressed the research question: How can we understand the initial processes 

of identity construction when professionals consider a managerial role and enter a leadership 

development programme? The paper demonstrated how the strength of the professional iden-

tity influences engagement in identity play and identity work when professionals enter man-

agement training. Findings illustrate that professionals who expressed a weak professional 

identity engaged in identity work where they incorporated or distanced themselves from the 

professional identity. The main reason for this engagement in identity work was the manager 

role itself, which was also participants’ motivation for applying to the programme. On the con-

trary, professionals who expressed a strong professional identity tended to engage in identity 

play where they either distanced from the managerial role while playing with a managerial 

identity or simply played with the managerial identity. This group of public professionals en-

gaged in identity play due to loss of passion in their professional roles (often caused by reform 

initiatives) or life-cycle issues. Thus, the findings provide an understanding of the initial pro-

cesses of identity construction when professionals consider managerial roles and the influence 

of the strength of the professional identity on these processes. 

Paper 2 examined the research question: How can we understand the dynamic aspects 

of role models and the influence they have in identity transitions? This paper extends current 

knowledge on different types of role model by identifying a new type, the perceived ideal, 

which may derive from the discourses presented in the LDP. Furthermore, it identifies four 

ways in which role models influence identity construction in both enabling and constraining 

ways. Whereas the presence of positive and negative role models enables the transition towards 

a managerial identity, the presence of perceived ideals, absence of role models, loss of role 

models or lack of recognition from role models facilitate constraining situations. Finally, a 

summary model shows that role models should not be treated as static entities in identity tran-

sitions. Instead, the findings support the need for a more dynamic view, recognizing that role 

model situations can change to both constraining and enabling situations during a transition. 
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 The dissertation’s second research focus about professionals enacting frontline man-

ager roles and implementing HR practices was investigated in Paper 3. The paper focused on 

the association between perceived red tape and recruitment and selection practices.  

More specifically, Paper 3 answered the research question: What is the association be-

tween perceived red tape and the use of recruitment and selection practices in public organiza-

tions, and what is the impact of leadership tenure on this association? The paper demonstrated 

that public frontline managers prioritize establishing recruitment objectives prior to the recruit-

ment process and focus on selecting candidates based on fit with the organization. However, 

the findings also illustrate that perceived red tape may challenge the use of these specific re-

cruitment and selection practices because red tape was negatively associated with both prac-

tices. Based on previous research on red tape, we theoretically suggested that public frontline 

managers may feel disempowered, constrained and alienated in the recruitment process when 

they perceive red tape. Against expectations, the findings did not illustrate that leadership ten-

ure moderates the relationship. This means that despite a long leadership tenure, long-serving 

frontline managers are just as frustrated by red tape as frontline managers with shorter tenures, 

and are therefore still affected in their recruitment and selection practices. 

 Together, these three studies demonstrate three stages in a professional’s ‘public em-

ployment’: 1) as a professional considering a managerial role; 2) as a professional transitioning 

towards a managerial role; and 3) as a frontline manager recruiting frontline staff, including 

public professionals.  

Previous research suggests that professionals who value their professional identity en-

gage in work practices that correspond with the professional identity and avoid those that do 

not add value to their professional identity (Chen & Reay, 2020). Moreover, research proposes 

that the perception of the effect of HR practices upon professionals’ legitimacy and identity 

impact their attitude and behavior (Currie et al., 2020). While we cannot conclude how the 

professional identity influenced the enactment of the managerial role in Paper 3, we can say 

that frontline managers implemented the specific HR practices within recruitment and selec-

tion. Thus, we may speculate that those practices were not perceived as challenging their au-

tonomy. Instead, they may have supported the collective identity, focused on client interests 

and enhanced the status within the professional hierarchy. However, these are merely specula-

tions that can lay the ground for future research.  

