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Preface 

My research into professionals in organizations was initially inspired by my experiences 
as a practicing architect and educator. Curious about how to best prepare students for 
practice and frustrated by the lack of leadership I witnessed in architectural practice, I 
turned to academia. I wanted to make sense of my own experiences and understand 
more accurately the tensions confronting contemporary architects in the course of day-
to-day work and how they respond to the changing world of work. The study began 
with broad questions about the meaning and significance of work. My fascination with 
work as an activity that takes up a great part of our daily lives is tied with the centrality 
of work to the constitution of the self. Originally, based on personal observations, two 
things intrigued me: on the one hand, architects were presumed to have rewarding 
careers and saw themselves as idealists in pursuit of designing for the greater good of 
society, modeling themselves on the heroic image of globally famous architects – 
mostly men. On the other hand, architectural work involved several tensions including 
intense competition for jobs, extremely long hours, demanding clients and crippling 
regulations, all leading to high levels of work stress. In other words, what I empirically 
observed was a mismatch between the long-standing heroic self-image of architects akin 
to the mythical figure of Howard Roark in The Fountainhead (Rand 1943) and the near 
impossibility of ever being able to realize those aspirations. I was particularly struck by 
how little has changed in the 30 years since Dana Cuff’s (1991) seminal study of 
architectural practice. Students are still hopelessly ill-prepared for the real world of 
work, and at first glance, architects’ offices still resemble those of the 1900s. The only 
noticeable difference is that computers have replaced the drawing boards. Yet, 
architects of the 21st century are operating in a transformed landscape of work. Large 
multidisciplinary design firms are de rigueur. Projects have become so complex that 
they require the expertise of a myriad of specialists. Clients have become more complex 
and increasingly influence design on large-scale construction projects. Client 
organizations demand not just design excellence but considerable financial savvy. Yet, 
despite these transformative and irreversible changes, the myth of the individual genius 
endures, and the profession continues to honor the individual–hero architect. Oddly, 
instead of diving in and shaping the world for the better, the architectural profession 
appears locked in a crisis of relevance. In light of these enduring contradictions, this 
research originated from general questions about what working as an architect on large-
scale urban renewal projects entails. I started with two broad sociological questions: 
What do architects do in the actual practice of professional work? What implications 
does the practice of professional work have on the professionals’ self-concepts? I don’t 
claim to have all the answers yet, but this research has been a valuable step in 
addressing these questions. 
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Abstract 

There is a growing consensus that the nature of professional work is changing. 

Traditionally, the status conferred by the title ‘professional’ signaled a claim to 

specialist knowledge such that professionals were trusted advisors who played an 

important economic and social role (as experts in justice, health and education) in 

knowledge-intensive societies. However, a range of fundamental changes such as the 

rise of managerialism, increasingly interdependent work structures and the active 

involvement of increasingly more-knowledgeable clients, have challenged these 

assumptions suggesting that professional work faces an uncertain future. In this thesis, I 

argue that such crucial changes to the landscape of professional work trigger tensions 

for architects’ identity and status premised on notions of expert authority. I 

problematize long-held assumptions of professional identity and status by focusing on 

the interpretations and actions of individuals in their day-to-day work. 

This research was designed and constructed from an interpretivist perspective adopting 

a tension-centered approach in which tensions and paradoxes play a central role in 

ordering and disordering social reality for organizational members. I use ethnographic 

methods to shed new light on the discursive processes through which one group of 

professionals – architects – attempt to make sense of the changes that affect their daily 

work. In so doing, my thesis links agentic-level activities with tensions generated by 

changes to the very structure of professional work. My findings suggest that in an era 

characterized by increasing skepticism of experts and professional expertise, traditional 

conceptions of professional identity and occupational status require revision. I present 

my thesis as four distinct journal articles that are linked by the investigation of how 

architects negotiate professional identity and status as they seek to manage complex 

tensions, triggered by the changing nature of their work. I conclude that more accurate 
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understandings of how people employed in complex organizations respond to, cope 

with and move forward amid paradoxical tensions sheds new light on the construction 

of work-related identities and status and how this occurs in the new world of work. As 

the world of work becomes more complex and distributed, these understandings are 

particularly relevant because they have implications not just for individuals’ sense of 

well-being, but also broader, economic consequences for organizations and society. 
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1. Introduction 

In this thesis, I examine the professional (architect) in dynamic interaction with rapidly 

changing organizational contexts in which professionals are increasingly embedded 

(e.g. Ackroyd & Muzio 2007; Briscoe 2007; Kellogg 2009; Noordegraaf 2016). I do so 

as the landscape of professional work has changed dramatically in the 30 years since 

Abbott’s (1988) foundational The System of Professions was published. I seek to 

understand how practitioners make sense, intersubjectively, of rapidly changing work 

environments during their day-to-day work. I draw attention to three overarching, top-

down changes (Fitzgerald & Ferlie 2000): the diffusion of managerialism (Bévort & 

Suddaby 2016; Cohen et al. 2005; Malhotra & Morris 2009; Pinnington & Morris 

2002), increasingly interdependent work structures (Bucher et al. 2016; Finn 2008; 

Metiu 2006) and the rise of ever-more-knowledgeable and powerful clients (Gustafsson, 

Swart & Kinnie 2018; Sturdy & Wright 2011; Vough et al. 2013). These fundamental 

and irreversible changes (Susskind & Susskind 2015) have significantly altered 

professionals’ practices, that is, the ways in which professional expertise is delivered 

and shared in society, triggering agentic responses as practitioners struggle to make 

sense of their transforming professional milieu. In this context, I ask: how do architects 

reshape professional identity and status in ways that allow them to continue to work 

with some authority and autonomy in relation to knowledgeable clients, project 

demands and managerial pressures?  

By focusing on the interpretations and actions of individuals, this research links agentic 

activities with tensions generated by sweeping, macro-level changes (e.g. Bévort & 

Suddaby 2016; Burton, Cohen & Lounsbury 2016; Fiol 2002). In particular, I capitalize 

on emotions and the interrelated yet contradictory, persistent tensions in the accounts of 
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architects. I do so to shed new light on the implications of profound social and 

economic changes to the actual practice of professional work. I examine how these 

changes influence architects’ identity and status because professionals’ perceptions of 

their identity and privileged status are crucial to how they interpret and perform daily 

tasks (Hendrikx 2018). To do so, I draw upon an ethnography of architects employed in 

four multidisciplinary design firms in Sydney, Australia, conducted over 18 months. 

The empirical findings are examined via four journal articles in which the overarching 

intent is to operationalize a three-part theoretical framework for understanding the lived 

experiences of professional work. This framework draws on the lenses of ‘becoming’ 

professional, ‘doing’ professional work and ‘relating’ to others in the process of getting 

professional work done (Anteby, Chan & DiBenigno 2016). In so doing, my thesis 

provides new insights on the changing nature of work and its relation to professionals’ 

identity and status. From a theoretical perspective, this study is significant because there 

is a danger of research not keeping up to date with understandings of work, without 

which ‘organizational theorists risk building theories … around terms with shallow 

content’ (Barley 1996, p. 408). On a practical level, my thesis is particularly relevant 

because people spend a large portion of their daily lives at work, and thus ‘the nature of 

work undeniably shapes their day-to-day lived experiences’ (Burton, Cohen & 

Lounsbury 2016, p. 4). Understanding what people do at work and how they experience 

what they do is significant, as it has consequences for the well-being of workers and 

their families as well as the broader community in which they live (Gill 2015; Hout 

2015). 
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1.1 Purpose of the study 

Professional employment offers an important context in which to investigate the 

changing nature of work since the ‘combination of new places, new people, new 

technologies and new clients has pushed professionals in new uncharted directions’ 

(Leicht & Fennell 2008, p. 431). Historically, professionals have played a central role in 

society as ‘human specialists’ that the layperson relied upon to cope with specific 

challenges. Doctors, lawyers, architects and other professionals had expertise that those 

they helped did not. The distinctiveness of professional expertise formed the basis of 

professional authority (Abbott 1988). Traditional understandings of professionals were 

based on four overlapping characteristics: (1) claims to specialist knowledge and know-

how that laypeople do not have; (2) credentials to showcase their specialized knowledge 

(e.g. Freidson 1988); (3) self-regulation, that is, activities bounded by codes of conduct 

(Noordegraaf 2007); and (4) a shared set of values with a ‘certain degree of altruism’ 

(Hodson & Sullivan 2012, p. 260). Professionals’ claims to exclusive, expert knowledge 

enabled professionals to control the definition and organization of professional work 

(Abbott 1988; Muzio & Ackroyd 2005). As such, professional work was characterized 

by a high degree of autonomy derived from professionals’ authority over clients and 

other occupational groups (Noordegraaf 2016). 

Over the past three decades, however, professional settings have been transformed 

(Brock 2006; Muzio & Kirkpatrick 2011; Suddaby & Muzio 2015; Suddaby & Viale 

2011; Huising 2014). For example, there has been a rapid development in the scale and 

significance of professional service firms (PSFs) that has significantly altered the terrain 

in which professionals operate (Apesoa-Varano 2013). PSFs such as 

PricewaterhouseCoopers (PwC) and multidisciplinary design-construction mega-firms 
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like AECOM (which stands for Architecture, Engineering, Construction, Operations 

and Management) are now global giants (Cuff 2014; Empson et al. 2015). In light of 

these changes, researchers have argued that professional work is changing because the 

organizational settings within which professionals work have changed (Powell, Brock 

& Hinings 1999). For example, researchers have documented the changes in 

professional archetypes (Faulconbridge & Muzio 2009; Suddaby, Gendron & Lam 

2009) that reflect a process of change at the institutional level in which the professions 

have become increasingly rationalized and bureaucratic (Leicht & Fennell 2008; Muzio, 

Brock & Suddaby 2013). Although these studies are more attentive to macro-level 

changes, nonetheless these changes have had a profound impact on individual 

professionals because ‘the identities of individual professionals are also changing to 

emphasize efficiency and commerce’ (Bévort & Suddaby 2016, p. 18). An emerging 

body of researchers have begun to attend to the ‘active, agentic role of professionals … 

in challenging the dominant archetype and in pushing for modification or change’ 

(Powell, Brock & Hinings 1999, p. 15). However, the structuring of professional work 

inside large organizations ‘is not at all well understood’ (Burton, Cohen & Lounsbury 

2016, p. 4). These understandings are important because 

with the rise of market logics and the growing prominence of finance conceptions of control, it is 

not obvious that [professional] expertise can always provide an organizing counterweight to 

hierarchical forms of control (Burton, Cohen & Lounsbury 2016, p. 4).  

Moreover, as professionals are increasingly embedded in large organizations (public 

sector or PSFs), professional workers have also become the subjects of and subject to 

the usual processes of organizing identified in the organization and management 

literature as ‘bureaucracy’ (Clegg, Harris & Höpfl 2011). At the same time, the nature 

of work in bureaucracies has also undergone transformations (Barley & Kunda 2001). 
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These transformations are understood to have been prompted by changes in technology 

(Zuboff 1988), employment relations (Osterman 2014) and authority structures (Barker 

1993) that have altered roles, responsibilities and interactions in organizations. In other 

words, what it means to work in a bureaucracy continues to change as accountability 

systems (Suddaby, Gendron & Lam 2009), work organization (Muzio & Ackroyd 

2005), managerial roles (Thomas & Hewitt 2011) and technology use (Barrett et al. 

2012; Turco 2016) evolve. The ongoing dynamics in these rapidly changing workplaces 

shape identity and occupational status in new ways. In this thesis, I consider the 

implications of these changing conditions for professional workers in their attempts to 

manage their professional identities and status. 

The contemporary work of professionals that are increasingly employed in large 

organizations is bounded by (1) diffusion of managerialism, (2) interdependent work 

structures and (3) increasingly knowledgeable and active clients. These top-down 

changes (e.g. Fitzgerald & Ferlie 2000) have complicated ‘work demands, relations and 

systems’ (Lüscher, Lewis & Ingram 2006, p. 492), creating tensions for individuals by 

challenging the authority and dominance of professionals (Freidson 1988). For example, 

managerial practices pose challenges to the autonomous orientations of professionals 

generating professional identity conflict (Bévort & Suddaby 2016; Hendrikx 2018). 

Indeed, the esoteric and intangible nature of professional work has ‘been seen as a 

barrier to the implementation of rationalist forms of control’ (Brock, Leblebici & Muzio 

2014, p. 7). More broadly, changing social environments have been conceptualized as 

‘strong situations’ that create tensions for workers, triggering a range of agentic 

activities as individuals struggle to cope with the competing demands of daily work 

(Elsbach 2009; Wei 2012). Few studies, however, have focused on the level of the 

individual, obscuring how members of the occupation actually work and make sense of 
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their changing world of work (Bévort & Suddaby 2016; Cheney & Ashcraft 2007). As 

Cohen et al. (2005, p. 776) suggest,  

what is largely missing, then, is an understanding of how differently situated professionals 

account for the work they do in their changing contexts, both in terms of what they see as its 

fundamental purpose and how they see it as being enacted on a day-to-day basis. 

To address this gap, I examine the ongoing discursive processes through which 

architects seek to make sense of changes to their day-to-day work. I shed new light on 

the ways in which architects negotiate professional identity and status in attempts to 

manage the tensions that affect their daily work, revealing both the emotional toll on the 

individuals and the new opportunities that surface. In taking an ‘emic’ ethnographic 

approach (e.g. Barley 1996), I aim to contribute to studies of work that provide a ‘key 

interface where individuals, organizations, and society intersect’ (Burton, Cohen & 

Lounsbury 2016, p. 2). Studies of work are important because they enable better 

informed policies for developing talent at a societal level and ‘more efficacious work 

systems’ at an organizational level (Burton, Cohen & Lounsbury 2016, p. 2). In 

addition, richer understandings of what people actually do at work are significant 

because ‘the experiences of workers are intimately tied to what people do, how they do 

it, and to the social order that shapes and is created by work’ (Barley, Bechky & 

Milliken 2017, p. 111). 

This study is particularly relevant because debates over the place of professions in 

modern society pivot around whether the privileges of professionalization such as self-

regulation and state-sanctioned monopoly are necessary despite the social functions 

professionals serve (Brock, Powell & Hinings 1999; Gabbioneta, Prakash & Greenwood 

2014). Indeed, contemporary professionals face a growing number of challenges such as 
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de-professionalization (Haug 1975; Susskind & Susskind 2015), jurisdictional disputes 

(Abbott 1988; Finn 2008; Huq, Reay & Chreim 2017; Webb 2004) and value 

displacement (Gabbioneta, Prakash & Greenwood 2014; Gray 2014; Sullivan 2004). 

The examination of these challenges can enrich our understandings of how professional 

identity is being shaped ‘on the ground’ thus contributing to better understandings of 

workplace identity and the changing world of work more broadly (Barley, Bechky & 

Milliken 2017; Hendrikx 2018; Lepisto, Crosina & Pratt 2015). 

Furthermore, the insights developed in my thesis are relevant for all creative 

occupations as they become increasingly embedded in large bureaucratic organizations. 

A substantial body of descriptive and critical literature suggests that architecture blends 

the science of engineering with the creativity of art and the business of construction 

(Blau 1987; Cuff 1991; Gutman 1988; Larson 1993; Stevens 1998). Researchers have 

pointed out that members of creativity-based organizations such as music (Glynn 2000), 

film and television production (Lee 2012; Rowlands & Handy 2012), new media work 

(Gill 2002), advertising (Gurrieri 2012), theatre (Beech et al. 2012) and architecture 

(Styhre & Gluch 2009) face distinctive tensions that arise from the competing demands 

of ‘the relentless creation of the new genres, formats, and products on the one hand,’ 

while having to deal with the constrains of ‘economic viability’ on the other hand 

(DeFillippi, Grabher & Jones 2007, p. 513). Understanding how members of these 

occupations deal with the tension between creative and commercial aims is crucial 

because the ways in which individuals respond to and cope with tensions in their daily 

work lives has consequences for (1) the ability to manage these organizations 

strategically (e.g. Siciliano 2016); Glynn (2000), for instance, suggests that for multi-

professional organizations such as a symphony orchestra, tensions that pit artistic 

creativity versus economic utility made strategic decision-making contentious; (2) the 
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meaningfulness of work. Meaningful work is the work that ‘an individual interprets as 

having a purpose’ (Cheney et al. 2008, p. 144) and this sense of purpose is derived from 

‘ongoing negotiation that spans everyday work’ (Mitra & Buzzanell 2017, p. 611). As 

such, understanding how professionals operate and make their roles meaningful to 

themselves and to the public (Grubbauer & Steets 2014), in rapidly changing 

professional and organizational contexts, becomes a pressing concern. 

1.2 Overview of the papers 

The four papers in my thesis are linked by the investigation of how architects working 

in PSFs negotiate professional identity and status in attempts to manage complex 

tensions triggered by fundamental changes to the nature of their work. These four 

papers have been submitted for publication in leading academic journals and are 

presented as chapters in this thesis. Collectively, the papers suggest that a limited 

understanding of the nature of professional work is potentially destructive because it 

reinforces an outmoded conception of professional autonomy. Instead, more accurate 

understandings of the nature of work may enable professionals to expand their expertise 

and contribute to higher performance by enhancing workplace dignity. As Huising 

(2014, p. 1652) suggests, ‘[t]imes of change become moments of uncertainty and 

opportunities for various groups to advance their agendas and shape change to their 

advantage’. On a practical level, practitioners and educators might pause to consider the 

implications of the disenchantment caused by discrepancies between ideals and the 

encounter of the ‘real world’ of work. I suggest that such a collective reflection is 

crucial, as it may lead to strategies, resources and role models that help professionals 

reframe and widen their sense of possible ‘identity options’. Doing so may prevent, or 

at least mitigate, a dynamic where taken-for-granted assumptions about professional 
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identity and status come to constitute an ‘iron cage’ in rapidly changing work 

environments. 

The overall contributions of this thesis are to provide theoretical frameworks grounded 

in empirical observations that contribute to a fine-grained understanding of the social 

construction of professional identity and occupational status at a time of heightened 

change. In doing so, the research makes significant contributions to the literature on 

professions, discursive studies of identity work, occupational status, emotions in 

organizations and, more broadly, to organizational discourse research on identity and 

studies of work. 

1.3 Outline of the thesis 

Having introduced the gaps in the literature that have shaped this thesis, next I introduce 

the conceptual framework that links the four papers. Based on an inductive and 

exploratory approach, the aim of my research was not to use a theoretical framework to 

develop testable hypotheses (e.g. Suddaby 2006) but to explore inductively how 

architects’ creative and routine practices have changed with increased managerialism, 

interconnectedness with other occupations and client power as well as the implications 

of these changes for architects’ identity and expert status. 

The theoretical framework for this inductive study was informed by interpretive 

discursive approaches (Heracleous 2004) that highlight ‘the role of language as a site of 

action’ (Coupland 2001, p. 1106). Discursive approaches draw attention to the way 

language-in-use shapes and constructs peoples’ interpretations and actions thus ‘shaping 

social practices and social reality’ (Heracleous 2004, p. 176). As Phillips and Hardy 

(2002, p. 2) point out,  
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the things that make up the social world – including our very identities – appear out of discourse 

… without discourse, there is no social reality, and without understanding discourse, we cannot 

understand social reality, our experiences, or ourselves.  

Importantly, in the increasingly complex and changing workplace that demands 

multiple ways of communicating at work, discursive approaches engage with ‘the 

dynamics, the politics, the plurality, and the reflexivity inherent in new ways of doing, 

being, and talking at work’ (Iedema & Scheeres 2003, p. 336) to achieve a ‘meaningful 

understanding’ of how people position themselves (i.e. identity) and construct what is 

‘really’ happening (Heracleous 2004, p. 175, emphasis in original). 

In the coming section I present the key concepts such as identity, how identity-related 

tensions are conceptualized in discursive approaches and how identity work is viewed 

as resolving these tensions in the processes of identity construction. Next, I outline the 

research design and present the empirical setting and the method-related choices made 

in the research process, including how the data were collected and analyzed. In the 

section that follows, I present the four papers and link them with a brief overview of the 

development of theoretical frameworks induced from the data into the thesis as a whole. 

In the final section, I discuss the theoretical and practical implications of the thesis and 

offer suggestions for future research. 



 

2. Conceptual framework 

Identity: The concept of identity addresses fundamental questions such as ‘who am I?’ 

and ‘how should I act?’ (Alvesson 2000; Alvesson, Ashcraft & Thomas 2008; Coupland 

& Brown 2012, p. 1). From a discursive perspective, identities are constituted through 

language use and enacted in social contexts (Ainsworth & Hardy 2004; Brown 2015; 

Coupland 2001; Fournier 1998). Interpretivist scholarship on identity emphasizes the 

‘unfolding and dynamic relationship between self, work and organization’ (Alvesson, 

Ashcraft & Thomas 2008, p. 8–9). In this view, identity is a central lens that individuals 

use to make sense of and enact their environments (c.f. Lepisto, Crosina & Pratt 2015). 

Notably, identity construction is a complex, ongoing process that is individually and 

socially shaped (Wieland 2010). Individuals and collectives may draw upon an array of 

discursive resources defined as ‘concepts, expressions, or other linguistic devices drawn 

from practices and texts, that explain action while also providing a horizon for future 

practice’ (Kuhn 2009, p. 684) in a bid to author ‘preferred versions’ (Brown & 

Coupland 2015, p. 1331) of their selves and groups. They do so because they are 

‘motivated by the desire to construct an identity that is privately and/or publicly 

evaluated as worthwhile or significant in some way’ (Dutton et al. 2010, p. 267). The 

concept of discursive resources links micro (individual), meso (professional or 

organizational) and macro (social) discourses. In this view, identity is ‘theorized as 

constituted within discursive regimes’ (Kornberger & Brown 2007, p. 497) and 

discursive resources refer to the ‘nodes at which identity work and identity regulation 

meet’ (Kuhn 2006, p. 1354). Of particular note is that positively construed work 

identities affirm individuals’ own self-concept to guide action (Ashforth, Harrison & 

Corley 2008), promote motivation (Ellemers, de Gilder & Haslam 2004) and improve 

worker well-being (Grant, Berg & Cable 2014; Horton, McClelland & Griffin 2014). 
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Identity work: According to Brown (2017, p. 297), identity work is a key explanatory 

concept because it emphasizes ‘the experience of agency’ (Gecas 1986, p. 140, 

emphasis in original), offering opportunities for investigating ‘the role of micro-

processes in the production of macro-consequences’. The ongoing agentic activity of 

‘identity work’ is defined as ‘forming, repairing, maintaining, strengthening or revising 

the constructions that are productive of a sense of coherence and distinctiveness’ 

(Sveningsson & Alvesson 2003, p. 1165). Changes in professional and organizational 

contexts heighten the need for identity work as identity work is required to manage 

tensions triggered by these changes (Chreim, Williams & Hinings 2007; Kreiner, 

Hollensbe & Sheep 2006b; McGivern et al. 2015; Pratt, Rockmann & Kaufmann 2006; 

Reay et al. 2017). Although individuals actively construct versions of their professional 

self in a bid to resolve such tensions (Wright, Nyberg & Grant 2012), identity work is 

also shaped by interaction with others – constituting practices of identity regulation. 

Identity regulation is referred to as those ‘discursive practices concerned with identity 

definition that condition processes of identity formation and transformation’ (Alvesson 

& Willmott 2002, p. 627). In other words, the ‘constitution of identity serves as a locus 

of control for individuals within contemporary organizations’ (Bardon, Clegg & 

Josserand 2012, p. 352). As such, identities are both disciplined and/or resisted 

(Alvesson & Willmott 2002; Brown et al. 2010; Thomas & Davies 2005; Thornborrow 

& Brown 2009). 

Professional identity: Professional identity is ‘a special type of organizational identity’ 

(Cain, Frazer & Kilaberia 2018, p. 3) grounded in notions of professionals’ authority 

premised on the monopoly over specialist knowledge and activities that is reinforced 

through professional associations and intense socialization processes (Pratt, Rockmann 

& Kaufmann 2006). As such, professional identities ‘transcend work groups and 
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organizations where the activities are performed’ (Lammers, Atouba & Carlson 2013, p. 

505). Notably, the entrenched and relatively stable sense of professional identity that is 

cultivated during long periods of formal training and socialization into professional 

groups (e.g. Johnson 1972) has long made professionals an important setting for the 

examination of identity construction (Barbour & Lammers 2015; Cain, Frazer & 

Kilaberia 2018; Lepisto, Crosina & Pratt 2015). In the case of traditional high-status 

professionals, for example, doctors and lawyers, changes to the institutional 

environments have been shown to have an impact on their practices and identity (Bévort 

& Suddaby 2016; Hendrikx 2018; McGivern et al. 2015). The exigencies of 

contemporary organizational life and the socially constructed nature of identity may 

also render professional identities ‘increasingly precarious, insecure and uncertain’ 

(Collinson 2003, p. 530; Knights & Clarke 2014). Indeed, recent conceptualizations of 

professional identity in organization studies highlight ‘the multiplicity of forces shaping 

professionals’ (Kuhn 2009: 682), suggesting that ‘professionals are not inert recipients 

or “subjects” of change, but respond actively, deciding how to mould’ their professional 

identity (Fitzgerald & Ferlie 2000, p. 733). In these contexts, discursive approaches 

have stressed that identity and status are not a given but rather ‘a precarious, contested 

formation constantly negotiated through discursive activity’ (Cheney & Ashcraft 2007, 

p. 165). I draw upon and build on these perspectives to examine ‘individuals’ active 

construction of their [professional] identities in social contexts’ (Wei 2012, p. 444) 

because it is through social interaction that individuals claim and are granted a certain 

identity status (Wright 2009). 

Occupational status: Status is fundamentally a relational concept (Mills 1963; Weber 

1978) that is a ‘socially constructed, intersubjectively agreed-upon and accepted 

ordering or ranking of individuals, groups, organizations, or activities in a social 
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system’ (Washington & Zajac 2005, p. 284). Moreover, because ‘status orients people 

to vigilantly focus on their relationships with others’, it is an important determinant of 

intergroup relations (Bendersky & Pai 2018, p. 183). When occupational status differs, 

for instance, stereotyping and/or exclusion may occur (Metiu 2006). Occupational status 

thus has implications for individuals’ self-esteem and dignity in work (Cockburn-

Wootten 2012). 

Professionals have long been viewed as elite occupational groups that are bestowed 

with a high social status attained through social closure by means of collegial control of 

entry and jurisdictional boundaries (Abbott 1988). The contexts within which traditional 

professionals operate, however, have undergone significant changes. Services that were 

once seen as the domain of a single profession are now regarded as too complex for sole 

practitioners, requiring the expertise of multiple professionals (Tombesi 2010). In this 

milieu, long-standing perceptions of professional autonomy and independence are 

challenged because professionals have to cooperate with a number of other occupational 

groups in the delivery of professional services (e.g. Evetts 2011). These changes pose 

potentially significant challenges to professionals’ workplace status (Currie et al. 2012; 

Martin, Currie & Finn 2009). The extent to which these changes are undermining the 

status once enjoyed by professional workers, however, remains underexamined. I 

address this gap by investigating the ways in which professional status is enacted in the 

context of changing work practices. 

I adopt the doing-becoming-relating framework for the analysis of architects’ ongoing 

construction of professional identity and status by drawing on research problematizing 

tensions and individuals’ responses to these. I do this because each of these perspectives 

(becoming, doing and relating) enables a unique focus on the tensions involved in 
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making sense of what it means to be a professional in dynamic social environments. As 

such, there are implications for motivation, performance and professionals’ self-esteem 

and well-being (Burton, Cohen & Lounsbury 2016; Clarke, Brown & Hailey 2009; 

Mitra & Buzzanell 2017; Sluss & Ashforth 2007). In the following section, I summarize 

how researchers adopting a discursive approach have engaged with each of these 

perspectives. 

2.1  Becoming 

Scholars have noted the iterative and pervasive element of becoming professional. 

Becker et al.’s (1961) seminal study of medical residents Boys in White documented the 

socialization processes of ‘becoming’ doctors and ultimately how the residents came to 

see themselves as physicians. A considerable body of literature on ‘becoming’ has 

argued that identity work enables junior members to ‘affirm’ professional identity. For 

instance, Pratt, Rockmann and Kaufmann (2006) demonstrate that junior doctors 

resolved mismatches between socialized professional identities and actual practice 

through identity work. For junior practitioners who lacked confidence in the value of 

their roles, this included reverting back to their prior student identities, whereas surgical 

residents who were more confident about their professional identity as ‘surgeon’ added 

to or ‘patched’ their identities with alternative conceptualizations. Researchers have 

suggested that by attending to the ‘detail of talk about work, understanding may be 

gained regarding ideological dilemmas [e.g. self-descriptions versus company ideal] 

that face new entrants to a work place’ (Coupland 2001, p. 1103). More recently, in a 

study of trainee accountants working in large professional service firms, Anderson-

Gough et al. (2000, p. 1153) found that discursive constructions of ‘the client’ had a 

significant impact on professional identity of junior accountants, by enabling and/or 
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constraining certain ways of behaving and understanding the ‘professional’ world. 

These studies emphasize that processes of ‘becoming’ through which junior 

professionals learn what it means to be a professional (Grey 1998) are laden with 

‘identity struggles’ (Ibarra 1999). These struggles derive from discrepancies between 

expectations created through professional training and the lived experiences of 

professional work (e.g. Cuff 1991). Although identity struggles may also be heightened 

during career changes (Watson 2008) and changes in work roles (Cascón-Pereira & 

Hallier 2012), the ‘becoming’ lens enables a unique focus on the tensions in the early 

stages of professional careers highlighting the disjuncture between expectations and the 

constraints of practice (Wieland 2010). 

Overall, this perspective has highlighted the tensions that new members confront as they 

enter the world of professional practice (Pratt, Rockmann & Kaufmann 2006). Ibarra 

(1999), for instance, suggests that, for new members, professional identity is initially 

‘provisional’ because professional becoming is a process through which individuals 

develop a sense of professional self as they ‘strive to improve the fit between 

themselves and their work environment’ (Scanlon 2011, p. 15). These ‘provisional’ 

identities are seen as temporary solutions that individuals deploy to bridge the gap 

between their self-concepts and yet to be elaborated professional identity (Pratt, 

Rockmann & Kaufmann 2006). In these studies, the underlying assumption is that 

becoming the expert is the final stage of professional identity construction, an end-point 

achievement of a relatively stable and ‘strong’ professional identity (Empson 2004). 

The notion of a ‘career’ in sociology is designed to capture the processes of professional 

identity formation; however, these processes are necessarily indeterminate, and identity 

work occurs in a context of existential uncertainty as the process unfolds. Not 

surprisingly, these processes are a source of mixed emotions as actors strive to make 
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sense of the indeterminacy they experience. Prior research has not examined the role of 

emotions in the construction of professional identity and, importantly, how the nature of 

work shapes the emotions that define and redefine the identities of newcomers. Such 

examinations ‘are the means required to get closer to the individual’s point of view’ 

(Brown 2017, p. 310) and thus enrich understandings of how people constitute 

themselves in complex and dynamic work contexts. This has implications for future 

professional trajectories and reveals insights into how the structural conditions of work 

influence who moves up and who doesn’t (Hout 2015). 

In addressing this gap, I deploy the analytic emphasis of ‘becoming’ to examine the role 

of emotions in identity work of junior architects as they struggle to enact ‘versions’ of 

professional identity (Sveningsson & Alvesson 2003). Drawing on rich empirical 

accounts I demonstrate how talk about emotions related to daily work tasks constitutes 

professional selves imbued with varying forms of discipline and agency. I argue that 

emotions play a constitutive role in becoming professional. Interestingly, by illustrating 

that routine technical tasks are not construed as meaningful or creative, I theorize that 

agentic strategies (here, identity work) may not always lead to the accomplishment of a 

positive sense of self or generate more favorable narratives of self-worth (Croft, Currie 

& Lockett 2015). 

2.2  Doing 

The ‘doing’ lens focuses on activities such as work tasks or practices that professionals 

engage in that have consequences for the individuals’ identity construction. For 

professionals, the concept of jurisdiction links a profession and its work (Abbott 1988). 

As Hamilton (2013, p. 38) explains, ‘[t]he jurisdiction explains what a professional 

does: for example an auditor audits’. As such, professional identity refers to how 
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professional workers self-define in terms of ‘what they do’, and professionals consider 

themselves engaged in prestigious work in which they have significant autonomy 

(Brown & Coupland 2015; Chreim, Williams & Hinings 2007; Pratt, Rockmann & 

Kaufmann 2006, p. 236; Reay et al. 2017). From this perspective, studies have 

foregrounded how profound changes occurring in professional jurisdictions (e.g. Abbott 

1988) lead to defensive responses resulting in negative feelings for professionals 

(Morales & Lambert 2013; Williams 2007). For instance, increased managerial 

practices create tensions that arise from misalignments between understandings of what 

a professional should do (e.g. doctor diagnosing patients, prescribing medication), as 

opposed to the day-to-day work activities that they are actually engaged in (i.e. 

managing other doctors). In particular, established professionals such as physicians, 

where existing identities are deeply entrenched (Kyratsis et al. 2017; Reay et al. 2017), 

appear to face distinct identity challenges such as a loss of autonomy in the face of 

increased managerial practices (e.g. Thomas & Hewitt 2011). However, individuals 

may prioritize ‘different identities depending on the subjective importance of the 

identity to the individual’s sense of self, and its situational relevance’ (Wright 2009, p. 

310). In other words, the doing lens emphasizes the agency of the professional and 

‘concerns itself empirically with how people act and how these actions matter’ (Anteby, 

Chan & DiBenigno 2016, p. 200). For example, Joffe and MacKenzie-Davey (2012) 

argue that a hybrid identity, that of the ‘medical director’, helps maintain medical 

identity while simultaneously distinguishing the doctor from a negatively construed 

managerial identity. Going further, McGivern et al. (2015) argue that medical 

professionals in managerial roles in the British National Health Service, for instance, 

position hybrid identities as ‘professional elites’ since they manage both professional 

work and other professionals. 
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There is growing recognition, however, that people may deploy contradictory 

discourses and/or enact antagonistic identities as they struggle to cope with competing 

and inconsistent demands (Cuganesan 2017; Smith 2014). Clarke, Brown and Hailey 

(2009), for instance, argue that managers faced with competing loyalties to business and 

its people adopt antagonistic discursive strategies (e.g. emotional/unemotional, 

professional/unprofessional) in attempts to make sense of tensions and contradictions 

they encounter in their daily work lives. Although recognizing ‘individuals, groups, and 

organizations as inherently paradoxical’ (Lewis 2000, p. 760, emphasis in original), that 

is, comprising elements that are persistent over time, interdependent and yet 

contradictory (Jarzabkowski, Lê & Van de Ven 2013; Smith & Lewis 2011), few 

studies focus on the paradoxical demands of enacting professional identity (for an 

exception, see Cuganesan 2017). 

