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Abstract 

Policing around the world has been subject to major impetus towards transformation 

with implications for the ways in which police officers define, refine, and substantiate 

their work identities. This research addresses how police officers ‘do’ identity in 

organisational contexts by studying individuals’ identity beliefs and formation in the 

context of a recent decision to recruit and deploy women to front-line policing, 

previously a male preserve in the UAE. An ethnographic case study approach is 

employed using Abu Dhabi Police College as the focal case to explore the lived 

experiences of police officers doing identity work in a change context. Ethnographic 

accounts based on interview and observational data are drawn from a cohort of male 

and female cadets in their first year of study and from newly graduated police officers. 

The findings suggest that identity exists both within the social institutional context and 

within the individual realities bound in personal aspects of affective, cognitive and 

behaviours. The most dominant mode of identity work observed is in discursive 

practice drawing on different social, organisational, and personal narratives. Identities 

of self are bound in collective beliefs concerning the role of men and women in society 

that establish boundaries for defining gender-based views of self in policing. These 

are the source of social and personal tension in both male and female cadets which 

establishes the focus for identity construction. This study makes a contribution by 

providing new insights about identity work, a topic about which there is limited 

understanding. Furthermore, new insights are provided of female cadets’ construction 

of identities that go beyond the traditional gendered roles identified by male police 

officers towards self-categorisation in a wider range of professional roles, and the 

tactics used by female police cadets to address and manage the inherent tensions in 

conforming to cultural and masculine police precepts of gender roles.  
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Chapter 1. Introduction  

1.1 Background and Context 

In any organisational domain a person needs a clear sense of self and 

understanding of where they fit in the scheme of things. How individuals perceive 

themselves and relate at a personal and group level can be triggered by numerous 

factors. The notion of personal identity broadly refers ‘to the meanings that individuals 

attach reflexively to themselves’ (Brown, 2015, p.22). These subjective interpretations 

of who they are may largely be drawn from aspects such as socio-demographic 

characteristics, personal attributes, roles and group memberships (Vignoles et al., 

2011; Brewer and Gardner, 1996). In organisations changes in a person’s work 

situation can have a profound and complex influence on their identity and identity 

formation process (Alvesson and Willmott, 2002). A central concern for this study is 

the ways in which individuals define, refine, and substantiate their work identities within 

the organisational setting.  

This research addresses how police ‘do’ identity in organisational contexts by 

studying police individuals’ identity beliefs and formation in the context of a recent 

decision to recruit and deploy women to front-line policing work, previously a male 

preserve in the United Arab Emirates (UAE). This under researched topic will provide 

insights into the range of ways in which the work selves and lives of individuals are 

given life and meaning and the implications for managers in organisations such as the 

police force in which robust, durable, and valued collective work identities are 

characteristically challenged. Policing around the world has for several decades been 

the target of significant change and subject to many pressures that have created major 

impetus for transformation. Political, economic, social, and technological forces have 

influenced a constant pace of change that has had wide reaching impact on police 

structures, culture, practices and processes (Strom, 2017). Change initiatives can 

have wide-ranging effects in every aspect of the organisation and therefore represents 

a major source of identity threat that can impact sense of self and lead to identity 

construction or reconstruction. Some propose that change is supported to the degree 

to which it is consistent with individuals’ self-identity (Eilam and Shamir, 2005).  



The change context in policing has far reaching implications for all areas of police 

and represents a major source of influence such that individuals are continually 

interpreting and re-interpreting both themselves and other people, and this act of 

interpretation is identical to meaning making (Mead, 1962; Goffman, 1959). Identity 

and meaning are both intricately related to the context from which they arise. Theory 

suggests that an individual’s self becomes contextualised when linked to other 

individuals or groups, to beliefs, ideas, or emotions, or to specific objects, places, or 

times. This linkage can be claimed or attributed, denied or ignored, any of which 

represent an act of identification and a constituent of identity construction (Van 

Maanen, 2010). Ongoing repetition of such acts and similar others help pieces of 

identity to coalesce and potentially stabilise from which an identity results. Work 

identity draws on both broader social identity and a more proximate, situated identity 

(Holland et al., 2001; Goffman, 1967) and is used in this study to represent an 

embodied person who incorporates and transcends both situation and role. This is 

reflective of an individual’s perceptions and awareness of their distinctiveness, skills, 

agency and dignity, ethics and moral outlook.  