A summary of the studies and findings is presented in Table 7.1: 
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Table 7.1: Summary of the three papers 

Phase in public 

employment 

Professional considering a 

managerial role 

Professional transitioning 

into a managerial role 

 

 

 

Frontline manager 

 Paper 1 Paper 2 Paper 3 

Research  

question 

How can we understand the 

initial processes of identity 

construction when profes-

sionals consider a manage-

rial role and enter a leader-

ship development pro-

gramme? 

How can we understand 

the dynamic aspects of role 

models and the influence 

they have in identity transi-

tions? 

What is the association be-

tween perceived red tape 

and the use of recruitment 

and selection practices in 

public organizations, and 

what is the impact of lead-

ership tenure on this associ-

ation? 

Approach Qualitative 

Cross-sectional 

Qualitative 

Longitudinal 

Quantitative 

Cross-sectional 

Data 21 interviews 

Observations 

Informal conversations 

39 interviews 

Observations 

Informal conversations 

Survey data 

Administrative data 

Units of  

analysis 

21 public teachers applying 

to a leadership development 

programme. 

14 public teachers transi-

tioning into managerial 

roles 

1,000 frontline managers 

across five public service 

areas 

Key 

findings 

When considering a mana-

gerial role, professionals en-

gage in different types of 

identity play and identity 

work influenced by the 

strength of their professional 

identity. 

Furthermore, the engage-

ment in identity play has its 

antecedents in personal past 

and current issues, whereas 

the antecedent of engage-

ment in identity work is a fu-

ture managerial role.   

In addition to positive and 

negative roles models, 

some professionals rely on 

perceived ideals in identity 

transitions.  The presence of 

positive and negative role 

models enables the transi-

tion, whereas the presence 

of perceived ideals, ab-

sence of role models, loss of 

role models, or lack of 

recognition from role mod-

els constrain the transition. 

These role model situations 

are dynamic and can 

change during a transition.  

Public frontline managers 

prioritize early establish-

ment of recruitment objec-

tives and base the selection 

on values and fit with the 

organization. However, red 

tape is negatively associ-

ated with these practices. 

Leadership tenure did not 

moderate this relationship. 
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Contributions 

This dissertation’s key findings contribute to research about professionals constructing a man-

agerial identity in role transitions and implementation of recruitment and selection practices in 

the public sector. Both theoretical contributions and practical implications are described in the 

following. As in previous chapters, I begin by presenting contributions and implications of the 

first research focus concerning managerial identity construction, following a presentation of 

the contributions and implications of the second research focus concerning public HRM.  

Contributions to literature on identity construction 

Paper 1 contributes to the identity literature by answering a call for more knowledge about the 

antecedents of engaging in identity play and identity work and how the two identity processes 

differ (Ibarra & Petriglieri, 2010). The paper demonstrates that professionals who engaged in 

identity work were motivated by the manager role itself. As explained in the paper, this was 

not a surprise because engagement in identity work entails the expectation that individuals are 

certain about the identity they are working with or towards (Ibarra & Petriglieri, 2010). This 

finding also corresponds with previous scholars’ arguments that the word ‘work’ is associated 

with compliance, rationality, logic and a means-end orientation (Brown, 2015). The 

antecedents of engaging in identity play were not related to the manager role. Instead, they 

were rooted in more personal and emotional issues such as loss of passion (often caused by 

reform initiatives) and children growing up. These reasons created a need for ‘something new 

to happen’ or what Nicholson and Carroll (2013) describe as a desire for things to be ‘shaken 

up’, underlining that identity play is more related to discovery (Brown, 2015; Ibarra & 

Petriglieri, 2010; Pratt, 2012). 

