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Emotions and identity work: Emotions as discursive resources in the constitution of 

junior professionals’ identities 
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Abstract 

For junior professionals, notions of professional identity established during their education 

are often called into question in the early stages of their professional careers. The workplace 

gives rise to identity challenges that manifest in significant emotional struggles. However, 

while extant literature highlights how emotions trigger and accompany identity work, the 

constitutive role of emotions in identity work is under-researched. In this article, we analyse 

how junior professionals mobilize emotions as discursive resources for identity work. 

Drawing on an empirical study of junior architects employed in professional service firms, 

we examine how professional identities, imbued with varying forms of discipline and agency, 

are discursively represented. The study makes two contributions to the literature on emotions 

and identity work. First, we identify three key identity work strategies (idealizing, reframing, 

and distancing) that are bound-up in junior architects’ emotion talk. We suggest that these 

strategies act simultaneously as a coping mechanism and as a disciplinary force in junior 

architects’ efforts to constitute themselves as professionals. Second, we argue that identity 

work may not always lead to the accomplishment of a positive sense of self but can express a 

sense of disillusionment that leads to the constitution of dejected professional identities. 
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Introduction 

What role do emotions play in the constitution of professional selves? Within management and 

organisation studies there is a growing number of studies seeking to redress the longstanding 

‘empirical neglect of emotion’ in organisations (Sturdy, 2003: 86). A significant body of 

literature has developed our understanding of how emotions are aspects of our social selves, 

constituted within socially constructed systems of discourse and practice (Ashforth and 

Humphrey, 1995; Coupland et al., 2008; Edwards, 1999; Fineman, 2006). Researchers have 

argued that language, discourse, and social interaction constitute rather than merely reflect 

reality (Putnam et al., 2016). In this view, the identity work of professionals, understood as 

individuals’ interpretive efforts to construct a coherent sense of self in relation to others 

(Wright et al., 2012), is increasingly seen as an emotional endeavour. However, while prior 

research has described emotions as triggers and outcomes of identity work, the constitutive role 

of emotions in identity work remains less clear (Brown, 2015; Winkler, 2016). In rapidly 

changing work contexts (Barley et al., 2017), where idealized professional identities (e.g. 

Knights and Clarke, 2014) are challenged, studies have not focused on the interplay between 

emotions and identity work. As Winkler (2016: 8) notes, ‘whether emotional experiences of 

identity challenges inform particular identity strategies and to what extent these strategies are 

in turn accompanied by emotions [with particular identity effects] constitute important research 

questions’.   

In this article, we examine how junior architects employed in large professional service 

firms navigate discrepancies between ‘ideal selves’, understood as ‘culturally situated and 

discursively constructed expectations of whom one should be’ (Wieland, 2010: 511), and lived 

experiences of work. Our focus is on the ways in which junior architects navigate the 

challenges of coming to terms with professional work. In so doing, we draw on and contribute 

to the emerging literature on emotions as discursive resources for identity work (Coupland et 



 

  

al., 2008; Marsh and Musson, 2008; Zembylas, 2003b; Zembylas, 2005). In these studies, 

emotions are conceptualized as socially constructed within specific discursive regimes (Hardy 

and Phillips, 2004; Kornberger and Brown, 2007), ‘rather than simply as personal, 

psychological and individual phenomena’ (Zembylas, 2003a: 217). Discursive regimes serve 

to discipline individuals’ understandings of professional identity and constitute the space 

within which individuals position themselves to construct ‘versions’ of their professional 

selves (Ibarra, 1999; Sveningsson and Alvesson, 2003). Previous studies of professionals have 

foregrounded both the disciplinary effects of discourse (e.g. Alvesson et al., 2008; Gill, 2015) 

and the sophisticated agency of individuals in appropriating available discourses as they seek 

to reconcile professional identity misalignments (Bévort and Suddaby, 2016; Brown et al., 

2010; Hoyer and Steyaert, 2015; Pratt et al., 2006; Thornborrow and Brown, 2009).  

In this article, we make two contributions to discursive approaches to identity work. 

First, we use in-depth ethnographic data to identify specific identity work strategies 

characterizing junior architects’ emotion talk. We analyse how these strategies allow junior 

architects to cope with the discrepancies between their (normatively held) assumptions about 

being an architect and their lived experiences of professional work; while simultaneously 

exercising disciplinary effects that regulate the subjects’ sense of self. Second, we discuss how 

emotion talk is used as a discursive resource for junior architects’ identity work to produce 

particular ‘versions’ of self. While existing literature assumes that identity work strategies 

enable practitioners to ‘affirm’ positive identity positions (Brown, 2015), we challenge this 

assumption by considering identity work strategies that call into question the ‘ideal’ 

professional self as a ‘false promise’ generating a sense of disillusionment in those who enact 

them.   

The remainder of the article is structured as follows. First, we provide a brief review of 

the social constructionist literature on the dynamics between discourse, emotions and identity 



 

  

work. We examine the discursively constructed nature of professional identities and the role of 

identity work strategies in organizational contexts that challenge the constitution of ‘ideal’ 

professional selves. We focus on the ways in which emotion talk plays an integral role in 

practitioners’ responses to these challenges. Second, we provide an account of our research 

framework, context and methods of data collection and analysis. Third, we analyse the emotion 

talk expressed in accounts of everyday work to shed new light on the role of emotions in 

constituting professional selves. We do so by attending to the range of identity work strategies 

that junior professionals deploy as they seek to navigate their world of work. We conclude with 

a discussion of our findings and their implications for future research and theory development. 

 

Discourse and emotions in junior professionals’ identity work 

Professional identities, we maintain, are constituted through the interplay of emotions, 

discourse and identity work. This view is predicated on understanding emotions as discursive 

resources for the enactment of professional identity (Coupland et al., 2008; Marsh and Musson, 

2008; Zembylas, 2005). As such, emotions are integral for identity work and the professional 

selves that are created therein (Winkler, 2016; Zembylas, 2003b). In developing this approach, 

our study draws on constructionist approaches which consider emotions as discursive resources 

that delimit individuals’ identity options and scope for agency (Clarke et al., 2009; Coupland 

et al., 2008; Lindgren et al., 2014; Moisander et al., 2016). Professional identities are 

constituted within discursive regimes that ‘provide materials and opportunities for individuals 

… to reflexively author accounts of their selves’ (Toyoki and Brown, 2014: 717). During the 

processes of identity construction, the words individuals use to describe their emotional 

experiences do not just act as sense-making devices; rather, they ‘establish’ the person whose 

identity is challenged (Winkler, 2016: 7).  