Identity in this context is a potent factor for study because it impacts significantly on 

police officers’ beliefs and values, purpose and therefore their motivation, support and 

ultimately their decisions and behaviour. Yet few studies have explored police officer 

identity within the change context. Given the critical role and importance of policing in 

highly volatile and challenging social contexts there is a significant imperative to 

explore this area from the perspective of identity and understand the impact on police 

officers. The extent to which any practice is adopted, changed or innovated is subject 

to tensions between attitudes within police personnel between traditional and 

contemporary beliefs, government policy, public opinion, and organisational factors 

such as training or resources.  Policing in the UAE has been subject to many forms of 

change addressing different types of change: strategic, administrative, programmatic 

or technological. Change has also emerged in terms of altered demographics and 

greater gender diversity within the UAE police force based on a growing number of 

female police officers over the past two decades. The threat to identity of police officers 

relates not only to the introduction of innovation projects on crime scene analysis, 

cybercrime or artificial intelligence but also the change processes that have enabled 

greater diversity and more decentralised and collaborative processes (Howson, 2020; 

Lasrado, 2019). This background provides a challenging and dynamic context that 



impacts on police officers and their self-belief and sense of identity. These 

advancements in policing in the UAE create imperative to study and understand how 

police officers construct their identity in this context.  

1.2 Research Problem  

Police officers’ identity construction is shaped and impacted by the prevailing 

organisational culture and the context, history and duties connected to the roles. 

Policing is traditionally associated with high stress working environments (Magnavita 

and Garbarino, 2013) that may subject police officers to a broad range of risks such 

as situational uncertainty, criminality, physical risk, abuse, and supervisory, media, 

social and political scrutiny (Paoline, 2003). On the other hand, policing work 

environments also permit the use of coercive and even potentially lethal power. 

Traditional police culture, values and attitudes have been commonly portrayed as 

displaying a strong commitment to the policing mandate and duties of fighting crime, 

as well as being authoritative, overly masculine, having respect for courage and 

physical strength, a focus on autonomy, and a readiness to act coercively. A strong 

in-group loyalty and solidarity exists while groups viewed as threatening or deviant are 

treated with hostility and suspicion, in addition to secrecy, sexism, racism, and 

cynicism (Cordner, 2017; Crank, 2004; Paoline, 2003; Paoline et al., 2000).  

Ingram et al., (2018) argue that this view of police culture is unnecessarily monolithic 

and lacking in the more nuanced description that can better reflect the way in which 

individual police officers adapt to the stresses inherent in their role. Police officers 

continue to emphasise traditional values such as professionalism, discipline, physical 

dominance, protector and helper, crime-fighter, and team member as core aspects of 

their professional identity (Bayerl et al., 2018). On the other hand, there is evidence of 

a shift in perspective in which police officers acknowledge a need for more innovation 

and modernisation in policing linked to dissatisfaction with traditional police culture 

(Bayerl et al., 2018). The disruptive influence of change raises a critical question 

regarding the extent to which identities endure or are reconstructed and adapted within 

a critical social institution.  

Police work is fundamentally associated with the endowment of meaning for the self 

in several ways. Some are shaped by historical and institutional processes that appear 

to be distant and detached from the specific individual undertaking their daily work 



activities. Others emerge from that everyday context and routine activities as people 

engage in their daily work (Van Maanen, 2010). Those based on institutional 

processes are linked to a categorical ordering of professional police status that is 

characteristically stable and provides an overarching frame of reference that 

individuals work within (Hauser and Warren, 1997). These processes may influence 

the perceived prestige of any given role socially or may relate to the type and status 

of the officers within the organisational division in which the work is undertaken. This 

can be the difference in prestige between working within a major crimes unit or within 

a police community relations division. These considerations are representative of the 

status ordering attached to their role, the place that work holds within broad social 

contexts and the perceived moral, social and physical character of a particular police 

role.  

Moreover, the emphasis in traditional policing on a narrowly defined masculine 

identity (Silvestri, 2017) underlines the need to explore a competing discourse 

between traditional and modern policing. Police forces to this day are predominantly 

composed of male police officers and associated with entrenched masculinised values 

and ideals such as outward show of toughness, emotional control, and prioritisation of 

work (Rawski and Workman-Stark 2018; David and Brannon, 1976). Nevertheless, 

while a strong collective understanding of police officer identity exists within the force 

(Bayerl et al., 2018) the vision and demands of modern policing can give rise to 

different or alternative values such that police officers may simultaneously hold 

different values and experience tensions between competing visions and the 

behaviours required (Schaible, 2018). This emphasises the need for greater 

understanding of how police officer identity is constructed through both discursive and 

practical means in terms of what they say and what they do (Courpasson and Monties, 

2017). Research shows that changes to work patterns in terms of greater focus on 

clerical and office-based work challenged police officer identities of a ‘true cop’ 

strongly rooted in physical concepts such as toughness, fitness, cleanliness, and 

intimidation (Courpasson and Monties, 2017).  

In reshaping existing or stable social structures or systems within police institutions 

forces of change can alter or undermine the meaning that police officers generate 

through daily work activities or different facets of the work itself. Becoming a member 

of a group may mean that individuals are exposed to conforming beliefs, behaviours, 



expectations and social support (Biddle, 1986). Police officers may have identities that 

are more embedded and stable than those belonging to employees in other positions 

and occupational roles (Lawson, 2014), such that changes in their position 

engendered by innovation and transformation are likely to entail changes to individual 

and social identities.  