Against this background, I utilize the analytic lens of ‘doing’ in examining the 

consequences of misalignments between the work practices and professional identity. In 

so doing, I extend the metaphor of ‘identity as struggle’ (Sveningsson & Alvesson 

2003) by conceptualizing professional identity as fraught with paradoxical tensions (i.e. 

creative designers versus managerial practices). By drawing upon empirical insights, I 

suggest that architects’ failure to find a way to adapt to multiple and conflicting 

identities leads to their marginalization in the construction process. I find that architects 

engaged in large-scale construction projects enact a paradoxical identity: one that 

simultaneously dis-identifies from managerial identities while ‘doing’ managerial work, 

thereby exacerbating identity tensions that remain unresolved. 
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2.3  Relating 

The third dynamic that characterizes professionals is the ‘relating’ perspective. In this 

analytic approach, the focus is on ‘understanding when and how occupational groups 

collaborate with other groups to perform interdependent work or collectively expand 

their social influence’ (Anteby, Chan & DiBenigno 2016, p. 212), which brings to the 

fore professionals’ collaborative involvement in the delivery of integrated services. 

These interdependent work structures (Reay et al. 2017) pose significant challenges to 

the ways in which professionals perform work (e.g. Finn 2008), which influences 

professionals’ self-esteem and well-being (Cain, Frazer & Kilaberia 2018; Croft, Currie 

& Lockett 2015; Vignoles et al. 2006). For example, research into interprofessional 

collaborations has pointed out that contradictory approaches to dealing with complex 

problems threaten professionals’ jurisdiction, generating ‘negative tension’ such as 

anxiety, discouragement and anger for professionals (Huq, Reay & Chreim 2017, p. 

513). On the other hand, changes in the way professional services are delivered may 

also lead to cooperation between different professionals such as collaborations between 

accountants and lawyers in the market for insolvency services (Walker 2004). 

The identity that contemporary professional workers create necessarily unfolds in an 

organizational context (Alvesson, Kärreman & Sullivan 2015). Clients are fundamental 

to understandings of PSFs as they play a major role in the negotiation of professional 

identity (Broschak 2015). Moreover, traditional notions of professionals’ exclusive 

expertise are fading in the wake of mass production of professional services (e.g. 

Galperin 2017). In addition, professionals are increasingly embedded in PSFs that rely 

on project teams as the primary vehicle to deliver services to clients (Gardner 2015). 

These significant challenges leave professional workers feeling at odds with traditional 
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notions of autonomy and authority, making the contextual investigation of work 

identities crucial (Alvesson, Kärreman & Sullivan 2015; Van Maanen 2010). In 

particular, although professional workers enjoy the benefits of powerful symbolic 

resources such as education, high status and high pay for the construction of a valued 

professional identity, interactions with powerful and knowledgeable clients (Handley et 

al. 2007; Leicht 2016) may undermine their self-esteem, calling into question the 

stability and certainty afforded by a strong, albeit archetypal, professional identity 

(Alvesson, Kärreman & Sullivan 2015). 

The relating lens, however, looks beyond competitive dynamics between occupational 

groups and the growing skepticism about professionals’ expertise (e.g. Dinovitzer, Gunz 

& Gunz 2015) to examine potentially generative relationships including those 

relationships between professional and client and other occupational groups. For 

example, Huising (2015) argues that the enactment of professional authority in daily 

practice vis-à-vis clients is ‘relational’. She suggests that although professionals have 

traditionally enjoyed a formal authority (as experts) over their clients yet, professionals 

working in bureaucratic organizations must be able to convince clients to take their 

advice through ‘social transactions’ (Huising 2015, p. 265). Her empirical study 

demonstrates that by ‘transforming their right to command into deference to 

commands’, professional workers are able to gain voluntary compliance from their 

clients (Huising 2015, p. 263). Casting a relational view on professional expertise, 

Barley (1996, p. 425, 429) suggests that while substantive expertise is abstract and 

‘principled’, relational expertise is ‘situated’ and ‘contextual’. For instance, lawyers’ 

skills of navigating the social contexts of professional work (legal procedures) shapes 

the consequences of professional work and not merely their technical mastery of law 
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(Sandefur 2015). In line with these conceptualizations, I deploy the relating lens in two 

ways. 

First, I examine the discursive negotiation of professional identity through client 

interactions. Researchers have emphasized that  

the key to professional success is not just technical mastery of one’s discipline … but also the 

ability to work with clients in such a way as to earn their trust and gain their confidence 

(Maister, Green & Galford 2000, p. ix).  

Yet although client relationships are central to the very existence of PSFs, ‘the amount 

of research focusing squarely on client relationships is modest’ (Broschak 2015, p. 305). 

These understandings are important because the success of client relationships indicates 

both the attributes of PSFs and the individual-level behavior of professionals that may 

lead to long-term relationships based on trust and commitment (Broschak 2015). At the 

level of the individual, retaining a notionally elite identity (e.g. Suddaby & Muzio 2015) 

is tenuous because ‘[c]laiming expertise and knowledge necessarily includes engaging 

in plays of persuasion … of which the professionals’ conceptualization of their own and 

their firm’s identity will play a role’ (Alvesson, Kärreman & Sullivan 2015, p. 407). 

Interestingly, the high status of professionals may also undermine self-esteem when 

preferred identities cannot be enacted (Alvesson, Kärreman & Sullivan 2015), 

particularly in interactions with powerful and active clients. This has relevance as a 

sense of professional identity defines the daily experiences of work by providing 

‘guidance for interpretation and action’ (Hendrikx 2018, p. 12). 

In response to calls by Alvesson, Kärreman and Sullivan (2015, p. 420) for the pressing 

need to ‘explore identity as complex and multifaceted’, I explore the identity challenges 

faced by architects in their interactions with clients. My argument is that the traditional 
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identity of architects premised on expert authority vis-à-vis clients presents a paradox in 

times of heightened change. This is because the salience of a strong professional 

identity, underpinned by specialized expertise, while providing distinctiveness, also 

‘blinds and potentially blocks the view of new possibilities’ (Fiol 2002, p. 653). This 

paper highlights the tensions in the discursive activity of architect–client interactions 

vis-à-vis architects’ identity. In exploring how architects cope with identity challenges 

triggered by client interactions, the paper sheds new light on identity work that entails 

holding paradoxical views. The analyses suggest that paradoxical tensions – defined as 

‘contradictory yet interrelated elements that exist simultaneously and persist over time’ 

(Smith & Lewis 2011, p. 382) – cannot be resolved by identity work. Instead, I suggest 

that accepting the paradoxical nature of identity (as both/and rather than either/or trade-

offs) offers new insights into the ways in which professionals respond to the complex 

tensions generated through client interactions. 

Second, I examine the discursive processes of constructing relational status in cross-

functional work teams, to shed new light on the dynamics between status, dignity and 

meaningful work. I do this as I seek to extend understandings of the role of status in 

everyday workplace interactions. The literature on coordination across occupational 

boundaries inside organizations suggests that professionals need to maintain their 

traditional expert status in daily interaction as they depend on other professional and 

occupational groups in their day-to-day work (Barley 1996; Bechky 2003a). As Van 

Maanen (2010) explains, professionalization is one means by which members of an 

occupational group seek to increase their status, respect and rewards with regard to 

other occupational groups. Indeed, researchers have noted the proclivity of higher-status 

professionals, such as psychiatrists, to hold on to the dominance of their specialized 

expertise in collective decision-making processes (Huq, Reay & Chreim 2017). Others 
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have pointed out that professionals discursively constitute teamwork differently (e.g. 

surgeons and anesthetists versus nurses and operating department practitioners) in 

attempts to ‘make legitimacy claims in ways that further their interests’ (Finn 2008, p. 

105). These studies emphasize the agentic creativity of professional workers as they 

engage in discursive activity to maintain, legitimate and/or challenge the status quo in 

cross-functional work teams (Finn 2008). Yet despite increasingly collaborative 

practices in health-care settings, for example, because practicing professional expertise 

is dependent on other professional and occupational groups, the challenges to the 

dominance of particular professionals’ privileged status may generate feelings of 

anxiety and even anger for professionals (Huq, Reay & Chreim 2017). 

I draw upon these studies and argue that discursively constructed relational status 

enables architects to maintain dignity and meaningfulness in work – when 

professionals’ traditional status is under threat. Notably, despite architects’ privileged 

status legitimated by way of credentialism (Abbott 1988), I suggest that long-standing 

perceptions of professional autonomy and independence are challenged. Increasingly, 

professionals have to cooperate with a number of other professions and occupations in 

the delivery of services (e.g. Evetts 2011). In this milieu, architects must adjust from 

leading projects to being members of project teams. These changes have led to the 

erosion of professional autonomy, posing potentially significant challenges to 

professionals’ workplace status (Currie et al. 2012; Martin, Currie & Finn 2009). In this 

paper, I suggest that architects reposition their day-to-day work tasks as meaningful as 

they seek to maintain dignity in environments where professionals’ unique expertise is 

becoming marginalized. In so doing, I contribute to studies that examine occupational 

status as a mechanism for maintaining meaningfulness and dignity in work. A synopsis 

of this conceptual framework is represented in Figure 1. 
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3. Research methodology and design 

In this section I outline the research strategy and methods used in collecting and 

analyzing the data. I discuss the implications of studying a single case and working with 

in-depth interviews. This is followed by a description of data analysis procedures. 

Methodologically, this research draws mainly from anthropological and ethnographic 

traditions. By taking what ethnographers describe as an emic approach (Geertz 1973; 

Rahman & Barley 2017; Spradley 1979; Van Maanen 1988), in which the agenda is to 

describe and analyze how members of the world under investigation work and make 

sense of their world, I seek to understand how practitioners make sense of their 

organizational and societal structures intersubjectively during the course of their daily 

work routines. It is the processes of identity construction and occupational status in cross-

functional work environments that I analyze; I seek to convey the emic power of 

informants’ lived experiences of work (Creed, DeJordy & Lok 2010). I suggest that 

micro-level research is necessary because, first, ‘[m]icrosituational encounters are the 

ground zero of all social action and all sociological evidence. Nothing has reality unless it 

is manifested in a situation somewhere’ (Collins 2000, p. 18). Second, because micro-

level research examines structures from below, it contextualizes and complements macro-

approaches and provides a framework for understanding the ways in which enacting 

professional identity and status is constrained by the changing nature of work because 

these concerns are simultaneously expressed and negotiated through interactions (cf. 

Sauder 2005). In this way, I seek to build an understanding of architects’ world of work, 

paying attention to the tensions that frame individuals’ experiences – the taken-for-

granted practices, the contestations of professional ideology and practice and the 

responses to these tensions. Thus, at one level, this research seeks to develop an 
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understanding of how the world of architecture works, and on another level, it addresses 

the question of what can be learned from this investigation for developing a better 

understanding of ways in which professional expertise is delivered and shared in the 21st 

century. 

The research was conducted from an interpretive discursive perspective (Heracleous 

2004), to produce rich accounts of participants’ lived experiences of professional work 

that are ‘not only illustrative, but partly constitutive of how [work] life is thought about, 

felt and presented to others’ (Sturdy 2003, p. 89). As Cohen et al. (2005, p. 776) point 

out, language used in social interactions is fundamental to the construction of ‘social 

reality’. In other words, language, discourse and social interaction constitute rather than 

merely reflect reality (Putnam, Fairhurst & Banghart 2016). In this view, language that 

people use does not merely describe reality, it frames it by promoting certain attitudes 

and behaviors while discouraging others. For example, Cohen et al. (2005) demonstrate 

that architects explain the purpose of their work by appropriating available discourses of 

creativity, business and public service. Clarke, Brown and Hailey (2009) argue that 

managers faced with competing loyalties to business and its people adopt antagonistic 

discursive strategies (e.g. emotional/unemotional, professional/unprofessional) in 

attempts to make sense of tensions and contradictions they encounter in their daily work 

lives. In line with these studies, I draw on the concept of discourse for approaching the 

question of professional identity and status as processes of meaning-making in work 

contexts (Ainsworth & Hardy 2004; Cohen et al. 2005; Watson 1995). Discourses are 

understood as 

[a] connected set of statements, concepts, terms and expressions which constitute[s] a way of 

talking or writing about a particular issue, thus framing the way that people understand and 

respond with respect to that issue … [Collectively they] function as menus of discursive 
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resources which various social actors draw on in different ways at different times to achieve 

their particular purposes – whether these be specific interest-based purposes or broader ones like 

that of making sense of what is happening in the organization [or in their daily work lives]. 

(Watson 1995, p. 816–17, emphasis in original) 

In exploring how architects perform and talk about their everyday work, my focus was 

on how professional identities and status are constructed through talk (Ainsworth & 

Hardy 2004; Brown 2017; Coupland 2001; Ybema et al. 2009). I held this focus for two 

reasons. First, as Warmington and McColl (2017, p. 148) explain, ‘[b]y engaging in 

these acts of storytelling, they [actors] not only convey their version of events’ but also 

position themselves in relation to others. Second, taking a discursive approach enables 

us to give primacy to individual accounts as opposed to the grand discourses (Alvesson 

& Kärreman 2011) that shape understandings of professionals about their selves. 

Moreover, these accounts tap into available frames of reference, forming discursive 

patterns (Coupland et al. 2008). In so doing, the participants’ accounts become the data 

and it is ‘their experiences that most interests the researcher’ (Slay & Smith 2011, p. 

91). My interest, however, is not in individual identities per se but in ‘forms of 

discursive positioning’ articulated by the respondents (Kuhn 2009, p. 683). As such, I 

derive the framework for my findings from the language used by respondents to 

explicate their complex lived experiences of work (Schwandt 1994). 

3.1 Architectural firms as an empirical setting 

This research can be seen as an example of a case study as it concentrates on a single 

profession. The aim is to understand how that world works. The problem of 

generalizability may be raised in relation to any case study research. However, the 

insights gained from this study will help build better understandings of professional 
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identity and status and may generate novel proposals for discursive approaches to other 

professions and occupational groups confronting rapidly changing social and 

organizational dynamics. 

I use architectural firms as an empirical setting since architectural firms are considered 

ripe with tensions, for example, between competing demands of creativity and 

commerce (Blau 1987; Gutman 1988). As such, architectural firms represent a suitable 

empirical setting for exploring subjective-interpretive responses to such tensions 

(Farjoun 2010). Moreover, because architectural firms offer a rich source of data on 

tensions and an environment for observing how individuals make sense of these 

tensions (e.g. increased managerialism, collaborative nature of work) in their day-to-day 

tasks, they are also theoretically relevant for the study of identity-related tensions and 

struggles over professional status. 

In addition, I suggest that architects involved in large-scale urban redevelopment ‘city- 

building’-type projects are an extreme case of the phenomenon of change in the nature 

of the professional work that enables us to gain ‘exemplary knowledge’ (Thomas 2011, 

p. 514). I use this extreme instance to illustrate the challenges of maintaining 

professional authority in multi-organizational project contexts that represent a radical 

shift in the ways that professional expertise is delivered and shared. The advantage of 

extreme case typology is that it affords a close-up view of complexities and 

contradictions in real-life situations as they unfold in practice, thereby allowing the 

researcher to capture the rich ambiguity of the issues at hand (Flyvbjerg 2006; Thomas 

2011). As Fiol (2002, p. 654) points out,  

[e]xtreme events and instances [in this case, the changing nature of architectural work] 

encourage us to look beyond the average and the normal to observe the intricate and unusual, 
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which may hold more important lessons than the norm. 

Furthermore, because architecture straddles the disciplines of art, engineering and 

business and has been largely neglected in sociological studies of professions, it offers a 

novel context (Blau 1987; Stevens 1998). Finally, the architectural firms were selected 

based on the size of the firm, the scale of projects that they undertook, and for practical 

reasons such as prior contacts, ease of gaining access and the geographic proximity of 

the four offices, and the willingness of the firms and individual architects to participate 

in this research. 

Prior preparations for fieldwork involved application to the university research ethics 

committee and the preparation of field documents including the interview schedule, 

research information sheet and the consent form (see Appendix for copies of fieldwork 

documents). After obtaining formal ethics approval in August 2015 (UTS HREC Ref 

No: 2015000333), access was gained to four large globally operative architectural firms. 

All of the firms have offices in several locations worldwide. They employ around 500 to 

1000 staff each, globally. The offices are in buildings renowned for their high aesthetic 

design qualities. All the buildings have won various prestigious design awards and are 

located in the CBD of Sydney, Australia. All four firms had luxurious and highly 

stylized open-plan offices replete with custom-designed furniture. Interestingly, no one, 

including directors, had a designated office space, and staff routinely moved around the 

office to sit in project group ‘clusters’, creating a feeling of low hierarchy and a focus 

on day-to-day projects. 

Although these firms are multidisciplinary – that is, their professional services 

encompass the disciplines of architecture, urban design, interior design and landscape 

architecture – architecture was the dominant profession, generating reputational capital 
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and the majority of fee earnings. The firms are renowned as ‘strong-idea firm[s]’ 

(Larson 1993, p. 100). As a result, architects were positioned as the power center of the 

firm ‘with well-established norms, routines, and stronger socialization practices’ 

(Bévort & Suddaby 2016, p. 23). As such, I focused analytic attention only on the 

subjective-interpretive accounts of architects. 

The firms are wholly owned and led by 25–32 directors or principals. One firm is a 

relative newcomer to the market; the other three firms have been established for over 50 

years and have won numerous national and international architecture awards. In 

particular, these firms are considered prestigious workplaces that have an elite identity 

(Alvesson & Robertson 2006; Costas & Fleming 2009), and understandings of 

architecture as a creative venture (Brown et al. 2010) underpin the prestige of these 

firms. 

3.2 Data collection 

Qualitative ethnographic methods, including observations, shadowing (Czarniawska 

2007; Vough 2012) and semi-structured interviews (total 86 interviews) were used to 

capture the nature of architectural work. I approach architects as a case of archetypical 

professionals, and the data were collected on self-views and experiences of work in 

semi-structured, in-depth interviews. The empirical heart of the thesis was developed 

inductively, following a grounded, interpretive approach to analyzing the data (Charmaz 

2006). 

Ethnographic studies involve ‘intensive participant-observations in natural field 

settings’ (Hayano 1979, p. 99). Portraying the culture of architects in terms of ‘the 

other’ in ethnography ‘rests on the peculiar practice of representing the social reality of 
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others through the analysis of one’s own experience in the world of these others’ (Van 

Maanen 1988, p. xii). This aspect of ethnographies makes them particularly 

idiosyncratic, and as such, my insider’s position influences how this social reality is 

conveyed (e.g. Cuff 1991; Empson 2013). In particular, I do not claim to offer a 

singular ‘truth’ about architects from my position, or indeed that such a singular truth 

exists. Rather, I suggest that my analysis of the world of architects is situated and 

partial. Moreover, I do not claim ‘interpretive omnipotence’ (Van Maanen 1988, p. 53) 

but offer one interpretation of the world of architects in a rapidly changing landscape of 

work. As such, the fieldwork and interviews are seen as interpretive acts. Importantly, 

because a ‘good interpretation should admit its own biases’ (Cuff 1991, p. 10), my own 

training and prior experiences as an architect enabled me to gain high-level access to the 

firms and allowed me to ‘shadow’ the activities of three architects. I was able to switch 

between the identity of a researcher and practitioner. However, being a participant 

observer and being immersed in the research context may also pose the methodological 

danger of ‘going native’. This was counterbalanced by the close involvement of the 

supervisor team in the data analysis; three researchers who did not share the worldviews 

of the research subjects. These three researchers represent the ‘outsiders’ in this 

research; that is, they did not have such access or prior knowledge of the world of 

architects per se, and thus conducted a more dispassionate analysis of the data (e.g. 

Bévort & Suddaby 2016). We deployed this dual ethnographer-insider/outsider 

approach as we sought to generate novel insights from the data and develop broader, 

more abstracted and generalizable theoretical constructs using grounded theory 

techniques (Charmaz 2006; Orton 1997; Timmermans & Tavory 2012). 

The practical advantages of ethnography in a setting I am familiar with include a prior 

knowledge of the ‘native language’ and feelings of empathy, which, rather than being 
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viewed as methodological problems, can be ‘assets to deepen ethnographic 

understanding’ (Hayano 1979, p. 101). As I adopted the role of the ‘insider’ researcher 

(Bévort & Suddaby 2016), I found interactions with architects during intensive 

observations challenged my own assumptions and opened up new areas of enquiry (c.f. 

Empson 2013, p. 12) thus strengthening my research. 

Observations: Confidentiality agreements with the firms were signed in order to protect 

the anonymity of their projects and clients. Fieldwork commenced in September 2015 

and lasted for a period of 18 months until January 2017. During this period, I had a hot 

desk in two of the firms’ open-plan offices for the entire period. I attended the two 

offices intermittently during the week; that is, 2–3 days at one and the other days at the 

other firm. My typical day started at the firms’ offices from 8.00 or 8.30 a.m. until 

around 5.00 p.m., staying longer on occasions when a specific meeting or events had 

been scheduled or ran longer than expected. In two firms, the HR managers sent emails 

to all staff introducing me. These emails were a standard way of introducing new staff 

members to all the people in the office. The email included my photo and a brief 

description of my professional background and research, inviting staff to engage with 

me for interviews and/or observations. From my hot desk, I was able to observe the 

activities of around 100–140 architects in each firm. This also gave me the opportunity 

to socialize with many of the architects during lunch breaks and casual get-togethers, 

including the ritualized ‘Friday night drinks’. 

For the other two firms I made specific dates and times prior to arriving at their offices 

and was allowed to either sit at a meeting desk – in the open plan office – or observe 

particular meetings with consultants and stakeholders, as well as internal team meetings, 

site visits, design meetings, presentations and management meetings. During the course 
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of my observations, I made personal contacts with several architects and was able to 

explain the nature and purpose of my research and raise their participation in the 

fieldwork (shadowing and/or interviews) processes. In addition, I participated in a full-

day, in-house training program titled ‘The Art and Science of Persuasive Meetings’ in 

one firm. This gave me an opportunity to introduce myself and establish rapport while 

casually conversing with the architects participating in the workshop. This gained me 

access to more meetings and the ‘new office launch’ party. During my fieldwork, I 

accumulated more than 500 pages of field notes and observed about 27 meetings (see 

Appendices, Table 2). Five of these were client meetings in which design options were 

presented, discussed and sometimes argued about. Of particular note is that it is not 

always possible to observe client meetings. As Sturdy et al. (2009) point out, 

ethnographic research on client–consultant relationships is very scarce. This is because 

of confidentiality issues and consultants’ reluctance to provide researchers with access 

to client projects. Indeed, in my case, despite assurances to clients that I had signed 

strict confidentiality agreements with the firms, some clients were ‘a bit freaked out’ by 

having a researcher ‘observing’ the meetings. In one instance, I was allowed to attend 

the first 2 hours of a project coordination meeting that started with the architects and 

structural engineers discussing the various design options, but I was asked to leave the 

meeting as the clients arrived. 

Interviews: In-depth interviews are associated with interpretive sociological traditions 

including symbolic interactionism and social constructionism (Charmaz 2006). The 

emphasis in this tradition is on the subjective construction of the social world through 

participants’ perceptions and actions. Indeed, qualitative interviews are seen as a way to 

enter the subjective world of the participants (e.g. Cuff 1991). The role of the researcher 
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is to interpret members’ lived experiences or accounts, with the aid of an analytical 

framework. As Charmaz (2006, p. 85) explains,  

[d]uring an interview, the participant’s responses may echo a shared discourse tied to one or 

more identities … Interviews offer one way of eliciting discourses, which maybe multiple, 

fragmented and contradictory as well as coherent and consistent’.  

Notably, these subjective accounts are seen as mechanisms through which individuals 

perceive, challenge and constitute their world of work. 

The recruitment of research participants was in part through personal recommendations 

and in part by ‘snowballing’ from existing interviewees. The aim was to account for a 

range of experiences and views among the architects. All the respondents interviewed 

volunteered to participate; surprisingly, unexpected numbers responded positively to 

being interviewed. Each participant was handed a participant information sheet, and, in 

keeping with the terms of the ethics approval, informed consent was sought before the 

interviews were recorded. In some instances, such as office functions where interviews 

could not be recorded, I took field notes to capture what was said and record interesting 

quotes and to reflect on patterns that emerged from those conversations. 

The open-ended nature of conversations gave these architects opportunities to present 

narratives about their identity and status in multidisciplinary project contexts. The 

interview schedule (see the Appendix) was designed to encourage an open-ended 

discussion about practice. It included questions about education, work history, 

perceived challenges and rewards of architectural work and future plans. The Interview 

Schedule sometimes acted as a prompt for directing discussions, but the interviews 

were, for the most part, led by the interviewees. All participants described the projects 

they were working on in great detail, showing the researcher models and drawings. 
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Often, simply mentioning that I was interested in the type of work that they were doing 

was sufficient to elicit detailed and highly articulate responses, which meant there was 

little or no need to ask prompting questions and the Interview Schedule became largely 

redundant. Most of these informal conversations were recorded and transcribed 

verbatim (70 in total) as the majority of the interviews were conducted in the firms’ 

offices. In some instances, the interviews were conducted in public places such as cafes. 

In such instances, when there was too much ambient noise to record an interview, a 

field journal was maintained throughout to reproduce these conversational interviews 

and impressions of context as accurately as possible. I used the field journal to highlight 

interesting quotes and patterns. 

I personally transcribed all the recorded interviews because I was familiar with the 

interview content and the jargon used by the participants. In addition, doing so made me 

very familiar with the data. In the interest of maintaining the anonymity of the 

participants, I de-identified the data as I transcribed it. People from all parts of the firms 

were interviewed, from recent graduates to directors, with interviews lasting between 30 

minutes to 2 hours. I interviewed a total of 86 architects (see Appendices, Table 1). On 

average, each interview transcript had a length of 3000–6000 words. In total, the 

transcribed interview material corresponds to approximately 350 pages. 

In all of the interviews the rapport with participants was good and the feedback 

following the interviews was overwhelmingly positive. Throughout the data collection, 

preliminary analyses were presented to informal gatherings in three of the firms. The 

discussions and comments following these presentations informed the empirical 

sections of the papers. Additionally, I emailed the papers to those architects who 

expressed an interest in following this research. 



 45 

Shadowing: I shadowed three architects – a director, a senior associate and a junior 

architect – for six months from September 2015 to March 2016, in one firm. The 

director was in his early 50s and had been with the same firm for 25 years. As director, 

he was also co-owner and ‘design’ leader of the firm. The director was primarily 

responsible for ‘getting new work’ and was a key interface with both new and existing 

clients. In addition, he was overseeing the design and implementation of up to 14 

projects at any given time. He was also responsible for a group of 20–30 architects of 

mixed seniority, and, as one architect described, was the ‘go-to person’ for all final 

design decisions. 

The senior associate was in his early 40s and had been with the same firm for 12 years. 

He was responsible for the day-to-day management of six to eight projects. He reported 

to the director on a weekly basis along with project architects, keeping the director 

updated on the progress of various projects and fee-earnings and billing status for each 

of the project phases. The senior associate was also responsible for resourcing 

architectural staff, and as such, had a close working relationship with the HR manager. 

In addition, he managed the daily workload of 25 architects of mixed seniority. He 

attended site meetings on a weekly basis, liaised with engineers and other consultants, 

supported by the project architects and other members of the design team. 

The junior architect was in his late 20s and had joined the firm 3 years before. He had 

previously been employed by a small practice but decided to leave because of the ‘lure’ 

of working on ‘prestigious large-scale projects’. He was working on two to three 

different projects and would move between project teams depending on ‘who needs me 

the most’. His daily tasks mainly involved doing architectural drawings (as discussed in 

the project team meetings) and assisting project architects by attending site meetings, 
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taking notes and responding to requests for information from the contractors. In contrast 

to the director and senior associate who were rarely at their desks, the junior architect 

spent most of his day doing CAD (computer-aided drafting) drawings in the office. He 

only attended client or consultant meetings when called upon by the senior associate 

and/or project architect. This was to explain the particular drawings, design or detail 

options and/or material choices that he had prepared based on what had previously been 

agreed on site or in project design meetings. He also worked on design competitions, 

assisting in physical model making and putting together presentation drawings and 

‘presentation boards’ prepared by other architects and the graphic designer. 

I rotated between the three participants depending on their work schedules and what 

suited them best. As a practicing architect, I had empathy in both observational 

fieldwork and legitimacy in conversational interview encounters, with many individuals 

assuming shared experiences and vocabulary (Bévort & Suddaby 2016; Thomas & 

Davies 2005). In addition, I had ‘the obvious advantage of opportunistic sampling’ 

(Knights & Clarke 2014, p. 339). As Cuff (1991, p. 7) suggests, ‘[c]oupled with 

participant observation, ethnographic methods reveal the sophistication and intricacy 

concealed in the apparent disorder of everyday life’. 

Supplementary data: In addition to non-participant observation and interviews, I had 

access to internal documents, project reports, working papers, publications and other 

relevant documents that formed the basis for extensive field notes detailing 

organizational and project processes. For example, I read a total of 10 project proposals 

and internal documents related to various project ‘pitches’. I also had access to 

marketing material. As Charmaz (2006, p. 45) explains, ‘[e]thnographers routinely 

collect and analyse what people in their studied setting write and report about 
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themselves’. This is because ‘documents represent discourse and accounts’ (Charmaz 

2006, p. 46). In other words, documents are created for a specific purpose to explain 

and/or justify action, and as such, present materials (e.g. text and images) that are 

derived from the broader discourse of which the document is a part. I used this material 

to understand better the project contexts during my data analysis and to support my 

observational and interview findings. In particular, the documents provided useful 

information about the firm’s ‘front stage’ images aimed at shaping its public reputation, 

and as such, important insights about organizational identity. In following Silverman 

(2010), my aim was to access as much naturally occurring data as possible. 

Collectively, these methods allowed me to understand how architects make sense of 

their work and the contestations around issues of importance to them (Barley & Kunda 

2001). 

3.3 Data analysis 

In this section, I present an overview of how the empirical materials were analyzed. As 

noted earlier, the theoretical and empirical portions of the thesis were carried out in 

tandem and data analysis proceeded in iterative steps. As Suddaby (2006, p. 634) 

explains, grounded theory ‘is most suited to efforts to understand the process by which 

actors construct meaning out of intersubjective experience’. In keeping with the nature 

of grounded theory investigations, I moved iteratively between data and theory in three 

broad movements (Strauss & Corbin 1988). However, although I refer to these 

movements as steps, there were several iterations between data and extant theory during 

the analysis of the data. 

Indeed, my research question evolved through the analysis of the data. I entered into 

data collection interested in the work practices of architects and how they navigate 
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changes to their practices. As I analyzed the data, it became clear that changes to their 

work practices had a significant impact on architects’ self-views and their perceived 

status in project teams. Working iteratively between my data and the literature on 

professions initially, I identified identity and status as important constructs that 

architects used to describe the ‘nature of their own reality’ (Cohen et al. 2005, p. 780). 

Researchers have pointed out that architects juggle multiple identities as artists, 

business people and public servants (e.g. Blau 1987; Cohen et al. 2005), thus identity 

issues are ‘likely to be highly salient and accessible to this set of professionals’ (Vough 

2012, p. 780). The accounts of participants included perceptions of their roles in 

projects teams, their perceptions of what architecture is fundamentally about, the ways 

in which they felt their work is changing and how they make sense of the work that they 

are actually doing. This led to the focus of my study on elaborating the ongoing tensions 

around architects’ identity and status in individuals’ accounts of their working lives. 

Notably, although I collected the subjective experiences of individuals, my primary 

interest was not in their stories per se, but I saw these accounts as ‘a means of eliciting 

information on the social situation under examination’ (Suddaby 2006, p. 635); in this 

case, the changing world of work. For example, multiple participant accounts revealed 

ongoing tensions between what they ought to be doing and the work that they actually 

did. The diffusion of managerialism, for instance, was expressed as a tension that 

architects were ‘constantly grappling with’. This insight guided my ‘focus on patterns of 

responses … rather than responses to individual issues’ (Smith 2014, p. 1597). In line 

with my discursive perspective, my level of analysis is not the individuals and their 

utterances but the overall data set and its patterning (Coupland et al., 2008). 

As I conducted and transcribed the interviews myself, I was familiar with the interview 

content. With the help of the interview schedule I developed a ‘thematic’ coding 
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framework for organizing the first stage of the data. Initially, I used descriptive coding 

to identify recurring themes and subthemes in the accounts. For example, the initial 

themes included ‘Work’, ‘The profession’ and ‘Education’. Each of these themes was 

further divided into smaller and more specific themes. For example, the ‘Work’ theme 

was subdivided into ‘Work history’, ‘Current employment, ‘Challenges and difficulties’ 

and ‘Rewards’. There were also ‘free nodes’ that did not fit into any of these themes. 

These were filed separately under general comments about architecture. Reflecting on 

what I was observing, the interviews I conducted and reading through relevant 

literature, a few key sensitizing concepts informed the more detailed analysis (Charmaz 

2006). These included ‘professional identity’, ‘professional status’, ‘emotional 

struggles’, ‘loss of autonomy’ and ‘ongoing tensions’. In the first step of the data 

analysis, transcripts were explored for the way that architects talked about the work that 

they were doing, the emotional tensions in their daily work activities, how interactions 

with other professionals and occupational groups including client organizations shaped 

their self-views (identities), how they perceived their status in the project team and what 

work tasks they perceived as satisfying and meaningful. 

The second stage of analysis involved reorganizing the data under conceptual categories 

informed by extant theoretical concerns. In this process, I identified a number of 

changes architects experienced in their work practices that they perceived as ongoing 

tensions that challenged their self-views. For example, under the heading of ‘increased 

managerialism’ I brought together data from several subthemes of the ‘Work’ theme 

(e.g. ‘Working with other experts’, ‘Daily work tasks’) but also some from ‘The 

profession’ (e.g. ‘Feeling marginalized’, ‘Decline in status’) and data from ‘free nodes’ 

such as ‘Clients’ that were not directly relevant to the initial theme explored and 

therefore not under the ‘Work’ theme. 
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Further analysis revealed the discursive patterns in response to the tensions in the 

accounts of architects. At this stage, I focused on understanding the strategies that 

individuals used to cope with these tensions and how these affected the enactment of 

professional identity and/or maintaining professional status in cross-functional work 

teams. In the third step, the analysis led to the identification of the outcomes, that is, 

whether those strategies served to (re)affirm architects’ self-views, characterize 

expertise and/or called into question professional identity and status. I elucidate on these 

findings in the four empirical papers and discuss the specific theoretical contributions to 

literature on professions, discursive approaches to identity work, emotions in 

organizations and, more broadly, organizational discourse studies of identity and studies 

of work. 

In summary, in this section I have highlighted social constructionism as an ontological 

perspective and the epistemological underpinnings of how the knowledge in this thesis 

was generated. This section has also highlighted my method-related choices including 

choice of architectural firms as an empirical setting, how the data were collected and 

finally how the data were analyzed in a notionally three-step iterative grounded theory 

process. In the next section I present each paper in toto. Each paper is prefaced by an 

extended abstract which summarizes the papers theoretical contributions and a brief 

synthesis of how the papers are related to each other to compose this thesis as a whole. 
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4. Appended papers 

This section provides extended abstracts of the appended papers followed by each of the 

four papers that make up this thesis. I link the four papers with a brief overview of the 

development of theoretical frameworks induced from the data. 

4.1  Extended Abstract, Paper 1 

In this paper, I problematize professional identity through an examination of the concept 

of becoming professional. Specifically, I explore the accounts of junior architects about 

their work and themselves. This has relevance for the issue of ‘newcomer input’ that is 

considered ‘essential for the renewal of an organization’ (Coupland 2001, p. 1104). 