Furthermore, Paper 1 contributes to literature concerned with identity work and identity 

play by showing how the professionals engaged differently in the two processes. Whereas 

previous research suggests that individuals distance themselves from the managerial identity 

(Croft, Currie, & Lockett, 2015; Spyridonidis, Hendy, & Barlow, 2015), I find that some of the 

professionals in this study distanced themselves from the professional identity. Referring to 

SIT/SCT, this may be an expression of the fact that the extent to which individuals identify 

with their categories is a matter of degree (Ashforth & Mael, 1989). Thus, individuals differ in 

how central their occupational identity is to their self-identity, which influences the ways in 

which they engage in processes of identity construction. In line with these findings, the paper 

also contributes to literature on identity construction by showing that individuals can differ in 



 
 

156 
 

their identity play; specifically, the paper demonstrates that professionals engage in identity 

play by either distancing from the managerial role while playing with the managerial role or 

simply playing with the managerial identity. 

 Paper 2 contributes to literature on identity construction by emphasizing the influence 

of role models in identity transitions. Positioned within SIT and SCT, it is embedded in the 

understanding of identity construction that individuals adopt prototypical behaviour and norms 

from their social categories (Hogg & Terry, 2000). However, the paper illustrates that role 

model situations can change during a transition, emphasising that role models are not static but 

dynamic entities. That the presence of role models was important and lack of role models was 

constraining are consistent with the findings of previous studies (Hennekam, 2016). Further-

more, the finding that lack of recognition constrains the transition corresponds with existing 

literature arguing that external evaluation and confirmation is of very high importance (Ibarra, 

1999), and that becoming a manger includes a constant search for external recognition 

(Thornborrow & Brown, 2009).  

However, prior literature has not recognized the perceived ideal as a separate role 

model, although it has been suggested that individuals lacking role models construct their own 

(Hennekam, 2016). The emergence of perceived ideals in the study may be a result of the pro-

fessionals attending an LDP, where they are introduced to certain discourses and rhetoric of-

fering sets of norms about leadership and being a manager (Nicholson & Carroll, 2013). From 

a SIT/SCT-perspective, this new type of role model can also be an expression of abstractions 

of group features capturing a perception of group characteristics (Hogg & Terry, 2000). Thus, 

the phenomenon of non-physical role models is not new, but has been described with different 

labels. For example, Steele (1997) uses the concept of ‘stereotypes’, and Thornborrow and 

Brown (2009) talk about ‘sharing an understanding’ of what is meant by being a paratrooper 

in the British Regiment.  

Together, the findings contribute to the identity construction literature by confirming 

that identity construction is a process by which individuals negotiate and mediate the relation-

ship between personal identities and social identities influenced by discourses (Kreiner, 

Hollensbe, & Sheep, 2006). The social identities can be perceived as role models that, in a 

dynamic way, enable and constrain the transition; this corresponds with the argument made by 

Nicholson and Carroll (2013) that “individuals are agentic in their performance of different 
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identities; however, the range of identities available (and how to enact them) is limited”. Ad-

ditionally, the paper contributes by arguing that the type of role model, the presence of role 

models and interaction with role models are important elements in understanding the influence 

of role models in identity transitions. 

Contributions to literature on professionals’ identity construction 

Where the above contributions relates to the general literature on identity construction, Paper 

1 and Paper 2 also contribute to the more specific research concerned with professionals con-

structing managerial identities.  

Paper 1 contributes to literature on professionals’ managerial identity construction by 

challenging the assumption that professionals ascribe positive emotions to their professional 

identity (Croft et al., 2015), and that they are more defined by their profession than where they 

work (Pratt, Rockmann, & Kaufmann, 2006). The paper challenges this view by illustrating 

that some professionals consider themselves ‘working as teachers’ rather than ‘being teachers’ 

and are not attaching emotions to their professional identities. It again illuminates that the ex-

tent to which individuals identifies with their categories is a matter of degree (Ashforth & Mael, 

1989), and that individuals can differ in how central the occupational identity is to their values 

and beliefs (Spyridonidis et al., 2015). This contribution add nuances to the current literature 

on professionals and underline the importance of understanding the strength of the professional 

identity in future studies. 