The skills and knowledge involved in performing the work processes reflect one key 

facet while the outcomes of the work itself both in terms of its products and its by-

products represent another. In the police context the product could be a successful 

conclusion to a criminal investigation accompanied by the by-product of a promotion. 

The meaning of work in these largely internal domains predominantly depends on 

cultural norms or codes developed in the specific context of the role and emerging and 

changing in the everyday conduct of work activities brought about by innovation 

processes. A shift in social identity in relation to policing job roles may indicate that 

identities were able to be reconstructed or reconciled with the changes (Mastrofski 

and Willis, 2010), on the other hand alterations in their positions may be perceived by 

police officers to have negative consequences, influenced by aspects such as 

perceived loss of status, rank or authority (Miscenko and Day, 2015; French, 2003).  

The question of identity and its implications is not a factor that is addressed with the 

design and implementation of change projects in policing. Yet some evidence a 

relationship between identity and police performance. Numerous police research 

shows that patterns of motivation, commitment, and engagement are linked to different 

aspects of identity (Ahmad, 2019; Boag-Munroe, 2019; Schaible, 2018; Lopez and 

Ramos, 2017; Van Maanen, 1975). On the one hand police officers are subject to a 

powerful hierarchy associated with the imposition of robust disciplinary rules on lower 

levels. A uniform is worn by employees which clearly defines rank, and a shared 

purpose of fighting crime exists towards which the employees are expected to work. 

However, this structure also allows for the operational discretion of individual police 

officers and localised responses to achieve these broad goals (Lawson, 2014). As 

such the police force, despite its bureaucratic and hierarchical tendencies, is likely to 

exist in a constant state of change to adapt to the influences both within and brought 

into the organisation from outside (Lawson, 2014).  

Such challenges to policing identities can have a detrimental effect on individual 

psychological wellbeing and stimulate strong emotional responses such as feelings of 



rejection or grief for their former position (Burns, 2015). Whether or not individuals 

maintain the same sense of self as they transition into new or changed roles and 

positions can link to the extent to which there is a perceived loss of group identity and 

group cohesion, as this is frequently a major element of policing identities (Tufano, 

2018). Loss of identity constructed through group cohesion has been associated with 

a range of impacts such as diminished mental wellbeing (Wang and Shi, 2014), 

depression, isolation and reduced job satisfaction (Kinniard, 2015).     

Moreover, there is consistent evidence pointing to changing patterns of motivation 

and commitment to a professional identity among police officers (Schaible, 2018; 

Lopez and Ramos, 2017; McElroy et al., 1999; Van Maanen, 1975). Police officers are 

shown to experience a sharp drop-off in motivation and commitment in the early stages 

of their career (Van Maanen, 1975), variables which are also impacted by police rank 

(Boag-Munroe, 2019; Lopez and Ramos, 2017; McElroy et al., 1999) and gender 

(Ahmad, 2019).  In the masculine society of Pakistan, findings show policewomen 

were subject to low motivation levels because of the gender-related challenges they 

experienced in the workplace, subsequently facilitating self-justification for acts of 

corruption (Ahmad, 2019).  

Changes in gender configuration and makeup of policing units or departments 

because of policy changes in policing services or processes may also present 

challenges to male and female policing identities. Police agencies have been 

historically male and frequently remain so, thus continuing to reflect predominantly 

masculinised values (Silvestri, 2017). Evidence suggests that male police officers may 

have more difficulties than women in adjusting to a gender diverse workforce (du 

Plessis et al., 2020). Working more closely alongside women, as equal colleague or 

subordinate, may affect moral identity and masculine self-concepts (Brown, 2007). On 

the other hand, research shows women may experience gender-work identity conflict 

in their work as a police officer that can result in lower identification with and 

attachment to the team (Veldman et al., 2017). Understanding is lacking in relation to 

the effects of the identity construction process in additional social context situations 

(Carter, 2013).  

Literature shows that police cultures and gender roles are fundamental to the identity 

construction of police officers which in turn can affect numerous aspects of their 

career, home life, and psychological wellbeing. However ongoing transformations in 



policing ideals and demographic configurations (Spence et al. 2017) place emphasis 

on understanding how police identities are constructed within the context of changing 

gender policies within police organisations. There is significance in exploring how male 

and other police officers understand their identity as police officers at stages of their 

career. The construction of professional group identity is considered to encompass 

not only recognition by professional bodies but also the collective sharing of values, 

norms and principles that provide a collective meaning for the behaviour of group 

members (Bayerl et al., 2018). Such collective identity construction can incorporate 

the strengthening of existing gender roles or be affected by disruption to group gender 

assumptions and expectations. This may be particularly relevant in professions such 

as the police force which are historically dominated by a particular gender and in this 

case have strong masculine norms (Silvestri, 2017).  Accordingly, this study explores 

the professional identities of both male and female police officers.  