Prior studies of newcomers to the workplace have highlighted that ‘by attending to the 

detail of talk about work, understanding may be gained regarding ideological dilemmas 

that face new entrants to a work place’ (Coupland 2001, p. 1103). Fournier (1998), for 

instance, suggests that the dominant discourse of a ‘new career’ disciplines graduates 

starting their careers in contrasting ways. Contrasting identities (e.g. ‘the entrepreneurial 

self’ and the ‘fatalistic self’) are mobilized through talk about work, ‘which locate 

individual employees within the space of enterprise, i.e. at its core or margins’ (Fournier 

1998, p. 57). This is because ‘communication simultaneously expresses and creates who 

we are’ (Coupland 2001, p. 1106). For junior professionals, discourses of 

‘professionalism’ are associated with appropriate ways to behave (Anderson-Gough, 

Grey & Robson 2000) and particular displays of emotions (Hochschild 1979). Indeed, 

studies taking a discursive approach to exploring emotions in the workplace have 

highlighted that ‘conforming to prevailing notions of what it means to be a professional 

is central to appropriate emotion management’ (Coupland et al. 2008, p. 344). These 



 52 

understandings are important because emotional displays, that is, socially acceptable 

emotional display rules (Zembylas 2005) that are not aligned with professional 

identities, may adversely impact on professionals’ well-being and productivity 

(Ashforth & Humphrey 1993). 

Following the increasing interest in emotions as salient aspects of our social selves, this 

paper sheds new light on the practices of emotions in organizations (Coupland et al. 

2008). In particular, it contrasts the accounts that seemed to ‘transcend’ or ‘reframe’ 

discrepancies between expectations of being an architect and the lived experiences of 

work against the disillusionment and dejection permeating the accounts of some junior 

members. Thus, these junior architects endorsed their marginalization through the 

emotions they drew upon to talk about their work and self. Drawing upon these 

empirical insights, I suggest that talk about emotions (vis-à-vis their work) constitutes a 

crucial resource that junior professionals draw upon to constitute their professional 

identity. In so doing, this paper conceptualizes emotions as discursive resources for 

identity work (Coupland et al. 2008; Marsh & Musson 2008; Zembylas 2003, 2005). By 

exploring the identity work strategies of junior architects, I demonstrate that emotions 

act simultaneously as a coping mechanism and as a disciplinary force in the active 

construction of professional identity. Interestingly, the findings reveal that identity work 

strategies may not always lead to the accomplishment of a positive professional identity, 

despite the privileged identity accorded to traditional professionals (e.g. Pratt, 

Rockmann & Kaufmann 2006). This has implications at an organizational level in terms 

of motivation and performance, as well as broader social implications deriving from 

professionals’ self-esteem and well-being. 
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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 
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positive sense of self but can express a sense of disillusionment that leads to the 

constitution of dejected professional identities. 

Keywords: architects, discourse, emotions, ethnography, identity work, junior 

professionals, professional identity  

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, 

p. 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 & 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, Fairhurst & 

Banghart 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, Nyberg & Grant 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 2018). In rapidly changing work contexts (Barley, Bechky & 

Milliken 2017), where idealized professional identities (e.g. Knights & Clarke 2014) are 

challenged, studies have not focused on the interplay between emotions and identity 

work. As Winkler (2018, p. 8) notes, ‘whether emotional experiences of identity 

challenges inform particular identity strategies and to what extent these strategies are in 
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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, p. 

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 & Musson 2008; Zembylas 2003; 

Zembylas 2005). In these studies, emotions are conceptualized as socially constructed 

within specific discursive regimes (Hardy & Phillips 2004; Kornberger & Brown 2007), 

‘rather than simply as personal, psychological and individual phenomena’ (Zembylas 

2005, p. 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 & Alvesson 2003). Previous studies of professionals have foregrounded 

both the disciplinary effects of discourse (e.g. Alvesson, Ashcraft & Thomas 2008; Gill 

2015) and the sophisticated agency of individuals in appropriating available discourses 

as they seek to reconcile professional identity misalignments (Bévort & Suddaby 2016; 

Brown et al. 2010; Hoyer & Steyaert 2015; Pratt, Rockmann & Kaufmann 2006; 

Thornborrow & 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 
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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, emotions and 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 
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discursive resources for the enactment of professional identity (Coupland et al. 2008; 

Marsh & Musson 2008; Zembylas 2005). As such, emotions are integral to identity 

work and the professional selves that are created therein (Winkler 2018; Zembylas 

2003). In developing this approach, our study draws on constructionist approaches 

which consider emotions as discursive constructs that delimit individuals’ identity 

options and scope for agency (Clarke, Brown & Hailey 2009; Coupland et al. 2008; 

Lindgren, Packendorff & Sergi 2014; Moisander, Hirsto & Fahy 2016). Professional 

identities are constituted within discursive regimes that ‘provide materials and 

opportunities for individuals … to reflexively author accounts of their selves’ (Toyoki 

& Brown 2014, p. 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 2018, 

p. 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 & 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, Rockmann & Kaufmann 2006), 

junior architects are socialized into discursive regimes through extensive professional 

training well before entering the workplace. Thus their ‘ideal’ professional identities are 

preconfigured through specific discourses of what it means to be a professional, 
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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 & Gluch 2009). However, similar to other 

identity challenging contexts such as career changes (Watson 2008) and changes in 

work roles (Cascón-Pereira & 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 & 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 & Barbulescu 2010; Pratt, Rockmann & Kaufmann 2006; Wei 2012) and tactics 

(e.g. Beech et al. 2012; Kreiner, Hollensbe & Sheep 2006b; McInnes & Corlett 2012) 

that individuals deploy to resolve such identity challenges. For instance, Pratt, 

Rockmann and Kaufmann (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 & Steyaert 2015) or ‘aspirational’ 

selves (Thornborrow & Brown 2009) in attempts to cope with identity challenges 

(Brown 2015). Indeed, identity work may be seen to be enacted as a ‘language of 
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coping’ (Coupland et al. 2008), serving specific emotional needs such as security, self-

protection and the enhancement of self-worth (Croft, Currie & Lockett 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, 

Rockmann & Kaufmann 2006), identity positions. However, missing from these 

conceptualizations is a consideration of identity work producing precarious and insecure 

identity positions (Collinson 2003; Knights & Willmott 1999; Knights & 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, p. 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, Nyberg & Grant 2012). The ‘work’ professionals put into 

‘scripting [emotions and feelings] to be fit for external consumption’ (Fineman 2003, p. 

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 2018). 
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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, p. 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, p. 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 & Spicer 2003; Westwood & 

Johnston 2011). Extending these insights, our argument is that the discursive practices 

that produce emotional engagement and detachment (e.g. Clarke, Brown & Hailey 

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, Currie & Lockett (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 
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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 & 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, Hirsto & Fahy 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 



 62 

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 & Willmott 2002; Boussebaa & 

Brown 2017; Clarke, Brown & Hailey 2009; Sturdy et al. 2006; Wright, Nyberg & 

Grant 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, p. 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, Chan & DiBenigno 2016, p. 86). 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, p. 1103). Third, ‘emotion-identity may be experienced more acutely’ during 

periods of life transition (Sturdy et al. 2006, p. 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 
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these firms are considered as prestigious workplaces that have an ‘elite identity’ 

(Alvesson & Robertson 2006; Costas & Fleming 2009) attracting ambitious employees 

(Clarke, Brown & Hailey 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, p. 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 & Clarke 2014, p. 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 & Suddaby 2016, p. 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 
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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 & 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 
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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 & 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, p. 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 & Corbin 1998). 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, Nyberg & Grant 2012). 
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Next, we coded for the respondents’ emotional responses to their work, their 

explanation of these experiences (Rowlands & 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 for 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, Hollensbe & Sheep 2006b; 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. 

  



 67 

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

recognition of becoming a celebrity ‘starchitect’ (McNeill 2009), in the future, 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 & Handy 2012, p. 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 with creativity and 

design. However, this was accepted as ‘par for the course’ towards achieving emotional 
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and material rewards associated with a high-profile career – in the future. 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, Packendorff & Sergi 2014; 

Wright, Nyberg & Grant 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, Lyytinen 
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& Yoo 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, p. 337). Researchers have noted 

that the ability to find a niche in which one feels valued is ‘a crucial survival tactic in 
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the early days of professional life, when expert knowledge is obviously lacking’ 

(Anderson-Gough, Grey & Robson 2000, p. 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). 

  



 74 

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. 

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

meeting room or outside the office. 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 that 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 
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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 & Spicer 2003; Kärreman & 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: 

we’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: 
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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 the 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 

common 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. 
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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 & Hardy 2004; Alvesson, Ashcraft & Thomas 2008; Kreiner, Hollensbe & 

Sheep 2006b). In this view, identities are theorized as ‘constituted through situated 

practices of language use’ (Brown 2015, p. 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 & 

Brown, 2017, p. 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 
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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, Müller-Seitz & Creusen 2008). This emotion 

talk allowed junior architects to transcend the immediacy of their present emotional 

struggles (McNay 1999, p. 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, p. 944). Thus, by drawing on emotion talk that constructed 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, Westbrook & Challagalla 2005, p. 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 & Brown 2009, p. 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 junior architects as ‘productive’ members 

of the team that acted in line with the achievement-oriented standards of high-

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

constructing their identity as valuable and distinct (Sveningsson & 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 & Carter 2014, p. 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 & Humphrey 1995). Reframing work 

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 & 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 involved feelings of frustration, isolation, and disillusionment (Sotirin & 

Gottfried 1999). Our findings suggest that these practitioners distanced themselves from 
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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, Currie & Lockett 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 & Johnston 2011) that speaks ‘the truth’ about 

‘how things really are’. However, rather than fueling active resistance against the 

structural conditions of work (Kosmala & Herrbach 2006) or enhancing the 

participants’ self-worth (Croft, Currie & Lockett 2015), this defensive strategy 

produced relatively conformist selves that continued to perform according to set 

expectations (Fleming & 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 & Fleming 2009; Kosmala & Herrbach 2006) from an ideal 

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

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

way, the CAD monkeys became complicit in their own identity regulation (Alvesson & 

Willmott 2002). 

Emotion talk and the dejected self 

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

and self-depreciative’ aspects of identity (Beech et al. 2016, p. 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 
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self-deprecating (Beech et al. 2016; Hay 2014; Sturdy et al. 2006) emotion talk 

constituting dejected professional selves. 

While on the one hand, ‘venting’ provided opportunities to ‘obtain relief from negative 

feelings’ (Brown, Westbrook & Challagalla 2005, p. 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, p. 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 & 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, p. 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 & Gottfried 1999, p. 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, Currie 

& Lockett 2015). 

Limitations and implications for research and practice 
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Our study has a number of limitations that offer avenues for future research. First, the 

discursive interpretive approach focuses 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, 

Nikolova & Clegg 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, Fairhurst & Banghart 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, Ashcraft & Thomas 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’ 
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of work. This collective reflection is central 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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4.2 Extended Abstract, Paper 2 

In the previous paper, I have argued that emotions are discursive resources for identity 

work that act simultaneously as a coping mechanism and as a disciplinary force in 

junior architects’ efforts to construct versions of themselves as professionals. In 

particular, I have argued that the changing nature of work poses identity threats 

(Petriglieri 2011) that exact an emotional toll on the individual. 

In this paper, I adopt the ‘doing’ lens to investigate the construction of professional 

identity in rapidly changing institutional and organizational contexts. I do so because 

the doing lens emphasizes the agency of occupational members as they actively 

participate in the negotiation and production of work outcomes and, in professional 

terms, compete with other occupational groups for an exclusive claim to perform those 

work activities that they lay claim to. In a world of organizational hybridity, the 

certainties of past identity and the rituals that sustain them can become increasingly 

problematized. For example, professionals are employed in contemporary organizations 

increasingly conceptualized as ‘hybrid settings’ (e.g. doctors working in the National 

Health Service) in which the ‘hybrid worker’ is one who is simultaneously a 

professional and a bureaucrat; that is, unquestioningly obeying authority and also 

enterprising – the kind of person that values individual initiative, judgment and risk-

taking (cf. Bardon, Clegg & Josserand 2012). In such settings, professional workers 

may struggle to balance their multiple and often conflicting identities. These changes 

have an impact on established professional identities because professionals are defined 

by what they do (Anteby, Chan & DiBenigno 2016; Pratt, Rockmann & Kaufmann 

2006). In particular, professionals’ loss of autonomy in the face of the increasing 

pervasiveness of managerial practices generate significant identity tensions that may 
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also lead to feelings of ‘stuckedness’ (Vignehsa 2014), particularly when such tensions 

are left unexamined (Jarzabkowski, Lê & Van de Ven 2013). 

The empirical analysis suggests that tensions generated by the rise of managerialism in 

‘doing’ professional work ‘pose distinctive dilemmas’ for individuals because they 

impact individuals’ traditional and taken-for-granted identities; as such, these tensions 

are not easily resolved (DeFillippi 2009, p. 6). In particular, established professionals 

such as architects, whose senses of existing identities are deeply entrenched, appear to 

face distinct identity challenges associated with the diffusion of managerialism, which 

research suggests are negatively construed (e.g. Joffe & MacKenzie-Davey 2012). 

Individual workers negotiate these tensions in their everyday work by engaging in 

‘identity work’ through which they actively ‘construct their identities in a manner that 

preserves a positive understanding of who they are’ as their self-concept (Wei 2012, p. 

446). In this view, identities are ‘practical projects (discursive accomplishments) of 

everyday life’ in which individuals strive to be ‘able to exercise creative potential 

within the constraints imposed by social structures’ (Coupland et al. 2008, p. 331). 

A considerable body of literature on identity work suggests that individuals can be more 

or less successful in managing identity tensions. Some argue that identity dilemmas can 

be resolved through identity adaptation since ‘people seek to salvage their sense of self 

by resolving tensions and restoring consistency’ (Beech et al. 2016, p. 506). The 

overarching identity work strategies or tactics discussed in the literature are 

conceptualized as reconciliation work. These studies view identity work as self-

affirming; however, professionals increasingly face a range of fragmentary and often 

contradictory discourses, practices and logics that seek ‘to interpellate the subject’ 

(Bardon, Clegg & Josserand 2012, p. 361). In such conditions, I argue that reconciling 
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contradictions and tensions in a bid to ‘affirm’ workplace identities does not account for 

the complex challenges individuals face. 

In contrast, the following paper suggests that individuals construct and enact 

contradictory identity elements by accommodating opposing identity attributes (see 

also, Cuganesan 2017). The empirical analysis demonstrates that identity tensions for 

architects working on large-scale construction projects are persistent and interrelated, 

albeit contradictory (Lewis 2000). The paper emphasizes that identity work might also 

lead to the enactment of a paradoxical identity: one that simultaneously dis-identifies 

with managerial identities while doing managerial work. In these conditions, I suggest 

that opposing tensions need not be resolved but rather accepted and embraced (e.g. 

Jarzabkowski, Lê & Van de Ven 2013), for, as Smith, Lewis and Tushman (2016) 

suggest, a mastery of paradoxes is a prerequisite for survival (of professionals) in the 

challenging environment of contemporary organizations. 
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Abstract 

In this article we explore what happens in professional formation when the locus of its 

meaning, as it has been formed, is increasingly contradicted by professional practice. 

Specifically, we explore the problematic nature of architects’ professional identity that 

is constituted in terms of the primacy of design aesthetics, in contexts where practice 

denies this identification. We highlight the tensions between identity and practices and 

suggest that while architects’ traditional self-identification enables perpetuation of the 

profession’s identity, it challenges the profession’s standing in its relations with other 

professions and occupations. We refer to this as a paradox of identity. Although much 

has been written about the profound changes occurring in professional practices and 

professional jurisdictions, scant attention has been given to the ways in which 

professionals shape their identities in the context of changing practices. We conducted a 

year-long ethnography of contemporary architects engaged in large and complex 

projects in order to examine both the architects’ and the profession’s identity. Our 

contributions are threefold. First, we conceptualize misalignments between professional 

identity and professional practice as identity paradox that has consequences for identity 

work among professionals. Second, we highlight how professional identity construction 
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is organized around competing and paradoxical identification. Third, the paper 

contributes to sociological studies of architecture by generating insights about the 

identity work of architects engaged in large multi-organizational projects. 

Keywords: architecture; design; professional identity; professional practices; identity 

paradox; professional service firms 

Introduction 

Amongst the professions, while law is considered predominately normative in nature 

and engineering draws on a scientific body of knowledge (Malhotra & Morris 2009), 

architects have traditionally viewed their profession largely as artistic (Cuff 1991; 

Deutsche 1996) and creative, with creativity being linked to design and style (Blau 

1987; Gutman 1988; Kornberger, Kreiner & Clegg 2011; Larson 1993). Perceptions of 

creativity in architecture build on the idealization of individual genius and a unique 

design ‘signature’ viewed as a personality characteristic (Blau 1987; DeFillippi, 

Grabher & Jones 2007; Heynen 2012). The emphasis on individual talent and design 

rather than on architects’ demonstrations of ‘objectively how they increase the value of 

projects that they design’ (Gray 2014) has led to a mismatch between professional 

practice and professional identity formation: while many architects aim to be successful 

designers (Cuff 1991; Gutman 1997, 2010), in fact, few will practice this identity. 

Prior sociological studies of architecture recognize that many architects prefer to 

practice by themselves (Gutman 1988; Cuff 1999). The growth of large-scale 

architectural practices however, means that architectural firms are increasingly subjects 

of and subject to the usual processes of organizing identified in the organization and 

management literature as ‘bureaucracy’ (Clegg, Harris & Höpfl 2011): those 

mechanisms governing bureaucratic social, economic, and political processes (Pelkonen 
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2012). In such contexts the wide range of services and projects that large firms 

undertake create high profitability and employment of diverse architectural design 

expertize in good economic times but they also heighten identity ‘dilemmas involving 

bureaucracy and professionalism and architecture and business’ (Blau 1987: 143). 

These dilemmas pit conceptions of architecture as a design-inclined aesthetic against the 

market–oriented ‘business’ practices of large-scale professional service firms. By virtue 

of their employment in large firms, the role of the architect has been changing and 

becoming more engaged and dependent on other cognate professions in large multi-

organizational projects (Deamer 2010; Tombesi 2010). 

However, while considerable empirical research has documented the changes in 

professional archetypes (Faulconbridge & Muzio 2009; Suddaby, Gendron & Lam 

2009), ‘what is largely missing, then, is an understanding of how differently situated 

professionals account for the work they do in their changing contexts, both in terms of 

what they see as its fundamental purpose and how they see it as being enacted on a day-

to-day basis’ (Cohen et al, 2005: 776). In this paper, through a close examination of 

actual practices augmented by open-ended interviews, we uncover the divisions and 

tensions between architects’ professional identity and practices. Our focus is on 

architects engaged in large and complex contemporary urban renewal projects, hereafter 

referred to as city building projects. For architects operating in this context the 

traditional professional identity inculcated in faculties of Architecture, centered on 

aesthetic design as creative practice (Cuff 1991; Fisher 2015), sits uneasily in a vastly 

different organizational context to that of the sole practitioner or small partnership. 

Applying an extreme case methodology (Flyvbjerg 2006) we make three significant 

contributions. (1) We show how the context of city-building projects exacerbates 
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professional practice tensions relating to creative, professional and managerial identity. 

Other studies have focused on the ways in which professionals resolve such tensions. 

They may do so by adapting their identity scripts to new identities (Bévort & Suddaby 

2016); developing an identity that spans differences (Gurrieri 2012); claiming a meta-

identity that addresses paradoxical aspects of identity (Gotsi et al. 2010); adopting 

multiple identities (Paton & Hodgson 2016). (2) By contrast, our research demonstrates 

how professionals’ failure to find a way to adapt to multiple and conflicting identities 

can lead to their marginalization and alienation, which prevents architects and 

architectural associations from embracing positive aspects of a transforming identity. 

(3) We contribute to the sociology of architecture by generating insights about the 

identity work of architects engaged in large multi organizational projects. 

Our article proceeds as follows. We first turn to the sociological literature on 

professional identity and architects’ identity to situate the research theoretically. 

Second, we discuss our methods and findings in which we illustrate the tensions that 

pervade the identity work of architects. Third, we propose paradox theory as a lens for 

understanding these tensions, highlighting how identity construction is organized 

around competing and paradoxical identification before concluding with a discussion of 

our key insights, significant contributions and the implications of this research. 

Professional Identity 

Identity construction (Pratt, Rockmann & Kaufmann 2006) and identity work 

(Sveningsson & Alvesson 2003) provide the key theoretical frameworks for 

understanding professional identities. Identity construction is defined as the processes 

through which a profession comes to be defined while identity work or identification 

(Alvesson & Willmott 2002; Ashforth & Schinoff 2016) is referred to as occurring at 
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the individual level of identity construction. This paper adopts an interpretivist 

orientation to identity scholarship because it emphasizes the dynamic and recursive 

nature of identity construction (Ashforth & Schinoff 2016). The process of identity 

construction is constituted by many discourses, including those emanating from 

professional formation and wider social perceptions of this formation. Individuals are 

motivated to construct identities that they can view as stable (Ashforth & Schinoff 

2016), valuable (Petriglieri 2011), coherent and distinctive (Alvesson & Willmott 

2002). Moreover, individual identities are the result of a complex interplay between 

contexts, roles and individual characteristics (Petriglieri 2011). Roles, as devices, 

signify and condense meanings in identity construction (Simpson and Carroll 2008). As 

Mangen and Brivot (2015: 665) explain, ‘an individual’s professional identity is their 

self-concept defined by their role as an organizational member’. 

Historically, higher levels of prestige and autonomy have been bestowed on 

professionals than other occupational groups because of their claims to unique 

knowledge and skills (Larson 1977; Blau 1987). In particular, established professionals 

(Kyratsis et al. 2016) such as doctors, lawyers, engineers and architects, have many 

common characteristics ascribed to their professional formation, such as lengthy formal 

education and codified behavior, as well as state and professional regulation. These 

characteristics clearly articulate a professional status or sense of ‘being’. As (Alvesson 

& Willmott 2002) suggest ‘education and professional affiliation are powerful media of 

identity construction’. In addition, professionals are defined by what they do, by 

practice (Pratt, Rockmann, and Kaufmann 2006) as well as membership of a 

professional group (Barbour and Lammers 2015). The dynamics relating ‘doing’ and 

‘being’ signify the identity construction of professionals in terms of the alignment 

between practice (contents and processes) and identity (Sandberg & Pinnington 2009). 
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Being enables understanding of the self as one whose specific practices require specific 

tools and devices used for a particular purpose (Sandberg and Pinnington 2009). In 

other words, being has not only corporeal but also socio-material elements. The socio-

materiality of being an architect, as with other professionals, is inculcated during long 

training and licensure requirements (Brown et al. 2010; Cuff 1991). Pratt, Rockmann, 

and Kaufmann (2006: 328) suggest that as a result of their ‘semi-standardized’ training, 

all doctors have some values and beliefs in common and thus have a generalized 

professional identity. Architects go through similar processes of professional identity 

formation that in their case involves familiarization with central practices of design and 

devices such as computer-aided design. 

While identity has become a particular focus in studies of professions (Dent and 

Whitehead 2002), prior research does not adequately address the ways in which 

professionals shape their daily work practices and their identity (Ibarra 1999; Pratt, 

Rockmann & Kaufmann 2006; Wallenburg et al. 2016). Bévort and Suddaby (2016) 

demonstrate how the new logic of managerialism changes accounting work and thus 

challenges the identity of accounting professionals in a study of accountants working in 

global professional service firms. We seek to build upon Bévort and Suddaby’s (2016) 

study by focusing more closely on the nature of tensions and contradictions 

professionals experience when facing paradoxical identity demands. Our study provides 

an in-depth account of the tensions in identity work of architects triggered by changes in 

their professional practices. This research proposes that these tensions can be usefully 

understood through a paradox lens (Gotsi et al 2010; Gurrieri 2012) as paradox theory 

provides a framework for understanding complex and contradictory interrelationships 

(Clegg, Vieira, and Cunha 2002; Lewis 2000). In particular we note, ‘paradoxes emerge 
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when beliefs or assumptions fail to keep up with external changes’ (Cannon 1996 cited 

by Lewis 2000: 766). 

Architects’ identity 

The ethos of design as distinctive self-expression is highly disciplined and ‘internalized 

in the professional socialization of many architects’ (Brown et al. 2010: 530). 

Architectures’ highest accolade, the Pritzker Prize, honors the hero architect, reinforcing 

the ‘mystique of architectural authorship’ (Heynen 2012). For twentieth century 

sociologists, design as creative practice (Blau 1987; Larson 1993) is at the core of the 

profession’s self-understandings. More recent organizational accounts have reiterated its 

place as a supreme value (Brown et al. 2010; Kornberger, Kreiner & Clegg 2011). In 

other words, the image of the architect-as-lone genius, akin to Howard Roark in Ayn 

Rand’s novel The Fountainhead (Rand), is still tacitly embedded throughout the 

profession (Cuff 2012; Pelkonen 2012; Wiscombe 2006). The phenomenon of the star 

architect is the contemporary variant of this ideal (Grubbauer & Steets 2014; McNeill 

2009). 

Images do not always represent realities. Architects, in common with other professions, 

face increased pressures to become ‘more managerial and bureaucratic to meet the 

demands for greater efficiency generated by growing competition and deregulation’ 

(Malhotra & Morris 2009). In the three decades since seminal studies of architectural 

profession (Blau 1987; Cuff 1991; Gutman 1988; Larson 1993), architectural practice 

has evolved ‘from the auteur to the multinational full service firm’ (McNeill 2009: 3). 

Many architects feel ambiguous about their identity, expressing ambivalence about the 

centrality of the aesthetics of design (Gutman 1997, 2010; Symes, Eley, and Seidel 

1995) in contexts in which, practice denies this identification. Representations of the 
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architect, in an increasingly multi-disciplinary and competitive business milieu 

however, remain under-developed (Bernstein 2010). In the case of transport 

infrastructure projects for instance, which are commonly engineering led, the traditional 

pyramidal structure of architect (on top), followed by engineering and construction 

(AEC) is upended because design has become ‘operationally specialized’ in distinct 

professional competencies (Tombesi 2010: 122). In this context, design entails a range 

of diverse expertise from specialist technical consultants, manufacturers and fabricators 

that provide particular services. Moreover, design as well as financial and contractual 

responsibilities are shared amongst various players (McNeill 2009) in the AEC team. 

We contend that significant changes in the nature of architectural work are exemplified 

in large-scale urban redevelopment projects, which include transport infrastructure 

projects. Architectural firms increasingly enter into joint ventures and alliances to bid 

on these projects (Cuff 1999). Signature design firms are engaged to provide the design 

intent while other, mostly local architectural firms, take responsibility for the delivery 

of construction documents (Burr & Jones 2010). In other words, architects do not 

design an architecturally conceived totality (Deamer 2010). The focus shifts from 

design of a building to designing projects in which ‘the division of labor in design is 

now socially spread’ (Tombesi 2010: 122) to various members of the AEC team. City 

building thus requires a different model of practice, compared to that which has 

previously been examined (Bernstein 2010). 

While professional organizations have been identified as sites of transformative change 

over the past two decades (Bévort & Suddaby 2016; Thomas & Davies 2005), 

architectural firms have also undergone significant changes, due in part to increased 

pressures of bureaucratization and managerialism as well as to the increasing 
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complexity of city building projects and the client relations entailed. Notably, there 

remains a paucity of studies in this professional setting particularly vis-à-vis the roles of 

contemporary architects in large-scale professional organizational practice (Burr and 

Jones (Burr & Jones). In response, our research explores how architects engaged in city 

building projects, perform and talk about their everyday work. We draw on an 

ethnographic study of two large architectural firms rife with paradox at multiple levels, 

to which we turn next. 

Methods 

We use city building as an ‘extreme case’ of the phenomenon of change in the nature of 

the professional work of architects, that enables us to gain ‘exemplary knowledge’ 

(Thomas 2011). City building becomes the prism through which changing facts and 

concepts in professional practices are viewed and studied (Thomas 2011). A case-

oriented approach to an extreme example of practice allows an in-depth look at the 

complex interactions of many factors and offers a rich explanatory narrative. More 

information is gained because such projects activate ‘more actors and more basic 

mechanisms in the situation being studied’ (Flyvbjerg 2006). In particular the advantage 

of extreme case typology is that it affords a close-up view of complexities and 

contradictions in real-life situations as they unfold in practice, thereby allowing the 

researcher to capture the rich ambiguity of the issues at hand (Flyvbjerg 2006; Thomas 

2011). 

The architectural firms selected for the present research were chosen because of their 

size and the diversity of projects undertaken. Access was gained to two large, globally 

operative architectural firms. Both firms have been established for over fifty years and 

have won numerous national and international architecture awards. They have offices in 
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several locations worldwide. Each firm is owned and led by 25-32 directors or 

principals. They employ around 700 to 900 staff each, globally. Both firms are 

renowned as ‘strong idea firm[s]’ (Larson 1993) and all the owners are also leaders of 

the firms and share an equal status. The distinctive structure of ownership and authority 

are seen as a key-defining characteristic of these organizations (Hinings, Brown & 

Greenwood 1991; Pinnington & Morris 2002). Both firms are multidisciplinary 

professional service firms, as their services encompass the disciplines of architecture, 

urban design, interior design and landscape architecture, although architecture was the 

dominant profession both in terms of the organizations image and fee earnings. 

We adopted an ethnographic methodology (Bévort & Suddaby 2016) because it enables 

a close observation to the day-to-day activities of architects. Data were collected 

through observations, informal interactions and shadowing (Vough 2012). Observation 

included meetings with consultants and stakeholders, as well as internal team meetings, 

participation in site visits, design meetings, presentations and management meetings. 

The first author had a hot desk in the open plan offices from which she was able to 

observe the daily work activities of around 100-140 people in each firm. The 

observations commenced in July 2015 and concluded in June of 2016. In addition, 

informal and open-ended conversational interviews were conducted with forty-eight 

architects (Table 1) to augment direct observations (Cuff 1991). As such, the data 

presented in this paper is not garnered from formal interviews and stems mostly from 

participant observation and informal conversations (Siciliano 2016). The informal open-

ended questioning canvassed the participant’s career history, the work they do on a 

daily basis, their perceptions of what architecture is about, the extent to which they felt 

the work of architects is changing and their perceptions of managerial and professional 

roles and responsibilities in their organizations. Varying levels of seniority and 
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experience were distributed across the men and women, of different ages and 

experience, who engaged the researcher in conversations typically lasting between one 

and one-and-a-half hours. The informal conversations were recorded, when possible, 

and transcribed verbatim to ensure reliability (Gotsi et al. 2010). A field journal was 

used to highlight interesting quotes and patterns. Additionally, the first author shadowed 

a director, a senior associate and a graduate architect. The shadowing activity 

commenced in September of 2015 and ended in March of 2016. The first author was 

responsible for all data collection. As a practicing architect, she was able to gain access 

readily. The second and third authors did not have such access and represent ‘outsiders’ 

as they do not share the world-view of the subjects, which counterbalances the 

possibility of ‘going native’ (see also (Bévort & Suddaby 2016). 

Table 1 Research participants 

Work undertaken Number Interviewed Respondents’ role 
Residential, 
Commercial, 
Transport, Education, 
Health, Sports, Master 
planning and Public 
realm 

5 

8 

9 

10 

10 

6 

48 

Directors 

Senior associates 

Project architects 

Associates 

Less than 5 years of experience 

Recent graduates 

Total 

 

Our analytic strategy adopted the two stage model described by Timmermans and 

Tavory (2012: 180) in which rather than setting aside all preconceived theoretical ideas, 

they direct the researcher to ‘enter the field with the deepest and broadest theoretical 
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base possible and develop their theoretical repertoires throughout the research process’. 

Data analysis was based on the ‘logic of abduction’ (Smircich 1983). The analysis of 

the data proceeded through collective reading, re-reading and discussion of interview 

transcripts and field and meeting notes with the purpose of identifying how architects’ 

creative and routine practices are constituted in a context marked by managerialism, 

interconnectedness with other occupations, and client power. We consider the 

implications of these changes for architects' identity. 

We draw on the principles of grounded theory (Charmaz 2006; 2008) in looking at how 

identity is formed in professional practice in which the subjectivity of architects cannot 

be taken-for-granted or ignored (Alvesson 1990). Initial coding was open, allowing 

themes to emerge from the data. Early codes were used to direct and focus on further 

data collection. We iterated these analyses multiple times and compared findings to 

ensure that the codes were tightly grounded, moving back and forth between data and 

analysis (Orton 1997), connecting the in vivo codes to higher level abstract categories 

and examining these in light of theories that might provide explanatory power (Locke, 

Golden-Biddle, and Feldman 2008). The data were organized around major emergent 

conceptual themes (Gioia, Corely, and Hamilton 2012), as can be seen in Figure 2. 

In what follows we analyze three discursive themes in which practitioners reveal the 

struggles and tensions that ensue from a complex interplay between the powerful 

discourses of architecture and management. These tensions shape the nature of their 

practices and present challenges for identity work. Building on the notion of struggle, 

special attention is placed on how respondents drew on competing discourses as they 

sought to shape and make sense of profound changes taking place in their professional 

practice. First, we discuss the tensions over design control. Second, we demonstrate the 
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struggle for professional autonomy. Third, we illustrate how architects struggle to 

maintain an antagonistic stance between the ethos of design aesthetics and engagement 

in the construction process, under the rubric of identity paradox. 

Findings 

Figure 1 summarizes the process that we followed which shows our first-order codes, 

the second-order themes and overarching concepts. Specifically, the overarching 

concepts shown were the ones that best explained how changes to architects’ practices 

influence identity construction and how identity based tensions have led to paradoxical 

identity. 
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Design control 

 

Figure 1
Data Structure

a. ambiguity of 
authorship

b. collaborative 
nature of design

c. financial 
success is 

crucial

d. increased 
managerialism

Statements about ‘actual designing’, 
‘everyone’s got a reason to change it 
[design]’, ‘the bigger the project the 
more things can go wrong’ , ‘we are 
control freaks’, ‘want to control the 
finer detail’, ‘I know it [design] can 
just drift’

Statements about ‘huge numbers of 
people involved’, ‘who is actually 
making the decision’, ‘have to push 
really hard to get to the people 
making decisions’, ‘value 
engineering’

Statements about ‘the project is the 
center of our universe’, ‘fortunate 
that we are a profitable 
organization’, ‘you don’t get to be 
director unless you bring in the 
work’, ‘commercial incentives to be 
profitable’

Statements about ‘we haven’t 
abdicated the responsibility of 
projects and relationships’, ‘in the 
end…no matter how great the HR 
support is...there are more important 
ways of accessing talent’

e. managing 
overtakes 
designing

Statements about ‘managing the day 
from meeting to meeting’, ‘I haven’t 
done a drawing in over 10 years’, 
‘things that have to be done 
[management tasks]’, ‘burdens’

Statements about ‘high level of 
engagement’, ‘being at the table 
when those decisions are made, 
‘every project needs a champion’, 
‘stick their neck out’, ‘to plead for 
what is important [in the design]

Statements about ‘I am constantly 
amazed at how powerful the 
architect is’, ‘those things are frozen 
jammed cogs! until the architect 
draws something’, ‘well you know 
I’m saying it and they’ve just gotta
DO IT!’