 

  

In this study, we are interested in the ways in which identity work negotiates tensions 

between normatively held assumptions about ‘ideal’ professional selves and the lived 

experiences of work (Knights and Clarke, 2014; Wieland, 2010). In seeking to navigate these 

identity related tensions, individuals engage in emotion talk (Bednarek, 2008), framed by and 

constituted in the situated discursive resources available to them. In the context of junior 

professionals, tensions between professional identity developed during formal training and the 

lived experiences of work are particularly prominent (e.g. Ibarra, 1999). Researchers have 

pointed out that established professionals such as lawyers (Harris, 2002) and doctors (Kyratsis 

et al., 2017; Pratt et al., 2006), for example, are socialized into discursive regimes through 

extensive professional training well before entering the workplace. Thus, their ‘ideal’ 

professional identities are preconfigured through specific discourses, including a sense of the 

appropriate emotions to enact (Sturdy et al., 2006). For instance, stereotypical notions of the 

architect as a creative and passionate genius (Heynen, 2012) permeate the expectations of 

junior architects who are often attracted to the excitement and ‘aura’ of creativity (Ekman, 

2013; Styhre and Gluch, 2009). However, similar to other identity challenging contexts such 

as career changes (Watson, 2008) and changes in work roles (Cascón-Pereira and Hallier, 

2012), the early stages of professional careers may exacerbate tensions between expectations 

of ‘ideal’ professional selves and the constraints of practice (Wieland, 2010). Identity work is 

often a ‘precarious accomplishment’ laden with complex emotions such as anxiety, fear, 

excitement, thrill and self-doubt (Beech et al., 2012; Beech et al., 2016; Gill, 2015; Knights 

and Clarke, 2014) when established notions of identity are called into question. 

Studies of identity work have increasingly attended to the strategies (e.g. Ibarra, 1999; 

Ibarra and Barbulescu, 2010; Pratt et al., 2006; Wei, 2012) and tactics (e.g. Beech et al., 2012; 

Kreiner et al., 2006; McInnes and Corlett, 2012) that individuals deploy to resolve such identity 

challenges. For instance, Pratt et al. (2006) demonstrate that junior doctors resolved 



 

  

mismatches between socialized professional identities and actual practice by using identity 

customization strategies. For junior practitioners who lacked confidence in the value of their 

roles, this included reverting back to their prior student identities, while surgical residents who 

were more confident about their professional identity as ‘surgeon’ added to or ‘patched’ their 

identities with alternative conceptualizations. These findings suggest that identity construction 

is a complex process whereby individuals experiment with ‘provisional’ (Ibarra, 1999), 

‘desired’ (Hoyer and Steyaert, 2015) or ‘aspirational’ selves (Thornborrow and Brown, 2009) 

in attempts to cope with identity challenges (Brown, 2015). Indeed, identity work may be seen 

as a ‘language of coping’ (Coupland et al., 2008), serving specific emotional needs such as 

security, self-protection and the enhancement of self-worth (Croft et al., 2015).  

Building on the notion of identity work as a coping mechanism, a considerable body of 

literature on identity work has argued that identity work strategies enable junior members to 

‘affirm’ positive, albeit provisional (Ibarra, 1999) or transitional (Pratt et al., 2006), identity 

positions. However, missing from these conceptualizations is a consideration of identity work 

producing precarious and insecure identity positions (Collinson, 2003; Knights and Willmott, 

1999; Knights and Clarke, 2014). The literature has focused on the ways in which individuals 

struggle with discursive regimes to maintain a secure sense of self (e.g. Gill, 2015), while 

neglecting ‘self-questioning’ or critical identity work that may never lead to the resolution of 

identity challenges (Beech et al., 2016). This emerging perspective suggests that identity work 

is also involved in the production of professional selves that ‘struggle to stay afloat’, rather 

than merely ‘struggling to come up’ (Beech et al., 2016: 508). 

We examine how junior professionals’ accounts of emotions (Coupland et al., 2008) 

discursively enact a particular identity with which to position themselves in social contexts 

(e.g. Wright et al., 2012). The ‘work’ professionals put into ‘scripting [emotions and feelings] 

to be fit for external consumption’ (Fineman, 2003: 20) invariably involves particular forms of 



 

  

emotional expression (e.g. dispassionate, calm), while other forms of expression may be 

suppressed (e.g. insecurity, anger) (Bednarek, 2008). However, while researchers have noted 

that discourses of professionalism are associated with particular displays of emotion or 

‘emotion management’ (Harris, 2002; Lawrence, 2004; Sturdy et al., 2006), few 

conceptualizations have attended to the constitutive role of emotions in identity work (Winkler, 

2016). From a discursive perspective, this brings into view how accounts of emotions constitute 

professional selves that enact (and project into the future) particular emotional experiences.  

In line with Kuhn (2009: 684), we suggest that emotions are discursive resources that 

can be employed strategically to ‘construct and maintain preferred versions of self’ while, at 

the same time, reproducing the discourses that constitute particular identity positions. While 

extant empirical research on professional identity has tended to foreground either agentic 

creativity in identity work or the disciplinary mechanisms involved, ‘focusing on discursive 

resources is one way to consider how identity work and identity regulation occur together’ 

(Wieland, 2010: 507). To do so is akin to the emerging view that particular forms of humour 

(e.g. irony, cynicism, sarcasm) may serve purposes of dis-identification or resistance in identity 

work while simultaneously reproducing the prevailing discursive regime (Fleming and Spicer, 

2003; Westwood and Johnston, 2011). Extending these insights, our argument is that the 

discursive practices that produce emotional engagement and detachment (e.g. Clarke et al., 

2009) play a central role in achieving the effects of disciplinary power. For instance, 

Thornborrow and Brown (2009) draw on Foucault’s understanding of the technologies of the 

self to highlight how paratroopers become wedded to an illusory quest for elite professional 

identities through the discursive resources available to them, thereby disciplining themselves 

through an emotional desire for idealized identities that they may never be able to fulfil. 