1.3 Research Aim and Questions 

The focus of this study is on identity construction and expression in the workplace, 

specifically, how do police officers redefine their professional identity in a changing 

policy context? Four research questions are formulated to address this goal: 

R1. What different ways do police officers perceive or experience their identity 

during training and early deployment? 

R2. What identity work do police officers employ to make sense of and respond 

to the process of women entering front-line police work?  

R3. How do police perceive change in policing and how does it trigger or motivate 

them to create or change identities? 

R4. How do police officers make sense of the operational and organisational 

implications of women entering front-line police work? 

1.4 Research Significance 

By focusing on individual police identities, several analytic aims may be achieved. 

Firstly, an emphasis on police officer identity allows for some of the substance and 

reality of peoples’ first-hand experiences at work to be retained. Social worlds at work 

primarily come together around the services provided or the objects produced, 

workplace interactions and the identities that are pursued and assumed by police 

officers. Therefore, centring on the police professional allows for examination of a 



bounded collection of tasks that constitute a specific line of work in ways that enable 

such social worlds and their multiple meanings to be illuminated. A focus on the 

elements that constitute an occupation such as customary tasks, shared symbols, and 

peer relations stimulates a concern for the influence of a particular line of work on an 

individual’s social identity and behaviour in the workplace. Thus, the characteristics of 

positions which foster, or limit work identities are often job specific and enacted or 

subverted by colleagues within a bounded occupational community.  

Furthermore, by investigating these social worlds a broader understanding of issues 

of workplace diversity and conflict can be obtained, viewed through a different lens to 

that offered by organisational theories. In the latter perspective deviance among 

organisational members is identified in respect of the expectations and wishes of 

managers, and the sources of deviance frequently neglected in favour of 

administrative solutions that apply system corrections to allow expectations to be met 

(Barbera, 2014; Lawrence and Robinson, 2007). Wilful deviance from managerial 

dictates is thus acknowledged but frequently ignored in the organisational literature 

(Van Maanen, 2010) or treated as emerging from non-work factors such as external 

cultural norms (Katz, 1965); from punitive or constrictive management practices 

(Pfeffer, 1995); from the introduction of narrow and efficiency focused technologies 

(Thomas, 1995; Blauner, 1964) or the availability of situational opportunities for career 

or earnings advancement (Mars, 1980). While all contemporary organisations may 

incorporate at least some of these sources of deviance, it is possible that wilful 

deviance is related to the logics and norms embedded within the longitudinally 

developed practices of occupational members. This could entail that what is deviant 

on the organisational level may be correct from an occupational perspective (Van 

Maanen, 2010).  

Moreover, this study will contribute to an area lacking literature that explores and 

examines as a social phenomenon the ways in which people develop and maintain a 

sense of their individuality and distinctiveness (Vignoles, 2017; Van Maanen, 2010). 

The term ‘identity’ has been used in a vast range of ways across a broad swathe of 

disciplines including sociology, philosophy, psychology, economy, linguistics, and 

cultural theory (Van Maanen, 2010). Multiple theories of identity have been proposed 

nevertheless a key assumption is that individuals perceive themselves in numerous 

different ways which are all shaped and influenced by the cultural context in which 



they occur (Van Maanen, 2010). A further concern for identity formation is the intensity 

of identification an individual may have. People often provide verbal and non-verbal 

clues that can be interpreted by others to understand the salience of connection 

individuals may feel to something. This study will contribute to knowledge on how the 

strength of identification influences personal and work-related identities in the police 

force.   

1.5 Thesis Structure 

This thesis presents the findings of an investigation into how police officers redefine 

their professional identity in a changing policy context. Chapter 1 has introduced the 

research background and problem context; the research aims and questions and the 

contribution of this thesis. The literature review in Chapter 2 presents the theoretical 

basis for this research and details the key concepts and theories of identity that inform 

the theoretical framework provided in the final section of this chapter. Chapter 3 details 

the research methodology for this study that positions the research within an 

interpretivist, phenomenological paradigm and provides a rationale for the research 

approach, methods and procedures selected to address the research goals. Chapter 

4 presents the results of the data collection and analysis that identifies different 

aspects of police identities and different modes of identity work. Chapter 5 provides 

an analysis and discussion of the meaning and implications of the study findings in the 

context of the broader body of knowledge. The thesis is concluded in Chapter 6 that 

presents a summary of the research findings, discusses the contribution of this 

research, considers the theoretical and practical implications, and delineates the 

limitations and the future research opportunities arising from this study.       

 



Chapter 2. Literature Review 

2.1 Introduction 

The debate on identity has generated increasing interest in organisational, 

managerial, professional, and occupational identities and raised the question of how 

people in organisational contexts negotiate matters of self in work settings. Identity 

can be linked to almost anything associated with work in organisations, for example 

entrepreneurship, motivation and sense-making, emotions, ethnicity, participation, 

project teams and mergers. Literature points to the potential for examining a range of 

organisational phenomena through the lens of identity that would provide a fresh 

perspective and new insights and research opportunities, revitalise existing research 

areas and help bridge the levels between micro to macro (Alvesson et al., 2008).  