Statements about ‘under threat’, 
‘stand your ground’, ‘push back’, we 
don’t get enough credit for it [work], 
‘everyone thinks they are the most 
important person’, ‘many architects 
regard themselves as poets’ 

f. persuasive 
skills become 

critical

g. being powerful 
and in control

h. being under 
valued and 

marginalized

Tensions related to 
design control

Tensions related to 
professional 
autonomy

identity paradox

First-Order Codes Second-Order Themes Overarching Concepts

how changes to 
architects’
practices lead to 
identity tensions

how identity 
tensions lead to 
paradoxical identity
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a. Ambiguity of authorship 

In defining the design aesthetic of architectural work as its exemplary characteristic, the 

architect is seen as the ‘designer-artist’ (Blau 1987: 143) or ‘master designer’ (Deamer 

2010: 83). However, this romance of the individual in architecture is outmoded in city 

building projects. As one project architect explained, ‘there are 300 consultants working 

on this [project] over the various phases. It’s hard to know who is actually making the 

decisions’. Architects occupy team-based roles in many building projects such as this, 

making dilemmas of design control even more pertinent, especially as large teams of 

architects employed by different architectural firms are responsible for different parts of 

the design. In this contemporary context, the authorship of the overall design is not 

easily attributable to a solitary figure. As a graduate architect explains: 

“They [signature architects] did the design intent…I mean that’s a really vague 

term… but we were doing the ‘actual designing’ because we were working out 

the actual nuts and bolts… whether the gap was 2mm or 3mm, how things were 

actually going to get built” (Jess, graduate architect). 

In practice, designing is not a linear process. It is instead an iterative process in which 

many disparate specialist consultants including manufacturers and fabricators, for 

example, provide their expertize. There are many aspects to design, from design intent 

to the production of technical or working drawings in which structural and mechanical 

systems are integrated that require architects to manage and organize diverse 

contributions, giving design a significant organizational dimension. Significantly, the 

iterative nature of design poses difficulties in maintaining control over the design, as 

noted by this director: 
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“We don’t like working with production architects because we are control 

freaks [laughs] well…we want to control the finer detail as well as the broader 

detail… designing isn’t something we just do at the beginning then stop. It’s a 

continuous process, right up until its built. So how can we hand it over?”  

There are significant ambiguities of control over the design as it is interpreted in 

practice because the ‘finer details’ may not develop as planned. The development of the 

design sometimes results in substantive changes to the original, rather abstract, 

‘concept’ that is intended only to guide the design rather than being an actual 

representation of the finished buildings. The complexities surrounding control of the 

design when architectural services are segmented in the construction process are 

particularly acute in large-scale city building projects. For instance, a director explained 

that their firm spent two years advising the client on what was called a ‘reference 

design’ that was intended to guide the subsequent iterations of the project design. 

However, the D&C (Design and Construct) team architects changed the reference 

design substantially, ‘in an effort to get noticed’ and many of the defining features of 

that initial design intent were lost. These extracts illustrate that the conception of design 

as the act of an individual architect is contradicted by the fact that design-in-practice is 

not a creative moment but rather, a prolonged, iterative, differentiated and collaborative 

process. 

b. Collaborative nature of design practices 

Historically, drawings were the medium for the projection of design ideas and the 

essential component of the definition of an architect. In city building projects however, 

design is more dynamic than merely being a stylistic interpretation of the building’s 

purpose. As this architect notes: 
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“With these big projects there’s huge numbers of people involved and so it’s a 

different way of working. You know the old idea that the architect sits at the 

head of the table and draws everything and that’s how you do it – it’s [design] 

much more dynamic, much more dynamic” (Director). 

In these comments the traditional understanding of an architect as the ‘master-designer’ 

is challenged. While control over design is considered central to the self-concepts of the 

architect, in practice, the ambiguities and complexities of control over aesthetics of 

design has consequences not only in terms of authorship of design but significantly for 

decisions that challenge the design intent. Typically, initial aesthetic considerations are 

heavily modified when initial estimates from contractors for various ‘packages’ are 

received. A commonly used term, ‘value engineering’, refers to the ‘slash and burn’ of 

design ideas and is a much dreaded process amongst architects. In this process design 

ideas are reconfigured and sometimes completely overthrown to meet the projects’ 

commercial imperatives. Subsequently, architects prepare various ‘options’ based on 

discussions with members of the client and construction team. In other words, the 

material and economic choices made become a significant issue in the control of design 

processes. While recognizing that absolute control of design is not tenable in city 

building projects, architects nevertheless struggle against changes initiated by others, 

which are viewed as threats to the aesthetic integrity of the design: 

“A lot of suggestions for changes come up during the process and we have to be 

kind of vigilant custodians [as a design architect] because everyone’s got a 

reason to change it and … I know it [design] can just drift… you have to push 

really hard to get to the people making the decisions…you’ve got to play that 
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kind of game really or you just get walked all over and that’s the difference in 

doing big complex projects” (Director). 

A common theme in maintaining control of design is retaining engagement in the 

construction process in order to have continued dialogue regarding the implementation 

of design. However, this remains problematic as architects increasingly collaborate with 

other professionals in the provision of service packages for particular phases in the 

construction process. For instance, architects may be engaged in the early phases of the 

project to provide a concept design (design architects) or in the later stages to provide 

construction drawings (production architects). Moreover, different architectural firms 

may be engaged in different phases of a project. An associate sums up this tension: ‘It’s 

pretty crazy…as you can imagine…it’s hard enough for one firm to decide what to do 

let alone four firms collaborating’. 

Professional autonomy 

c. Tensions concerning financial success 

Traditionally, domination of a domain of work is considered central to professional 

power; however, the emergence of large architectural practices and their employment in 

large-scale projects puts pressure on architects to do more managing and less designing. 

There is an increased recognition that business functions are important for the success 

of these practices. For example, while the prestige and reputations of architectural firms 

are built primarily on awards, publications and generally on recognition bestowed by 

esteemed peers, architects are acutely aware of the need to engage in projects that a 

client will fund. As one director explained, the commercial success of the firm is 

absolutely critical: 
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“The project is the center of our universe; we [the firm] don’t exist if it wasn’t 

for our projects so you have ultimately one principal who has to be responsible 

for the health of the project and its success financially”. 

Financial success is seen as the ultimate goal, yet some architects still see design 

expression as a means to achieve professional recognition. Participants stated that they 

were ‘fortunate that we are a profitable organization’ as the commercial success of the 

firm enabled investment in its ‘design’ reputation. For example, design competitions are 

prized as a means of design freedom and although doing competitions is never 

profitable, the prestige in winning far outweighs the financial concerns. Thus, handing 

over of financial control to ‘MBA types’ was seen as detrimental and potentially 

constraining to design expression. 

d. Increased managerialism 

Our respondents strongly believe that they are responsible for building and nurturing 

client relationships, as demonstrated by the following comment: 

“We the people who own it, front it, lead it [the firm] we do the deals, we know 

the clients, we haven’t abdicated that responsibility of projects and the 

relationships” (Director). 

Younger architects also noted that building networks is critical for their career: ‘you 

don’t get to be a director unless you bring in the work’ (Associate). The concern 

amongst our participants was that handing over these roles to managers might not align 

with the interests of a creative, ‘design-oriented’ firm and the types of projects they 

wanted to pursue. The owners and directors want to be autonomous in the projects they 

chose to undertake while recognizing that ‘there are commercial incentives to be 
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profitable and everyone tries to make sure that they are [profitable]’ (Director). 

Similarly, the total separation of the HR management function from architectural 

expertize also was a source of tension, as noted by this director: 

“In the end …no matter how great the HR support is who’s going to judge [the 

creative talent]… its gotta be us [owners of the firm] …yeah I see all these kids 

coming out of university, how do you connect with them? It’s not through a job 

description on a web site. There are more important ways of accessing talent”. 

Even though this firm has a sophisticated and mature practice model, these comments 

about letting go of the HR functions and therefore relinquishing control of ‘accessing 

talent’ for the firm are seen as an abdication of responsibility by the owners of the firm 

to ‘spot the creative’ talent or who is a ‘good fit’ for the firm. This architect notes that in 

order to connect with young talent a more personal connection with students coming out 

of universities is required because it outweighs the standardized procedures of applying 

for a job on the firm’s website, which is handled managerially by HR. These comments 

demonstrate that architects are in a peculiar position. They struggle with ceding non-

design elements of practice such as, business functions to others, because they are 

nonetheless crucial to the overall success of the firm. 

e. Managing overtakes designing 

The pressures to become more managerial, bureaucratic and to keep control over 

business functions to meet the demands for greater efficiency contradicts the ‘notions of 

creative genius and of architecture as high art’ (Blau 1987: 141). This is particularly 

visible in large architectural firms; there architects have limited opportunities for design 

in their daily routines because they regularly have to deal with ‘fees, budgets, difficult 
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management issues, resourcing meetings, performance reviews, problems on site and 

arguing with contractors over the quality of the built work’ (Associate), issues that were 

traditionally considered non-architectural tasks. In practice however, an associate 

described his daily routine as ‘managing the day from meeting to meeting’. Another 

senior associate explained that she spends her typical day in client presentations, 

consultant meetings, site meetings and office management meetings stating: ‘I haven’t 

done a drawing for over 10 years’. She explained that when she was at her desk she was 

usually responding to emails or checking drawings done by others. The vast arrays of 

non-architectural tasks that architects deal with in their daily routines were frequently 

referred to as ‘cumbersome’, ‘things that have to be done’ or ‘burdens’, as noted by this 

director: 

“In a way you wanna relieve the burden of a lot of those areas that different 

owners are having to deal with at the moment. They can focus on just being 

architects and all those other things that aren’t really to do with ‘being’ an 

architect, there’s just to do with running a business and can be separated out 

and dealt with …to some degree”. 

These comments reflect the tensions over ‘being an architect’ and ‘running a business’. 

On the one hand, ceding control over business functions means ‘being managed’ by 

other ‘MBA types’. On the other hand, retaining autonomy over business functions 

means that managing overtakes designing. We see tensions emerge over control of 

business functions and professional autonomy as architects struggle to align changes in 

their practices with an idealized professional identity. 
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f. Persuasive skills 

Many architects note that the realization of architectural designs calls for architects to 

engage in ‘persuasive strategies’ in order to convince clients and project managers of 

their expertize and thus, go beyond the emphasis on design expertize. Particularly in 

large projects, aesthetic supremacy is constrained by a myriad of exogenous forces 

including political whims and commercial imperatives. As this director states: 

“The bigger the project the more things can go wrong and, uhm, the more 

persuasive you have to be and its only persuasion coz you don't hold the money”. 

The above comments exemplify two points. First, persuasive skills are seen as critical to 

exercise control over design. However, in professional education, primacy given to 

design as an aesthetic consideration means that, skill development in persuasive 

strategies are excluded from the dominant narrative forming practitioners in 

architecture. Second, architects’ were traditionally viewed as the expert in design, 

which gave them their professional authority and defined their professional jurisdiction. 

However, dramatic changes in architects’ practices in particular, the collaborative 

nature of design on city building projects, has led to the erosion of the architects’ 

exclusive professional expertize. Thus, persuasive skills become critical in order to 

remain engaged in the design deployment processes. When asked how their firm retains 

integrity of design on these large projects, a director explains: 

“I think you do it by… frankly by high level of engagement and, ehm, being an 

advocate for the outcomes and being at the table when those decisions are made 

so its a sort of different way of working [than on smaller projects]…so it’s really 
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a process and you got to stay on top of it if you don’t want the thing [project] to 

go completely pear shaped”. 

The emphasis in these comments on ‘being at the table when those decisions are made’ 

and ‘high level of engagement’ is particularly problematic because architects’ services 

are frequently procured in distinct segments. Nevertheless, architects are increasingly 

engaged in providing convincing accounts of what they do, which suggests that 

rhetorical skills are increasingly significant for the organization of their activities, 

particularly for client relations (Alvesson 2001). In other words, negotiating outcomes 

throughout the project process requires more than the formal knowledge of the aesthetic 

and technical aspects of design. Many of our respondents stressed the need for every 

project to have ‘a champion’. For instance, as this associate explains: 

“Yeah with any project … you need that champion who kind of digs their heels 

in…whatever the relationship is…to kind of plead for what is important [in the 

design]”. 

In this account, the architect in practice is a multi skilled practitioner, with a high level 

of advocacy and negotiating skills, one who will ‘stick their neck out’ and rally for the 

integrity of the design throughout the project process. In other words, maintaining 

design control on city building projects is a complex process that requires a diverse 

range of business and leadership skills. Architects struggle to align the traditional 

definition of an architect as the individual-who-designs, with the changing nature of 

their practices. 
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Identity paradox 

g. Being powerful and in control 

Paradoxically, despite the changes in architectural practices, which have led to tensions 

over control and autonomy, architects perceive themselves as powerful and in control in 

their self-conceptions: 

“I am constantly amazed at how powerful the architect is because its only us 

that can give a physical manifestation… honestly those things are frozen 

jammed cogs! Until the architect draws something up” (Director). 

In these comments the architect is depicted as ‘powerful’ and important to the 

translation of design ideas, as they bring materialization to ‘frozen jammed cogs’. 

Architects continue to see themselves as being the dominant actor in the construction 

process, as noted in this comment: 

“I mean when I look at younger architects ... there's this kind of thing ' well you 

know I'm saying it and they've just gotta do it!' and we go 'well… it’s not going 

to work like that!” [laughs] (Senior associate). 

By continuing to view themselves as autonomous designers, architects miss the 

opportunity to re-define their identity in alignment with the changing nature of their 

practices. In addition, they find it extremely difficult to demonstrate the value they 

create. As this architect explains: 

“We talk better to each other than we can to a public audience … I think so 

many architects regard themselves as poets… and there’s not an appetite out 

there… in the public consciousness for that sort of poetry” (Senior associate). 
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h. Under-valued and marginalized 

With architectural services increasingly fragmented and the proliferation of specialist 

consultants, design managers, construction managers and projects managers, many 

architects noted that the aesthetic dimension of architectural work is under-valued. In 

our data, architects struggle to be valued for the work that they actually do. In 

particular, misalignments between being and doing are construed as marginalization of 

architects in the construction process. Participants expressed concern that the role of the 

architect is ‘under threat’ as ‘it’s getting chopped up further and further and the 

boundaries of what an architect does is blurring more and more’. Project architects 

talked about the need to ‘stand your ground’ and ‘push back’ when design decisions 

were challenged by others on the AEC team, because as this architect notes: 

“Everybody’s got a reason 'oh change this and it won't hurt!' but everything is 

so interconnected and so we're the people [architects] who know that” 

(Associate). 

These accounts highlight the struggles that ensue during the design deployment and 

construction processes in which challenges to design decisions are based on costs or 

technical issues. As one project architect stated: ‘If the problem is to save money’ then 

we’ll prepare ‘compromise options’ or solutions that ‘don’t undermine the design 

thinking’ but these are often overlooked or disregarded in a ‘bid to save money’. In 

these comments the architects’ self-image is challenged, leading to talk about being 

‘alienated’ and ‘marginalized in the construction process’. Misalignment between self-

concepts and practice are also reflected in the following comments in which the 

integrity of these self-concepts is called into question: 
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“You know off course we don’t get enough credit for it [work that we do] … as 

everyone thinks they are the most important person in the room” (Director). 

In this account, the frustration at the lack of recognition of the work that architects do 

highlights the disjuncture between the identity and practices and its significance. 

Additionally, these comments draw attention to professionals’ vulnerability where the 

changing nature of architectural work destabilizes the professionals’ traditional identity. 

This misalignment between identity and practices has led to the marginalization and 

alienation that many architects describe. 

Discussion 

The research examined the identity work engaged in by architects as they attempt to 

negotiate the tensions and contradictory pressures in the performance of their 

professional identity. Notably, the changing nature of architectural work in city building 

projects has led to an erosion of identity based on aesthetic supremacy while 

management practices and skills have become critical. Prior research has recognized 

that identity work is heightened in response to these tensions particularly in the creative 

industries (Beech et al. 2012; Elsbach & Flynn 2013; Gotsi et al. 2010; Hackley & 

Kover 2007) research connects disparate pieces of professional identity construction 

that other theories have offered and we provide further insights into the complex 

interplay between professional identity and professional work and how these tensions 

are revealed, negotiated and sometimes silenced (Gurrieri 2012). In the following, we 

use paradox theory as a lens for understanding dialectic tensions that pervade identity 

work of professional architects in the marketplace. Individuals formulate paradox when 

dialectic tensions and contradictions emerge through processes of reflection or 

interaction (Gurrieri 2012). In particular, paradox literature offers strategies for 
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accommodating the need of professional workers to manage multiple and conflicting 

identities (Gotsi et al. 2010). As such, prior research has ‘highlighted the utility of a 

paradox lens in understanding divergent and disruptive experiences and managing 

contradictions and their associated outcomes’ (Gurrieri 2012: 801; Gotsi et al. 2010).  

We contend that the romantic anachronism of design as individual talent (Blau 1987), 

limited to the domain of aesthetics, is constraining as it offers ‘limited subject positions 

from which only certain identities can speak’ (Ainsworth & Hardy 2004). This limited 

understanding of design creates paradoxical tensions that shape individual identity 

construction (Cuganesan 2016). In the case of architects, knowledge creation takes 

place not only in ‘becoming’ through institutions such as professional communities and 

higher education but also in ‘being’, by ‘doing’ in cooperation with clients and 

consultants. In terms of actual practice the latter is more important. Despite long 

training and licensure requirements, the professionalization of architects through an 

ethos, ideology and identity of design aesthetics does not resonate with the practices of 

architects in large multi-organizational projects. There are specific ‘non-architectural’ 

skills required to engage meaningfully in the design deployment processes; for instance, 

the use of persuasive strategies to advocate the quality of design outcomes. These 

particular skills rely largely upon the architect’s ability to talk convincingly to a diverse 

audience, creating challenges for architecture as a practice. Architects that refrain from 

strategically engaging with the changing nature of their work and developing new 

identities that can strengthen their position vis-à-vis clients and other professions will 

lose out. Particularly in city building projects, clients frequently influence and control 

the process of production of architectural services, thereby compounding the 

uncertainties of the nature of professional work while significantly dominating their 

practices. As they are being formed in professional schools, architects are uniquely 
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creative (Blau 1987; Cuff 1991); in practice, however, they juggle issues of 

management for which they have had little or no professional preparation or role models 

(Ibarra 1999). 

The way in which architects are viewed as professionals in the wider social context of 

construction projects and their socio-political arenas is important because of the way 

these views act as resources for identity construction, highlighting the complexities of 

maintaining a positive identity as a protective ideology (Brown & Coupland) in the face 

of changing practices. While a select few ‘starchitects’ (McNeill 2009) occupy a 

mythical status in their public personas, in our data architects often referred to their 

work as being ‘under-valued’, suggesting vulnerability and insecurity incommensurate 

with their identity as an elite professional group. For as Brown and Coupland (2015) 

argue, professional workers self-define in terms of what they do and consider 

themselves engaged in prestigious work in which they have significant autonomy. The 

professional autonomy of architects however, is increasingly constrained by team-based 

roles, demanding clients, and increased managerialism. The confusing implications of 

this can be observed in the identity work of architects for whom the design aspects of 

their work that dis-identifies them from managerial identities also provokes anxieties 

about being undervalued and misunderstood in a professional capacity. Our first key 

contribution is to foreground paradoxical identity tensions that arise from 

misalignments between understandings of an entrenched professional identity and those 

being forged in professional practice. Our study demonstrates that significant changes in 

architects’ practices on city building projects have led to the diminution of the 

architects’ professional expertize associated solely with design. Consequently, 

architects struggle with ambiguities of design control and tensions related to historic 

understandings of professional power and autonomy. 
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While a solid ‘sense of self as creative’ has long been acknowledged as crucial to the 

creative workers identity (DeFillippi 2009), prior research investigates identity 

dilemmas which, through processes of successful identity work, lead to a resolution 

(Beech et al. 2012). For example, Hackley and Kover (2007) suggest that advertising 

workers constantly negotiate their identities in order to align their self-concepts with 

external groups and institutions. On the other hand, Gotsi et al. (2010) suggest that 

developing a meta-identity as ‘practical artists’ is a strategy through which creative 

workers accommodate multiple and conflicting identities. In the medical context, Joffe 

and MacKenzie-Davey (2012) argue that a hybrid identity, that of the ‘medical 

director’, helps maintain medical identity while simultaneously distinguishing the 

doctor from a negatively construed managerial identity. In particular, established 

professionals such as physicians, where existing identities are deeply entrenched, appear 

to face distinct identity challenges such as professional values conflict and a perceived 

loss of status, associated with reorganization of professional work (Kyratsis et al. 2016). 

In these studies identity work is seen as seeking to manage the conflicts that arise from 

paradoxical tensions (Kreiner, Hollensbe & Sheep 2006a; Mallet & Wapshott). 

Our analysis of how individual architects deal with multiple and competing identities at 

work contradicts these studies. We suggest that architects struggle to balance these 

conflicting identities because their professional identity is deeply and existentially 

anchored in the supremacy of design aesthetics (Styhre & Gluch 2009). Moreover, we 

suggest that in response to paradoxical identity demands (Glynn 2000) architects 

explicitly dis-identify from their managerial identities while simultaneously enacting 

managerial practices, thereby exacerbating identity tensions that remain unresolved. 

Such separation has been seen as delusional and unhealthy for wellbeing in the long 

term (DeFillippi 2009). Other studies have noted that defensive responses by actors 
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escalate contradictions whereas active responses to paradoxes defuse contradictions by 

accepting the paradox (Jarzabkowski, Lê, and Van de Ven 2013). Significantly, active 

responses do not aim to resolve the paradox but instead, provide ways to work within it 

(Lewis 2000). Moreover, identifying and understanding opposite and simultaneously 

occurring tensions as co-existing and interwoven helps reframe paradox as two sides of 

the same coin (Gotsi et al. 2010) rather than as polarized conflicts. Prior research has 

adopted a paradox lens in order to reframe dialectic identity tensions by accommodating 

these tensions, rather than resolving them per se (Glynn 2000). Our findings extend 

these studies by highlighting the feelings of ‘stuckness’ (Jarzabkowski, Lê, and Van de 

Ven 2013) that ensue when identity tensions are left unexamined. In our study, 

practitioners expressed their struggles as erosion and fragmentation of professional 

expertize, being undervalued, marginalized and alienated in the construction process. 

Our second contribution is thus to enrich the understanding of professional identity 

construction by focusing on the tensions between identity and practices, in particular, by 

focusing on paradoxical demands of being professional architects and doing 

professional work. 

Our final contribution is to extend the sociological understandings of architecture by 

generating insights about the complexities of identity work of architects engaged in 

large multi-organizational projects. Our research interest is in the micro-level of identity 

construction because it reveals fascinating identity disjunctures and struggles. This 

paper explores the individual subjectivity of architects by focusing on how opposing 

tensions between professional and design identity play out in day-to-day work, to 

generate insights about the identity construction of professional in the marketplace. In 

doing so we attend first, to Bévort and Suddaby’s (2016) call for more empirical 

consideration of how individual professional identities are enacted. While it has been 
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argued that professionals derive a large-part of their self-understandings from the work 

that they do (Pratt, Rockmann, and Kaufmann 2006; Brown and Coupland 2015), our 

analysis reveals that the work of the architect in city building projects varies a great deal 

and that, in general, management tasks are construed negatively. Second, we suggest 

that increasing misalignments between work and identity sees architects revert to the 

apparent safety of a historic and almost mythical ‘strong identity’ – the ‘omniscient 

design expert’ (Ross 2010: 9). Here, they echoed Lewis’ (2000) observations that 

regression to the norms of the past serves to temporarily protect actors from recognizing 

that extant skills and understandings maybe obsolete in their present and future work. 

We argue that the ideology embedded in professional identity excludes the development 

of new, strong identities and thus restricts the ‘definition of core capabilities that can be 

used for competitive advantage’ (Sveningsson & Alvesson 2003). In other words, while 

‘doing’ on city building projects is increasingly defined by teamwork, specialist 

technical skills and significantly the ability to share, not just lead the design process, the 

professionals’ identity constructed as an individual designer restrains developing new 

identities, perhaps ones that embrace the management and organization of design more 

creatively and actively. As such, we build upon the studies that delve deep into the 

profession of architecture (e.g. Blau 1987; Cuff 1991; Gutman 1988; Larson 1993) by 

drawing on accounts of individual architects in the organizational context of large 

multidisciplinary professional service firms. Although these studies have emphasized 

the fact that architectural practice is driven and structured by powerful forces that have 

little to do with design aesthetics (McNeill 2009), our study is unique by offering 

insights into the extent to which traditional identity of a professional architect continues 

to resonate (if indeed it ever did), in the identity work of contemporary architects. 
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Specifically, our analysis demonstrates a significant but under studied role of individual 

subjectivity in the enactment of professional identities ‘on the ground’. 

There may well be wider implications to be drawn from our study but limitations that 

merit attention before doing so should be considered. First, the data focuses on a 

particular profession and different professions face various levels of control and 

conflict. A broader array of professional practice might generate different findings. For 

instance, the role of the medical director, developing as a response to organizational 

changes in hospitals would make for an interesting comparison for further empirical 

research; research, however, that is beyond the focus of this paper. 

Second, there are many different ways of being an architect. For instance, ‘[a]rchitects 

from Vitruvius to Walter Gropius have conceived of their profession as art and science’ 

(Cuff 1992: 204) and there are strong traditions of technical and material expression in 

architecture (Curtis 1996), and thus the concept of collaborative practice is hardly new. 

However, while new technologies and new materials provide architects with novel 

opportunities for greater levels of collaborations they also exacerbate tensions regarding 

who ultimately controls processes of design (Stern 2010). 

Third, we do not claim that our findings, and the implications that flow from them are 

universal: even within architecture there are practitioners that may find no 

contradictions in their professional identity. This might be particularly the case for 

smaller architectural practices where architects might develop hybrid identities early on. 

However, architects engaged in large, complex multi-organizational projects, represent 

an entirely new model of practice and lack satisfactory resources with which to forge a 

rich sense of identity premised on the traditions of the field. Today, even a sole 

practitioner is not likely to be a completely isolated professional and thus will encounter 
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some struggles of control over design and business functions vis-à-vis client whims and 

economic cycles. These limitations underscore the need for more nuanced approach to 

professional identity construction. Despite these limitations our data is useful because it 

provides a rich, textured insight into the work of professionals in their changing context 

and these insights should be valuable in the study of other professions where field level 

changes in practices have important implications for professional identity. 

Conclusion 

Our findings highlight that a limited understanding of the nature of professional work 

and practices is potentially destructive because it reinforces an outmoded conception of 

autonomy in professional identity construction. The tension between aesthetic values 

and commercial reality results in a struggle to maintain a sense of professional identity 

that is riven by the fault lines dividing professional ideology and professional practice. 

This misalignment has implications for the subjective identity work of individual 

professionals as it creates complex tensions that have negative affects on the self-

concepts of professionals. We suggest that the nature of the contradictory tensions must 

be identified and understood by processes of critical reflection. These tensions generate 

the necessary friction required to stimulate reflection, debate and potentially generate a 

shift in identity construction. However, there remains a lack of satisfactory resources for 

forging a rich sense of professional identity. Notably, alienation and marginalization in 

the construction process are amongst the experiences of this misalignment between 

identity and practices of architects. The challenges for professionals are to reframe 

creatively the relationship between contradictory elements of their professional identity 

and practices, such that their intrinsic oppositional nature is understood and 

accommodated without compromising either pole. 
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This article contributes to a more sophisticated understanding of professional identity in 

three respects. First, we extend the metaphor of identity as struggle by highlighting two 

arenas of tensions where identity disjuncture occurs because the traditional professional 

identity is at odds with professional work and we draw attention for the need to develop 

a nuanced approach to professional fields where disparate rationalities are contested. 

Second, we contribute to sociological studies on architecture by highlighting the 

identity tensions architects practicing in large-scale architecture firms experience. Third, 

although we have focused on architects in this paper, our insights should be valuable in 

the study of other professionals where field level changes have important implications 

for professional identity. 
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4.3 Extended Abstract, Paper 3 

In the previous paper, I have explored the autonomous claims of architects and the 

taken-for-granted beliefs, values and practices that constitute the architects’ identity. By 

autonomous claims I refer to the self-declared ideals or what the dominant discourse of 

architecture states its purpose to be. In other words, I have sought to understand what 

drives architects to make the investments required of them and comply with the 

requirements of partaking in architectural work in professional service firms. However, 

architectural work has always involved intensive relationships with clients and other 

professionals (Gutman 1988). As such, a ‘relating’ perspective that focuses on 

relationships with others has the potential to provide important insights into 

professionals’ identity and status. 

In the following two papers, I draw upon and extend the relating lens. This perspective 

brings to the fore professionals’ collaborative involvement in the delivery of integrated 

services. In particular, I examine potentially generative relationships including those 

relationships between (a) client and professional and (b) professionals and other 

occupational groups to shed new light on how increasingly interdependent work 

influences professionals’ discursive constructions of identity and status. 

One significant change in highly professionalized, complex organizations is the 

increasing salience of client influence in contemporary professional contexts 

(Gustafsson, Swart & Kinnie 2018). In this milieu, ‘the client’ is rarely an individual. 

Instead, professionals increasingly deal with large client organizations (Dinovitzer, 

Gunz & Gunz 2014) that are powerful and thus influence (Gustafsson, Swart & Kinnie 

2018) the processes and outcomes of professional work. In other words, professionals 

have traditionally viewed ‘their roles as involving high levels of responsibility, 
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complexity, [and] problem solving’ (Vough et al. 2013, p. 1058), yet dealing with 

knowledgeable and influential clients has the potential to create significant anxieties in 

the identity work of professionals (Gill 2015; Haines & Saba 2012), which has 

consequences for professional identity. 

In the following paper, I extend this theorizing by investigating how professional 

identity is negotiated through client interactions. Specifically, I examine the paradoxical 

ways in which architects exercise their professional authority in relation to clients. 

Researchers has argued that identities are ‘“relational” discursive fabrications enacted 

linguistically’ through interactions with others (Brown 2017, p. 301), and yet we know 

little about the ways in which interacting with active and powerful client organizations 

may ‘pose a significant threat to the expert identity and status’ of the professional 

(Sturdy & Wright 2011, p. 486). These understandings are important because it is a 

sense of professional identity that defines the daily experiences of work by providing 

‘guidance for interpretation and action’ (Hendrikx 2018, p. 12). In this paper, I 

problematize long-held and relatively static conceptions of professional identity. By 

explicating identity-implicating tensions vis-à-vis professional authority (i.e. ‘best for 

client’ and/or ‘best for project’), the findings suggest that identity work may not always 

be resolution oriented (e.g. Beech et al. 2016; Ybema et al. 2009). In so doing, I suggest 

that a paradox lens may provide more nuanced understandings of tensions in 

contemporary professional–client interactions that may in turn generate more creative 

theorizing of professional identity (Besharov & Sharma 2017). 
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Paradox of Professional Identity: Both best for client and best for project 
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Abstract 

In this paper, we explore how professional identity is constituted through interactions 

with clients. Employing qualitative interviews with 50 architects, drawn from a broader 

ethnographic enquiry into four large multidisciplinary design firms, we illuminate the 

paradoxical nature of professional identity. Specifically, we make three significant 

contributions to the literature on professions, identity work and paradox by 

demonstrating two discursive strategies that architects deploy in their everyday 

interactions with knowledgeable and active clients: best for client and best for project. 

First, we analyze ways in which professional identity is influenced by professional-

client interactions invoking tensions that lead to paradoxical views of professional 

identity. Second, we move beyond conceptualizations of identity work as resolution 

oriented. Third, we extend paradox theory by demonstrating the dynamics and interplay 

of paradoxes in the social construction of professional identity that are triggered by 

client interactions. 

Keywords: professional service firms, professional identity, professional-client 

interactions, architects, paradoxical tensions, identity work 
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Introduction 

The entrenched and relatively stable sense of professional identity that is cultivated 

during long periods of formal training and socialization has long made professionals an 

important setting for the examination of identity construction (Barbour & Lammers 

2015; Lepisto, Crosina & Pratt 2015). In the case of traditional high-status 

professionals, such as architects, formal credentials signal both the professionals’ 

qualifications as well as projecting expert authority in interactions with clients 

(Galperin 2017). All occupations ‘construct professional identities from the unique 

details and contextual variations of their jobs’ (Barley, Bechky & Milliken 2017, p. 

113). The alignment between identity and contextual practices is considered crucial for 

professionals to be able ‘to construct identities they regard as important, valued and 

meaningful’ (Brown & Coupland 2015, p. 1315). 

Contemporary professionals’ practices however, are less autonomous than in the era of 

the independent practitioner. Knowledgeable clients are increasingly influential in a 

professional world that is complex and corporately organized (Handley et al. 2007; 

Leicht 2016). In the case of management consulting, for instance, clients play a critical 

role in client-consultant interactions by contributing valuable knowledge and ideas to a 

project (Nikolova, Reihlen & Schlapfner (2009). Despite the increased recognition of 

the active role that clients play in professional-client interactions (e.g. Handley et al. 

2007; Sturdy & Wright 2011) we know little about the ways in which interacting with 

active and powerful client organizations influences professionals’ identity. These 

understandings are important because it is a sense of professional identity that defines 

the daily experiences of work by providing ‘guidance for interpretation and action’ 

(Hendrikx 2017, p. 1). Professional identity may well be inculcated in professional 
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education but it is also the result of a process that continues throughout the individual’s 

career. Indeed, the initial imprint often proves to be ‘provisional’ as practice further 

forms what professional identity becomes (e.g. Ibarra 1999; Pratt, Rockmann & 

Kaufmann 2006). 

Traditional views of professional identity have emphasized the autonomy of the 

professional in decision making vis-a-vis their clients, premised on the indetermination 

of knowledge claims (e.g. Abbott 1988). These claims are based on the assumption that 

abstract knowledge learnt in professional schooling is not available to the layperson, 

e.g. the client, and thus clients are not ‘actively involved in the creative part of the 

actual problem-solving process’ (Nikolova, Reihlen & Schlapfner 2009, p. 290). By 

contrast, research taking a micro-level approach to the social construction of identity 

has argued that interactions with clients significantly influence the construction of 

professional identities (Alvesson et al. 2009; Anderson-Gough, Grey & Robson 2000; 

Ibarra 1999; Vough et al. 2013). For instance, Anderson-Gough, Grey & Robson (2000) 

argue that for trainee accountants working for professional service firms, the salience of 

‘the client’ in their daily practices is a dominant aspect in shaping professional identity. 