In line with this finding, Paper 1 also contributes to research on professionals by illus-

trating their motivations for pursuing a managerial role. Whereas previous research argues that 

the motivations for pursuing a managerial role are financial incentives, status or personal learn-

ing (Spyridonidis et al., 2015), this paper illustrates that motivational factors can lie in past, 

present and future thoughts and issues. The past motivational factors were concerned with spe-

cific events in the past that caused professionals to lose their passion (in the paper’s context, 

often caused by reform initiatives). Present motivations were concerned with life-cycle issues, 

exemplified by children growing up, leaving time for self-development. Future motivations 

were concerned with the managerial role itself and a desire to become a manager. This adds 

additional knowledge to existing research, which argues that professionals with managerial 

roles are considered to be either ‘incidental’ or ‘willing’ when explaining their way to claim 

the managerial role (McGivern et al., 2015).  
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Papers 1 and 2 also contribute different approaches to professional-to-manager studies 

by studying this transition prospectively. The prospective study of professionals considering 

pursuing a managerial role adds novelty to the understanding of the processes of identity con-

struction that professionals engage in when considering managerial roles. The longitudinal ap-

proach in Paper 2 adds novelty to the understanding of how role models influence identity 

construction during the transition. This research approach provided knowledge about those 

who transitioned into new identities, but also about those who did not make the transition, 

which gave further nuances to the understanding of professionals in identity transitions. 

Although the studies in Papers 1 and 2 contribute theoretically and methodologically to 

the understanding of professionals’ identity transitions towards a managerial identity, they may 

also make even broader contributions. I argue that the findings may also be relevant to occu-

pational groups other than professional teachers. Further, the findings may be relevant not only 

for individuals making transitions upward in an organizational hierarchy, but for all individuals 

who make transitions of all kinds within and between organizations, and across the public and 

private sectors. 

Practical implications of identity studies 

The findings of Papers 1 and 2 are accompanied by some practical implications. As 

previously mentioned, management training is often mandatory in order to hold a managerial 

position in public organizations (Tomlinson, O’Reilly, & Wallace, 2013) and huge amounts of 

money and resources are devoted to such training programmes (Seidle, Fernandez, & Perry, 

2016). The findings of Paper 1 suggest that professionals attending such programmes are not 

necessarily certain about pursuing a managerial career. This may have consequences such as 

individuals dropping out later in the process, which has economic consequences for the munic-

ipalities that provide funding. I should stress that the paper does not identify a relation between 

specific motives and whether a participant drops out. However, the professionals in this study 

show great variation in their motivations for commencing these expensive programmes, and it 

may be beneficial to ensure that admission procedures address the strengths of candidates’ 

professional identities and their motivations for applying. Paper 2 adds to this by demonstrating 

the importance of role models in role identity transitions. Thus, programmes may seek to ensure 

that their participants have role models. As role models can be found both inside and outside 

the workplace, the programme organizers may merely include the aspirants’ current managers. 
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These managers could even attend some of the sessions to ensure that they become aware of 

their importance in the transition. 

 

Contributions to public HRM literature 

Paper 3 makes contributions to the public HRM literature by providing an understanding of the 

use of recruitment and selection practices in the public sector and how public sector character-

istics influence frontline managers’ implementation of these practices. By combining a public 

sector characteristic, namely red tape, with public recruitment and selection, which is an under-

research area, the paper’s findings contribute to both research on red tape and public recruit-

ment and selection. This is elaborated in the following subsections:  

First, as little research exist about recruitment and selection practices in the public sec-

tor, this paper answers a call for knowledge on these topics (Løkke, forthcoming). The paper’s 

findings suggest that frontline managers establish recruitment objectives as a first step in the 

recruitment process. These objectives include the number of positions to fill, the type of appli-

cants to attract in terms of qualifications and competencies, the time frame for filling the posi-

tions and requirements concerning academic results (Breaugh, 2008; Breaugh & Starke, 2000). 