Professionals may develop strong emotional attachments to particular identities while other 

identity positions remain unrecognised. Conversely, Croft et al. (2015) show how nurse 



 

  

managers were able to emotionally detach themselves from previously held nursing identities 

and reframe their work in new managerial terms. Here, the process of emotional distancing 

allowed nurse managers to overcome emotional distress, thus freeing them from prior 

socializations and carving out a new scope for agency that created a sense of empowerment 

within the discursive regime. However, this form of identity work could also be seen to play a 

role in reinforcing increasingly dominant managerialist discourses within their organisations. 

In bringing these insights together, we maintain that the emotion talk of junior professionals 

exercises (self-)disciplinary power. As such, emotion talk shapes the professionals’ identity 

and (re-)produces particular forms of agency.  

To summarize, we conceptualize emotions as discursive resources for junior 

professionals’ identity work, as they seek to navigate discrepancies between idealized notions 

of professional identity and their situated experiences of work. We argue that junior 

professionals simultaneously constitute themselves and are constituted as emotional beings 

through talk about the day-to-day experiences of work – that is, we see emotions as a discursive 

accomplishment (Coupland et al., 2008; Marsh and Musson, 2008) in identity work. In 

deploying a discursive lens to identity work (Brown, 2017), however, our focus is not on how 

emotion discourses are imposed at an institutional level (Moisander et al., 2016). Rather, we 

are interested in how individuals’ situated emotion talk produces particular versions of 

professional identity that are locally available within the prevailing discursive regime. We 

focus specifically on how emotion talk is used as a discursive resource for junior professionals’ 

identity work strategies. We attend to the ways in which expressions of emotion with respect 

to professional work may affirm or undermine the enactment of positive constructions of 

identity. From this perspective, we examine: (1) what identity work strategies are bound-up in 

junior professionals’ emotion talk? (2), what implications do these have for the participants’ 



 

  

enactment of professional identity? To address these questions, we have focused on the 

experiences of 32 junior architects employed in professional service firms.  

 

Research design  

In line with other studies of identity work (Alvesson and Willmott, 2002; Boussebaa 

and Brown, 2017; Clarke et al., 2009; Sturdy et al., 2006; Wright et al., 2012), we used a 

qualitative research methodology. The research was conducted from an interpretive discursive 

perspective (Heracleous, 2004), to produce a rich account of emotions in relation to 

professional work which is ‘not only illustrative, but partly constitutive of how [work] life is 

thought about, felt and presented to others’ (Sturdy, 2003: 89). We focus on the emotion talk 

of early career architects who had five years or less of professional work experience. We do so 

for three reasons: First, focusing on newcomers ‘powerfully surfaces the nuances that 

characterize members’ worldviews in a given occupation’ (Anteby et al., 2016: 198). Second, 

a focus on junior members’ talk about work experiences has been regarded as essential for 

understanding ‘ideological dilemmas that face new entrants to a workplace’ (Coupland, 2001: 

1103). Third, ‘emotion-identity may be experienced more acutely’ during periods of life 

transition (Sturdy et al., 2006: 846). We analyse how junior architects express emotions in 

relation to their work as they negotiate pre-configured expectations of identity and their 

situated experiences of professional practices.   

 

Research context 

In-depth interview data was sampled from a larger ethnographic study of the changing 

nature of architectural work in four multidisciplinary professional service firms. While the 

firms vary in organizational structure and the types of projects they undertake, all of these firms 

are considered as prestigious workplaces that have an ‘elite identity’ (Alvesson and Robertson, 



 

  

2006; Costas and Fleming, 2009; Gill, 2015), attracting ambitious employees (Clarke et al., 

2009; Ekman, 2013). Although one firm is a relative newcomer to the market, three of these 

firms have been established for over fifty years, winning numerous national and international 

architecture awards. All of the firms have offices in global locations and are involved in large-

scale urban renewal projects. Each firm employs around 500 to 900 staff globally. Two firms 

are renowned as ‘strong idea firm[s]’ (Brown et al., 2010; Larson, 1993: 100) and their services 

include architecture, urban design, interior design and landscape architecture. The other two 

firms have different organizational structures and frequently work in collaboration with 

renowned design firms as executive architects, charged with the production and delivery of 

construction drawings. Nonetheless, an understanding of architecture as a predominantly 

creative venture (Blau, 1987; Brown et al., 2010; Larson, 1993) underpins the prestige of all 

of these firms.  

 

Data collection 

The first author collected all of the data for this study between September 2015 and 

November 2016. As a practicing architect she had relatively easy access to the firms and ‘the 

obvious advantage of opportunistic sampling’ (Knights and Clarke, 2014: 339). However, to 

counterbalance methodological dangers of losing objectivity and ‘going native’, the second 

and third researcher represent ‘outsiders’ that do not share the world-view of the subjects 

(Bévort and Suddaby, 2016: 24).  

Data were collected through observations, informal interactions and shadowing 

(Czarniawska, 2007). The first author had a hot desk in two of the offices for a period of twelve 

months, during which she observed the daily activities of around 120-140 architects in each 

firm as well as shadowing three participants for six months from September 2015 to March 

2016. In addition, the first author was present on a daily basis, attending meetings, lunches and 



 

  

in-house training programs (Ekman, 2013). In total, the records contain about 200 pages of 

field notes.  

In this article, we report data from thirty-two in-depth, open-ended interviews with 15 

female and 17 male junior architects aged between 24 and 35 years. The respondents all 

volunteered to participate in the research. Much of the data presented in this article is drawn 

from informal conversations with the architects during the course of their daily work activities 

as well as from semi-structured interviews in which the questions were ‘open-ended’ 

(Coupland, 2001) to avoid prompting the respondents in a particular direction. These informal 

conversations were recorded when possible and transcribed verbatim. While most of these 

conversations took place in the open-plan offices where the respondents worked, on the few 

occasions where respondents were uncomfortable about expressing themselves freely at work, 

private conversations were arranged in a meeting room or outside the office.  