Fundamental questions of why, who, what, when, where and how regarding identity 

scholarship provide insights into the current thinking and key assumptions of its study 

in organisations. Why identity is considered useful to investigate pivots on key motives: 

from a functionalist orientation identity can provide solutions to a range of 

organisational problems and generate positive benefits if properly optimised. Identity 

is associated with an enriched understanding of human organisational experience 

through in-depth insights and descriptions that can prompt and facilitate people’s 

reflective processes on their own identity (Alvesson et al., 2008).  This inquiry revolves 

around questions of individual agency and/or forces external to the individual in the 

construction of identity; and what resources identities are constructed out of such as 

embodied practices and story-telling performances.  

A major area of research is in identity construction and identity formation (Brown, 

2020) from the perspective of the individual, who are identified as ‘social beings 

embedded in organisational contexts’ (Alvesson et al., 2008, p.6). Identity involves 

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

productive of a precarious sense of coherence and distinctiveness” (Alvesson and 

Willmott, 2002, p.626). Under this approach identity is conceived as a set of 

constructions that are temporary, shaped by context, and evolving (Alvesson et al., 

2008), contrasting with perspectives of identity that assert a fixed and enduring 

essence (Gioia et al., 2000; Ashforth, 1998). A key assumption is the existence of 



multiple, dynamically changing, and competing identities, that nevertheless exhibit a 

degree of integration and coherence in particular circumstances.  

2.2 Identity 

Individual personal identity is the most fundamental type of identity reflecting one’s 

own perceptions of oneself. This "denotes a unique individual with self-descriptions 

drawn from one's own biography and the singular constellation of experiences" 

(Owens et al., 2010, p.479). Idiosyncratic personal qualities and attributes help to craft 

a sense of personal identity (Elsbach, 2009; Beyer and Hannah, 2002). Self-identity is 

the narration of self both actively and passively created by individuals (Wieland, 2010; 

Alvesson et al., 2008; Giddens, 1991). Values, language, and symbols are the "cultural 

raw material" which governs the narrative of self. This material varies with everyone, 

based on unique sets of communication and experiences with others, and the 

ideological understanding of the individual to interpret verbal and non-verbal inputs. 

The process of identity formation or construction is what gives rise to the identity of 

the individual, and the extent to which identity is internalised gives rise to the concept 

of self. A strong sense of identity and self links to coherence and distinctiveness in 

understanding an individual’s identity motives. One topic of debate is whether 

individuals have one identity, multiple identities or multiple aspects of a single identity. 

Different aspects of identities are deemed to become more relevant or important within 

different situations or social contexts (Turner and Onorato, 1999). Furthermore, the 

literature points to key areas of theory in terms of different identity domains focused 

on social identity and role identity.  

Individuals are shown to shape their identities from many sources of identification 

(Moufahim et al., 2015; Coupland and Brown, 2012; Watson, 2008). Social identity 

theory suggests that an individual’s self-perception is affected by the perception of 

others, and identity construction is dependent on how an individual is perceived by 

self and by others (Wallace and Tice, 2012; Sullivan, 1947). Under this perspective 

social identity is defined as an individual’s self-perception as a member of a group 

particularly in relation to value and emotional attachment (Alvesson et al., 2008). 

Individuals perceive and position themselves and others in terms of categories of 

social groups, such as in-group/out-group.  



This concept of collective identity and collective action links to how individuals relate 

to and identify with a group or categories to which they belong (Van Zomeren et al., 

2008). Tajfel and Turner (1986) argue that individuals retain multiple group identities 

that dynamically change in relevance and importance depending on context. Social 

identity theory suggests that this relation influences an individual’s emotions, cognition 

and understanding as well as their motivation and behaviour in the workplace based 

on the meanings they attach to these social categories or groups (Ellemers et al., 

2004). For example, gender and masculinity has been shown to influence individual 

identities in the fire service. Baigent (2001) shows that for firefighters fitting in was 

closely associated with their masculinity and was manifested by others’ perception of 

the individual as a ‘good firefighter’. This label formed a motivation at work to live up 

to how others perceived them and formed a critical element of their sense of 

masculinity.  

Studies on social identity have frequently examined the concept from the 

perspective of organisational identification and the process and the degree to which 

individuals associate their personal concepts of self with collective identities (Alvesson 

et al., 2008). One area of debate suggests that individuals in organisations and 

occupations are associated with three main categories of identity: collective, referring 

to self-meanings in relation to organisations and professions; role identities, for 

example leader, manager, entrepreneur; and personal identities centred on unique 

self-descriptions that incorporate gender, ethnicity, sexuality, and so on. Certain 

identities such as entrepreneurial (Fauchart and Gruber, 2020), hybrid (Currie and 

Logan, 2020), or networked (Ellis and Hopkinson, 2020) are primarily linked to 

distinctive groups of individuals.  