Similarly, Ibarra (1999) suggests that interactions with clients are central in developing 

the professional identity of junior investment bankers and consultants. Even for non-

professional workers, such as tax preparers in the United States, their interactions with 

clients prove crucial in developing an identity that maintains the value of services and 

projects expert authority while delivering mass-produced professional services, despite 

poor working conditions (Galperin 2017). These studies ‘clearly illustrate the power of 

others in the identity construction process, and as such are an important setting to 

extend our understandings’ (Lepisto, Crosina & Pratt 2015, p. 29) of the relational 

nature of professional identity (Sluss & Ashforth 2007). 
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The purpose of this paper, therefore, is to problematize long held and relatively 

static conceptions of professional identity by explicating the paradoxical tensions 

experienced by architects in their interactions with clients. First, we contribute to 

literature on professions by demonstrating how professional identity is the result 

of a process, negotiated and constituted in interactions with clients. Second, by 

explicating a range of identity-implicating tensions in professional-client 

interactions, identity work can be seen as ongoing agentic effort that may not be 

resolution oriented (e.g. Beech et al. 2016; Ybema et al. 2009). In other words, we 

suggest that when client interactions trigger paradoxical tensions for architects’ 

professional identity these tensions cannot be resolved by identity work. Finally, 

we extend extant understandings of paradox by suggesting that paradoxes are 

central to understanding the social construction of professional identity in the 

dynamic environment of contemporary professional organizations. 

The paper is structured as follows, first, we provide an overview of the literature on 

professionals and identity work from a paradox perspective. We then discuss our 

methodological and analytical choices and present the analysis of our findings. Finally, 

we discuss our findings and conclude with the implications of our study. 

Professionals, paradox and identity work 

Professionals 

We take as our starting point that the profession of architecture is a setting that is 

particularly relevant for examining paradoxical identity tensions (Ahuja, Nikolova & 

Clegg 2017; Groleau et al. 2012; Miron-Spektor & Erez 2017). The defining 

characteristics of professional identity have been that professional work demands 
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autonomy and self-regulation (Brown & Coupland 2015; Robertson, Scarbrough & 

Swan 2003; Thomas & Hewitt 2011). Historically, the provision of professional 

services was characterized by an ‘asymmetry of expertise’ in which the client was 

reliant upon the expertise of the professional (Abbott 1988, p. 5). As such, there were 

expectations of how professional work should be conducted, bound by codes of conduct 

and the expert authority of the professional premised on notions of control over the 

definition and organization of professional work (Muzio & Ackroyd 2005). On this 

basis, archetypal professionals such as doctors, lawyers, architects and accountants (von 

Nordenflycht 2010) developed a generalized and relatively stable professional identity 

during their formal training and socialization processes (Anderson-Gough, Grey & 

Robson 2000; Lepisto, Crosina & Pratt 2015; Pratt, Rockmann & Kaufmann 2006) that 

was used to signal the authority of an expert in interactions with clients. Traditional 

understandings of professional identity (i.e. being the expert and being in control) 

however, have less of a role to play in contemporary contested, dynamic and 

paradoxical contexts. 

The landscape of professional work has changed dramatically in the 30 years since 

Abbott’s (1988) seminal work on the professions. One significant driving force behind 

the changing nature of professional work (Barley, Bechky & Milliken 2017; Dent & 

Whitehead 2002; Faulconbridge & Muzio 2009; Leicht 2016) is the demand from 

influential and powerful clients (Dinovitzer, Gunz & Gunz 2014; Gustafsson, Swart & 

Kinnie 2018) to participate in the development of ‘shared understanding, norms, values 

and practice’ with the professional (Nikolova, Reihlen & Schlapfner 2009, p. 296). 

Such ‘active clients’ seek to ‘assert control or affect the environment consciously, with 

deliberate action’ (Sturdy & Wright 2011, p. 487) and may ‘pose a significant threat to 

the expert identity and status’ of the professional (Sturdy & Wright 2011, p. 486). 
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Although many professions such as nursing (Croft, Currie & Lockett 2015), academia 

(Knights & Clarke 2014), accounting (Kornberger, Justesen & Mouritsen 2011) and 

medicine (Hendrikx 2017) are undergoing profound changes, there is little theorizing 

that embraces the paradoxical nature of tensions triggered by the changing nature of 

work that inform the socially constructed identities of professionals (Jones et al. 2012). 

Research has increasingly pointed out that ‘clients constitute professional work’ by 

providing insights and seeking to be actively involved in decision making (Gustafsson, 

Swart & Kinnie 2017, p. 3). In the case of architects engaged in large-scale construction 

projects for example, clients play a major role in the architectural process because 

clients are increasingly ‘articulate and explicit in stating the criteria for evaluating 

buildings and the services of architects, even the procedures and methods according to 

which a building should be designed’ (Gutman 1988, p. 54). In other words, client’s 

active participation in projects influences practices (Handley et al. 2007) challenging 

‘traditional assumptions around professional-client relationships’ (Gustafsson, Swart & 

Kinnie 2017, p. 3) that inform professionals’ self-concepts (Sluss & Ashforth 2007). 

Yet we know little about how individuals experience and interpret the complex tensions 

in the social construction of professional identity triggered by professional-client 

interactions (Kreiner et al. 2015), ‘deeming further scholarly inquiry into their influence 

necessary’ (Gustafsson, Swart & Kinnie 2017, p. 3). 

Ahuja, Nikolova & Clegg (2017) suggest that in the case of architects engaged in large-

scale urban redevelopment projects, the diffusion of managerial practices (e.g. Bévort & 

Suddaby 2016; Malhotra & Morris 2009) challenges professionals’ identity. Notably, 

‘professionals’ failure to find a way to adapt to multiple and conflicting identities can 

lead to their marginalization and alienation’ (Ahuja, Nikolova & Clegg 2017, p. 3). In 
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seeking to complement and extend this theorizing, we examine tensions in the 

construction of architects’ identity in interactions with clients and illustrate the dynamic 

interplay of paradoxes in the social construction of professional identity. 

Paradox 

There is an emerging stream of identity work literature highlighting that professionals’ 

identity construction is fraught with paradoxical tensions (Ahuja, Nikolova & Clegg 

2017; Sheep, Kreiner & Fairhurst 2017) since, there are a ‘multiplicity of forces shaping 

professionals’ (Kuhn 2009: 682). Paradoxical tensions are particularly prevalent in 

creative contexts such as architectural firms (Ahuja, Nikolova & Clegg 2017; Miron-

Spektor & Erez 2017). Contradictory elements involve long standing conceptions of 

aesthetics of design versus market-oriented business practices (Gotsi et al. 2010; 

Hackley & Kover 2007) of large firms as well as individual creativity versus team-

based roles and collective responsibilities in large scale projects (McNeill 2009; 

Tombesi 2010). 

Being able to manage persistent and non-resolvable ‘ongoing tension’ (Schad et al. 

2016, p. 8; Sheep, Kreiner & Fairhurst 2017; Smith & Lewis 2011) is increasingly 

being recognized as a paradoxical practice. As Smith & Lewis (2011, p. 382) point out, 

paradox is found in ‘contradictory yet interrelated elements that exist simultaneously 

and persist over time’. However, even when changes to professional work and 

organizational context challenge their prior, ‘socialized dispositions’ (Handley et al. 

2006, p. 647), professionals may nonetheless ‘seek to present particular identities to 

outsiders such as clients’ (Handley et al. 2007: 179). As such, a paradox lens may 

provide more nuanced understandings of the broad range of tensions in contemporary 

professional-client interactions and a strategy for more creative theorizing of 
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professional identity (Besharov & Sharma 2017). Notably, paradox theory recasts the 

tensions entailed in identity work as both/and rather than either/or dichotomies 

(Besharov & Sharma 2017). We seek to explicate the tensions in the identity work of 

architects ‘as they wrestle with who they are as they talk those selves into being’ 

through their interactions with clients (Sheep, Kreiner & Fairhurst 2017, p. 452). 

Building on the literature of professions and identity work we leverage the paradox lens 

to extend extant research on professional identity (Ahuja, Nikolova & Clegg 2017; 

Smith et al. 2017). Our study complements and extends this research by highlighting the 

paradoxical tensions that pervade the identity work of architects triggered by the 

changing nature of their work vis-a-vis professional-client interactions. 

Identity work 

Identity is a central lens that individuals use to make sense of and enact their 

environments (Barbour & Lammers 2015; Lepisto, Crosina & Pratt 2015). Identity 

however, requires individuals to engage in ‘repeated work to be sustained’ (Anteby 

2008, p. 203). A myriad of stimuli such as increased managerialism (Bévort & Suddaby 

2016; Sveningsson & Alvesson 2003), role transitions (Ibarra 1999; Ibarra & 

Barbulescu 2010) and career changes (Watson 2008) can trigger identity work 

(Alvesson & Willmott 2002; Petriglieri 2011; Pratt, Rockmann & Kaufmann 2006). 

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

Ibarra & Barbulescu 2010; Pratt, Rockmann & Kaufmann 2006; Wei 2012) and tactics 

(e.g. Beech et al. 2012; Kreiner, Hollensbe & Sheep 2006b; McInnes & Corlett 2012) 

that individuals deploy to resolve identity-implicating tensions. Professionals however, 

increasingly face a range of fragmentary and often contradictory discourses, practices 

and logics seeking ‘to interpellate the subject’ (Bardon, Clegg & Josserand 2012, p. 
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361). In such conditions, conceptualizations of identity work that stress reconciliation of 

tensions do not account for those recurrent tensions that may be persistent and thus un-

resolvable (e.g. Lewis 2000). 

Fundamental to understandings of identity work is the agency of the individual in 

expanding or contracting their conception of professional identity, serving as a 

conceptual bridge between structural context and agentic activity (Kreiner et al. 2015; 

Sheep, Kreiner & Fairhurst 2017). One approach that ‘focuses on individuals’ active 

construction of identity in social contexts’ (Pratt, Rockmann & Kaufmann 2006: 237) is 

the discursive approach to identity work. The approach is characterized ‘as being 

formed in relation to significant others’ through situated practices of language use 

(Brown 2017, p. 15), emphasizing the dynamics between macro-level changes and 

individuals’ discursively constructed identities (Ainsworth & Hardy 2004; Sveningsson 

& Alvesson 2003). 

Adopting a social constructionist perspective shows that people, while performing 

work, are engaged in reproducing and transforming their identity (Mallet & Wapshott 

2012; Wright, Nyberg & Grant 2012). By focusing on identity work in situated social 

contexts the importance of ‘forming, repairing, maintaining, strengthening or revising 

the constructions [of self-identity] that are productive of a precarious sense of coherence 

and distinctiveness’ (Alvesson & Willmott 2002, p. 626) is highlighted. Researchers 

have argued that identity is actively constructed through interactions with others that is 

oriented towards performing a stable and positive sense of self (Dutton, Roberts & 

Bednar 2010). Although paradoxical tensions are pervasive in contemporary 

professional contexts (Ashcraft & Trethewey 2004; Fairhurst et al. 2016), the relational 

processes by which professional identity is ‘realized in situ’ (Sheep, Kreiner & Fairhurst 
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2017, p. 453) remain under explored (Ibarra & Barbulescu 2010; Miscenko & Day 

2016; Pratt, Rockmann & Kaufmann 2006). 

Building on these insights, we examine the identity work of architects as they interact 

with increasingly knowledgeable and active clients. We illustrate the discursive 

struggles through which professionals express their identities and the contestation 

and/or expansion of expertise in interactions with their clients. Our study reveals how 

architects select and combine available discourses as interpretive acts to address the 

challenges they face and give meaning to the work that they do. Of particular interest is 

how architects manage paradoxical tensions in their day-to-day interactions with clients 

and negotiate a sense of meaningful professional identity in contexts in which, the 

relevance of the ‘expert’ is challenged. 

We argue that the erosion of the notion of expert in architect–client interactions triggers 

ongoing identity work in which members express their identities and reflect their status 

in the profession. Leveraging paradox theory in which contradictions and ongoing, 

persistent tensions play a central role, we examine architects’ interpretations of their 

day-to-day interactions with clients. We argue that client interactions significantly 

influence the paradoxical and elastic construction (Sheep et al. 2017) of architects’ 

identity. Specifically, we demonstrate that architects experience and discursively 

interpret interactions with clients as a ‘constant battle’ that holds in tension paradoxical 

views of professional identity - i.e. ‘a narrative of who they are... while also claiming to 

“be” a certain way’ (Sheep, Kreiner & Fairhurst 2017, p. 457). We find that architects 

‘adapt and interpret new aspects’ of professional identity (Kreiner et al. 2015, p. 985) by 

enacting ‘best for the client’ and yet struggle to hold onto their traditional identity by 

discursively constructing their unique expertise as ‘best for project’. Our study is 
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important because, ‘as society grows more complex, paradox is and will continue to be 

a phenomenon that crosses all aspects of organizational life’ (Fairhurst et al. 2016, p. 8). 

Data and Methods 

We focus on how the social construction of professional identity is informed by 

interactions with clients. To do so, we draw upon data collected from a broader 

ethnographic study of four multidisciplinary professional service firms, conducted over 

an eighteen-month period between July 2015 and December 2016. Ethnographic 

methods integrating observation, interviews and shadowing (Czarniawska 2007; Vough 

2012) were used to collect data on the daily interactions of professional architects 

engaged in large-scale construction projects - with their clients. Ethnographic 

observations included meetings with clients and stakeholders defined as the ‘client-

system’ (Lalonde & Gilbert 2016), as well as participating in site visits and client 

presentations. In addition, we draw on semi-structured open-ended conversational 

interviews with 50 architects of whom, 28 were male and 22 females – conducted 

during the course of their daily activities. Two participants are renowned architects who 

have won several professional accolades and hold prestigious positions in professional 

associations and universities. 

The interview data presented in this paper covered a spectrum of senior architects that 

ranged in professional tenure from 15 to 40 years because senior architects have 

considerable experience and professional legitimacy in interacting with complex client 

organizations (Dutton, Roberts & Bednar 2010; McGivern et al. 2015). As such, they 

are exemplary, elite professionals and their worldviews are ‘influential’ (Maclean, 

Harvey & Chia 2011). Prior to interviewing, assurances of anonymity and 
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confidentiality were provided, and informed consent secured. All respondents were 

asked to describe the types of clients they engaged with in their daily work routines. 

The open-ended nature of conversations gave these architects opportunities to present 

accounts about their experiences and interpretations of client interactions. Our aim was 

‘to stimulate active narrative production, intentionally provoking interviewees to 

articulate and reflect upon their position’ [here professional identity] (Hodgson, Paton 

& Muzio 2015, p. 749) with respect to interactions with clients. In addition, the 

interviews enabled us to ‘situate the observations in the broader temporal and spatial 

context’ and helped us fully grasp the perceptions of architects’ self-concepts in their 

interactions with clients (Groleau et al. 2012, p. 655). The conversations typically lasted 

between 30 and 90 minutes and were used to clarify contradictions and tensions with 

regard to the architects’ identity that emerged during fieldwork. These conversations 

were recorded and transcribed verbatim to ensure reliability (Gotsi et al. 2010). 

The first author was responsible for all the data collection. As a practicing architect, she 

had empathy in both observational fieldwork and legitimacy in conversational interview 

encounters, with many individuals assuming shared experiences and vocabulary (Bévort 

& Suddaby 2016; Thomas & Davies 2005). In addition, she had ‘the obvious advantage 

of opportunistic sampling’ (Knights & Clarke 2014, p. 339). However, to 

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

second and third researchers represent ‘outsiders’ that do not share the world-view of 

the subjects (Bévort & Suddaby 2016, p. 24). 

Data were analysed using an abductive approach (Peirce 1934, p. 171) since, ‘abduction 

is the process of forming an explanatory hypothesis’. Following Timmermans & Tavory 

(2012) we moved iteratively between existing theory and emerging themes from the 
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data to develop theoretical understanding of the paradoxical nature of identity tensions. 

For example, in the first instance we identified common themes in the accounts of the 

respondents that appeared to describe numerous tensions architects were experiencing 

in their professional interactions with clients. In the next step of analysis, we 

distinguished between client interactions that generated tensions and the reoccurrence of 

these patterns (Groleau et al. 2012). We then focused on architects’ descriptions of how 

they responded to these tensions. Further analysis led to the aggregation of these 

descriptions into two overarching categories that demonstrated the discursive strategies 

architects simultaneously accommodated in their work: best for client and best for 

project. 

The analysis of our data involved several interrelated stages in order to develop 

appropriate themes and advance insights about the ongoing tensions that individuals 

faced in negotiating professional identity in their interactions with clients for, as 

Breakwell (2010, p. 6.3) states, ‘people are normally self-aware and actively monitor 

the status of their identity’. Taking a discursive approach to identity work (Ainsworth & 

Hardy 2004; Brown 2017), we focus on the ways in which client interactions 

simultaneously extended and constrained the enactment of professional identity. The 

interviews were analysed as ‘ongoing conversations respondents have with the 

researcher and in which they are encouraged to tell stories, to describe situations 

encountered’ because ‘how narrators accomplish their situated stories conveys a great 

deal about the presentation of the self’ (Lalonde & Gilbert 2016, p. 637). We summarize 

our findings in Figure 1. 

  



 149 

 

 

Figure 1
Data Structure

Statements about convincing clients (e.g. 
‘convincing the clients this was the best option; 
it’s also best for the client in the long term; it’s 
exhausting’) 

Statements about offering endorsements and 
confirmations to clients (e.g. clients rely on us 
for endorsement of design ideas; we influence 
the design decisions’)

Best for client

commitment to 
project design

Best for project

accepting expertise is 
changing

Statements about having an overarching 
understanding/responsibility for the project (e.g. 
‘clients may have overlooked things because 
their speciality is not architecture; we are able 
to look...how it all comes together’; ‘we look at 
the big picture; we’re the only ones who can 
draw the whole thing up’)

constant 
battle to 
construct 

meaningful 
professional 

identity

traditional expert 
identity

Statements about desire to good design (e.g. 
‘something that works and is aesthetically 
pleasing; any excuse to do something 
interesting; we know it doesn’t work but have to 
draw it up anyway’)

Statements about dependence (e.g. ‘clients may 
not come back to us when they want changes in 
the future; we have to be commercially savvy; 
have to prove that the aesthetic doesn’t rule over 
any of the other issues ’)

client capture

advocating for best 
design

Statements about negotiating design/sharing 
design decisions (e.g. ‘we have lots of 
arguments, remind them [clients] to participate 
in design; in the end we want what’s best for 
the project; when things get tricky I remind 
clients that’s what they hired us for’)

negotiating project 
design

Statements about knowledgeable and powerful 
clients (e.g., ‘sophisticated developer 
types…you know like they have…MBA’s from 
Harvard; These [clients] are all experts [] they 
have 12-15 people; you can’t tell them what to 
do; have to explain every decision’)

clients as experts 
influence the 
architecture process

Statements about clients priorities (e.g. ‘clients 
have other priorities; don’t care about 
architecture per se; they [clients] didn’t want to 
spend the money; the difficulty is the speed 
with which clients want design resolved; clients 
don’t understand that you can’t just change one 
thing because it’s [design] all interconnected’)

clients have different 
priorities

Client 
interactions 
challenge 

professional 
identity

Statements about accepting shared control (e.g. 
‘by no means is there a [singular] person who is 
the God who creates the design; it’s a good 
thing; no one is in absolute control of the 
design’) 

accepting the active 
role of clients

personal fulfilment 
and satisfaction from 
meeting clients’ 
needs

Statements about validations from clients (e.g. 
‘knowing that I did what’s best for client gives 
me a great deal of personal satisfaction; we 
work it out together; [clients] rely on us 
because we’ll do what’s best for client’) 
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The constant battle: Architect–Client interactions 

In the following we conceptualize professional–client interactions in terms of two 

overarching discursive strategies that architects deployed in attempts to constitute 

themselves as professional-experts in relation to their clients. These strategies, 

understood as ways in which [we] ‘describe ourselves and our work’ (Fine 1996, p. 90), 

describe how architects make sense of the work that they do in relation to 

knowledgeable, expert clients that increasingly influence the architectural-design 

process. As one respondent notes: ‘These [clients] are all experts [gives example] they 

have 12-15 people [during feasibility study phase] who are all experts, geo-techs [geo-

technical engineers], specialist contractors, structurals [engineers] and such like’ 

(project architect, 18 years’ experience). Similarly, this respondent explains, [our clients 

are] ‘sophisticated developer types…you know like they have…MBA’s from Harvard’ 

(senior associate, 25 years’ experience). 

In our data, the ambiguities of the influence of architects’ expertise in the building 

process were described as ‘constant battle between commercial imperatives of clients’ 

and architects’ aspirations to do ‘good design’. Indeed, these ‘constant battles’ to 

accommodate client’s expectations (e.g. speed and cost) versus designing something 

‘that works and is aesthetically pleasing’, that is seen as ‘good design’, creates 

challenges for the architects’ identity. Architects highlighted their anxieties and 

frustrations in relation to client-interactions vis-à-vis professional identity. For instance: 

look... some clients don’t really give a shit about architecture or buildings, in the 

case of [gives example] they [clients] were under pressure [by new regulations] to 

improve the building envelope…they didn’t want to spend the money…but they 
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needed us [for building permit] so we’re already undervalued to start with 

(director, 30 years’ experience) 

In these comments, the frustrations of being undervalued signal challenges to 

professionals’ identity ‘even before the project starts’. Here, because the clients ‘don’t 

care about architecture’ per se, the priorities of the clients are at odds with architects’ 

identity. These misalignments create ‘a constant battle’ to construct a meaningful 

professional identity, as this respondent explains: 

we [architects] insist upon aesthetics…any excuse to do something 

interesting…but clients have other priorities… it’s such a constant battle (associate, 

15 years’ experience) 

In these comments, the ‘constant battle’ between clients’ priorities and the salience of a 

traditional expert identity creates paradoxical tensions which cannot be resolved. Many of 

our respondents expressed the personal costs of their constant struggles with client 

demands, for instance: ‘we know they [design-options] don’t work, but we’ve got to do 

them, just to show the clients...that we’ve considered all these [options]...it’s just so crazy 

(Senior associate, 20 years’ experience). In these accounts, the tensions polarize around 

not being able to enact (practice) the identity of the architect as expert: ‘then you look at 

the original idea and look at the finished [design] and you go …what the hell! That’s not 

what we designed’. Our respondents found this at odds with their professional identity 

because all of the firms are renowned for their ‘award winning architecture’ and 

‘innovative design’. Paradoxically, our respondents also made clear that ‘it’s rare ... even 

though it’s a dream of many architects...it’s rare that somebody [client] comes to you and 

says, 'just do what you want'’ (director, 40 years’ experience). Indeed, many respondents 

described their clients as, ‘sophisticated’, and ‘savvy’. In these contexts, ‘you can’t tell 
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them [clients] what to do! …you have to be very diplomatic…you have to explain every 

[design] decision …and constantly justify the role that you have [as architect] …it’s 

exhausting’ (senior associate, 25 years’ experience). 

In addition, respondents were well aware that the market for architectural services is 

fiercely competitive and that their clients have alternatives to go to. For instance: 

They’re still changes to what we’re doing after …after 5 years…the buildings been 

under construction for almost 3 years [the project is almost complete]. Now it’s 

been fitted out and someone’s [client] come along and said, ‘oh we should do 

this’…We’re about to hand over the project and they’re still getting us to change 

things. I worry…but a year from now someone will wanna change 

something…will they [clients] even come back to us? Or will they just get 

someone else? (director, 30 years’ experience) 

The vulnerability that lies behind this comment is evident; the respondent was, in effect, 

admitting that despite having had good relationships with the ‘client side’ for almost 5 

years, he was insecure whether they would revert to the architects’ expert advice in the 

future. These comments draw attention to the complex tensions of the working 

relationship between client and professional, particularly since the clients [here, user] 

may be more powerful than representatives with whom the architects are dealing. 

In light of these tensions we now examine the two discursive strategies – best for 

client and best for project – that architects draw upon, as they seek to legitimate 

their professional expertise in their interactions with clients. 

  



 153 

Best for client 

One key discursive strategy that our respondents drew upon when they described 

their sense of ‘being an architect’ was to reassure clients, ‘as to why you’re 

making those design choices’ (director, 30 years’ experience). For many 

respondents, the daily task was constantly to reassure clients that every design 

decision was based on what’s ‘best for client’. For example, ‘well mainly we have 

to reassure them…yeah lots of that reassuring…. that the design [decision] is 

what’s best for the client’ (director, 27 years’ experience). In deploying this 

discursive strategy respondents underplayed their authority as experts because 

professional success and personal fulfillment derived from validations from 

clients. For instance, ‘for me our [firms] success depends on happy clients [who 

are] … repeat clients and at the end of the day…knowing that I did what’s best for 

the client gives me a great deal of well… personal satisfaction’ (project architect, 

25 years’ experience). Central to this understanding was the notion that architects 

performed their professional expertise in ways that are ‘best for the client’. 

Architects position themselves as experts in ‘advice and endorsement’ in relation to 

their clients, explaining that clients rely on architects for rather more than their 

substantive design expertise, as this architect explains: 

Clients will look to me for endorsement or advice……so we might say we’ve 

exceeded the height here and they might look at me and ‘[name] do you think 

council’s [regulatory authority] gonna go for that?’ and I’ll say I think these are the 

issues…or they’ll say, ‘[name] are you happy with the design?’ (director, 35 years’ 

experience) 



 154 

For the participants, positioning the value of their services as ‘best for the client’ 

ensured that significant clients relied on architects for advice and endorsement on 

design ideas that may well have been client initiated. Notably, this strategy provided 

external validation for the professionals’ identity since their clients were not merely an 

‘information supplier’ or ‘passive actors’. Instead, as participants repeatedly point out: 

the clients are [made up of] specialists...experts...so we have to explain everything 

in great detail...why we’re putting the stairs here and not there...the station here and 

not there...all that stuff...you have to be really sure about what you’re doing [in 

design] and have bloody good reasons why (director, 28 years’ experience) 

In these accounts, the clients are accepted as collaborative agents in ‘design-work’. 

However, downplaying architectural expertise in relation to ‘sophisticated and savvy’ 

clients was replete with identity-implicating tensions. As this respondent points out: 

they’re a good client but very challenging and they’ll come to a meeting with new 

ideas and almost turn the thing [design] on its head…and they say, ‘what do you 

think?’…and they’ll say ‘we’re not building that we’re building this…I want you 

to document this… coz I’ve spoken to the [stakeholders] and we’re gonna sell them 

the bottom part of the building …make enough money to pay for that [the top 

part]’ and I say ‘Ok come in and lets discuss it’…and work our way through 

it…and he said ‘thank you for being a professional!’ (director, 30 years’ 

experience) 

Despite identity challenges posed by clients turning the ‘design on its head’, for 

instance, the clients nevertheless defer to architects for endorsement of new ideas. In 

this way, architects appeared to construct a sense of themselves as valued professionals 

by deploying the ‘best for client’ strategy. Notably, these accounts drew on notions that 
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successful interactions with clients were concerned with ‘influencing design-decisions’ 

and not about ‘being in control of design’. For example, this architect explains that 

interactions with organizational clients challenge traditional understandings of 

professional identity:  

sometimes you gotta accept that things through that method won't necessarily be 

the same as if you had absolute control and absolute decision [making] of design 

(renowned architect). 

The data excerpt makes clear the significance of client–interactions in the situational 

construction of professional identity because ‘by no means is there a [singular] person 

who is the God who creates the design’ (senior associate, 27 years’ experience). In 

addition, the comments emphasize a sense of acceptance associated with the 

paradoxical nature of professional–client interactions on large-scale projects. Despite 

the challenges to the architects’ identity, our participants repeatedly identified the 

salience of convincing clients that their design decisions are what’s best for the client: 

you have to be very persuasive in those [client] presentations and you have to 

obviously provide matrices that indicate that you have looked at all the different 

issues …you know, we’re pushing the aesthetic but you have to tick every other 

box to prove that the aesthetic doesn’t rule over any of the other issues (senior 

associate, 27 years’ experience, emphasis in original) 

In these contexts, architects accepted that being a design-expert is not the only 

significant aspect of their professional identity. Rather, architects’ identity was 

grounded in providing clients with advice based both on design and non-design 

considerations. Indeed, in these accounts architects’ interactions with clients appeared 

to override any adverse effects of not being in ‘absolute control of design’. In this way, 
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the decision to do ‘best for the client’ became an overarching discursive strategy 

deployed opportunistically to manage the paradoxical identity tensions architects are 

experiencing on large construction projects. As this architect sums up: ‘So... I remind 

the client that’s what they hired me for... we work together and figure out...what’s best 

for client’ (senior associate, 24 years’ experience). 

Best for project 

Part of affirming the architects’ identity as a key player in large-scale projects was the 

notion that for ‘a good project [that] is well designed it’s not enough just to make 

money on it…we do expect to make money we do…I think if you put your name to 

things… you need to be proud of the project’ (senior associate, 22 years’ experience). 

As such, respondents talked of ‘legacy projects’, which they described as ‘significant, 

public and high-profile projects’, as central to their self-concepts as architects. 

In our data, respondents regularly emphasized that ‘taking the project view’ and 

reminding clients ‘this [could be] your legacy project’ enabled them to negotiate 

effectively with clients on difficult issues. For instance, this architect points out: 

look…I think we …do what’s best for the project rather than any individual [client] 

so that’ll be the basis of the discussion… that’s how you get work in the long 

term…you act in [the] project’s interest not just the client’s interest, the project’s 

interest (senior associate, 22 years’ experience, emphasis in original) 

Architects referred to their ‘commitment to the project design’ and how it generated 

tensions in their interactions with clients. For example, following the observation of 

what appeared to be an hour-long argument, a renowned architect explained that in 

order to successfully negotiate a substantial change to the design he had convinced the 
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clients that the design-decision was based on what was ‘best for the project’ despite 

being at odds with clients’ original expectations: 

we’ve had a lot of arguments…parts of the buildings are too high…and in the end, 

I looked at it and said we should lower some parts and not others which means 

they’ll [client] have less development …and he [client] cares about the project 

enough to say OK…then he’ll come back and say, ‘now find the floor space 

somewhere else’ [laughs]…and we’ll have an ongoing discussion…which is good 

…that’s a good thing (renowned architect) 

In this account, shared problem solving and negotiation is considered a ‘good thing’ and 

essential for reducing tensions. In particular, these comments highlight that architects 

see their role in persuading clients to change their expectations (have less development) 

since, a client who ‘cares about the project’, is more willing to defer to the expert 

judgment of the architect to reach their primary project goals despite having to 

compromise on other issues. A similar view is expressed by Ted (17 years’ experience): 

the clients had to save [$4 million] …so we made lots of design changes...it’s not 

what we wanted but...we did it. In the end, they “found the money” …so all that 

work…convincing the clients [that] this was the best option for the project ...was a 

good thing 

While all participants acknowledged the significance of meeting the expectations of the 

clients, some architects stressed that their expertise was in being able to ‘persuade the 

client’ that what’s best for the project is also ‘best for the client –in the long-term’. For 

example, following observations of a two-hour project-design meeting in which several 

design options were presented to the clients, this architect explains: 
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now that [meeting] was a tricky negotiation…at the back of mind I know we fought 

to get the best outcome [design]… so you design the option that they [client] will 

accept and then obviously you make that as best you …I try to frame it that we’ve 

come at the best option for the…project (senior associate, 25 years’ experience, 

emphasis in original) 

In this account, the architect re-narrates the initially heated exchanges as a ‘tricky 

negotiation’, which although resulted in several changes to the design, was ‘the best 

option’ for the project. In this meeting, a compromise was agreed between the client’s 

intention (to cut costs) and the architects intentions (aesthetic-design). Going further, 

the architect affirms her professional identity by stating: 

our role is ...giving the clients a bit more as an option to complete something they 

may not have looked at because their specialty is not architecture…and remind 

them that they can also participate [in project design] (senior associate, 25 years’ 

experience) 

Here the emphasis on ‘reminding’ the clients to participate in ‘design’ is a means of 

gaining compliance, while at the same time emphasizing the architects’ expert identity. 

Similarly, another respondent explains:  

well we…nourish them [client relationships] so ideas can sink in and could be 

developed…well because...we look at the big picture...what’s best for project 

(project architect, 17 years’ experience) 

In these comments, by subtly persuading clients to come onboard with new design ideas 

that are aligned with the architects’ point of view of what is ‘best for the project’, that is 

being able to ‘look at the big picture’, the respondent seeks to maintain her expert 

identity. 
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In summary, our findings demonstrate that first, client interactions generate paradoxical 

tensions, i.e. having to do what the clients expect and require (as team players) versus 

what architects, as expert-professionals, see as most important, triggers identity work for 

architects. Second, architects deployed two overarching discursive strategies in response 

to the tensions triggered by routine interactions with clients. However, these tensions 

cannot be resolved in the identity work of architects because what architects have 

traditionally claimed to be (e.g. design-experts) is increasingly at odds with what clients 

want (i.e., technicians working in team based roles) (see also Rahman & Barley 2017). 

On the one hand architects accepted that a significant part of ‘being heard’ on design 

matters relied on deploying ‘best for client’ strategy. On the other hand, architects gained 

compliance from clients by deploying the ‘best for project’ strategy and in this way, 

constructed a meaningful professional identity in relation to significant clients. Notably, 

these strategies held both past and current identities in persistent tension. In our data 

respondents emphasized that ‘architects are the only ones that can graphically represent 

the whole picture’ (director, 32 years’ experience) yet, the intensive involvement of 

knowledgeable clients on minutia of design generated ‘the constant battle’ that remained 

unresolvable. 

Discussion 

This study has explored architects’ identity construction in their interactions with clients. 

Previous studies have examined how professionals’ self-concepts derive from the work 

that they do (e.g. Ahuja, Nikolova & Clegg 2017; Hendrikx 2017; Pratt, Rockmann & 

Kaufmann 2006). These perspectives however do not shed light on how ‘individuals 

socially construct expansions and/or contractions’ of professional identity premised on the 

authority of the expert - in relation to clients (Kreiner et al. 2015, p. 982). 
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Our first contribution is to the literature on professions, by explicating the discursive 

strategies through which professional identity is actively constructed in dynamic social 

contexts. Our study sheds new light on how long held assumptions (Alvesson & 

Sandberg 2011) about what constitutes professional identity constrained the 

construction of architects’ expert authority in interactions with clients (Sheep, Kreiner 

& Fairhurst 2017). Specifically, we have demonstrated that architects drew upon two 

opposing discursive strategies as they negotiated professional identity in relation to their 

clients. On the one hand, architects reframed their identity by providing advice and 

recommendations to clients on both design and non-design issues in order to achieve 

outcomes they describe as ‘best for the client’. By deploying this discursive strategy, 

architects incorporated ‘new facets of identity as legitimate and desirable’ (Kreiner et al. 

2015, p. 992) and thus actively expanded their identity from possessing unique design 

skills (Blau 1987; Larson 1993) to include advice on non-design issues that were 

nevertheless significant for their clients. Further, associated with the paradoxical 

tensions in professional–client interactions on large-scale projects, there was an 

acceptance that these interactions signaled a ‘new understanding of inconsistencies, 

conflict, and ambiguity as natural working conditions’ (Lüscher, Lewis & Ingram 2006, 

p. 234). For example, architects acquiesced to the notion that doing what was best for 

the client was crucial, even if those decisions were not always the best in terms of 

design aesthetics. The role of influential clients in making design decisions undermined 

the professionals’ authority (being in control of design); however, by convincing clients 

to take their advice architects constructed a sense of themselves as valued professionals 

and derived a sense of personal fulfillment from building strong relationships with 

clients. Notably, researchers suggest that such a strategy may reduce defensiveness and 
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be empowering because it shifts responsibility on to the professional [here, architects] to 

find a means of living with tensions (Lüscher, Lewis & Ingram 2006). 