Moreover, the findings illustrate that public frontline managers select new professionals to join 

their organization based on values and cultural fit with the organization (Allen, Ericksen, & 

Collins, 2013; Collins & Smith, 2006; McClean & Collins, 2011).  

Second, although previous research indicates that regulative pressures constrain HRM 

and recruitment practices (Boon & Verhoest, 2018), the influence of red tape on public recruit-

ment and selection practices was previously unexplored. Research on the topic primarily stud-

ies on how administrative burdens have a negative impact on the applicants and their intentions 

to apply and intentions to stay in the recruitment process (e.g. Linos & Riesch, 2020; Sievert, 

Vogel & Feeney, 2020). Thus, the paper contributes with knowledge about formalizations and 

administrative burdens at later stages in the recruitment process; specifically one of the initial 

stages and one of the final stages. The paper contributes by showing that perceptions of red 

tape hinder frontline managers’ use of the studied recruitment and selection practices, propos-

edly through lack of authority to implement the practices or by affecting their commitment and 

engagement to conduct the specific recruitment and selection practices (Blom, Borst, & Voorn, 

2020; DeHart-Davis & Pandey, 2005; van Loon, Leisink, Knies, & Brewer, 2016).  
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Third, previous research show that the longer individuals have been in their current 

position, the less perceived red tape (Pandey, Coursey, & Moynihan, 2007). However, we 

contribute with findings showing that despite a long leadership tenure, long-serving frontline 

leaders are just as frustrated by red tape as frontline leaders with shorter tenures, and are there-

fore still affected in their recruitment and selection practices. 

Fourth, previous theory argued that it is important to acknowledge the role of frontline 

managers in the implementation of HR practices in the public sector (Knies, Leisink, & van de 

Schoot, 2020; Wright & Nishii, 2004). Mainly as there is a big difference between the intended 

HR practices (designed by senior management), the implemented HR practices (typically im-

plemented by frontline managers), and perceived HR practices expressed by employees (Knies 

et al., 2020; Wright & Nishii, 2004). Thus, by surveying public frontline managers, the paper’s 

findings also contribute to the understanding of how frontline managers are shaping HRM and 

implementing HR practices in the public sector (Boselie, Van Harten, & Veld, 2021).  

Practical implications of recruitment study 

The findings of Paper 3 also have practical implications, as described in the paper. First, 

HR managers should be aware that the perception of red tape can challenge the implementation 

of recruitment and selection practices. Thus, they should pay attention to the mechanisms of 

red tape and try to reduce frontline managers’ feelings of alienation and constraint in the re-

cruitment and selection process. According to previous research on red tape, this can be done 

by ensuring clarity about frontline managers’ responsibilities in the recruitment and selection 

process without eliminating their discretion, because this may reduce feelings of alienation and 

constraint (Op de Beeck, Wynen, & Hondeghem, 2016). Another idea could be to jointly define 

areas of responsibility for the different practices in the recruitment and selection process, or to 

have administrative assistants provide frontline managers with services such as interpreting 

formal rules and making it clear to them what they can and cannot do (Pandey, Coursey, & 

Moynihan, 2007). 

Although a very difficult task, it is also suggested that public sector organizations 

should work towards reducing red tape because it ultimately may affect the organization’s 

overall performance. Based on previous research, it is suggested that public organizations could 

adopt so-called coping cultures, characterized by creative problem-solving and risk-taking 

(Pandey et al., 2007). In these established cultures, people make strategies to work around bur-
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densome rules rather than bemoan them, thereby coping with the situation. It might be benefi-

cial to promote a culture where frontline managers respond more adaptively to the rules and 

regulations laid before them (Pandey et al., 2007). 

An overview over the three papers’ theoretical contributions and practical implications is pre-

sented in Table 7.2. 
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Table 7.2: Overview over the papers’ theoretical contributions and practical implications 

Paper Paper 1 Paper 2 Paper 3 

Theoretical  

contributions 

Contributes to identity con-

struction literature by showing: 

 Differences between iden-

tity work and identity play 

and their antecedents; 

 Different ways of engaging 

in identity work and iden-

tity play. 