Another strand of thinking in identity theory is that all individuals play roles within 

society and the formation of identity is tethered to the distinct roles assumed (Stets 

and Burke, 2000). While the concept of group identities is supported, identity theory 

highlights the significance of the roles individuals occupy in defining their self-concept. 

According to Ashforth (2000, p.6) role identity is “… the goals, values, beliefs, norms, 

interaction styles, and time horizons that are typically associated with a role. A role 

identity provides a definition of self-in-role, a persona that one may enact. A role’s 

boundaries facilitate the articulation of a role identity by circumscribing the domain of 

the role by demarking what activities belong to the role and what belongs to other 



roles”. Identity theory also encompasses the idea that individuals are composed of 

multiple identities that have a hierarchy of salience and are available to be played out 

in accordance with the relevance to any situation (Stryker, 1987). According to Stryker 

(1987) the person and not the situation establishes the salience of a particular role 

identity. Alternative views propose that salience is an outcome of personal and 

situational factors such that an individual’s reaction to a particular situation may be 

regarded as a reflection of who they are at that specific time and in that situation 

(McCall and Simmons, 1978). The implication is that throughout the course of an 

individual’s life multiple identities compete in relevance and importance, impacting 

their behaviour based on their salience and the range of roles that comprise their self-

concept.  

2.2.1 Police Role Identity 

Professional identity in relation to the work of the individual is a major component of 

an individual’s self-conception (Caza and Creary, 2016; Tamm, 2010). The 

professional identity of police is widely acknowledged to be strong and highly 

embedded with significant motivational force (du Plessis, 2020; Lawson, 2014). 

Research has emphasised how individual social identity is shaped by the processes 

through which individuals learn their occupation, begin to value it, and become 

members of occupational communities. This social identity reflects an individual’s 

sense of membership within an occupational category and a shared sense of a 

collective culture with other colleagues that encompasses elements such as mandate 

and ethos, history and legacy, in and out groups, heroes, rules of thumb and unique 

issues. While empirical literature has explored work identity on a general level, few 

studies have focused on the specific organisational settings in which work identities 

are expressed and displayed (Van Maanen, 2010).  

The notion of police identity and its typographical cultural practices has been 

recognised in past literature (Westley, 1970; Skolnick, 1966; Banton, 1964). Previous 

studies discuss the presence of specific characteristics that define the occupational 

subculture of the police fraternity, such as pragmatism, masculinity, and cynicism 

(Reiner, 2010). Police forces are historically, and to varying degrees remain, largely 

male-dominated and reflective of masculinised values and ideals such as 

demonstrating toughness and emotional control (Rawski and Workman-Stark, 2018; 

Silvestri, 2017). This further links to the significant role that physicality and the body 



plays in the formation of a police identity (Courpasson and Monties, 2017). Certain 

scholars have identified a hegemonic masculinity within the police force, in terms of 

practices that preserve the structural domination of men and replicate inequality 

(Connell, 2005; Prokos and Padavic, 2002). Research into the attitudes of male police 

recruits highlights negative views of women in general, exclusion of women from police 

work and bias towards perceiving the differences rather than the similarities in 

approach of female recruits (Prokos and Padavic, 2002). These attitudes may reflect 

wider societal perspectives in which female occupational roles are generally viewed 

to reinforce a discourse of femininity centred on nurturing, serving and care giving, 

much of which has acquired a social taint. Scholars have noted the impact that such 

gender ideology could have to limit or restrict recruits in domains such as the police or 

fire service (Tracy and Scott, 2006). 

While these attitudes towards gender are considered commonplace in policing there 

is some acknowledgement that police culture and professional identity is not solely 

linked to individual police officers but rather a more embedded theme operating at all 

levels of the organisation (Dick and Jankowicz, 2001). This implies a high level of 

complexity and the need to go beyond assumptions that the experiences of male and 

female officers are homogenous within their gender to examine rather the differences 

within the groups (Dick and Jankowicz, 2001). 

Moreover, recent debates about the occupational subculture focus on the relevance 

of the classical conceptualisations in the present context, which has undergone 

substantial social, political, and organisational changes (Charman, 2018). Loftus 

(2010) discusses how police identity and associated cultural practices have evolved 

in the United Kingdom, indicating that these have remained significantly stable and 

enduring. This is supported by a body of work by Davies and Thomas (2002; 2003; 

2008) showing the durability of police identity in the context of profound organisational 

change that, under the precepts of new public management (NPM), challenged 

traditional understandings of policing organisation and identities (Davies and Thomas, 

2003). The progressive, community form of policing promoted under NPM was shown 

to struggle to gain legitimacy with many police officers as it diverged from the 

competitive masculine subjectivity and crime fighting identity they associated with ‘real 

policing’ (Davies and Thomas, 2008; Davies and Thomas, 2003). Exploration of 

responses to NPM from a gendered perspective further pointed to differences in 



meaning between male and female police officers and public employees (Thomas and 

Davies, 2002; Davies and Thomas, 2002).   