The conversations typically lasted between one and one-and-a-half hours. On average, 

each interview transcript had a length of 6,000-8,000 words. Respondents were first asked how 

they experienced daily work and routine tasks. In particular, we solicited accounts about the 

demands of their work and those work situations in which they experienced stress (Haines and 

Saba, 2012; Lively, 2002). The open-ended questions gave the architects opportunities to shape 

the conversations and reveal their emotions in response to their experiences of work (Hay, 

2014). To preserve anonymity, names have been changed and the firms are not identified.  

Data analysis 

We analysed our data informed by an understanding that identities are mobilized in talk 

(Coupland, 2001; Ybema et al., 2009) and that identity work is not ‘emotionally neutral’  

(Beech, 2008). In line with our discursive perspective, our level of analysis is not the 

individuals and their utterances but the overall data set and its patterning (Coupland et al., 

2008). While we recognize that our findings have been shaped by the personal attributes, work 



 

  

experiences and cultural constructs (Kosmala and Herrbach, 2006) of our participants, these 

accounts tap into available frames of reference, forming discursive patterns. Our interest, thus, 

is not in individual identities per se but in ‘forms of discursive positioning’ articulated by the 

respondents (Kuhn, 2009: 683).  

We derive the framework for our findings from the language used by respondents to 

explicate their complex lived experiences of work (Schwandt, 1994). In keeping with the nature 

of grounded theory investigations, we moved between data and theory in iterative ‘steps’ 

(Strauss and Corbin, 1988). It should be noted that while we refer to these broad movements 

as steps, there were several iterations between data and theory. As such, our analysis comprised 

three main steps. In the first step of the data analysis, we used open coding in which data were 

reviewed line by line to generate first order codes. Initially transcripts were explored for the 

way that junior architects talked about their identities. For example, initially we identified three 

key identities (the ‘wannabe starchitect’, the ‘tech-head’ and the ‘CAD monkey’) that our 

respondents enacted in seeking to bridge the discrepancies between their lived experience of 

professional work and their (normatively held) assumptions about being an architect. Notably, 

these identities were not fixed for the individuals, i.e. the same individual may have been 

enacting a different identity in particular circumstances (e.g. on a different project, project-

phase or in a different firm) (Wright et al., 2012).  

Next, we coded for the respondents’ emotional responses to their work, their 

explanation of these experiences (Rowlands and Handy, 2012) and how these influenced their 

self-views. During this process, we began to identify aggregate dimensions that captured the 

emerging identity work strategies. In the second step, we reviewed the expressive or emotional 

content of the data (Coupland et al., 2008) and compared the emotion talk of different 

respondents to identify commonalities and differences. Finally, we examined the transcripts to 

analyse the identity work strategies that these different forms of emotion talk enabled. In our 



 

  

final step, we discussed the emergent findings and continued to refine our analysis in relation 

to extant literature (Cohen et al., 2005; Coupland et al., 2008; Kreiner et al., 2006; Kuhn, 2009) 

which led to three aggregate dimensions: (1) idealizing; (2) reframing; and (3) distancing (see 

Table 1). These strategies, which are the focus of our analysis, represent distinct but inter-

related strands of junior architects’ identity work that illustrate the complex interactions 

between available discourses and their sense of professional self.  

 

----INSERT TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE---- 

 

Identity work strategies of junior architects 

In this section, we present the three overarching identity work strategies that emerged 

in the participants’ emotion talk about their work – idealizing, reframing and distancing. These 

strategies constituted distinctly different responses to the mismatch that junior architects 

perceived between an idealized professional identity and their lived experiences of work. As 

illustrated in the following, these strategies were also tied to the enactment of three discursively 

constructed identities (‘wannabe starchitects’, ‘tech-heads’ and ‘CAD monkeys’). An account 

of the analysis follows, with extracts from transcribed interviews to elucidate the strategies and 

identity positions enacted by the participants.  

Idealizing 

In the ‘idealizing’ identity work strategy, participants emphasized those aspects of 

architectural work that they valued, such as the aesthetic impact of high-profile projects and 

the creativity involved in contributing to such endeavours. While junior architects’ daily work 

rarely reflected such experiences of creativity, their accounts foregrounded the ‘promise’ of 

future self-actualization through creative work. Twelve respondents talked at length about a 

vision of their ‘future self’, by stating ‘I wannabe… [doing, designing, being that]’. These 



 

  

respondents talked passionately about the high-profile projects that their firms undertook and 

thereby invoked a sense of future gratification (‘I wannabe able to go, “hey I designed that”’, 

Ben, graduate, two years’ experience). The respondents talked about feeling privileged to work 

in prestigious firms (i.e. firms linked to ‘excellent designs’, ‘beautiful buildings’, and ‘award 

winning projects’) and saw their employment as an opportunity to become directors and lead 

designers in an achievement-oriented environment. Central to this understanding were 

idealized notions of creative freedom and proximity to fame. That is, the perceived creative 

freedom and recognition of becoming a future celebrity ‘starchitect’ (McNeill, 2009) provided 

a legitimate context for the enactment of the ‘wannabe starchitect’ professional identity. 

Participants who positioned themselves in this way talked with enthusiasm about their work 

and used positive emotion-labels (Coupland et al., 2008) such as ‘passionate’, ‘valuable, and 

‘cool’ to construct a sense of themselves as elite professionals. For example:  

 

I mean look around…people are cool here… I mean I used to drive past [project] and 

[project]…they are coo1! I mean those awesome floating roofs [etcetera]… these are 

seriously high-profile projects and that’s why I’m here…I wannabe designing that 

(Mick, graduate, two years’ experience). 

In this account, the aesthetic qualities of the project are idealized as ‘cool’ and thus a 

lure for achieving future public recognition and renown. Importantly, the aspirations of 

‘wannabe starchitects’ to become directors and designers were firmly tied to the emotional 

rewards that derive from working on high profile projects in prestigious ‘glamour industries’ 

(Rowlands and Handy, 2012: 658).  