On the other hand, architects held on to their traditional identity by gaining compliance 

from clients (Huising 2015) on the basis that their (sometimes difficult and contested) 

decisions were based on their unique expertise in determining what’s ‘best for the 

project’. The ‘best for project’ strategy harks back to what sociologists have long 

argued: that architects’ ‘legitimacy stems from their reputations as artists and the 

visibility of their buildings’ (Blau 1987; Jones, Livne-Tarandach & Balachandra 2010, 

p. 188; Larson 1993). In terms of generating new practices and identity, however, 

‘extant knowledge and practices can create mental blocks’ that may be constraining 

(Berg 2014; Miron-Spektor & Erez 2017, p. 9). Indeed, we found that architect’s 

traditional identity was constraining because it disallowed the incorporation of new 

facets of identity that were triggered by the changing nature of work (Ahuja, Nikolova 

& Clegg 2017), in our case, interactions with powerful and knowledgeable clients. In 

particular, despite the elite organizational identities firms build through winning design 

competitions (judged by esteemed peers) and undertaking numerous high profile public 

projects (Gutman 1988), all our respondents experienced ongoing identity tensions in 

their interactions with clients. 

In light of the findings, we suggest that in an era characterized by increasing skepticism 

from knowledgeable clients towards experts and professional expertise (Vough et al. 

2013), traditional conceptions of professional identity require revision. In contributing 

to the literature on professionals, we argue that new ways of thinking about professional 

identity and its tensions that explore paradoxical elements may lead to a re-

categorization and expansion of notions of professional expertise. In line with Sheep, 
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Kreiner & Fairhurst (2017, p. 461) we suggest that professional identity can be 

‘constructed by the self as sufficiently adaptable while simultaneously preserving the 

past’. Thus through ‘a paradoxical tension of holding together while also separating’ 

(Sheep, Kreiner & Fairhurst 2017, p. 461) architects continually struggled to align their 

professional identity with the changing nature of their work. 

Our second contribution is to studies exploring identity work as an ongoing process that 

holds both the past and current identities in persistent tension and thus is not always 

resolution-oriented (e.g. Beech et al. 2016). In this emerging perspective, identity work 

is conceptualized as ongoing because of the paradoxical nature of ‘tensions with which 

members wrestle in creating and adapting their social constructions of [professional] 

identity’ (Sheep, Kreiner & Fairhurst 2017, p. 460). Prior studies that have focused on 

work-related identities suggest that individuals strive for resolution through identity 

work by constructing a positive self-identity in their work contexts (Dutton, Roberts & 

Bednar 2010; Wieland 2010). In these studies, individuals respond to the lived 

experiences (Cunliffe & Coupland 2012) of contradiction (e.g. between personal and 

social identity) through ‘identity reconciliation work’ (Creed, DeJordy & Lok 2010; 

Pratt, Rockmann & Kaufmann 2006). 

In contrast, our study has demonstrated that misalignments between clients’ priorities 

and architects’ expert identity generated paradoxical identity tensions which remained 

unresolved. The irresolution occurred because who architects claimed or aspired to be 

was often at odds with what clients wanted. Anteby (2008, p. 204) suggest for instance 

that, ‘not finding opportunities to behave in accordance with one’s desired identity leads 

to changes in the salience of such an identity’. Our findings however, suggest that for 

architects, the centrality of their expert identity remained, despite their experiences of 
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significant loss of autonomy vis-à-vis clients. Indeed, our study demonstrates that 

architects’ attachments to particular notions of professional-self (Collinson 2003, p. 

532), seemed to reinforce rather than resolve tensions in relation to powerful clients. 

Notably, we argue that architects’ accounts did not provide a sense of resolution. 

Rather, their talk constituted paradoxical tensions that expressed a curious vulnerability 

and insecurity among senior architects. Thus, our study contends that paradoxical 

identities might be a new ‘reality’ for professionals, which can have significant 

implications for their wellbeing, resulting in financial implications for the wider society 

(Gill 2015). 

Our final contribution is to deeper understandings of paradox because the both/and 

approach to professional identity remains under developed in empirical research 

(Besharov & Sharma 2017; Lepisto, Crosina & Pratt 2015). We have argued that 

paradoxical tensions are central to understanding the social construction of professional 

identity in the complex environment of contemporary professional organizations. 

Specifically, we have argued that prototypical notions of professionals’ expert authority 

create a range of paradoxical tensions, triggered by the increasing salience of client 

influence in contemporary professional contexts. By examining how professionals 

recognize and act upon these tensions in context we have demonstrated that identity 

work entails holding paradoxical views. In so doing, we have shed new light on the 

ways in which professional-client interactions may trigger paradoxical tensions and 

thus enriched paradox theory, which hitherto has largely focused on macro-oriented 

studies (Miron-Spektor & Erez 2017; Smith et al. 2017). 

Prior research on paradox has suggested that ‘managing paradox involves 

differentiating the two poles of a paradox as well as integrating them’ (Besharov & 
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Sharma 2017, p. 7). Professional workers in particular, struggle to balance multiple and 

often conflicting identities of being simultaneously professional, rule-following and 

entrepreneurial subjects (Ahuja, Nikolova & Clegg 2017). We seek to complement and 

extend this emerging body of research. We do so by suggesting that accepting the 

paradoxical nature of identity tensions (as both/and rather than either/or trade-offs) offers 

new insights into the ways in which professionals respond to and enact the polarities of 

paradoxical tensions. These polarities simultaneously stretch and hold together social 

constructions of professional identity (e.g. Kreiner et al. 2015). Rapidly changing 

institutional and organizational conditions make professional identity more contextually 

specific and complex than traditional generic conceptions of professionals allows 

(Barbour & Lammers 2015; Hendrikx 2017; Noordegraaf 2015). Lessons from the case 

of architects therefore apply to other occupational groups since a sense of professional 

identity shapes peoples’ day-to-day lived experience of work with broader implications 

for organizations and society (Burton, Cohen & Lounsbury 2016; Galperin 2017). 

Practical Implications 

By contributing to micro-level understandings of professional identity construction in 

relation to clients the findings also provide practical insights for re-imagining professional 

identity. The risks that professionals’ identity can be defined and governed by the dictates 

of clients has already been theorized as ‘client capture’, leading some to argue for a more 

dynamic view of professional–client interactions (Sturdy & Wright 2011). In this view, 

the client is positioned as a partner in the co-production of professional knowledge 

through participation in practice (Handley et al. 2007). The high level of engagement 

required on both sides of the professional–client relationship is highlighted by the 

‘promise of a relationship extending beyond confines of a single project’ (Sturdy & 
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Wright 2011, p. 499). Therefore, we suggest that professionals engage proactively in the 

early stages of the professional–client relationship to ensure that clients understand the 

nature of the professionals’ work and build relationships that align clients as partners and 

co-producers. Defensive responses to paradoxes can create vicious cycles (Besharov & 

Sharma 2017). These misunderstandings may lead to clients devaluing the professional by 

disengaging in the professional–client relationship, bypassing the professional and/or lead 

to contestations regarding fees (Vough et al. 2013). Professionals need to grapple with 

tensions if mistrust and misunderstandings are to be minimized. 

Second, our study points to complex, paradoxical tensions in the social construction of 

professional identity that have implications for productivity (e.g. Vough et al. 2013). In 

particular, such tensions in the workplace can harm individuals’ well-being and have 

significant financial implications for the wider society (Gill 2015). However, as 

Cameron (2017, p. 2) suggests ‘one of the most important functions of recognizing 

paradox is that it stimulates an evaluation of thinking’ since positive outcomes may also 

result from problems and challenges. 

Limitations and future research 

Our study has limitations that may be overcome by future studies. First, we do not 

examine the entire field of architecture but focus instead on elite architects that have 

greater legitimacy in their organizational contexts and as such, in their interactions with 

clients. However, we may have potentially ignored the influence of contractors, 

engineers and other occupational groups that are also critical to the social construction 

of professional identity, by not examining the full ecology of the professional field 

(Abbott 1988). 
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In addition, the firms sampled do not form a representative sample of architectural 

practices but represent large architectural firms that are considered prestigious 

workplaces with an ‘elite identity’ (Alvesson & Robertson 2006; Costas & Fleming 

2009; Robertson, Scarbrough & Swan 2003) attracting ambitious employees (Clarke, 

Brown & Hailey 2009; Ekman 2013). The prestige of these firms is underpinned by 

reputational capital that positions their architecture as a predominantly creative venture 

(Blau 1987; Brown et al. 2010; Larson 1993). Although professionals may choose to 

locate within large firms because of the superior monetary rewards and resources, this 

in turn may restrict the opportunities to enact a desired identity that architects working 

in small firms or as sole practitioners for instance, may not experience. Through future 

research scholars could compare and contrast other professionals and occupational 

groups to highlight ways in which client interactions influence professional identity 

construction. 

Finally, the study has focused on shared themes that emerged from our data, rather than 

individual differences. Future research may for instance, investigate differences across 

gender and/or junior members to better understand how these factors influence the 

construction of professional identity and the experience of paradoxical tensions in 

different work contexts. 

Conclusion 

This study has explored architects’ identity construction in their interactions with 

clients. Our focus reveals possibilities for re-imagining professional identity in an era 

characterized by relentless change and increasingly active and powerful client 

organizations. Specifically, we suggest that as identities increasingly become more 

fragmented and influenced by conflicting logics and norms, understanding the 
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paradoxes of professional identity becomes crucial. This conceptualization we argue, 

might reveal possibilities for the expansion of professional expertise and significantly, 

new ways with which to explore how professionals engage in an expanded scope of 

practice (e.g. Chreim, Williams & Hinings 2007). In so doing, the research contributes 

to our understandings of how re-imagining professional identities may in turn surface 

new opportunities for practice. 
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4.4 Extended Abstract, Paper 4 

In the previous three papers I have drawn upon identity work literature to explicate the 

sophisticated discursive strategies that architects deploy as they actively construct their 

professional identity in rapidly changing social contexts (Wei 2012). In the fourth and 

final paper, I build upon understandings of occupational status as a discursive device 

that ‘orients people to vigilantly focus on their relationships with others’ (Bendersky & 

Pai 2018, p. 183). In this paper I draw on the ‘relating’ lens to explicate how status is 

discursively constituted through interaction with others. In this paper, I provide new 

insights into the meaning and consequences of status in the workplace. 

This paper deploys in-depth interview data with senior architects working in PSFs to 

argue that architects seek to discursively reaffirm their privileged status in contexts 

marked by their growing dependence on other professionals to deliver professional 

services. Specifically, the empirical findings demonstrate that architects utilize two co-

existing interpretive repertoires: ‘custodians-of-design’ and ‘partners-in-design’ in 

interactions with others in the project teams. These interpretive repertoires allow them 

to maintain both their status and dignity in environments where professionals’ unique 

expertise is becoming marginalized. The conceptualization of interpretive repertoires 

captures the self-understandings of architects that enable them to maintain dignity in 

interactions with members of other occupations. In addition, I suggest that interpretive 

repertoires are devices that help architects maintain their privileged status in cross-

functional work teams. The paper sheds new light on the ways in which interdependent 

work structures influence status in the workplace. Specifically, I argue that status 

concerns permeate social interactions in work teams. By conceptualizing status as a 

discursively constructed mechanism for maintaining meaningfulness and dignity in 
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work when professionals’ traditional status is under threat, the paper enriches the 

literature on occupational status and generates new insights into alternatives that 

develop meaningfulness and dignity in work. 
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Abstract 

In this paper, we investigate the meaning making repertoires deployed by professionals 

in their workplace interactions to shed new light on the ways in which professional 

status is enacted in the context of changing work practices. We draw on an ethnographic 

study of architects employed in four multi-disciplinary professional service firms and 

examine how individual architects uniquely define themselves in relation to others in 

cross functional work teams. The findings demonstrate that with changes in the nature 

of professional work, architects must adjust from leading projects to being members of 

project teams. We find that while regaining autonomy and exclusive expertise is 

unlikely, the architects work to maintain their privileged status by re-characterizing 

their professional expertise in relation to other professionals through two co-existing 

interpretive repertoires; custodians-of-design and partners-in-design. While the 

custodians-of-design repertoire positions professionals within a ‘heroic’ tradition which 

enables them to re-enact a privileged professional status, the partners-in-design 

repertoire evokes egalitarian aspects of professional work, thus protecting professionals’ 
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expert-status by appropriating the alternative discourse of collaboration that has 

legitimacy in cross functional teams. The research makes two significant theoretical 

contributions to studies of work. First, we extend understandings of the role of status in 

everyday workplace interactions as a resource for re-characterizing professional 

expertise. Second, we contribute to studies that examine discursively constructed status 

as a mechanism for maintaining meaningfulness and dignity in work - when 

professionals’ traditional status is under threat. 

Keywords: status; architects; professionals; collaboration; ethnography; interpretive 
repertoires; meaningfulness; dignity; self-esteem 

 

Introduction 

Professions have long been attributed as occupying a central role in the development of 

western industrial society. Professions have been conceptualized as a subset of 

occupations (Anteby, Chan & DiBenigno 2016), since occupations can achieve 

professional status through ‘social closure’ by means of collegial control of entry and 

‘jurisdictional boundaries’ (Abbott 1988). As such, professionals are viewed as elite 

occupational groups that are bestowed with a high social status premised on notions of 

control over the definition and organization of professional work (Muzio & Ackroyd 

2005). The contexts within which traditional professionals operate however, have 

undergone significant changes. Services that were once seen as the domain of a single 

profession are now regarded as too complex requiring the expertise of multiple 

professionals (Tombesi 2010). Consequently, professional work is increasingly 

embedded in large and heterogeneous organizations and has become diverse, more 

fragmented and specialized. In this milieu, long standing perceptions of professional 

autonomy and independence are challenged since, professionals have to cooperate with 
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a number of other professions and occupations in the delivery of services (e.g. Evetts 

2011). These changes have led to the erosion of professional autonomy, posing 

potentially significant challenges to professionals’ workplace status (Currie et al. 2012; 

Martin, Currie & Finn 2009). The extent to which these changes are undermining the 

status once enjoyed by professional workers however, remains under examined. 

‘A top London developer has dramatically intervened in the growing debate 
over architects’ marginalization, saying: ‘The design industry is in danger of 
being, not just marginalised, but wiped out.’’ (Braidwood 2017). 

This quote illustrates the mounting challenges facing one group of design professionals 

– architects. Notably, the comment highlights public perceptions vis-a-vis the 

diminishing value of architects’ professional expertise. In this interview, the top London 

developer emphasizes the need for high-quality architecture but also talks of a ‘massive 

disconnect’ between architects and the rest of the industry (Braidwood 2017). The 

inertia of architects to transform (more than law or medicine) in order to cope with 

contemporary conditions has been described by sociologists as ‘self-defeating’ (Gutman 

1988). Researchers have argued that ‘architects, and the professional institutions that 

represent them, continue to paint a portrait of a timeless profession’ (Cuff 2012, p. 3). 

For example, the image of the hero architect, akin to the mythical figure of Howard 

Roark in Ayn Rand’s novel (1943) The Fountainhead still endures (Pelkonen 2012; 

Wiscombe 2006); attested by the 21st century phenomenon of the ‘star architect’ 

(Grubbauer & Steets 2014; Heynen 2012; McNeill 2009). 

The misalignment between professionals’ views on their status and value, and how 

others perceive these, signal uncertainty and conflict that challenge both the profession 

as a whole (Loosemore & Tan 2000; Vough et al. 2013) as well as the self-esteem 

(Dutton, Dukerich & Harquail 1994) and workplace dignity (Lucas 2015) of individual 
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professionals. This has broader social implications. For example, Vough et al. (2013, p. 

1071) found that ‘when clients do not have an understanding of the professional role 

that is consistent with professionals’ own perceptions it can negatively impact the 

process of collaboration, the ability of professionals to collect their fees, and clients’ use 

of the profession in general’. This can have negative effects on professionals’ 

productivity. By way of their formal training, credentialing, licensing and codes of 

ethics, professionals are ascribed with a high social status and power within society. In 

addition, professionals are characterized by a certain degree of altruism (Hodson & 

Sullivan 2012) and a commitment to service towards their local communities and wider 

society (Cohen et al. 2005). Indeed, the status conferred by the title of ‘professional’ is 

coveted by members of many occupational groups (Barley, Bechky & Neslon 2016) and 

‘professionalization’, has been used to describe the pursuit of status (e.g. Hoyle 2001). 

Consequently, changes to professional status and ‘professional categories (i.e. 

boundaries of knowledge, expertise and judgment) cannot help but redefine economic 

and social categories’ (Suddaby & Viale 2011, p. 429). 

In this paper, we examine the negotiation of professional status at the micro-level, in the 

specific context of architects engaged in large-scale construction projects. We do this to 

shed light on how professionals maintain their traditional expert status vis-à-vis other 

professionals in times when practicing their expertise is dependent on other professional 

and occupational groups. Architects working in large multi-disciplinary design practices 

represent a suitable empirical setting for our research since it is a context in which 

professionals’ work is multi-disciplinary and cooperative (Anteby, Chan & DiBenigno 

2016). Specifically, the evolving structures of large-scale projects (e.g., team-based and 

project-based work) have enhanced opportunities for interactions not only between 

architects, engineers and specialist technical consultants but also with manufacturers 
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and fabricators. Against this backdrop we ask: how do professionals (here, architects) 

make sense of the work that they are doing in their changing work contexts? And how 

do they negotiate their status and prestige vis-à-vis ‘others’ in times when practicing 

their traditional expertise (design) is increasingly dependent on other professionals? 

These questions are increasingly relevant as professionals face significant changes to 

the nature of professional work resulting from both exogenous forces (i.e. market 

driven, technological and organizational changes) and endogenous influences ‘on the 

ground’ (i.e. development of new knowledge and skills and collaborative involvement 

in the delivery of integrated professional services). These changes pose challenges to 

the ways in which professionals perform work and may impact professionals’ self-

esteem and wellbeing.  

Our theoretical contributions are twofold. First, by analyzing the interpretive repertoires 

that architects deploy to make sense of the work that they are doing, our findings 

demonstrate that negotiating status in everyday workplace interactions provides a 

resource for actively re-characterizing professional expertise. We argue that 

understandings of professional status premised on notions of autonomy and control of 

professional work is outmoded in cross functional work teams. We find that while 

regaining prior jurisdiction as independent design-expert is unlikely, the architects 

actively work to maintain their privileged status by expanding their professional 

expertise in relation to other occupations in project teams. Specifically, we find that by 

drawing upon two co-existing interpretive repertoires as design Custodians and 

Partners, architects negotiate their status, as they seek to make sense of situations they 

face. Professional status thus, is not a given. Instead, we find that status is (re)enacted in 

ways that reposition architects in relation to others in the architecture, engineering and 

construction (AEC) team which provides opportunities for the re-characterization of 
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professional expertise in times when its nature and value are questioned. In so doing, 

the research makes a significant contribution to status research by shedding new light on 

the role of status in everyday workplace interactions (Chen et al. 2012; Metiu 2006; 

Piazza & Castellucci 2014; Washington & Zajac 2005). 

Second, by paying close attention to the meaning and conditions that shape the situated 

nature of status, we contribute to studies that examine purpose derived from positive 

status as a mechanism through which work can be perceived to be meaningful (Mitra & 

Buzzanell 2017; Pratt & Ashforth 2003; Rosso, Dekas & Wrzesniewski 2010). We 

suggest that by focusing on how status works in specific situations the study connects 

the micro and macro moments of work. Specifically, we argue that engaging with 

constraints, i.e. the need to collaborate with various experts to get work done, results in 

architects negotiating their expert-status in ways which provide opportunities to 

maintain meaningfulness and dignity in everyday work. In this way, the research 

highlights the agentic sophistication of practitioners as they (re)enact status in cross 

functional work teams, in order to justify their work is meaningful. Thus, we suggest 

that professionals can draw upon role relationships (Sluss & Ashforth 2007) in cross 

functional teams in order to actively engage with structural constraints and reposition 

themselves by enacting a positive relational status. 

The article proceeds with a review of the literature on status in the workplace and 

specifically how professional status has been conceptualized. We then describe our 

research settings and methods and present our findings, analysis and discussion. Finally, 

we develop implications for future research and conclude by attending to the practical 

and broader implications of the research. 
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Status in the workplace 

Status has been defined as a ‘socially constructed, intersubjectively agreed-upon and 

accepted ordering or ranking of individuals, groups, organizations, or activities in a 

social system’ (Washington & Zajac 2005, p. 284). Status is fundamentally a relational 

concept (Mills 1963; Weber 1978) as it generates both social esteem and privileges 

which ‘are granted to and enjoyed by high status actors in a social system’ (Washington 

& Zajac 2005, p. 283). As Bendersky & Pai (2018, p. 183) point out, ‘status orients 

people to vigilantly focus on their relationships with others’. In the workplace, status is 

an important determinant of intergroup relations. For instance, exclusion and 

stereotyping may occur, when occupational status differs (Metiu 2006). Occupational 

status thus has implications for individuals’ self-esteem and dignity in work (Cockburn-

Wootten 2012). 

Studies of work have demonstrated that the workplace is where status claims are 

negotiated and enacted (Barley 1996; Bechky 2003b). In particular, ‘status theory helps 

us to understand how status-based processes shape the behavior of actors in interaction’ 

(Kellogg 2012, p. 1549). For example, research has demonstrated that high-status 

individuals defend their status and the privileges they enjoy (e.g. Muzio & Ackroyd 

2005) by emphasizing the differences between groups. However, although ‘the 

interdependence of occupations is a reality of organizational life’ (Bechky 2003a, p. 

720), few studies explore how status is (re)enacted through interpersonal practices 

(Washington & Zajac 2005). In response, we examine the subtle ways that status 

concerns permeate micro-level social interactions in cross functional work teams. 

Status hierarchies are created and legitimated in the ‘local situation of action’ so that, 

‘certain categories of people come to be perceived as more competent and worthy than 
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others’ (Johnson, Dowd & Ridgeway 2006, p. 62). As status hierarchies are repeatedly 

socially reproduced, they become shared status beliefs. Similarly, local actions and 

changes to work practices can challenge existing status hierarchies as groups that 

previously have had lower status can position themselves as more competent, directive 

and influential, thus uplifting their status vis-à-vis other occupational groups (Johnson, 

Dowd & Ridgeway 2006). Changes to work practices such that social groups who 

previously have had significant authority in exercising their expertise have to 

increasingly take into account other groups’ expertise and views, can lead to changes in 

the perceptions on work competence and value, and ultimately, to changes in how status 

is perceived (Kilduff, Willer & Anderson 2016). In such scenarios, studies have 

highlighted that ‘legitimacy [of a group’s status] has to be actively constructed and 

reproduced in relation to others’ (Currie, Finn & Martin 2010, p. 944). While studies 

have shown that individuals can perceive interdependent projects as threats because of 

potential damage to their identities or status (Williams 2007), collaborations can also 

provide opportunities to positioning positive professional selves (Dutton, Roberts & 

Bednar 2010; Maitlis 2009) in a context in which ‘role expectations, relationships, 

norms, and values associated with their [traditional professional] position have changed 

substantially’ (Bredeson 1993, p. 37). 

We suggest that micro-level research on status (re)enactment is necessary because first, 

‘[m]icro-situational encounters are the ground zero of all social action and all 

sociological evidence. Nothing has reality unless it is manifested in a situation 

somewhere’ (Collins 2000, p. 18). Second, because micro-level research ‘examines 

structures from below’ it contextualizes and compliments macro-approaches and 

provides a framework for understanding the ways in which enacting professional status 
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is constrained by the changing nature of work and yet, status concerns are 

simultaneously expressed and negotiated through interactions (cf. Sauder 2005). 

Status in the professions 

Status is a fundamental concept in the understanding of professionals. Professional 

status and power are linked with ‘perceived expertise…and often exclusive claim to a 

recognized body of knowledge’ (Stevens et al. 2007, p. 491). Sociologists have argued 

that established professions achieve their status through control over the market for 

services and exercise closure through credentialism and social exclusion (Abbott 1988). 

Indeed, professional closure and monopolistic competition has traditionally offered high 

status to the professional worker (Adler, Kwon & Heckscher 2008). In addition, 

professional status is related to authority. Professionals derive their expert status from 

authority grounded in their ‘superior access to specialists’ knowledge’ (Lefsrud & 

Meyer 2012, p. 1481). The notion of ‘prestige-based status’ thus involves respect and 

deference that is achieved through perceived competence (Chen et al. 2012, p. 300). In 

this view, knowledge claims play an important role in ascribing the professional worker 

with expert-status (Kroezen et al. 2013). Situation-centered studies of status however, 

view status as a relationship – defined by contextual cues and setting – of deference and 

esteem among actors (Sauder 2005). 

Historically, professional ideology was based on the premise of independence and 

autonomy in controlling the context and content of work. Researchers have suggested 

that ideological beliefs contribute the stability of status hierarchies and that once a status 

hierarchy is established it tends to be self-sustaining (Chen et al. 2012). Studies of 

professionals have highlighted that individuals are particularly concerned with 

maintaining their extant status when faced with challenges to their high status (Finn 
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2008; Kellogg 2012; Muzio & Ackroyd 2005). For example, research into 

collaborations intended to deliver integrated services across professional boundaries has 

pointed out that the complex nature of inter-professional relationships can threaten 

professional jurisdictions and status (e.g. Suddaby & Greenwood 2005). In these studies 

professionals defend their jurisdiction by delineating a particular domain of 

competence. In the case of healthcare professionals for example, Finn (2008) found that 

by employing distinct interpretive repertoires, surgeons and anesthetists legitimate and 

maintain their privileged position over nurses and operating department practitioners 

within the context of UK’s National Health Service (NHS) operating theatre 

department. She argues that surgeons and anesthetists deploy a version of ‘teamwork’ as 

a resource which supports their superior status and reproduces the status quo of 

structural inequality between disparate professionals. This body of research suggests 

that status hierarchies are contested and negotiated in intergroup collaborations (e.g. 

Kellogg 2012; Metiu 2006). Notably, the encroachment on traditional jurisdictions leads 

to defensive responses that may result in negative feelings for professionals (Morales & 

Lambert 2013; Williams 2007). 

The increasing need for experts of various types to collaborate to get work done 

(Rahman & Barley 2017) however, has reduced professionals’ autonomy influencing 

how professionals perceive their status and standing vis-à-vis other professions (Doolin 

2002; Kyratsis et al. 2017). For example, the delivery of holistic healthcare services 

brings together multidisciplinary teams of project coordinators, physicians and public 

health nurses (Chreim, Williams & Hinings 2007). These changes have led to the 

increasing salience of relational expertise (Sandefur 2015) and relational authority 

(Huising 2015) in getting work done, while eroding professionals’ autonomy associated 

with their unique knowledge and skills. Examinations of workplace interactions, have 
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emphasized the salience of ‘relational expertise’– as a skill which is required to navigate 

‘the social contexts of professional work’ (Sandefur 2015, p. 911) and ‘relational 

authority’ as a means for gaining compliance from clients (Huising 2015). These 

relational constructs are theorized as distinct and more effectual in dynamic social 

contexts, to the substantive expertise of professionals. In particular, the decoupling of 

expertise and authority signals a major shift in the nature of professional work, 

particularly in cross functional project teams since, expertise has become more 

technical, unevenly distributed and less readily formalized (Barley 1996). 

On the other hand, researchers have argued that changes in the way professional 

services are delivered may also lead to co-operation between professional groups as 

demonstrated by Walker (2004) in a study on the cooperation between accountants and 

lawyers in the market for insolvency services. Although there is a consensus that there 

have been significant changes to the nature of professional work (e.g. Barley, Bechky & 

Milliken 2017), how these changes contribute to shifts in expressed attitudes towards 

‘maintenance, or consequences of [professional] status’, remains under examined (Chen 

et al. 2012, p. 300). As Adler, Kwon & Heckscher (2008, p. 371) point out, research 

‘has focused mainly on the barriers, status tensions, and jurisdictional disputes that 

impede collaboration’. Limited attention however, has been paid to how professional 

status is (re)enacted through interpersonal practices (Washington & Zajac 2005) amidst 

‘the emergence of new patterns of professional work’ (Faulconbridge & Muzio 2008, p. 

8). This has implications at individual, organizational and societal levels because 

increasingly, occupational groups collaborate with other groups to perform 

interdependent work. In this milieu, claims to expert status need to be legitimized and 

negotiated in the context of other professionals (Lepisto, Crosina & Pratt 2015) because 

‘status is always provisional and subject to revision’ (Sturdy et al. 2006, p. 854). 
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Our interest is in the interpersonal-level dynamics of professional status, since 

‘individuals gain a sense of dignity in work, through self-worth, status and meaning’ 

constructed in their day-to-day work practices (Cockburn-Wootten 2012, p. 220). To 

accomplish our goal, we present and analyze accounts of senior architects about their 

personal experience of everyday work and interpret them in terms of how professionals’ 

expert-status is enacted in relation to others. Our sample of senior architects have 

considerable experience and professional legitimacy in working in multi-disciplinary 

project contexts (Dutton, Roberts & Bednar 2010; McGivern et al. 2015). As such, they 

are exemplary, elite professionals and their worldviews are ‘influential’ (Maclean, 

Harvey & Chia 2011). Our analysis illustrates two interpretive repertoires (Custodians-

of-design and Partners-in-design) that architects deploy to (re)enact professional status 

amidst the prevalence of collaborations in their daily work. Our findings challenge 

common sense assumptions of professionals’ expert-status as a given – premised on 

autonomy of decision making in the organization and execution of professional work. 

Empirical context 

In this article, we report on in-depth interview data collected from a larger ethnographic 

study of four multidisciplinary professional service firms, conducted over an eighteen-

month period between July 2015 and December 2016. The firms were selected based on 

the size and scale of projects that they undertook. The firms have offices in several 

worldwide locations and are involved in large-scale urban renewal projects. Each firm 

employs around 500 to 900 staff worldwide and is wholly owned and led by 25-32 

directors or principals. One firm is a relative newcomer to the market; the other three 

firms have been established for over fifty years and have won numerous national and 

international architecture awards. In particular, these firms are considered prestigious 
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workplaces that have an ‘elite identity’ (Alvesson & Robertson 2006; Costas & Fleming 

2009) and understandings of architecture as a creative venture underpin the prestige of 

these firms. The firms are renowned as ‘strong idea firm[s]’ (Brown et al. 2010; Larson 

1993, p. 100) and their services include architecture, urban design, interior design and 

landscape architecture. 

Research setting 

Prior sociological studies of architecture recognize that many architects prefer to 

practice by themselves (Cuff 1991; Gutman 1988). The growth of large-scale 

architectural practices however, means that while on the one hand, the wide range of 

services and projects that large firms undertake create high profitability and 

employment in good economic times, on the other hand, they also heighten architects’ 

dependence on other cognate professionals and non-professionals in large multi-

organizational projects. This is particularly problematic since the ethos of architectural 

design as distinctive self-expression is highly disciplined and ‘internalized in the 

professional socialization of many architects’ (Brown et al. 2010, p. 530). Indeed, 

architectures’ highest accolade, the Pritzker Prize, continues to honor the ‘hero 

architect’, reinforcing the ‘mystique of architectural authorship’ (Heynen 2012, p. 338) 

and creating challenges for the enactment of professionals’ expert-status and 

jurisdictional control in large cross functional project teams. In these altered contexts 

and environments, the traditional pyramidal structure of the architect on top as the 

design expert, followed by engineering and construction (AEC), is upended because 

‘the division of labor in design is now socially spread’ (Tombesi 2010, p. 122). In other 

words, architectural design entails a range of diverse expertise from architects, 

engineers, various specialist technical consultants, builders, subcontractors and 
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fabricators that provide specific design services. For example, integrated project 

delivery (IDP) provides a collaborative project structure in which ‘participants are 

bound to succeed or fail together’ since, risks and reward are shared equally among all 

the players (Ashcraft 2010, p. 151). These forms of collaborations ‘demand new 

relationships and new methods but even more imporatntly, updated ideals and ethics’ 

(Duffy & Rabeneck 2013, p. 122). 

Empirical approach 

To explore the ways in which architects understand and account for maintaining 

traditional status in the face of their collaborative practices, we draw upon 49 in-depth 

interviews with senior architects about their experiences of work. We do so for two 

reasons. First, as Warmington & McColl (2017, p. 149) explain, ‘[b]y engaging in these 

acts of storytelling, they [actors] not only convey their version of events’, but also 

position themselves in relation to others. Second, taking a discursive approach enables 

us to give primacy to individual accounts as opposed to the ‘grand discourses’ 

(Alvesson & Kärreman 2011) that shape understandings of professionals about their 

selves. In so doing, the participants’ accounts become the data and it is ‘their 

experiences that most interest the researcher’ (Slay & Smith 2011, p. 91). We focus on 

the accounts of experiences that inform professionals’ status under conditions of 

increased organizational interdependence, as articulated by senior architects. 

Data Collection 

This paper relies on the accounts of 49 senior architects gathered through open-ended 

conversational interviews conducted during the course of their daily activities. One 

senior associate, three associates and three project architects are women whereas the 
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remaining respondents are men1. Two of our respondents are renowned architects, who 

have won several professional accolades along with being accorded prestigious 

positions in professional associations and educational institutions. All the respondents 

volunteered to be interviewed. The open-ended nature of conversations gave these 

architects opportunities to present narratives about their expertise and status in 

multidisciplinary project contexts. These informal conversations were recorded and 

transcribed verbatim to ensure reliability (Gotsi et al. 2010). In addition, a field journal 

was maintained throughout, to reproduce these conversational interviews and 

impressions of context as accurately as possible. The conversations typically lasted 

between one and one-and-a-half hours. On average, each interview transcript had a 

length of 7000-9000 words. These approaches were supplemented by ethnographic 

observations and shadowing (Czarniawska 2007; Vough 2012) of three participants; a 

director, a senior associate and a junior architect for a period of six months from 

September 2015 to March 2016. Observation included meetings with consultants and 

stakeholders, as well as internal team meetings, participation in site visits, design 

meetings, presentations and management meetings. The first author had a hot desk in 

the open plan offices from which she was able to observe the daily work activities of 

around 100 people in each firm. These methods allowed us to understand how architects 

make sense of their work and the issues of importance to them (Barley & Kunda 2001). 

The first author was responsible for all data collection. As a practicing architect, she 

was able to gain access to the firms with relative ease and had ‘the obvious advantage of 

opportunistic sampling’ (Knights & Clarke 2014, p. 339). Prior to interviewing 

however, assurances of anonymity and confidentiality were provided. Our aim was ‘to 

stimulate active narrative production, intentionally provoking interviewees to articulate 

and reflect upon their position’ (Hodgson, Paton & Muzio 2015, p. 749) and advance 
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insights of the ‘world-view’ of experienced and influential architects with respect to 

collaborations in professional practices and collaborative relationships among members 

of the AEC teams. 