In contrast, Sklansky (2007) emphasises the psychological agency of police officers 

in redefining their perceived sense of identity in specific socio-political and historical 

contexts. While both research stances are valid, this literature highlights the 

complexity of police identity and answers the call by Bradford and Quinton (2014) to 

research and explore the multi-faceted and intergroup nature of police identity, and to 

move beyond a focus merely on organisational identification. Policing is one domain 

that creates and maintains distinctive work cultures comprising aspects such as 

behavioural standards, task rituals, work codes for everyday practices and ongoing 

narratives that corroborate the value and logic of these aspects (Van Maanen, 2010). 

Members of such communities are often characterised by a continuing pursuit of 

professional self-control that enables work identities to arise from the claims and 

manifestation of personal agency (Thoits, 2003).  

A central premise of this thesis however is that individual police identities have 

significant organisational relevance. On one level the strength and value placed on 

work identities in common with numerous other colleagues has substantial 

implications for managerial and organisational control. Resistance can form one 

response of an occupational community such as the police to managerial attempts to 

direct or control their work. Activation of this response has been associated with the 

extent to which managers consciously or not reinforce and respect the everyday 

identity claims made by subordinate members of occupational communities such as 

the police (Van Maanen, 2010). 

Making identity connections is essentially a rhetorical action that involves attribution, 

making a claim, or an attempt to persuade, and is manifested in numerous different 

ways (Van Maanen, 2010). In the policing context it could be exemplified by a police 

officer who connects with a desirable ethical value in their identification of themselves 

as an “honest cop”. Whether or not this claim is honoured by other people or the self, 

it remains a part of identity formation. An individual is thus considered likely to make 

numerous claims and counterclaims during their daily life that may or may not become 

stable components of their identity, depending on how deeply held they become (Van 

Maanen, 2010). Two generic types of connections have been noted of synchronic and 

diachronic that characterise how the individual makes connections with the world: the 



former identify self with atemporal singularities such as a condition, a value, a person, 

a place, a state, or a feeling that connects the self to something else. Diachronic 

connections in contrast link the self across time and are expressed in narratives or 

stories of the self. Police officers are frequently linked to this type of connection based 

on the role of narratives and stories in police daily work culture (Young, 1991; 

Manning, 1979).  

Furthermore, connections and identity claims are made not only through oral self-

expression but also through performance (Van Maanen, 2010). Body language, non-

verbal expressions, or identifying with one group of police officers over another 

through socialisation choices, convey messages that promote claims to a particular 

identity. However, whether verbal or non-verbal, the communication of identification is 

strongly associated with established cultural codes, both broadly drawn from society 

or more narrowly from occupational communities, and without which identity 

messages would be indecipherable (Van Maanen, 2010).  

Literature points to the complexity associated with evolving and changing police 

identities. Studies have consistently emphasised varying levels of police motivation 

and commitment to their professional identities (McElroy et al., 1999; Van Maanen, 

1975). Longitudinal evidence of new police recruits and early career officers shows 

that such commitment and motivation rapidly diminish in the early years of police work. 

Later research shows that patterns of engagement and motivation are linked to police 

rank (Boag-Munroe, 2019) and gender (Ahmad, 2019). Ahmad (2019) contends that 

policewomen in Pakistan experienced poor motivation in the workplace because of 

gender-related challenges, which in turn made it easier for them to justify acts of 

corruption. In terms of the outcomes from a strong police identity, some evidence has 

uncovered the benefits for early career officers, while showing that this same strong 

identity is linked to occupational exhaustion in later career officers (Schaible, 2018).  

2.3 Identity Motives 

A key area for identity research focuses on the motivating sources and influences 

for identity formation and construction. Identity motives describe the underlying drivers 

for identity, defined as “pressures toward certain identity states and away from others, 

which guide the processes of identity construction" (Vignoles et al., 2006, p.309). 

While such motivations may be conscious or unconscious, their existence and 



influence is frequently inferable through behaviour that can be predicted (Vignoles, 

2011). Multiple core identity motives have been shown to have salience in identity 

construction such as authenticity, self-esteem, belonging, hope distinctiveness, 

continuity, coherence, meaning and efficacy. Swann et al., (2003) point to motives of 

self-verification while Tajfel and Turner (1979) emphasise self-enhancement motives. 

Research has shown that certain motives may predominate while also indicating how 

multiple motives may work together or even in conflict. In contexts of ‘dirty work’ self-

esteem has been identified as the dominant driver of identity construction (Ashforth 

and Kreiner, 1999).  