 

Contributes to literature on 

public professionals by show-

ing: 

 That the strength of the 

professional identity is not 

always strong; 

 That reasons for pursuing 

managerial roles can be 

found in past, present and 

future issues, and may be 

unrelated to the manage-

rial role. 

 

Contributes to research on 

identity construction by: 

 Introducing a new type of 

role model, the perceived 

ideal; 

 Showing how role mod-

els should be considered 

dynamic in identity transi-

tions rather than static; 

  Showing that role mod-

els can influence identity 

transitions in enabling 

and constraining ways. 

Contributes to public HRM 

literature by: 

 Focusing on frontline 

managers’ implementa-

tion of recruitment and 

selection practices, and 

the influence of red tape 

on this implementation. 

 Showing that private 

sector instruments are 

also implemented in the 

public sector. 

 Showing that red tape is 

negatively associated 

with establishment of ini-

tial recruitment objec-

tives and selection based 

on values and fit.  

 

Practical 

implications 

 Practical implications to 

leadership development 

programmes educating 

future managers who 

may take the findings into 

consideration in their ad-

mission procedures. 

Mainly, as participants 

vary in their motivation 

(some without motivation 

to pursue a managerial 

role).  

 Practical implications to 

leadership development 

programmes educating 

future managers who 

may put more attention 

to the influence that role 

models play in identity 

transitions when planning 

the content of the pro-

gramme and involve-

ment of participants’ 

managers. 

 Practical implication to 

HR managers who may 

consider ensuring clarity 

about frontline manag-

ers’ responsibilities in the 

recruitment and selec-

tion process to minimize 

potential feelings of con-

straint and alienation.  

 Practical implications to 

public sector organiza-

tions who may consider 

working towards reduc-

ing red tape through so-

called coping cultures.   
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Altogether, the studies advance insights on managerial identity construction and implementa-

tion of recruitment and selection practices in a public context. However, knowledge derived 

from the studies may not only be beneficial to public organizations and professionals transi-

tioning into managerial roles. It may also be beneficial to private organizations and for all 

individuals who make transitions of all kinds within and between organizations. 

 

Limitations and grounds for future research 

Naturally, the studies in this dissertation also has limitations, which are presented in the fol-

lowing. 

Papers 1 and 2 have the advantage of being prospective studies, focusing on the identity 

transition while it is happening. However, this approach also has its limitations, as I cannot 

ensure that the professionals actually go through the transition, and that they aspire to an un-

known identity when participating in the studies. In this dissertation, not all participants com-

pleted the transition towards a managerial identity. Thus, I welcome future longitudinal studies 

that include larger numbers of professionals, so that even more participants may go through 

the transition and contribute to knowledge about constructing a managerial identity. 

Paper 1 demonstrates that some professionals engage in identity work and identity play 

in the initial phase of their identity transitions. However, previous literature acknowledges that 

individuals move between phases of identity work and identity play during a transition (Ibarra 

& Petriglieri, 2010), a phenomenon which I have not investigated due to the cross-sectional 

research approach used in Paper 1. Therefore, I do not know how public professionals engage 

in these processes over time when constructing a managerial identity. Thus, I encourage future 

studies of identity work and identity play to adopt a longitudinal research design that may il-

lustrate variations in identity work and identity play over time. Moreover, the findings of Paper 

1 show that professionals’ motives for pursuing a managerial role had varying degrees of rela-

tionship to the managerial role itself. Based on the argument in SCT that some individuals may 

become group leaders because of their conformity to the group prototype (Hogg & Terry, 