Despite the regular emphasis on aspects of work that were synonymous with being elite 

professionals, the participants also acknowledged that ‘non-architectural’ aspects of their work 

caused emotional distress. For example, as this respondent points out: ‘You’ve got to put in the 



 

  

time and build your networks…that’s so important in this business…if you’re just working 9 

to 5, you won’t get far’ (Karol, graduate, two years’ experience). In this account, the respondent 

emphasises that social aspects of their work, such as networking, often involve working in 

ways that have little to do with creativity and design. However, this was accepted as ‘par for 

the course’ towards achieving emotional and material rewards associated with a future high-

profile career. Similarly, this respondent acknowledged the stress of working long hours: 

 

The pressure can be crazy. Well sometimes it’s like ‘do you sleep? no you can’t do 

that’!! Sometimes you have to work longer hours just to compete…but I still think 

that architects are really lucky (Rumi, graduate, three years’ experience). 

 

In this case, the experience of ‘having to work long hours to compete’ is redeemed by feeling 

‘lucky’. Through talking in this way, the speaker transcends the immediate pressures of 

working long hours. Despite sleepless nights in the pursuit of the ideal, the respondent is 

excited because she considers the creative aspects of her work important. She deals with this 

by stating ‘I still get to impact design every day of the week’. In these accounts, the ‘creative 

thrills’ of design work are emphasized. Similarly, when Kate was asked how she felt about 

consistently working long hours, she responded: ‘So you have to take risks, you have to take 

responsibilities, sometimes you have to take on more than you can handle’ (Kate, graduate, 

two years’ experience). In this example, the emphasis is on acceptance of risk despite potential 

damage to emotional well-being. The emotional rewards of taking such ‘heroic action’ 

(Lindgren et al., 2014; Wright et al., 2012) constituted part of the excitement of being creative. 

Collectively, these examples demonstrate how idealizing emotion talk constituted the 

professional identity of the wannabe starchitect in ways that helped junior architects transcend 

their immediate emotional struggles of working in a high-pressure environment. 



 

  

 

Reframing 

A significant discursive theme in the participants’ accounts was a recurring emphasis 

on the role of digital design tools as vehicles to afford creative freedom (Boland et al., 2007). 

In these accounts, respondents mitigated the challenges of constantly learning to engage with 

new technologies and the pressures of working long hours by ‘reframing’ their work as play. 

For instance, Claire, a student, vividly captures this experience when she states, ‘I love 3-D!’ 

Here, technical expertise is constructed as ‘a powerful thing’ for ‘everyone wants it [3-D 

modelling] done’, despite the participants’ lack of professional experience in other areas. As 

Tim explains: 

 

Anytime I get told to do exactly what I should do is probably when I don’t enjoy my 

work…if I’d been model making [physical models] the whole time I’ve been here I 

would say I hate doing that…but…I work on [parametric software] stuff all day 

long…so yeah it’s kinda cool. (Tim, graduate, three years’ experience) 

 

The example is illustrative of the performative significance of emotion talk (e.g. ‘don’t 

enjoy my work’, ‘hate doing that’) as a discursive resource for the enactment of professional 

identity. In these accounts, making representations of buildings in the form of a physical model 

built by hand is expressed with strong emotion talk using terms such as ‘hate’ and ‘tedious and 

boring’, whereas working with 3-D tools is considered ‘cool’.  

Junior architects working in computational design teams variously referred to 

themselves as ‘techies’, ‘tech-heads’ and ‘techie-team’. In contrast to the wannabe starchitects’ 

aspirations to become lead designers and directors in their firms, these respondents spoke 

enthusiastically about their technical work practices. Junior architects adopting the tech-head 



 

  

identity talked of feeling valued in the project teams which mitigated the ‘potentially negative 

consequences these descriptions may have had for their professional identity’ (Coupland et al., 

2008: 337). Researchers have noted that the ability to find a niche in which one feels valued is 

‘a crucial survival tactic in the early days of professional life, when expert knowledge is 

obviously lacking’ (Anderson-Gough et al., 2000: 1156). 

Particularly common in tech-head talk were accounts of ‘tech toys’, that is, state-of-the-art 

hardware and software, in which individuals conflated work with play. For instance, Tim 

described how playing with new technologies is fun: 

 

I love making things work…so, people [in the office] will come to me with all sorts of 

issues [software] and for me it’s just fun, not work really. So, like one day I might be 

playing with a new plug-in [software] or creating a macro … it’s good fun (Tim, 

graduate, two years’ experience). 

 

In these accounts, work is constructed as a light-hearted activity and is synonymous 

with fun, that is, voluntary and sustained by emotional rewards such as personal enjoyment. 

Expressions such as ‘love it’; ‘love being here’, and ‘love making it’, mitigated the challenges 

of constantly learning to engage with new technologies and the pressures of doing ‘all-

nighters’.  

 

keeping a hold of these different technologies is challenging…but I love it … like we 

developed some components for Grasshopper™ that allowed to us to do parametric 

diagrams…of course there are stressful times, like when … we’ve worked all night 

(Lee, graduate, three years’ experience). 

 



 

  

Despite acknowledging ‘stressful times’ may lead to emotional exhaustion, these 

emotional demands were mitigated by presenting work as enjoyable and valuable (e.g. ‘but I 

love it’). In summary, by reframing their work as play, the tech-heads enacted their professional 

identity in line with the identity that they claimed and aspired to be as architects (i.e. valued 

experts). 

 

Distancing 

In stark contrast to the identity work strategies of idealizing and reframing that helped 

junior architects cope with identity challenges, some junior architects called into question the 

idealized identity of the ‘creative’ architect as unattainable. Describing themselves as ‘CAD 

monkeys’, these participants adopted a position of cynical distance that was sustained by 

negative emotion talk. Several participants repeatedly described doing Computer Aided Design 

(CAD) work as a ‘tedious’ and ‘boring’ everyday reality, thereby challenging the notion of 

creative self-actualization through work. The emotion talk in these accounts was dejected as 

respondents talked about a sense of disillusionment about their professional future. 

That many of these conversations with respondents occurred in private, for example, in a 

meeting room or outside the office, is significant. The CAD monkeys were reluctant to express 

themselves freely in large open plan offices since they were concerned about the potential 

repercussions of being overheard, including being isolated and loss of employment. 