Data analysis 

Deploying a grounded theory (Charmaz 2006) and an interpretive approach to analysing 

qualitative data from our case study (Golden-Biddle & Locke 2007) enables themes to 

emerge from the data. The analysis of the data proceeded by reading and re-reading 

interview transcripts and field and meeting notes. In our effort to produce ‘thick 

description’ (Geertz 1973) we subjected our empirical material to an interpretative 

process in which we worked iteratively between the data and literature, using induction 

and deduction to explain data (Pratt, Rockmann & Kaufmann 2006). In particular, we 

focused on the dynamics of the continually evolving nature of professional expertise as 

illustrated in the accounts of the architects in order to develop themes and advance 

insights into the ways in which architects enact professional status during day-to-day 

work. Over several iterations we further refined our categories to reflect our overall 

findings (Reay & Hinings 2009). Following Gioia, Corely & Hamilton (2012), we 

illustrate how we moved from narrative data to theoretical concepts in Figure 1. 



 

 

The advocate: ‘being an advocate for the [design] 
outcomes; provide the best architecture for the project; 
ensure that design direction is being heard’; we’ve got 
to argue that that’s how people will use it’; ‘I’m always 
advocating the [long term]‘legacy’ of the project’

The custodian: ‘We have to be kind of vigilant 
custodians [of design] because everyone’s got a reason 
to change it [design]; ensuring it [design] doesn’t blur 
into… anonymity; we are the only ones who can 
graphically represent the whole picture; we’re the only 
ones who can visualize and represent the design from 
30,000 feet and like… right down to the balustrade 
detail’; ‘we work between the [constraints of] site, 
regulation and the clients

Custodians-of-
design 

First-order concepts and exemplars from data Second-order themes Overarching Concepts

The collaborator: ‘you have to be impartial to design 
ideas…whoever has the best idea, you accept it; its 
great to associated with innovative design; you benefit 
from interactions with other perspectives with partners 
and other creative minds; everyone is involved in the 
decision…that’s how you get things done’

The negotiator: ‘turning design to buildings; you have 
to challenge them [engineers]; design is very much a 
negotiation; getting the best outcome for the project’ 

The visionary: ‘they [engineers] know what the 
constraints are but they’ll wait till we give them the 
drawings; often on these big teams, no one has the 
overall vision… they’re good at the technical details 
but less effective when it comes to the big picture… 
that’s us; well the engineers think they can call the 
shots, but we keep an eye on them’  

The champion: ‘you need that champion who kind of 
digs their heels in; championing outcomes is really 
critical in the larger projects because you have to be 
careful that it [design] doesn't blur into ...anonymity; 
everyone has a reason to change things... you really 
have to stay on top of it…if you don’t want the project 
to go completely pear shaped’

Partners-in-
design

Repositioning 
status

The organizer: ‘programming, coordinating, managing, 
that’s what I do; ‘making sure everyone has the right
information they need, when they need it; what we do…
managing and organizing [is]… crucial for successful 
implementation of design’ 

Custodians-of-ff
design 

Partners-in-
design

Design as a shared responsibility: ‘no one gets to play 
God’; ‘everyone thinks they are the most important 
person in the room’; ‘huge number of people 
involved’; who is actually making the decisions?’; You 
can’t just say ‘I want it like this!’ it [designing] just 
doesn’t work that way’

Traditional 
professional status 

under threat

Figure 1. Data Structure
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To present our results, we mobilize the construct of interpretative repertoires (Finn 

2008; Potter & Wetherell 1987). Interpretative repertoires are understood as a ‘more or 

less coherent collection of …metaphors and rhetoric devices used to characterize and 

evaluate actions, events and actors in the context of interaction’ (Whittle 2006, p. 429). 

A repertoire is often ‘organized around specific metaphors and figures of speech 

(tropes)’ (Potter & Wetherall 1987, p. 149). In particular we note that repertoires are 

relational because, they are ‘learned cultural creations, but they do not descend from 

abstract philosophy or take shape as a result of political propaganda; they emerge in 

struggle’ (Tilly 1995, p. 42). In this view, discursive repertoires are developed 

interactionally through a process of conflict (e.g. Steinberg 1999). They guide actors’ 

responses to organizational tensions (Putnam, Fairhurst & Banghart 2016). We analyze 

these repertoires in our empirical data since the repertoires not only describe, but also 

affect interactions with ‘others’ and thus play and active role in constructing outcomes 

(Whittle 2006, p. 431). In the following section, we present the key findings emerging 

from our data that draw attention to collaborations as occasions for (re)affirming elite 

professional status by senior architects. Although our unit of analysis is individual 

accounts, we interrogate these as ‘interpretative repertoires’ in order to shed new light 

on how professionals legitimate and enact their elite status in cross functional project 

teams. 

Findings 

No one gets to play God 

In describing their work activities and reflecting on their broader engagement with the 

project environment, senior architects (i.e. those with 20 years or more of experience) 

often spoke of how doing professional work (on large-scale projects) had altered 
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significantly in the past two decades. For instance, this architect explains, ‘now the 

projects are much bigger…you just can’t do everything on these sorts of projects’ 

(Rhonda, project architect, 22 years’ experience). In these large-scale projects, ‘we 

share ideas…we talk…look at things together…it’s so important in big teams… no one 

gets to play God [laughs]’ (Vince, senior associate, 25 years’ experience). One of the 

points that our respondents stressed was that working on large and complex projects 

required a very different way of ‘being an architect’ than on smaller projects. As this 

architect explains: 

You know the old idea that the architect sits at the head of the table and draws 
everything up and that’s how you do it…well it doesn’t work like that… On these 
projects, you can’t really control design (Noel, director, 35 years’ experience) 

 

These comments highlight two significant points. First, the architect presents an image 

of the past in which the architect is positioned as an expert who draws everything up 

and then it [the building] gets built according to the plans. In this sense, the architect 

‘controls the design’ by way of architectural drawings. In the contemporary large-scale 

project environment however, the architect acknowledges that ‘control’ of design is no 

longer tenable. Indeed, a pervasive theme through our respondents’ accounts was the 

significance of teamwork in ‘getting the job done’. Several architects stated that ‘no 

one’s the master, here [in a firm like ours] you have to collaborate on every project’ 

(Stefan, director, 35 years’ experience). Although our respondents recognized that 

‘working in large teams’ is ‘par for the course’ in large firms, they emphasized that 

‘being an architect’ required a commitment to collaborate on responsibilities for project-

design. As Keith, (director, 37 years’ experience) points out, ‘I think now there is a 

greater imperative to explain, persuade and convince…to disparate groups [i.e. clients 

and consultants] …that good design yields value’. These comments highlight first, that 
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architects are engaged in convincing ‘multiple others’ for the need for good design. 

Traditionally, that may have related to convincing and persuading clients, whereas now, 

these discursive practices are crucial to successful collaborations in multidisciplinary 

teams. Second, the comments point to a fundamental shift in architectural work from 

providing the design of a building to collaborating on project design. Notably, our 

respondents recognized that they have always collaborated on the implementation of 

architectural design with builders and engineers since, ‘architects don’t actually build 

their buildings’ (project architect, 22 years’ experience). Yet, they also acknowledged 

that their professional autonomy is constrained by the increasingly large numbers of 

collaborators on large-scale projects. When asked about the changes in the way they 

performed their work, architects stated that a significant change in the project 

environment was the sheer number of specialist consultants involved in large-scale 

projects. Some of these large-scale projects involve teams of 300-400 consultants 

making, ‘coordination with such large teams … extremely full-on!’ (Zhu, senior 

associate, 25 years’ experience). Respondents noted that in these contexts coordination 

of design (i.e. integrating the input from disparate specialists) becomes a significant part 

of their day-to-day tasks. In this way, several of our respondents described the shift in 

their main responsibilities from ‘design led by one person [in the past or on smaller 

projects]’ to shared responsibilities of design in large project teams. 

Thus, there were major changes in how architects interacted with ‘others’ and how they 

viewed themselves, as noted by this respondent: ‘everyone thinks they are the most 

important person in the room’ (Seth, project architect, 20 years’ experience). Notably, 

respondents reflected that their interactions with other designers, builders and 

fabricators have changed from being a design-expert to becoming a multidisciplinary 
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team member. Referring to the impact of the changes on how professional work is done, 

an architect stated: 

I think projects are too complicated, buildings are now part of a very 
complex context, and I think the context was…not sure if the context was 
simpler but the approach to the context was much more simple…so you’d 
do object buildings, design the buildings and that’d be it (Arjun, director) 

Yet, concerns about encroachment on their traditional jurisdiction, design, were 

mitigated by talk about how they related with other specialist consultants in 

multidisciplinary teams. In this section of the article, we examine two interpretive 

repertoires - Custodians-of-design and Partners-in-design - that architects deploy to 

legitimate and enact professional status amidst the prevalence of collaborations in 

professional work. 

Custodians-of-design 

In this interpretive repertoire, respondents emphasise an overarching heroic narrative in 

which they invoke particular terms such as ‘custodians’, ‘visionaries’, ‘champions’ and 

‘advocates’ as they attempted to make sense of the work that they were doing. 

Moreover, respondents discursively positioned themselves as ‘heroic’ even though they 

acknowledged that teamwork may ultimately lead to compromises in architectural 

design. This, they explained, was because changes to architectural design are often 

initiated by ‘others’ in the project team. This may lead to a loss of control over design, 

as encapsulated in this remark, ‘I know it [design] can just drift’ (Xing, director). 

Within this repertoire, respondents described the salience of the architect as a ‘vigilant 

custodian-of-design’. For example: 

you know… a lot of suggestions for changes come up during the process 
and we [architects] have to be kind of vigilant custodians [of design] 
because everyone’s got a reason to change it [design] (Xing, director) 
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By evoking the notion of a ‘custodian’, respondents discursively reframed their 

professional expertise from being in control of design to being involved in ways that 

ensured ‘it [design] doesn’t blur into anonymity’ (Marios, director). In repositioning 

themselves as ‘custodians’ architects described their expertise in terms that legitimate 

their privileged status within the project team. For instance: ‘we [architects] are the ones 

[in the project team] who can graphically represent the whole picture’ (director, 32 

years’ experience). Similarly, Tess (project architect, 21 years’ experience) points out, 

‘we’re the only ones who can visualize and represent the design from 30,000 feet and 

like… right down to the balustrade detail’.  

The Visionary: One way that respondents (re)positioned their status was by highlighting 

architect’s ability to lead project design because of their unique ability to have an 

overall vision of the entire project. For example, respondents stated that engineers rely 

on architectural drawings even on engineering led projects (e.g. transport infrastructure 

projects) as Dave (project architect, 23 years’ experience) explains: ‘they [engineers] 

know what the constraints are but they’ll wait till we give them the drawings before 

they’ll say, ‘oh but you can’t do that!’. In these excerpts, respondents emphasized their 

professional expertise as crucial because ‘often on these big teams, no one has the 

overall vision…they’re [consultants] good at the technical details but less effective 

when it comes to the big picture… that’s us (architects)’. These comments encapsulate 

the way in which architects differentiate their unique expertise to instruct and monitor 

the work of others and to account for the spread of design responsibilities. 

Claiming professional status however, is replete with dualities since, the number of 

collaborators creates ambiguities around architects’ traditional authority on design 

matters: 
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well the engineers think they can call the shots [it’s an engineering led 
project], but we keep an eye on them (Vince, senior associate, 25 years’ 
experience) 

Here, the architect points out that ‘engineers think they can call the shots’. By ‘keeping 

an eye on them’ however, the architect provides an account of himself such that status 

privileges him to be able to ‘keep the engineers inline’. 

The Advocate: Within the heroic rubric, architects stressed their superior status and 

expertise was as ‘advocates’ who gave a voice to concerns that otherwise may not have 

been heard. For example, Frank (renowned architect) describes how advocating design 

outcomes is crucial in this cross functional project context: ‘you have to be very 

persuasive and I do this by… being an advocate for the [design] outcomes and being at 

the table when those decisions are made’. Our respondents stressed that, working in 

large-scale collaborative environments was a different way of thinking and ‘doing 

design’. In these contexts, architects reframed control as an ability to advocate design 

outcomes and thus, legitimate their status derived from their expressed desire to provide 

the ‘best architecture for the project’. Their ability to influence project design was 

however, contingent on negotiating key aspects of the design particularly when 

challenges to the design came from ‘others’: 

so, if the problem is we have to save money… or there is a technical issue 
then we’ll discuss and negotiate … and we come back with – sometimes 
several – options...how that can be done without losing the design intent 
completely (Bill, renowned architect) 

 

Having control over design was a significant aspect of their expertise that architects 

found difficult to give up: 

you have to push back …[engineers] want to have everything their way…. 
mostly we try to accommodate what they want but if it changes the design 
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intent…the you need to stand your ground…or else you’ll just get pushed 
around (Sara, project architect) 

In this account, the architect highlights that the ‘ability to ensure that design direction is 

being heard’ is crucial in large and diverse project-based teams for the successful 

implementation of architects’ professional expertise. In this way, despite constrains on 

the autonomy in design-decisions, the expertise and status of the architect are affirmed 

in relation to other members of the AEC team. 

The Champion: The respondents described how engaging in large-scale projects 

requires ‘a champion’ architect to ensure that the ‘design intent’ is maintained through 

the construction process. For instance: 

yeah with any project … you need that champion who kind of digs their 
heels in… to kind of plead for what is important (Seth, senior associate, 20 
years’ experience) 

 

This account offers an alternative route to architects’ status as one who ‘champions’ the 

design intent through the project-processes. This account establishes architects as 

crucial to the overall successful implementation of the project-design. As this architect 

explains: 

championing outcomes is really critical in the larger projects because you 
have to be careful that it [design] doesn't blur into ...anonymity... or you get 
pushed around (Xun, director, 28 years’ experience). 

The architect is concerned about the design ‘blurring into anonymity’ because of the 

myriads of consultants who may undermine the authority of the architect since 

‘everyone has a reason to change things... you really have to stay on top of it 

[design]…if you don’t want the project to go completely pear shaped’ (Kit, project 

architect, 22 years’ experience). By reframing professional status as ‘the champion’, the 
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architect constructs a privileged position which has high legitimacy, both within the 

profession and in the collective project team. In this way, despite the challenges of 

speaking to diverse groups with conflicting interests, our respondents actively redefine 

their professional influence and status. 

To sum up, by invoking notions of custodians, visionaries, advocates and champions 

respondents discursively positioned themselves within a ‘heroic’ tradition which 

enables them to enact a privileged professional status as ‘moral agents’ (Clarke, Brown 

& Hailey 2009; Wright, Nyberg & Grant 2012). 

Partners-in-design 

This interpretative repertoire draws on terms such as ‘negotiation’, ‘collaboration’ and 

‘coordination’ such that working on large scale projects ‘is a collaborative creative 

process’ (Rashid, project architect, 20 years’ experience). By positioning themselves as 

partners-in-design architects derive satisfaction from working with others in terms of 

esteem since, at the individual level, ‘self-esteem derives from interpersonal 

comparisons of traits, abilities, goals [and] performance’ (Sluss & Ashforth 2007, p. 9). 

As this respondent explains: 

I think years ago…you’d be giving the client advise but now you maybe 
collaborating with two others [architectural firms]. The landscape architect 
or the heritage architect [for instance] is a partner, whereas previously we’d 
draw the plans and then the landscape architect would come in…now 
designing a discussion (Jose, director, 40 years’ experience). 

Here the architect makes two interrelated points. The first is that contractual 

relationships have changed such that, traditionally the architect would have been the 

lead (design) consultant. Heritage and landscape architects would have been sub 

consultants – following the lead of the design architect - and often engaged later in the 
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project once the architectural designs were finalized. In the contemporary project 

context however, the consultants are engaged as contractual ‘partners’ and collaborate 

right from the inception of the project design. Second, the architect points out that in 

these complex contractual scenarios, architectural work is accomplished by ongoing 

discussions with the various design partners. 

The Negotiator: Many respondents noted that they were particularly drawn to the 

‘technical’ aspects of design that were more related to ‘turning [architectural] design to 

buildings…that’s what I find most satisfying’ (Tai, project architect). However, despite 

emphasizing architectural design as a ‘collaborative creative process’, our respondents 

were quick to point out that their expertise was crucial to the successful implementation 

of project design. For instance: 

look… engineers will always make it sound like ‘this column has to be this 
big’…if you were a junior [architect] you might just put that on the 
[architectural] drawings…but you know…you have to challenge them 
[engineers]… you can’t just shove a massive column in there because it’s 
the easiest [way] (Mick, project architect, 21 years’ experience) 

 

As such, even though architects drew upon a ‘partners-in-design’ repertoire they 

continue to highlight their unique expertise – to be able to synthesize diverse specialist 

knowledge into an integrated whole. In other words, respondents draw on this repertoire 

to legitimate their status in the project team by emphasizing their unique technical 

expertise at being able to negotiate the work of disparate professionals and non-

professionals. Within this repertoire the relational aspects of ‘doing design’ are 

emphasized for instance: 

we rely on others and recognizing that …it’s [designing is] really a give and 
take…we need to be… skillful in navigating that territory, is absolutely 
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essential…so you give [others] earlier on and remind them later [take] 
[laughs] (Ali, 27 years’ experience) 

For this architect, cooperating in the interest of the design gives him a sense of 

satisfaction. These interactions are viewed as being of ‘creative benefit’ such that, 

‘design is very much a negotiation and the project benefits from that’ (Seth, senior 

associate, 24 years’ experience). 

The Collaborator: Reflecting on shared responsibilities of design this senior associate 

points out: ‘I think you have to be impartial to [design] ideas, so whoever has the best 

idea, you accept it’ (Jack, 20 years’ experience). In these accounts, the emphasis is on 

supporting ‘the best idea’ rather than the relying on architect’s jurisdictional claim over 

design. Indeed, respondents noted that several innovative design ideas emerged from 

collaborations. For example, during ethnographic observations, the first author observed 

one 3-hour project team meeting with senior associate, project architect, the D&C 

(design and construct) contractor, various engineers, a construction manager and a 

fabricator. Even though the building design had been approved (statutory approvals) as 

a traditional concrete frame the contractor wanted to change the design to a ‘cassette 

system’, which would involve offsite fabrication of each floor – as a cassette – which 

would then be assembled on-site, ‘each floor slots in horizontally’ (contractor). Initially 

the architects and structural engineers tried to convince the contractor that this would 

create considerable changes to the design and timeline of the project: ‘well… we’ll have 

to re-draw the whole thing and go back [to the local authority] for approvals’ (structural 

engineer). However, the contractor was adamant to trial this method. In a follow-up 

conversation (with the first author) – once the project was being built – the project 

architect explained that this was very much an innovation driven by the contractor and 

that ‘this is quite a neat way to build’. Although this method did change the initial 
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design substantially, nonetheless the architect was ‘real proud’ to be associated with the 

project: ‘well it’s good for us [firm]…it’s great to be associated with innovative design’. 

Similarly, Ming, (28 years’ experience) states: 

you benefit from interactions with other perspectives with partners and other 
creative minds and nobody is omnipresent in that [architectural design]. 

In these comments, the emphasis is on benefits of collaborations rather than on the 

autonomy of the expert professional. Project architects frequently described themselves 

‘on the front-line of negotiating project design’ because as this respondent explains: 

‘they’re building… we’re still designing…so you’ve gotta work out the nuts and bolts 

on the run [on-site]’ (Sara, project architect, 26 years’ experience). Here, collaborations 

were viewed as a mutual benefit because, ‘in the end we want to be proud of the work 

[project] and we achieve that together’. In particular, our respondents pointed out that 

when issues arise (i.e. during construction) since, ‘there will always be stuff ups on site’ 

respondents maintain and legitimate their status by establishing egalitarian working 

relationships with contractors and sub-contractors: 

so …I’ll sit down and explain why things [design] need to be that way and 
that way everyone is involved in the decision…that’s how you get things 
done (Bill, renowned architect) 

The overall dynamic in this story is a positive stance towards collaborations. Here 

collaborative relations emphasize new forms of expertise such that ‘everyone is 

involved in the [design] decision’. In this example, the architect shifts the focus away 

from professional autonomy to relational construction of expertise from which he 

derives a sense of satisfaction and meaningfulness in the tasks that he does in his day-

to-day work routines. 
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The Organizer: Finding new ways to engage in the multidisciplinary context has led to 

significant changes in ways in which architects’ traditional expertise is deployed. When 

positioning themselves as ‘the organizer’, respondents acknowledged that they 

(architects) were no longer the creators of design. Instead, respondents emphasized that 

they deal with enormous amounts of information which has changed their work 

practices to ‘programming, coordinating, managing, that’s what I do!’ (Prem, project 

architect, 20 years’ experience). Here, the significance of organizing and tracking 

multiple consultants and their inputs is underscored. Specifically, by highlighting that 

managing and organizing is crucial for ‘the successful implementation of design’ (Wei, 

project architect, 22 years’ experience) our respondents actively repositioned 

themselves in their altered milieu such that their privileged status is reinforced. Rather 

than experiencing a loss of status associated with no longer being ‘design-experts’, our 

respondents emphasized that their main responsibilities have shifted from ‘design of 

buildings’ to ‘making sure everyone has the right information they need, when they 

need it’ (Ben, project architect, 20 years’ experience). This repositioning enabled the 

respondents to perceive their daily work tasks as meaningful because respondents 

considered their role as ‘the organizer’ as crucial to the successful implementation of 

design. As Ben explains, ‘everyone [on project team] is a technical specialist, but we 

[architects] know how things come together and how these decisions might impact the 

users… my job is to make sure that the information [from various specialists] is 

synthesized and passed onto the right people [in the project team]’. In this way, 

respondents negotiated their status in cross functional teams and made sense of 

situations they faced. Here, teamwork involves an egalitarianism, in terms of self-

esteem. Notably, respondents recognized the significance of design inputs from 

disparate consultants in the project team for achieving the ‘best design [outcomes] for 
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the project’ (Prem, project architect, 20 years’ experience). Despite sometimes having 

to ‘plead for what is important’, respondents perceive the purpose of their work [here, 

organizing] is crucial to the overall success of the project design. 

In summary, by highlighting the relational expertise of architects as partners-in-design 

respondents drew on the egalitarian aspects of teamwork to discursively position 

themselves as collaborators, negotiators and organizers. These accounts protect the 

respondent’s expert-status by appropriating alternative discourses of collaborations that 

have legitimacy in cross functional teams and reflect the ways in which actors perceive 

the purpose of their work as meaningful. 

Discussion 

In this article, we have focused on a group of professionals – architects – for whom 

collaborations with other professional and occupational groups is a key dimension in the 

performance of daily work. In focusing on this group, we have explored the interpretive 

repertoires that these individuals developed in their professional work contexts. 

Through our analysis, we identified two principal discursive repertoires, Custodians-of-

design and Partners-in-design that our respondents drew on in their daily interactions, 

as the ones that enabled them to legitimate and maintain their expert status (Finn 2008; 

McGivern & Ferlie 2007; Tasselli 2015) and perceive their work as meaningful (Pratt & 

Ashforth 2003). Through our analysis we demonstrate first, that these interpretive 

repertoires are central in providing a resource to influence others while maintaining 

architects’ privileged status within the social structure of the project team (Finn 2008). 

Second, we find that drawing upon these co-existing repertoires enabled architects to 

(re)position their day-to-day work tasks as meaningful, maintaining dignity in 

environments where professionals’ unique expertise is becoming marginalized due to 
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the expanding social structure within which professional work is increasingly 

embedded; in our case (building) design and its production (Tombesi 2010). 

We found that architects re-characterized their expertise- as a response to changes in 

their work practices- in ways that disrupt traditional understandings of professionals’ 

expert-status (McGivern et al. 2015). The findings demonstrate that informants enacted 

their status by deploying a heroic rubric albeit an aspirational one which, 

simultaneously, repositioned them as superior relative to others and highlighted 

individuals’ perceptions of the significance of their work (Rosso, Dekas & 

Wrzesniewski 2010). In the traditional model of engagement, the architect was 

generally the agent for the client (Duffy & Rabeneck 2013) and thus responsible for 

monitoring and controlling the work of others in the construction process. As such, 

architects were traditionally regarded as creative experts of design (Cuff 2012). In our 

analysis however, architects constructed versions of themselves as custodians, 

visionaries, advocates and champions of design. This enabled the positioning of 

architects as ‘moral agents’ (Clarke, Brown & Hailey 2009) within the project context. 

In this repertoire, informants perceived themselves as ‘heroic’ battling against adversity 

for the successful implementation of architectural design through the construction 

process, reinforcing that their work is perceived as important to society. Prior research 

has pointed out that appealing to a heroic self-characterization provides individuals with 

a sense of coherence when dealing with conflicting discourses such as, for example, 

climate change and profitability in the case of corporate sustainability specialist 

(Wright, Nyberg & Grant 2012) and as ‘moral beings’ in the case of managers faced 

with competing loyalties to business and its people (Clarke, Brown & Hailey 2009). In 

our analysis, drawing upon the interpretive repertoire of custodians-of-design enabled 

senior architects to both ‘speak to’ their multiple collaborators and second, to ‘speak 
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for’ their professional group (Maguire & Hardy 2005). By evoking notions of architects 

as custodians, status was constructed as symbolic of an ‘aspirational type’ (Stringfellow 

& Thompson 2014) making ‘membership within a particular [professional 

group]…special, enriching, and meaningful’ (Pratt & Ashforth 2003, p. 318). 

Second, our analysis demonstrates that by drawing upon ‘partners-in-design’ repertoire 

architects actively repositioned themselves as a key player in multidisciplinary teams. 

Specifically, our findings suggest that by managing and organizing the implementation 

of design our respondents actively reposition themselves as valued team members in the 

AEC environment. Here, partnering is understood as people involved in ‘co-orienting 

their behavior, developing shared understandings, forming relationships, agreeing on 

what is important, what is to be done and who is to do it’ (Ainsworth & Grant 2012, p. 

61). In this case, architects emphasized the egalitarian aspects of teamwork 

appropriating discourses of collaborations that have legitimacy in cross functional 

teams. By highlighting that architects reframed control (Chreim, Williams & Hinings 

2007) as an ability to influence project outcomes, our findings demonstrate that status 

negotiations with ‘others’ to ‘whom professionals must orient justifications’ (Korica & 

Molloy 2010, p. 1886) are salient in cross functional project teams.  

In our analysis, we found that architects’ relational expertise in managing and 

organizing design or, as one of our respondent put it, ‘influencing design’, affects 

project-design outcomes more than their substantive design expertise. The findings 

demonstrate that respondents discursively reposition their expert-status in ways that 

challenge common sense assumptions of status premised on autonomy of decision 

making in the organization and execution of professional work. Drawing on these 

understandings, we suggest that professional status based solely on esoteric expertise is 
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no longer relevant or tenable in multidisciplinary organizational contexts. Past analysis 

of inter-professional boundary conflicts have been largely conceptual, lacking a strong 

empirical anchor for existing theory (Stevens et al. 2007). Our study however, 

demonstrates that by drawing upon distinct interpretive repertoires, professionals 

(re)enact their status as relational. Further, we suggest that enacting relational status is 

a mechanism that provides support for constructing positive self-views in prevailing 

cross functional teams because it enables a higher level of cooperation with others. 

Second, we suggest that drawing upon these meaning making repertoires enabled 

respondents to actively re-legitimate their expert-status by connecting change in 

jurisdiction to re-characterization of professional expertise (e.g. Suddaby & Greenwood 

2005). Discursive repertoires are therefore one mechanism for actors to actively respond 

to changes in their work practices that threaten their status. Such active responses can be 

interpreted as a form of resistance to social change, but one based on ‘professed 

consent’ (Ashcraft 2005, p. 86). Moreover, discursive repertoires that create positive 

self-views can enable professionals to engage in an expanded scope of practice (Chreim, 

Williams & Hinings 2007). 

Our second contribution is to studies that examine purpose derived from positive status 

as a mechanism through which work can be perceived to be meaningful (Cohen et al. 

2005; Rosso, Dekas & Wrzesniewski 2010, p. 110). Here, we refer to meaningfulness as 

the amount of significance individuals attach to their work that holds positive meaning 

for individuals (Pratt & Ashforth 2003; Rosso, Dekas & Wrzesniewski 2010). This is 

particularly relevant in cross functional work teams since, in these contexts, engaging 

with large-scale social constraints is one way in which individuals recalibrate their 

expectations in terms of what they perceive as the fundamental purpose of their day-to-

day work activities. For as Mitra & Buzzanell (2017) point out, meaningfulness is a 
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dynamic and contested negotiation. Negotiating meaningfulness of work however, is 

‘messy’ as it is accomplished in dynamic social contexts (Mitra & Buzzanell 2017, p. 

612). Our findings highlight that by drawing upon co-existing meaning making 

repertoires, respondents derived a sense of satisfaction and meaningfulness in work that 

they actually do. 

We suggest that appropriating these repertoires provided architects with a resource to 

justify their work is meaningful, if only to themselves (e.g. Lair et al. 2008), in contexts 

in which architects find themselves competing with contractors, developers, project 

managers and other design professionals (Seidel, Holden & Ozdil 2006). Specifically, 

by connecting with others in ways which emphasized their expertise was a constructive 

contribution to the overall project design, architects construe their work as meaningful 

thus upholding their sense of workplace dignity (Lucas 2015). This is significant since, 

architects’ unique expertise is becoming increasingly marginalized and the value of 

their work has been increasingly questioned, as noted by the top London developer 

quoted at the beginning of this article. Despite these misalignments, the research 

highlights the agentic sophistication of practitioners as they intersubjectively make 

sense of the constraining elements of organizational and societal structures in their daily 

work routines. We suggest that adopting an interpretive repertoire that constructs 

professionals’ work as meaningful is a tactic that aligns professionals’ view of their 

expertise and role with the changing nature of their work (Vough et al. 2013). 

To sum up, by illustrating the micro-mechanisms of how status is constituted through 

interaction, the study provides new insights into the meaning and consequences of 

status in the workplace. Specifically, we suggest that when actors are exposed to 

structural constraints for example, the changing nature of work – engaging in 
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constraints, i.e. collaborating with experts of various types to get work done, leads first, 

to the enactment of a positive relational status and second, to negotiations of expert-

status in ways that provide opportunities to maintain meaningfulness and dignity of 

everyday work processes. In so doing the research provides new insights into the 

complex negotiations of status and meaning making engaged in by professionals in 

cross functional work teams. 

Understanding the discursive practices for negotiating a positive sense of self and 

dignity in work has practical implications. First, our study points to a disjuncture 

between how architects perceive their status and purpose of their work and public 

perceptions vis-a-vis the diminishing value of architects’ professional expertise, as 

noted in the comment by the London developer. This has implications for the 

knowledge needed by architects to practice in the 21st century. The findings offer novel 

insights to educational establishments and professional associations to (re)examine 

curricula, standard contract documents and professional award criteria to take a more 

holistic view of professional practices. Second, such a refocus on professional education 

and practices would enable professionals to expand the nature of their expertise and 

work and can contribute to higher performance by ‘bolstering workplace dignity’ 

(Lucas et al. 2017, p. 1520). 

While our study provides new insights into the relational nature of professional status, it 

has limitations. First, we examine a specific professional group: architects engaged in 

large-scale urban redevelopment projects. On the one hand, we suggest our findings are 

transferable to other contexts as our findings are particularly relevant for other 

professions engaged in multi-organizational contexts. On the other hand, occupational 

groups working within more traditional contexts or large bureaucratic organizations 
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may experience different threats to their status and respond negatively by claiming their 

jurisdictions. Future research could for instance, examine changes to established 

occupational status over time and other strategies, tactics or practices for retaining a 

positive sense of self. Second, we rely primarily on interview data and future research 

may consider a broader array of interactions amongst various actors and/or occupational 

networks. In addition, our emphasis is on the discursive repertoires of senior 

professionals, individuals that have greater legitimacy in repositioning status and the 

purpose of their work. Younger professionals may experience threats triggered by 

collaborations or other changes to professional work in different ways that may 

influence the performance of professional expertise and their sense of self-esteem. 

Future research may also fruitfully explore the emotional consequences when relational 

status cannot be enacted. Further, because our respondents were largely male, future 

research may also explore the relationship between gender and enactment of relational 

status. Despite these limitations our study makes a significant contribution to 

understandings the dynamics of the enactment of professional status and highlights how 

workers derive meaningfulness from ongoing intersubjective negotiations of status in 

cross functional work teams. 

Conclusion 

The study has highlighted how professional status is socially constructed and 

legitimized in relation to others. In addition, the research highlights how macro-

structural changes (organizational and societal) are intersubjectively made sense of by 

practitioners in their day-to-day work activities (Mitra & Buzzanell 2017). By providing 

insights into what architects actually do in large-scale construction projects our study 

reveals possibilities for the re-characterization of professional expertise and 
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significantly, to explore new ways for the professional group (collective) to engage in 

an expanded scope of practice (Chreim, Williams & Hinings 2007). More broadly, by 

pausing to reflect on and opening dialogues about enacting professional status in cross- 

functional work teams, we can consider alternatives that develop meaningfulness and 

dignity in work. 

Notes 

 

1It is of note that across all four firms there remains a dearth of women in senior 
positions such that only one firm had a female director. 
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5. Synthesis and concluding discussion 

In the introduction, I set out a general objective of advancing understanding of how the 

rapidly changing landscape of work is made sense of intersubjectively by professionals 

during their daily work activities. Specifically, I have developed insights on the ways in 

which architects negotiate professional identity and status in workplace interactions. In 

so doing, this research sheds new light on how identities ‘are fundamental to the routine 

activities that characterize much organizational life’ (Coupland & Brown 2012, p. 2) 

and highlights that even for archetypal professionals’, occupational status is not a given 

(Cheney & Ashcraft 2007). By attending to the detail of talk about work (Coupland 

2001), my findings have demonstrated that architects discursively negotiate relational 

status in cross-functional work teams as they seek to maintain self-esteem and dignity in 

their increasingly interdependent professional practices. This has implications for 

professionals’ sense of well-being (Horton, McClelland & Griffin 2014) with broader 

implications for organizations and society (Burton, Cohen & Lounsbury 2016; Galperin 

2017). In this section, I synthesize the four papers and present a concluding discussion 

showing how my research objective has been achieved. I follow this with a discussion 

of the theoretical and practical contributions of the thesis, the limitations of the thesis 

and recommendations for future research. 

Professionals have long been seen ‘as gatekeepers who guarantee the integrity and 

functional operation of core societal and economic institutions’ (Brock, Leblebici & 

Muzio 2014, p. 9; Gabbioneta, Prakash & Greenwood 2014). As such, professionals 

have played a central role in our lives and are important and powerful institutional 

actors (DiMaggio & Powell 1983; Scott 2008). There is a growing consensus, however, 

that the nature of professional work is changing (Barley, Bechky & Milliken 2017; 
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Barley & Kunda 2004; Dent & Whitehead 2002; Galperin 2017) to the extent that 

contemporary professions are considered to be ‘on the brink of transformation’ 

(Susskind & Susskind 2015, p. 13). In a rapidly changing milieu of work, more accurate 

understandings of what professional work involves are crucial. This is because what 

people do while they work and how they experience what they do on a daily basis has 

consequences beyond their own economic and physical well-being as it affects the 

community in which they live and, ultimately, the nature of society (Burton, Cohen & 

Lounsbury 2016). Moreover, these understandings are significant because how 

members accomplish their work offers rich opportunities to revise understandings of 

how work is evolving (Rahman & Barley 2017). From a theoretical perspective, 

‘antiquated images of occupations can hamper the development of management and 

organizational theory’ (Anteby, Chan & DiBenigno 2016, p. 186). 