2000), I encourage future studies to investigate the relationship between being a group leader 

and motives for pursuing managerial roles.  
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In line with the above, I recognize that the participants in Papers 1 and 2 were likely 

not at exactly the same place in their transitions when the studies began, despite being ap-

proached at a LDP. Because individuals continuously contest and negotiate their identities in-

ternally and in social interactions (Alvesson, Lee Ashcraft, & Thomas, 2008), some may have 

been contemplating becoming a manager for several years, whereas for others it may have been 

a recent decision. This might be reflected in differences in their engagement in identity play 

and identity work, and in their choice of role models. Additionally, I do not believe that their 

transitions ends when they become managers. Identity construction is an ongoing process, and 

I have illuminated a part of this construction in the studies. However, I welcome research that 

tries to identify which kinds of individuals may be more alike in terms of their managerial 

identity construction, although this appears to be a very challenging task. One approach could 

be to follow individuals from when they graduate as teachers and throughout their entire career. 

In addition to this, it should also be considered whether individuals initiate an identity 

transition because they change roles, or if they initiate a role transition because they are con-

structing a new identity. In other words, what is the causative relation between a role transition 

and an identity transition? The relation may be dynamic and difficult to study, but I encourage 

future studies to acknowledge that it may not be as simple as presented in this dissertation. 

 Based on Paper 2, I encourage future studies about role models to consider age and 

tenure, based on the fact that Gibson (2003) proposes that individuals construe role models in 

different ways across the career span. For example, one might hypothesize that people with 

longer tenures have more role models, or that they are not highly sensitive to a lack of recog-

nition from role models because they are more confident in their positions. Moreover, I en-

courage studies to focus on gender in studies about professionals’ identity transition, as 

Hennekam (2016), for example, argues that female role models were important to female work-

ers transitioning into motherhood. 

Paper 3 also has some limitations that may guide future studies. The first limitations 

concern external validity, as data have only been collected in certain service areas in the Danish 

public sector. Thus, similar studies in other contexts may produce different findings. Second, 

as it is a cross-sectional study, it is not possible to definitively determine a causal relationship. 

In other words, it is not certain whether red tape influences the recruitment and selection prac-

tices, or whether it is the practices that enhance a perception of red tape. Such conclusions may 

be derived from future longitudinal studies. Third, the measures of red tape and recruitment 

and selection practices are derived from self-reported data. This raises the issue of common-
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method bias, although we combine the survey responses with administrative data as control 

variables. Although we try to control for common method variance through the design of the 

study’s procedure (cf. Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee, & Podsakoff, 2003), future research draw-

ing on other more objective data sources would strengthen the findings. Fourth, although we 

seek to theoretically derive different mechanisms that links red tape and recruitment and selec-

tion practices, we are not able to measure these mechanisms. Thus, future research may explore 

the mediators that may explain the link between frontline managers’ perception of red tape and 

the implementation of HR practices more in greater detail. 

 

Concluding remarks 

The two topics in this dissertation shared an interest in professionals; both as professionals 

pursuing managerial roles and professionals already in managerial roles. This was of special 

interest as professionals hold exclusive identities developed through training, qualifications, 

and socialization that enhance their social identity boundaries (Exworthy & Halford, 1999; 

McGivern et al., 2015). Consequently, moving from a professional role to a managerial role 

potentially involves moving away from a deeply rooted professional identity (Park & Faerman, 

2018). Besides challenging professionals when constructing a managerial identity, the profes-

sional identity may also challenge professionals when implementing new HR practices when 

enacting managerial roles (Chen & Reay, 2020; Currie et al., 2020). For example, research 

shows that professionals avoid practices that challenge the professional identity or practices 

that are not perceived as valuable to the professional identity (Chen & Reay, 2020; Currie et 

al., 2020). Thus, it was found relevant to study professionals’ managerial identity construction 

and frontline managers’ implementation of HR practices in the public sector. 

Thereby, the two topics in this dissertation together contributes to more knowledge on 

professionals becoming or being managers in the public sector. However, more knowledge can 

be derived, and I sincerely hope that other scholars share my interest in professionals and con-

tinue working on different topics that can contribute to a deeper understanding of professionals, 

professional-to-manager transitions and professional managers. 
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