Participants who described themselves as CAD monkeys spoke of being a ‘drawing machine’, 

always ‘preparing options’ or ‘making amendments’. Emma’s way of explaining her daily 

work is illustrative of the dejected emotion talk of the CAD monkeys: 

 

It’s a joke when students come in [to the firm] and think, “I’m going to design 

something”! Actually we [graduates] are just CADing things all day, it’s all options, 



 

  

options, options... we are just CAD monkeys! (Emma, graduate, three years’ 

experience) 

 

These comments highlight two points. First, Emma questions the creativity in her work 

practices by being cynical and saying, ‘it’s a joke’, while distancing herself from the group she 

is describing. In these accounts, cynicism is a means of protecting oneself while challenging 

the idealized professional identity of the architect as a passionate creative genius (Heynen, 

2012). Paradoxically, however, cynical distance still supported existing ideologies in the firms 

because individuals continued to perform what was expected of them (Fleming and Spicer, 

2003; Kärreman and Alvesson, 2009).  

Second, Emma invokes camaraderie by using ‘we’ while assuming a pejorative stance 

with the phrase ‘we are just CAD monkeys’. The disappointment is evident in this emotion talk 

since Emma describes her work as repetitive and bereft of creative expression. As one graduate 

notes, ‘[In this firm] the directors do all the designing’. Typically, expressions of frustration 

and isolation arose from what junior architects saw as their lack of autonomy and creativity, as 

this respondent explains: 

 

[W]e’re the CAD monkeys… doing the same thing [drawings] again and 

again…sometimes I think we’re invisible until there’s a deadline and then suddenly 

everyone’s on my case...shouting “where’s that drawing? Where’s that bloody 

package?” Don’t have time to think you know…the deadlines are crazy …like I’m a 

machine (Dev, graduate, two years’ experience). 

 

For this respondent, the production of architectural drawings is akin to ‘being a 

machine’, emphasizing the mundaneity of repetitive and routine tasks. Equally, the CAD 



 

  

monkeys expressed a sense of emotional isolation (i.e. being invisible), as respondents 

explained that their work entailed long periods of producing standardized drawings. For 

instance: ‘I’ve been on the same project for 4 years...It’s so frustrating, we’re doing the same 

things over and over (Amir, graduate, five years’ experience). For these respondents, the 

experience of isolation provoked feelings of despair and a desire to escape their meaningless 

work, as encapsulated in this account: 

 

This is not what I signed up for… you know you study forever [5 years], it’s so 

stressful and then you end up in a bloody basement… a CAD monkey… I don’t even 

wannabe an architect anymore (Kylie, graduate, two years’ experience). 

 

Here, the emotion talk expressed a need to dissociate from an idealized professional 

identity altogether. Evident across these accounts was a perceived mismatch between the 

expectations of what an architect ought to do and the work that junior professionals were 

actually able to engage in. Particularly on large-scale projects, where drawing tasks took on 

epic proportions, one participant described her frustrations as ‘cringe moments’: 

 

My cringe moments are when you’re going through [construction] documentation … 

it can be really boring because you’re doing the same thing over and over again 

[sighs]…it’s like ‘Ohhh here we go another like door schedule, another window 

schedule!’ (Jed, graduate, four years’ experience) 

 

In these accounts, emotion talk of frustrations and unmet expectations became a 

resource for the enactment of a self-deprecating, albeit cynical professional identity – the CAD 

monkey. The emotion talk of the CAD Monkeys emphasised insecurities about employment 



 

  

(‘there’s people lined up waiting for jobs’, Shalini, graduate, one year experience) that created 

significant emotional anxiety. Cutting across our data were themes of low pay, long hours and 

uncertainty over employment (Deamer, 2014). Thus, perhaps not surprisingly, the emotion talk 

of these respondents conveyed a sense of being ‘stuck’ and a questioning of professional 

identity manifest in the use of self-deprecating terms and cynicism. 

 

Discussion 

In this article, we have so far examined junior architects’ emotion talk about their work 

as a discursive resource for the constitution of professional identity. We have found that junior 

architects draw upon notions of an ‘ideal’ (Wieland, 2010) professional self that stands in 

conflict with their experiences of practice. Our findings demonstrate that junior architects’ 

emotion talk is bound-up in a range of identity work strategies and identity positions that 

respond to this identity challenge. In this section, we first discuss our findings to further our 

two key contributions to the literature. We then briefly highlight some limitations of the study 

and implications for future research, before drawing broader conclusions. 

 

Emotion talk as a coping and disciplinary mechanism 

Our first contribution is to studies that take a discursive approach to identity work 

(Ainsworth and Hardy, 2004; Alvesson et al., 2008; Kreiner et al., 2006). In this view, identities 

are theorized as ‘constituted through situated practices of language use’ (Brown, 2017: 301). 

Recently, discursive research has begun to emphasise the agentic strategies by which people 

construct and negotiate professional or work-based identities (Coupland, 2001; Watson, 2009). 

Our study examined the identity work strategies in which junior architects engaged. 

Specifically, we draw insight into the central role of emotion talk for identity work strategies. 

While identity work is often treated as a ‘single undifferentiated category of activity’ (Huber 



 

  

and Brown, 2017: 1120), our analysis emphasised three identity work strategies: idealizing, 

reframing and distancing. Our argument is that these strategies allowed junior professionals to 

‘cope’ in a variety of ways with the mismatch between idealized professional identities and 

their lived experiences of work, while at the same time exercising disciplinary effects on its 

subjects.  

First, talk about the excitement of future creative work, heroic action, and privilege (re-

)produced and (re-)enforced previously held idealized notions about ‘who an architect is’. 

Through idealizing the creative and prestigious aspects of professional identity, junior 

members created the prospect of a ‘starchitect’ identity that promised future public recognition 

and renown (Kaiser et al., 2008). This emotion talk enabled junior architects to transcend the 

immediacy of their present emotional struggles (McNay, 1999: 330) (e.g. long work hours, 

harsh deadlines) by projecting a future that held significant emotional rewards. Emotional 

rewards have been understood as gratifying, such that the individual may gain an enormous 

sense of personal satisfaction, despite the exhaustion of having to deal with emotional 

challenges (Zembylas, 2005: 944). Thus, by constructing a ‘future perfect’ (Pitsis et al., 2003) 

in positive and exciting terms, junior architects were able to ‘resolve problems, relieve 

emotional stress, and stay on track toward achieving their goals’ (Brown et al., 2005: 792). 