In this thesis, following Anteby, Chan and DiBenigno (2016), I have deployed the three 

analytical lenses of doing, becoming and relating as an overarching conceptual 

framework to gain new understandings of the tensions involved in making sense of what 

it means to be a professional in the 21st century and the ‘forms of discursive positioning’ 

articulated by the respondents (Kuhn 2009, p. 683). In so doing, this thesis complements 

and extends a burgeoning body of research at the intersection of individual workers, 

professions and organizations and significantly adds to our understandings of identities in 

practice (Brown 2015; Coupland & Brown 2012) and the salience of occupational status 

in everyday workplace interactions. I now present a synthesis of the ways in which my 

thesis complements and extends each of these perspectives. 

Becoming professional 
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The concept of becoming professional implies a series of novice-to-expert transitions 

that encompass socialization processes by which ‘new members are inducted into 

established occupational communities as well as individual-level transformations that 

occur among newly inducted members’ (Anteby, Chan & DiBenigno 2016, p. 190). 

Cuff’s (1991, p. 116) seminal study of architectural practice, for instance, describes the 

path to becoming a full-fledged architect as a ‘metamorphic transformation of a 

layperson into an architect’. In these studies, the exclusive nature of the professions is 

emphasized as new members gain admission to ‘a closed club’ (Schutz 1964, p. 91) by 

way of participation in specific communities (Wenger 1998). For junior professionals, 

understandings of what it means to be a professional are derived from available 

discourses and developed and sustained through social interactions (Pratt, Rockmann & 

Kaufmann 2006). These shared understandings shape the way junior members see and 

act on the world of work, including a sense of the appropriate ways in which emotions 

are discursively enacted (Sturdy et al. 2006). Although, professional contexts offer both 

opportunities and constraints for becoming a professional (Anderson-Gough, Grey & 

Robson 2000), the role of emotions remains unexplored in studies of professional 

identity. Notably, the expression of emotions has been viewed as antithetical to 

professional behavior (Lammers & Garcia 2009). In contrast, my first paper 

demonstrates the centrality of emotions vis-à-vis work for the construction of junior 

professionals’ identities. 

Organizational discourse researchers have attended to ‘the role of language in 

constructing identities’ (Ainsworth & Hardy 2004, p. 157) and argued that language, 

discourse, and social interaction constitute rather than merely reflect reality (Putnam, 

Fairhurst & Banghart 2016). Significantly, researchers have suggested that emotions are 

socially constructed within specific discursive regimes (Coupland et al. 2008), 
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providing a resource for action (e.g. Hardy, Lawrence & Phillips 1998). However, few 

conceptualizations have attended to the constitutive role of emotions (Winkler 2018) in 

‘people’s subjectively construed understandings of who they were, are and desire to 

become’ (Brown 2015, p. 20), that is, the role of emotions within agentic processes of 

identity construction. 

This research nuances organizational discourse research on identity in two ways. Prior 

studies have noted the sophisticated identity work strategies (e.g. Ibarra 1999; Ibarra & 

Barbulescu 2010; Pratt, Rockmann & Kaufmann 2006; Wei 2012) and tactics (e.g. 

Beech et al. 2012; Kreiner, Hollensbe & Sheep 2006b; McInnes & Corlett 2012) ‘by 

which people construct and negotiate professional, work and organizational-based 

identities’ (Brown 2015, p. 23). Building upon these studies, I have developed a 

discursive perspective of how emotions are intertwined with identity work strategies of 

junior professionals. I have illustrated that when professionals discursively enact a 

particular identity to position themselves in social contexts, the accounts involve 

particular forms of emotion talk (e.g. passionate and/or dejected). This is an important 

empirical finding, because taking a discursive approach has shed new light on a divided 

professional self that displays traits such as self-doubt, cynicism and distancing from 

professional ideology (Collinson 2003; Costas & Fleming 2009). By highlighting how 

accounts of emotions constitute professional identities that in turn enact (and project 

into the future) particular emotional experiences, this study makes a significant addition 

to our theoretical understanding of professional identities and how these are being 

discursively constituted ‘in situ’ within rapidly changing organizational contexts. 

In addition, I argue that the restructuring of work in large firms erodes claims to 

professional autonomy as evidenced in the case of junior architects because of the 
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‘illogical, ill-conceived, and unsatisfying organization of labor’ (Deamer 2010, p. 84). 

This, coupled with the perceived lack of creativity in their daily practice, leads to a 

cynical and dejected, albeit ‘provisional’, professional identity, despite the cost. Broader 

implications can be drawn from these insights: As large organizations increasingly 

dominate the workplace settings for professionals ‘whose market hegemony is 

increasingly challenged in the wider political economy’, professions may also acquire 

an exploitative character (Muzio & Kirkpatrick 2011, p. 395). In this view, restructuring 

of work leads to a growing divide between the professional elites and the rank-and-file 

workers. Scholars interested in architectural practice have recently noted these trends. 

Deamer (2010), for example, argues that the very structure of the architect’s office is 

divided vertically between master designer/partner and production staff. This, she 

argues, results in the experience of dissatisfaction particularly since junior members 

may find themselves ‘divorced financially, sequentially and aesthetically from the fruits 

of his or her labor’ (Deamer 2010, p. 84). In linking my contributions to broader 

theoretical debates, this research sheds new light on how the conditions of early 

professional life may provide identity options that constrain and/or enable professional 

success and wellbeing. 

Doing work 

Professionals as experts have long been defined by the work that they actually do. In 

other words, architects’ practices (e.g. doing design) have traditionally defined 

architects’ identity (e.g. design expert). Notably, performing distinct tasks and practices 

associated with a particular profession has implications for identity, meaningful work 

and dignity (Anteby, Chan & DiBenigno 2016, p. 201). In modern-day workplaces, 

however, professionals are increasingly ‘being confronted with having to renegotiate 
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their knowing, their doing, and their worker [professional] identity’ (Iedema & Scheeres 

2003, p. 316). For example, in the case of health-care reforms, the impact of managerial 

control has been viewed as a threat to the autonomy of medical professionals (Haug 

1975). On the one hand, the hypothesis is that individual clinicians have lost power to 

managers; on the other hand, researchers have demonstrated that the ‘hybrid’ identity of 

the clinical-manager is a means of maintaining professionals’ elite status (McGivern et 

al. 2015). Researchers have argued that ‘[c]hanges to the medical profession are seen as 

part of a wider set of societal changes in the management of expertise and professional 

services (Fitzgerald & Ferlie 2000, p. 718). Indeed, contemporary organizations 

increasingly are conceptualized as ‘hybrid settings’ employing ‘hybrid workers’. For 

instance, professional service firms are increasingly adopting the logic and structure of 

business corporations (Bévort & Suddaby 2016; Muzio & Kirkpatrick 2011). My 

argument is that such fundamental changes create paradoxical tensions (Sheep, Kreiner 

& Fairhurst 2017) for professionals as they seek to reconcile the changing nature of 

their work with their traditional professionalized identities. These tensions are 

paradoxical because they are persistent, contradictory yet interrelated, and thus not 

easily resolved (DeFillippi 2009, p. 6). 

Researchers have pointed out that individuals can be more or less successful in 

managing identity tensions. Some argue that identity dilemmas can be resolved through 

identity adaptation since ‘people seek to salvage their sense of self by resolving 

tensions and restoring consistency’ (Beech et al. 2016, p. 506). An overarching identity 

work strategy discussed in the literature is identity reconciliation work (e.g. Creed, 

DeJordy & Lok 2010). In these studies, individuals’ appropriate available narratives and 

meanings that resolve personal experiences of contradiction and marginalization. 

Researchers have argued that multiple identities are reconciled in the workplace in 
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attempts to form and sustain interprofessional teams (Cain, Frazer & Kilaberia 2018). 

Notably, individuals make great efforts in attempt to achieve a sense of ‘self-clarity’ 

(Cuganesan 2017) as they actively seek to maximize satisfaction and minimize 

frustrations when constructing their professional identities (Vignoles et al. 2006). In 

particular, the resolution of tensions is a crucial motivator for identity work since it is 

through identity work that people seek to secure identity claims (Alvesson 2010; Brown 

2015). 

I augment this view in two ways. First, drawing upon insights from my empirical 

findings I suggest that in a world in which professionals are increasingly embedded in 

large bureaucratic organizations, the certainties of professionals’ identity and the rituals 

that sustain them become increasingly problematized. Specifically, I demonstrate that a 

valued professional identity is not a given even for traditional high-status professionals 

(Alvesson, Kärreman & Sullivan 2015) such as architects. Instead, I suggest that 

professional identity ‘realized in situ through an interplay of sensemaking, discursive 

interaction, and negotiation’ is fraught with paradoxes (Sheep, Kreiner & Fairhurst 

2017, p. 453). 

Second, I suggest that conceptualizations of identity work that stress reconciling 

contradictions and tensions in a bid to ‘affirm’ workplace identities do not account for 

the complex and often irreconcilable tensions confronting contemporary professionals. 

For example, recent research has shown that individuals construct and enact 

contradictory identity elements by accommodating opposing identity attributes and/or 

antagonistic discourses (Clarke, Brown & Hailey 2009). These studies show that 

identity tensions are persistent and thus unresolvable (e.g. Lewis 2000). I extend these 

understandings by suggesting that opposing tensions need not be resolved through 
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identity work but rather these tensions need to be accepted and embraced (e.g. 

Jarzabkowski, Lê & Van de Ven 2013), which may in turn lead to multifaceted 

outcomes. I theorize that the enactment of a paradoxical professional identity may not 

simply be constraining but rather, could be viewed as one expansive outcome as it 

signals a broader transformation of professional expertise (e.g. Susskind & Susskind 

2015). 

Relating to others in the workplace 

The relating perspective highlights the significance of ‘interpersonal interactions and 

interdependencies in work’ (Grant & Parker 2009, p. 319). Following Barley and Kunda 

(2001, p. 77), who argued that ‘[i]nterpersonal skills and the ability to collaborate in 

distributed, cross-functional teams appear to be more important than in the past’, 

researchers have developed a ‘relating perspective’ on professional expertise (Anteby, 

Chan & DiBenigno 2016). Researchers have emphasized, for example, the ability of 

professionals to co-produce expertise (Lawrence 2004) and the importance of relational 

expertise in attaining successful outcomes for clients (Sandefur 2015). Sandefur (2015) 

argues that lawyers’ know-how of judges and their temperaments (relational expertise) 

is much more effective for successful outcomes in civil trials than their substantive legal 

expertise. Similarly, Huising (2015) demonstrates that for professionals working in a 

university laboratory, relational authority over clients involves building relations with 

clients through doing menial tasks or ‘scut work’. She finds that a co-produced 

relational authority is more successful in getting clients to comply with safety 

recommendations than the formal authority of the professional, challenging the 

relevance of professionals’ expertise and identity in the enactment of authority over 

clients. Notably, this decoupling of expertise and authority signals a major shift in the 
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nature of professional work (see also, Barley 1996) as taking into account other groups’ 

(e.g. clients) expertise and views, may also lead to changes in the perceptions of 

professionals’ work competence and value (Kilduff, Willer & Anderson 2016). 

In seeking to extend and complement this research, I have argued that more accurate 

understandings of clients’ influence on professionals’ identity are crucial because 

knowledgeable clients are increasingly influential in a professional world that is 

complex and corporately organized (Handley et al. 2007; Leicht 2016). In this milieu, 

‘[c]lients have a strong part to play in the ongoing negotiation of identity in PSFs’ 

(Alvesson, Kärreman & Sullivan 2015, p. 419). Specifically, I have argued that clients’ 

active participation in projects influences architects’ practices (Handley et al. 2007), 

challenging ‘traditional assumptions around professional–client relationships’ 

(Gustafsson, Swart & Kinnie 2018, p. 73) that inform professionals’ self-concepts 

(Sluss & Ashforth 2007). My empirical study demonstrated that architects draw upon 

two contradictory yet interrelated discursive strategies (best for client and best for 

project) as they negotiated professional identity in relation to their clients. In light of 

these findings, I have argued that architects’ traditional identity is constraining because 

it disallows the incorporation of new facets of identity that are triggered by interactions 

with powerful and knowledgeable clients. Interestingly, despite the elite organizational 

identities these firms have built through winning design competitions (judged by 

esteemed peers) and by undertaking numerous high-profile public projects, the 

architects experienced ongoing identity tensions triggered by their interactions with 

clients. Notably, by examining how architects recognize and act upon these tensions in 

context, I have demonstrated that identity work may not always be resolution-oriented; 

instead, identity work may entail holding paradoxical views. I have argued that these 

views are interdependent because it is their simultaneous use for one client that is 
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expected to improve project outcomes in terms of aesthetics of design, functionality of 

use and/or commercial value. I conclude that accepting the paradoxical nature of 

identity (as both/and rather than either/or trade-offs) offers new insights into the ways in 

which professionals respond to and cope with complex tensions inherent in the doing of 

professional work. 

Furthermore, in responding to Anteby, Chan and DiBenigno’s (2016, p. 220) call for ‘a 

great need for more studies of occupations employing a relational approach’, I have 

argued that architects face jurisdictional threats as they work not only in large, 

hierarchical, bureaucratic organizations (e.g. Muzio & Kirkpatrick 2011) but also in 

cross-functional teams. This is because the scale and complexity of large-scale urban 

redevelopment projects require the collaboration of several experts (including 

engineers, various specialist consultants, manufacturers and fabricators). In this 

complex multi-organizational milieu, architects lose their traditional control of project 

design and must work cooperatively with other experts. 

Traditional understandings of professionals have emphasized that professional 

‘knowledge is associated with expertise and has high status and is related to 

asymmetries and politics’ (Alvesson, Kärreman & Sullivan 2015, p. 407). Researchers 

have pointed out that professionals maintain their traditional expert status vis-à-vis other 

professionals and occupational groups by emphasizing differences between groups 

(Muzio & Ackroyd 2005), by controlling internal conditions of work and promotion 

(Ackroyd & Muzio 2007), by reproducing the status quo to legitimate thereby 

maintaining their authority (Finn 2008), by avoiding low-status tasks outside of their 

jurisdiction (DiBenigno & Kellogg 2014) and by denying other groups’ claims to their 

higher-status tasks (Currie, Finn & Martin 2010; Currie et al. 2012; Metiu 2006). My 
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empirical study, however, sheds new light on the meaning and consequences of status in 

the workplace. 

Specifically, by investigating the discursive repertoires deployed by architects in their 

workplace interactions, I have shed new light on the salience of occupational status in 

the context of changing work practices. I have suggested that architects work to 

maintain their privileged status in relation to other professionals through two co-

existing interpretive repertoires: custodians-of-design and partners-in-design. The 

findings have demonstrated that the custodians-of-design repertoire positions architects 

within a ‘heroic’ tradition. The partners-in-design repertoire, on the other hand, evokes 

egalitarian aspects of professional work. Importantly, it is the recognition that these 

polarities (i.e. being simultaneously custodians and partners-in-design) are 

interdependent that ‘motivated the professional to collaborate’ (Huq, Reay & Chreim 

2017, p. 514). In so doing, I have argued that a discursively constructed relational status 

provides a resource for maintaining meaningfulness and dignity in work when 

professionals’ traditional status is under threat. Previously, researchers have suggested 

that relational expertise (Eyal 2013; Sandefur 2015) and relational authority (Huising 

2015) are key mechanisms for achieving successful outcomes for clients. In seeking to 

complement and extend these discussions, I have argued that relational status is a 

mechanism that generates opportunities to maintain meaningfulness and dignity in 

everyday work processes as interactions between distinct expert groups become more 

common in the workplace (e.g. Anteby, Chan & DiBenigno 2016). 

In summary, I have developed insights into two discursively constructed mechanisms, 

professional identity and status, through which architects ‘pursue their interests in ways 

that appear plausible and legitimate’ (Finn 2008, p. 104) in the daily performance of 



 234 

their interdependent work. To achieve this goal, the thesis has been presented as four 

distinct journal articles that identify the conditions, resources and mechanisms of 

claiming identity and status in cross-functional work teams. Significantly, by examining 

the ongoing discursive interaction of structure and agency, this thesis contributes to a 

more nuanced understanding of how workplace dynamics in complex organizations 

shape professional identity and status. In so doing, the research enriches our 

understandings of the link between the macro-level changes and discursive action. 

This thesis also has broader implications. In the first instance, by extending 

understandings of how professionals make sense of and respond to changes to the actual 

(i.e. interdependent) structure of their work, this research generates new theoretical 

insights into the resources and mechanisms for constructing professional identity and 

status as it unfolds in dynamic social contexts. Although prior research reinforces the 

view of professionals as instigators of change in organizations, less attention has been 

paid to how professionals cope with challenges to their entrenched identity and the loss 

of autonomy derived from changes to the fundamental nature of their work. By 

examining how one group of professionals deals with change processes that were not of 

their own devising, I provide new insights into how professionals are simultaneously 

the agents and objects of change in organizations. The interplay between professionals 

and organizations has implications for scholars and practitioners interested in how 

change happens in highly professionalized, complex organizations (e.g. Smets, Morris 

& Greenwood 2012; Huising 2014). Furthermore, this research contributes to a fine-

grained understanding of discursively constructed status as a mechanism for 

maintaining meaningfulness and dignity in work in times when practicing professional 

expertise is dependent on other professional and occupational groups. In so doing, the 
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thesis has important implications for emerging expert groups attempting to gain 

professional status (e.g. Barley, Bechky & Nelsen 2016; Fournier 2002). 

This thesis also makes significant practical contributions to architectural practice and 

education. For instance, I have argued that traditional conceptions of professional 

identity are outmoded in an era characterized by increasing skepticism of professional 

expertise. By examining the social construction of professional identity and status, my 

aim is to stimulate a collective reflection (among and between practitioners, regulators 

and educators) on the work that architects employed in large firms actually do. My 

findings offer fine-grained insights into educational establishments and professional 

associations to (re)examine curricula, standard contract documents and professional 

award criteria to take a more holistic view of professional practices. I suggest that such 

reflections may lead to a renewed focus on professional education and practices that 

could enable architects, who increasingly find themselves competing with contractors, 

developers, project managers and other design professionals (Seidel, Holden & Ozdil 

2006), to think more expansively about the nature of their expertise. This re-thinking of 

expertise is crucial as it may contribute to higher performance by enhancing 

meaningfulness in everyday work and workplace dignity. In addition, I have suggested 

that practitioners and educators might pause to consider how to work with the 

disenchantment from discrepancies between ideal professional identities and the 

encounter of the ‘real world’ of work. I argue that such reflections are timely because of 

the expanding social structure within which professional work is increasingly embedded 

(Evetts 2011; Muzio & Kirkpatrick 2011). Crucially, these considerations may lead to 

strategies, resources, and role models that help professionals reframe and widen their 

sense of possible ‘identity options’. This may prevent, or at least mitigate, a dynamic 
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where taken-for-granted assumptions about the nature of professional work come to 

constitute an ‘iron cage’ in rapidly changing work environments. 

5.1  Future research 

The individual papers address the different aspects of limitations of the research. In this 

section, drawing upon the empirical and theoretical limitations of each of the four 

papers, I summarize the key avenues for future research. 

I use architectural firms as a setting in which tensions between creativity and 

managerialism, aesthetic and commercial interests are rife (e.g. Blau 1987; Gutman 

1988; Larson 1993). These findings may be transferable to other creative workers in 

multidisciplinary organizations. Future research could make explicit paradoxical 

tensions in creative contexts and capitalize on these tensions (e.g. Fiol 2002) generating 

novel insights from ‘the instability that surfaces in the presence of multiple, plausible, 

and often competing meanings’ (Putnam, Fairhurst & Banghart 2016, p. 137). Beach et 

al. (2016, p. 519) for example argue that for indie musicians ‘struggling is at the heart of 

their identity work’. Further inquiry into contexts in which people invest their sense of 

self in their work such as art, design and/or contexts in which workers publicly display 

their expertise (e.g. professionals) could explore the dark side of identity work. 

 In addition, different professions both in public services (e.g. doctors and teachers) and 

in those in more private and commercial services (e.g. lawyers and accountants), face 

various conflicts and levels of managerial control. Indeed, as Brock, Leblebici and 

Muzio (2014, p. 2) suggest, ‘[c]omparative studies (among professions/occupations) are 

extremely rare’ leading them to conclude that despite growing interest in the 

‘significance of professional organizations in our societies, scholarly research does not 
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seem to be keeping up’. For example, the role of the medical director might make an 

interesting point of comparison since ‘doctors may take on management roles and 

acquire business qualifications’ in attempts to buffer their professional practices from 

exogenous economic and political forces (Muzio & Kirkpatrick 2011, p. 396). 

Professional workers experience threats triggered by collaborations, teamwork or other 

changes to work tasks in different ways that may influence the performance of work and 

their sense of self-esteem. My thesis generates the potential to create broader findings 

about professional work for theoretical and practical contributions by way of 

comparative field studies. 

My thesis opens the way for further investigation of how gender might influence the 

responses of individuals to macro-level changes. I have noted the lack of female 

architects in senior roles across my data set. Corroto (1996), for instance, points out that 

women are less likely to persist in the profession of architecture than men. In these 

contexts, the influence of women in the production of policy, theory and design is at 

best tenuous (see also, Heynen 2012). Recent research has pointed out that although 

traditional professions such as law have become more diverse, structural inequalities 

remain deeply ingrained such that archetypal professions (law, architecture and 

medicine) largely remain highly stratified in terms of gender and ethnicity (Bolton & 

Muzio 2007; Corroto 1996; Heynen 2012; Tomlinson et al. 2013). In architecture, for 

instance, the Pritzker Prize is the highest professional accolade awarded to a ‘living 

architect’. Yet, in the 40 years since its inception in 1979, only three women (Zaha 

Hadid in 2004, Kazuyo Sejima as partner in SANAA in 2010 and Carme Pigem as part 

of RCR Arquitectes in 2017) feature on the list of elite global ‘star architects’ (McNeill 

2009). Up until 1987, no woman had even been part of the jury, suggesting that a jury 

composed mostly of men does not help to transform a system that has traditionally 
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conceived of architecture as the gentleman’s profession (Cuff 2014; Heynen 2012). 

Similarly, Tomlinson et al. (2013) suggest that even in contexts where organizations are 

committed to equal opportunities (e.g. legal profession) traditional structures and the 

inequalities that go with them often endure. Future research could explore further, how 

highly educated individuals make sense of and construct a valuable sense of 

professional self in other expert occupations. Specifically, future research could 

investigate wider implications (e.g. how professional practices, identities and 

boundaries are being redefined) with regard to gender equality in an increasingly 

interconnected and multifaceted workplace. 

In this thesis I have focused on three ‘triggers’ in the changing landscape of 

professional work and the discursive identity, emotional and status struggles that ensue. 

Future research on identity work could concentrate on different tensions triggered by 

other macro-level changes, such as, for example, new technologies and new business 

models (i.e. online law services). In particular, I encourage researchers to examine such 

tensions from non-rationalist perspectives by privileging emotions over rationality and 

embracing ‘irrationality as routine in organizational life’ (Putnam, Fairhurst & Banghart 

2016, p. 138). Future research might, for instance, fruitfully examine the disorder or 

possibilities of multiple meanings that ‘simultaneously pull members apart’ (Putnam, 

Fairhurst & Banghart 2016, p. 137) in other occupational groups beset by rapid changes 

in the nature of their work. 

In an era in which workplaces are changing rapidly, opportunities to research new forms 

of identity work are significant. For Bauman (2005), we increasingly live in liquidly 

modern conditions characterized by a ‘society in which the conditions under which its 

members act change faster than it takes the ways of acting to consolidate into habits and 
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routines’ (Bauman 2005, p. 1). For individuals negotiating liquid modernity the identity 

of the worker becomes a site of struggle. This is because work that had equated with a 

lifelong career, in the sense of an unfolding, a linear progression of working, often in 

the same or very similar organizations, has had its meaning liquefied (e.g. O’Mahony & 

Bechky 2006). Liquefying modernity has eroded the relations associated with being 

employees, such that the deployment of both employment contracts and capital has 

become more fluid, less secure and increasingly unstable. Individual senses of identity 

become a major arena for struggle since organizations in which investment in people are 

easily liquidated, with no long-term implications, constitute increasingly liquid ways of 

organizing. In these contexts, entrepreneurial subjects may propel themselves from 

being local identities to cosmopolitan personalities, thus setting new norms of identity 

for others to struggle to emulate or exceed. Future research could examine the ethical, 

political, identity, and organizational consequences of increasing liquidity. 

I have argued the ‘bottom up’ lived experiences of professionals in an increasingly 

interconnected and multifaceted workplace reveal that everyday problems no longer fit 

neatly within the structural boundaries of the traditional professions. I have suggested 

that embracing emotions and paradoxes as inherent features of organizational life 

(Ashcraft & Trethewey 2004; Putnam, Fairhurst & Banghart 2016) may lead to greater 

theoretical acuity. In this view, simultaneously occurring, opposing tensions need not be 

resolved but rather acknowledged and accepted. In so doing, I echo Smith, Lewis and 

Tushman (2016), who suggest that a mastery of paradoxes is a prerequisite for survival 

(of professionals) in the challenging environment of contemporary organizations. In 

summary, I have suggested new ways of thinking about professional identity by; 

capitalizing on emotions, exploring paradoxical elements of identity and highlighting 

discursively constructed relational status as a mechanism for maintaining 
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meaningfulness and dignity in work, in contexts where traditional understandings of 

professionals premised on notions of expert authority are no longer relevant. 

5.2  Concluding Remarks 

In an era characterized by relentless change and a growing skepticism of experts, there 

is a strong sense that the classical conception of professions is approaching the end of 

an epoch. The current state of flux presents significant challenges both to understanding 

the work that contemporary professionals do and what motivates professionals to 

perform an important societal function despite changes to their standing. The identity 

and status of professional workers are increasingly being mediated by large-scale 

organizations, complex interdependent relationships and disruptive technologies that 

have societal-level implications beyond the capacity of individual professionals to cope 

and flourish in the face of these changes. More broadly, these changes affect 

professional education: educators are increasingly unsure what they are training the next 

generation of professionals to become as the flux of the market transforms the traditions 

of the learned professions. The uncertainty extends to governance: regulators are 

tentative about what they may soon be regulating. The routinization and mass-

production of professional services indicate a trend away from bespoke professional 

services and a bypassing of the traditional gatekeepers – professionals. With the rise of 

increasingly capable machines and a technology-based Internet society, the boundaries 

of professions are being redrawn. This thesis, through understandings of how one group 

of highly skilled professionals – architects – make sense of and discursively position 

themselves within changing professional contexts, sheds new light on how work is 

evolving in the 21st century. 



 

6. Appendix: Fieldwork Documentation 
 
Included in this section are Table 1, which introduces the participants, Table 2, which 
outlines the meetings observed, and copies of the research information sheet, interview 
schedule, and consent form. 
 
6.1  Table 1 The participants 
 

Job title Gender Years of 
experience 

Number of 
participants 

Graduate architect M 
 

> 5 14 

F 
 

12 

Architect M 
 

5–12 years 6 

F 
 

4 

Project architect M 12–25 years 10 

F 4 

Senior associate M 
 

15–28 years 8 

F 
 

6 

Director M 
 

15–30 +years 19 

F 
 

1 

Renowned architect M 
 

More than 40 years 2 

Total participants   86 
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6.2   Table 2 Schedule of meetings observed 
  

Meeting type Location People present Total meetings 
observed 

Project design 
review meetings 

Architect’s office Varied between 4 and 
16 architects 

6 

Project 
coordination 
meetings 

Architect’s office 
 
 
 
Engineer’s office 
 
Video conferencing 

3–5 architects 
2–3 engineers 
1–2 project managers 
Other consultants 
3 architects 
2 engineers 
Design architect 
Documentation 
architect (off shore) 

5 
 
 
 

1 
 

2 

Site meetings On site Construction manager 
Lead contractor 
Senior associate 
Architect 
Project architect 
Junior architect 

4 

Management 
meetings 

Architect’s office Directors and senior 
associates 

2 

Resourcing 
meetings 

Architect’s office Various directors and 
senior associates 
attended at various 
times during the day 

2 

Client 
presentations 

Client’s office 
 
On site 
 
Architect’s office 

Director 
Senior associate 
Junior architect 
Project architect 
Director 
Senior associate 

2 
 

1 
 

2 

Total 27 



 243 

6.3  The interview schedule 
 
Introduction 

Thank you for agreeing to take part in this project. 
Before we start the interview, I’d like to reiterate the aims of the project and tell you a 
bit more about what the interview will involve. This research is being carried out as part 
of my PhD project. The broader objective of the PhD is to understand the world of work 
of architects by asking architects themselves what they do in their daily work and what 
it is like to be working as an architect. This interview is therefore about your personal 
experiences. I am interested in finding out your views and what matters to you. This is 
not intended to be a formal interview and there is no right or wrong answer. Please feel 
free to say no if you do not wish to discuss any particular aspect of your work. All 
interviews will be kept confidential and anonymized. Please note that I will be 
recording the interviews. If you have any concerns or questions, please stop at any time 
and ask me. 

Generally, the questions posed will be as follows:  
1. Why did you choose architecture? 
2. Education history 
3. Did you feel ready for practice when you finished your training? Why/Why not? 
4. Work history 
5. Do you feel the reality of architectural practice matched your expectations? 
6. Could you describe the skills needed in your daily work? 
7. Could you help me understand your work a bit better by perhaps describing 

what you do in a typical day? 
8. Could you tell me a bit about your involvement in a current project? 
9. Does your involvement change during the course of the project? 
10. What are/were some of the highlights of the project for you? 
11. Do you feel you have control over all aspects of your work?  
12. Positives and negatives of daily work 
13. Do you think the architecture profession has changed much since you started 

practicing? 
14. Views on architectural practice more broadly and how this is changing 
15. How do these changes affect you in your daily work? 
16. The significance of work in your life 
17. Is there anything you would like to ask me? 

Concluding the interview 
Thank you for participating in this research. Please feel free to ask me any questions 
and let me know if you would like to receive a copy of the research summary. Please 
sign the consent form. 
  



 244 

6.3 Information sheet 
 

Performative Practice: A study of architecture-as-practice 
UTS APPROVAL NUMBER: 201500333 

WHO IS DOING THE RESEARCH? 

My name is Sumati Ahuja and I am a student at UTS. (My supervisor is Prof Stewart Clegg) 

WHAT IS THIS RESEARCH ABOUT? 

This research seeks to provide an understanding of the nature of architectural work in complex projects. 
The aim is to study architectural practice empirically – by focusing on the everyday activities of 
architects. 
IF I SAY YES, WHAT WILL IT INVOLVE? 

This research will investigate the organizational context of architectural practice by gathering information 
on characteristics such the role of the project architect, how project teams are constituted and managed in 
a city building project as well as the work they do, the nature of their practice(s). 

This research will be ethnographic and observational. That means that I will engage in detailed fieldwork 
observing the normal course of work unfolding with data collected by: 

ARE THERE ANY RISKS/INCONVENIENCE? 

There are very few if any risks because the research has been carefully designed. However, it is possible 
that you might feel uncomfortable being observed. I assure you that this research is not adversarial: it is 
the nature of architectural work that is to be investigated, not criticized. The aim is to understand 
architectural practice as it is enacted today. Another potential risk concerns the possibility that the 
research may reveal inefficiencies in the organizational structure or information flows in a project 
process. This may cause discomfort and fears of repercussions for team members. However it is not likely 
that this research will uncover any irremediable or dramatic contradictions because such tensions would 
have been already surfaced in the form of open conflicts within the organization. 

WHY HAVE I BEEN ASKED? 

I have asked you to participate because of your ongoing involvement in project X, and your range of 
expertise in the overall project process. 

DO I HAVE TO SAY YES? 

You don’t have to say yes. 

WHAT WILL HAPPEN IF I SAY NO? 

Nothing. I will thank you for your time so far and won’t contact you about this research again. 

IF I SAY YES, CAN I CHANGE MY MIND LATER? 

You can change your mind at any time and you don’t have to say why. I will thank you for your time so 
far and won’t contact you about this research again. 

WHAT IF I HAVE CONCERNS OR A COMPLAINT? 

If you have concerns about the research that you think I or my supervisor can help you with, please feel 
free to contact me (us) on Sumati.Ahuja@student.uts.edu.au or my supervisor on 
Stewart.Clegg@uts.edu.au 

If you would like to talk to someone who is not connected with the research, you may contact the 
Research Ethics Officer on 02 9514 9772, and quote this number: 2015000333 
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6.4 Consent form 
 
I ____________________ (participant's name) agree to participate in the research project Performative 
Practice: A study of architecture-as-practice UTS HREC approval reference number: 2015000333 being 
conducted by Sumati Ahuja, email: Sumati.Ahuja@student.uts.edu.au, mobile 0402039042 of the 
University of Technology, Sydney for her Research degree. 

I understand that the purpose of this study is to provide an understanding of the nature of architectural 
work in large and complex projects. The aim is to study architectural practice empirically – by focusing 
on the everyday activities of architects. 
I understand that I have been asked to participate in this research because I am an architect/graduate of 
architecture/consultant and that my participation in this research will involve an initial conversational 
interview of around 45min to 1 hour, which will be recorded and transcribed. This research will 
investigate the organizational context of architectural practice by gathering information on characteristics 
such the role of the project architect, how project teams are constituted and managed in a city building 
project as well as the work they do, the nature of their practice(s). 

This research will be ethnographic and observational which means that Sumati Ahuja will engage in 
detailed fieldwork observing the normal course of work unfolding with data collected by: 

iv.  

I can choose to participate in any one, all or none of the activities described above. I understand that this 
research is not adversarial: it is the nature of architectural work that is to be investigated, not criticized as 
the aim is to understand architectural practice as it is enacted today. 

I understand that here are very few if any risks because the research has been carefully designed. 
However, it is possible that I might feel uncomfortable being observed. Another potential risk concerns 
the possibility that the research may reveal inefficiencies in the organizational structure or information 
flows in a project process. This may cause discomfort and fears of repercussions for team members. 
However it is not likely that this research will uncover any irremediable or dramatic contradictions 
because such tensions would have been already surfaced in the form of open conflicts within the 
organization. 

I am aware that I can contact Sumati Ahuja or her supervisor Prof Stewart Clegg email: 
Stewart.Clegg@uts.edu.au if I have any concerns about the research. I also understand that I am free to 
withdraw my participation from this research project at any time I wish, without consequences, and without 
giving a reason. 

I agree that the research data gathered from this project may be published in a form that does not identify 
me in any way. 

________________________________________  ____/____/____ 
Signature (participant) 

________________________________________  ____/____/____ 

Signature (researcher) 
NOTE: This study has been approved by the University of Technology, Sydney Human Research Ethics Committee. 
If you have any complaints or reservations about any aspect of your participation in this research which you cannot 
resolve with the researcher, you may contact the Ethics Committee through the Research Ethics Officer (ph: +61 2 
9514 9772 Research.Ethics@uts.edu.au) and quote the UTS HREC reference number. Any complaint you make will 
be treated in confidence and investigated fully and you will be informed of the outcome. 
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