Researchers have argued that idealized ‘aspirational’ identities harness ‘people’s need for 

public and self-esteem’ and yet, produce individuals that ‘strive continuously to be more 

prototypically conforming’ (Thornborrow and Brown, 2009: 371). Our data suggests that 

emotion talk plays a central role in rendering the projected future attractive and desirable, even 

if the ideal is unattainable. In this way, idealizing was not only an individual coping strategy; 

it also played an important role in the constitution of ‘productive’ members of the team that 

acted in line with the achievement-oriented standards of high-performance firms. 



 

  

Second, through reframing work as play, junior architects found another route to 

constructing their identity as valuable and distinct (Sveningsson and Alvesson, 2003; Watson, 

2008). Our findings demonstrate that technical competence gave junior architects a platform 

through which they could differentiate their professional identity from other junior architects. 

Researchers have pointed out that in multi-disciplinary work contexts a professional-technical 

expert is often construed as a ‘narrow professional identity’ (Spence and Carter, 2014: 959). 

Yet by drawing upon emotional expressions such as, ‘fun’, ‘cool’ and ‘enjoyable’, the tech-

heads were able to construct their work in playful and creative terms (Ashforth and Humphrey, 

1995). Reframing technical work tasks as play thus constituted an effective strategy for 

mitigating potentially negative consequences that the tech-head label may have had (Coupland 

et al., 2008). However, the tech-heads’ emotion talk about the value and creativity of technical 

work simultaneously reinforced the effects of disciplinary power. That is, in becoming wedded 

to the notion of elite ‘creative’ identities, tech-heads also became willing contributors to the 

prevailing performance regime. These findings align with prior empirical studies into workers 

engaged in other creative industries such as film (Rowlands and Handy, 2012), television (Lee, 

2012), music (Siciliano, 2016), new media work (Gill, 2002), opera and games companies 

(Tuori and Vilén, 2011), which suggest that the discursive legitimacy and appeal of creative 

work masks negative aspects of work such as low pay and market uncertainty.  

Third, while idealizing and reframing may be seen as strategies that provided 

opportunities for junior architects to transcend or mitigate emotional struggles, the cynical and 

self-deprecating emotion talk of the CAD monkeys constituted a pejorative identity that 

expressed feelings of frustration, isolation, and disillusionment (Sotirin and Gottfried, 1999). 

Our findings suggest that these practitioners distanced themselves from preconfigured notions 

of an ‘ideal’ professional self (Wieland, 2010) by calling into question the possibility of its 

practical accomplishment. We see this as a process of emotional detachment (Croft et al., 2015) 



 

  

that helped CAD monkeys cope with the mismatch between their idealized professional self 

and the lack of creativity and autonomy that characterized their daily practice.  

On one level, cynicism as a form of emotion talk played an important role in protecting 

a notionally ‘authentic self’ (Westwood and Johnston, 2011) that speaks ‘the truth’ about ‘how 

things really are’. However, rather than fuelling active resistance against the structural 

conditions of work (Kosmala and Herrbach, 2006) or enhancing the participants’ self-worth 

(Croft et al., 2015), this defensive strategy produced relatively conformist selves that continued 

to perform according to set expectations (Fleming and Spicer, 2003). Indeed, the use of 

cynicism and pejoratives in the emotion talk of CAD monkeys provides opportunities to claim 

autonomy or dis-identification (Costas and Fleming, 2009; Kosmala and Herrbach, 2006) from 

an ideal professional identity, whilst simultaneously enacting the discourse by behaving ‘as an 

efficient and meticulous member of the team’ (Fleming and Spicer, 2003: 167). In this way, 

the CAD monkeys became complicit in their own identity regulation (Alvesson and Willmott, 

2002).  

 

Emotion talk and the dejected self  

Our second contribution is to identity work studies that address ‘insecurity’ and 

‘critical, and self-depreciative’ aspects of identity (Beech et al., 2016: 516). In doing so we are 

responding, in particular, to Beech et al. (2016) who have called for more insights into identity 

work that is not self-affirmative and resolution-oriented (Beech et al., 2016; Ybema et al., 

2009). In response, our data offers rare discursive displays of negative and self-deprecating 

(Beech et al., 2016; Hay, 2014; Sturdy et al., 2006) emotion talk constituting dejected 

professional selves.  

While ‘venting’ provided opportunities to ‘obtain relief from negative feelings’ (Brown 

et al., 2005: 794), the CAD monkeys’ emotion talk also led to a sense of disillusionment about 



 

  

their professional future. Here, the idealized professional identity became ‘a source of despair’ 

(Ybema et al., 2009: 316) as respondents were unable to reconcile the discrepancies between 

their ideal selves and the lived experiences of work. The CAD monkeys’ emotion talk could 

thus be seen as a way of creating cynical distance (Fleming and Spicer, 2003) in order to protect 

the fragile self.  

Identity work led to the constitution of the CAD monkey as an identity simultaneously 

‘owned’ and ‘rejected’ by the self (Beech et al., 2016: 517). This we suggest is because, at one 

level, it gave the CAD monkeys a sense of camaraderie by offering the ‘comforts of 

communicative connection’ (Sotirin and Gottfried, 1999: 60). However, on a more 

fundamental level, this identity ‘in struggle’ (e.g. Beech et al., 2016) did not constitute a way 

of being that they themselves desired or embraced. Instead, the CAD monkeys had emotionally 

detached themselves from the taken-for-granted assumptions about professional identity as 

valued (e.g. Van Maanen, 2010) and, in some cases, were beginning to dismiss architecture as 

a professional field. As a result, junior architects appeared ‘stuck’ in a position of cynical 

distance and were unable to seek out or generate narratives that were more favourable to their 

sense of self-worth (Croft et al., 2015).  

 

Limitations and implications for research and practice 

Our study has a number of limitations that offer avenues for future research. First, our 

discursive interpretive approach has led us to focus on patterns of discursive positioning across 

the data and the ways in which this enabled specific identity work strategies. Future research 

could examine more specifically individual-level differences in emotion talk and explore their 

potential antecedents (e.g. previous socialization experiences, variance in early career 

progression, professional ties and role models). Further, architects in more senior positions face 

additional and distinctive identity challenges, including increased tensions between business 



 

  

imperatives and creative design work (Ahuja et al., 2017; Brown et al., 2010; Cohen et al., 

2005) that are worth examining. More broadly, while we have highlighted specific identity 

work strategies with respect to junior architects’ emotion talk, we note that these may be 

enacted differently in other professional fields and organizational contexts. In short, the 

analysis may spur further research examining how emotions are mutually intertwined with 

identity work in a wider range of work contexts, thereby lending greater strength to non-

rational views of tensions in organization studies (Putnam et al., 2016).  

By examining the varied identity work strategies of junior professionals, our study also 

has significant practical implications. Our data illustrates that junior professionals experience 

acute ‘emotional struggles’ (Hay, 2014; Ibarra, 1999) such that their previously held sense of 

what it means to be a professional, and, indeed, their entire professional life (Hamilton, 2013), 

is called into question. In this way, our research opens the prospect for collective reflection 

(Alvesson et al., 2008) on the contradictions and ideological dilemmas (Coupland, 2001) that 

permeate the identity work of junior professionals and affect their wellbeing. Practitioners and 

educators might pause to consider how to work with the disenchantment from early career 

discrepancies between ideal professional identities and the encounter of the ‘real world’ of 

work. This collective reflection is crucial as it may lead to strategies, resources, and role models 

that help junior professionals reframe and widen their sense of possible ‘identity options’ 

(Ibarra, 1999). This may prevent, or at least mitigate, a dynamic where taken-for-granted 

assumptions about professional identity come to constitute an ‘iron cage’ or indeed, a source 

of despair (Ybema et al., 2009), in rapidly changing work environments. 

 

Conclusions 

Our discursive interpretive analysis has shown how emotion talk enacts professional 

identities. It has also shown how the identity work strategies that individuals deploy do not 



 

  

operate in isolation from the discursive regimes in which they are situated. For junior 

professionals, pre-configured notions of professional identity shaped, guided and enabled their 

identity work as a negotiation between who they sought to be and what they were engaged in 

becoming (Foucault, 1988). The identity work strategies (idealizing, reframing, distancing) 

that junior professionals drew upon enabled them to cope in different ways with the transition 

to practice; yet, their enactment was also imbued with disciplinary effects that rendered 

individuals governable, whether as ‘aspirants’, as ‘re-invented selves’, or as dejected ‘victims’ 

of the system. Emotion talk, from this perspective, serves to affirm or undermine the precarious 

‘project of the self’ (Grey, 1994). 
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Table 1. Data structure    
Exemplars from data Second order codes Emotion talk Identity work 

strategies 
‘I wannabe designing that’. 
‘Hey I designed that!’ 
‘that’s what I wannabe!’ 
‘these are seriously high-
profile projects… that’s 
why I’m here’. 
 

Statements about future 
emotional rewards 

Enthusiastic, 
ambitious 
 
 

 
idealizing 

[celebrating the 
accomplishment 
of an ‘ideal’ 
professional 
self in the 
future – the 
‘wannabe 
starchitect’]  

‘Free to do what I love 
doing’. 
‘I still get to impact design 
every day of the week’. 
 

Statements about creative 
thrills of work 

Passionate  
 
  

‘Lucky to be working 
here!’ 
‘Architects are really lucky’ 
‘I feel privileged to be in a 
firm like this’.   
 

Statements about feeling 
privileged 

Joyful  

‘the pressure can be crazy’. 
‘they throw you in the deep 
end, then if you can swim 
they throw you in the 
bloody ocean!’ 
‘have to work long hours 
just to compete’.  

Statements about 
emotional struggles 

Anxious yet excited  

‘for me it’s just fun, not 
work really.’ 
‘I get to play with all these 
cool [technologies] all day.’ 
 
‘I love 3-D!’   
‘Love doing it… we can 
model entire street, city-
scapes on this [software]... 
so it’s kinda cool’. 
‘I find that’s what I love 
doing’. 

Statements about work as 
play 
 
 
 
Statements about feeling 
good about ‘doing’ the 
work 

Playful 
 
 
 
 
Cheerful 

reframing 
[seeking out an 
alternative and 
practically 
feasible ‘ideal’ 
professional 
self – ‘the tech-
head’]  

 
‘Yeah…now I’ve made 
myself valuable, which 
works well for me’. ‘now 
everyone in  

Statements about having 
found a niche and feeling 
valuable 
 

Confident 
 

 



 

  

Table 1. (Continued)    
Exemplars from data Second order codes Emotion talk Identity work 

strategies 
 the office wants it [3D] 
done’. 
‘absolutely, the team relies 
on me to do all this 
complex [3-D] stuff’. 
 
 ‘of course, there are 
stressful times’. 
‘The pressure can be 
insane…you know people 
explode…you just have to 
deal with it’. 
‘I have to explain that [3D 
modelling] can’t just be 
done instantly… but who 
cares I love it’. 
 
‘we are just the CAD 
monkeys’. 
I’m just like a [drawing] 
machine.’ 
 
‘it’s all just options, 
options, options.’ 
‘it’s so frustrating…doing 
the same thing over and 
over again’. 
‘another bloody window 
schedule’. 
 
‘It’s a joke’. 
‘this is not what I signed up 
for’. 
‘you study forever …then 
you end up … a CAD 
monkey’. 
 
‘we’re invisible…until 
there’s a deadline…I hate 
it’. 
‘no one even knows we’re 
here…we’re just the f.. ing 
CAD monkeys’.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
Statements downplaying 
or justifying the stress 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Statements about low 
self-esteem 
 
 
 
Statements about 
repetitive, boring work 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Self-questioning and 
critical statements 
 
 
 
 
 
Statements about feeling 
isolated 

Confident 
 
 
 
 
 
Accepting 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Dejected  
 
 
 
 
Disillusioned 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Cynical 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Despairing 

 
reframing 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
distancing 

[developing 
cynical distance 
that calls into 
question 
‘idealized’ 
notions of 
professional 
self – ‘the CAD 
monkey’] 
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