Authenticity is also identified as a major identity motivator in conjunction with 

motives of competence (Pratt et al., 2006) and belonging (Ibarra and Barbulescu, 

2010; Baumeister and Leary, 1995) during major changes in job roles. Authenticity 

relates to behaviour that expresses closely what an individual is like, and is associated 

with personal identity in terms of being oneself, and faithfulness or being true to 

oneself (Kristinsson, 2007). Authenticity as a motive for identity may be linked to the 

widely held belief that authenticity is a more honest way of being and morally 

preferable to its converse of inauthenticity (Strohminger et al., 2017; Christy et al., 

2016; Gino et al., 2015). Research has pointed to consistent associations between 

authenticity and positive psychosocial aspects such as psychological well-being, 

increased self-esteem, relationship quality, and positive affect (Schlegel et al., 2016; 

Wood et al., 2008; Goldman and Kernis, 2002; Harter, 2002). Evidence also points to 

an interplay between contrasting motives of distinctiveness and belonging in identity 

formation (Kreiner et al., 2006). While the motivating factors studied in the literature 

are in part associated with the theories of identity adopted, they also derive from 

situational and contextual characteristics in which identity formation is assumed to 

occur, acting as stimulating factors to the processes of identity construction (Pittman 

et al., 2011; Fadjukoff, 2010).  

While there is general acceptance that identity construction is continually driven by 

such motives much research focus has been placed on investigating situations where 

identity motives are conflicting in some way (Chan et al., 2012; Vignoles, 2011). This 

is consistent with Mercer’s (1990, p.43) notion that identity becomes an issue only 

when it is in crisis. Scholars argue that interpretation of identity by self and significant 

others is largely implicit and shared and only becomes consciously explicit when 



identity assumptions are challenged, or new people or situations are encountered 

(Berger and Luckmann, 1966; Schutz, 1958). In the police context being identified as 

negligent or lazy may challenge a police officer’s view of themselves as possessing 

strong professional conduct. Situations and experiences that upset an individual’s 

sense of normalcy, routine or propriety are the most common triggers for active 

interpretation of the self and others and lend importance to life transition points in 

establishing identity (Van Maanen, 2010). Factors such as anxiety, questioning, self-

doubt or uncertainty can pause or hinder the routine reproduction of self-identity that 

is characteristic of a stable setting (Alvesson et al., 2008). Significant advancement or 

change in identity construction is widely accepted to be stimulated by situations in 

which identity motives are problematised, challenged or otherwise unrealised (Pratt et 

al., 2006; Sveningsson and Alvesson, 2003). It is suggested to be a major theme of 

involvement in crises and transitions (Sveningsson and Alvesson, 2003).  

Thus, triggers can be situations or events that problematise in some way one or 

more identity motives (Lepisto et al., 2015; Collinson, 2003). Triggers are broader than 

threats to identity based on two key aspects: they can centre around present as well 

as possible future events; and they do not specifically entail harm or injury (Petriglieri, 

2011). Rather triggers can generate perceptions of deficit in an identity motive that in 

turn creates a desire to satisfy it (Dutton et al., 2010; Baumeister and Leary, 1995). In 

this research policy change towards the participation of women in front-line policing 

duties is considered a trigger for identity work among early career stage police officers. 

Literature points to two broad types of triggers for identity construction of contextual 

change and strong situations. Contextual change encompasses change at an industry, 

institutional or work practice level (Lok, 2010), as well as transition at individual level 

(Ibarra and Barbulescu, 2010; Pratt et al., 2006; Ibarra, 1999). In these environments 

motives of authenticity and continuity are shown to become dominant (Sennett, 2008). 

Strong situations within individuals’ social environments are associated with demands 

on motives of authenticity (Wei, 2012; Elsbach, 2009), self-esteem (Lutgen-Sandvik, 

2008), and efficacy (Pratt et al., 2006). Strong organisational cultures (Pratt, 2007), 

restrictive workplaces (Wei, 2012; Elsbach, 2009), and contexts with deficient 

resources (Snow and Anderson, 1987) are exemplars of strong situations. While such 

triggers can problematise certain motives, there is no one-to-one relationship between 

them.  



2.3.1 Contextual Change 

There is some support for the suggestion that identity activities are more 

pronounced during specific events such as transition and change when tensions and 

conflicts can emerge around roles and the perception of threats can emphasise the 

saliency of identity issues (Ibarra, 1999; Stryker, 1980).  The organisational change 

context can promote triggers associated with contextual change and strong situations. 

In this study change in the context of policing and gender roles is explored based on 

the assumption that identity activities and identity work in this context will be triggered 

by such change.  

Organisational identification in the change context can be influenced by the 

characteristic inter-organisational and collaborative nature of change activities in 

which individuals participate in networks, communities, platforms, alliances and 

ecosystems. From the perspective of some individuals such collaborative practices 

may constitute a threat to identity in which they may struggle to understand who they 

are and their place in this new, less precise and bounded context (Webb, 2017). This 

study is therefore particularly concerned with the interplay of police organisational 

identities and how these intertwined identities are further shaped by the imperatives 

and norms associated with collaboration and openness for change. There is a focus 

on how individuals form their possibilities for action by means of the relational 

processes common to everyday discourse (Cunliffe and Eriksen, 2011). This study 

argues that a dynamic and emergent collective identity within organisations is critical 

to invigorating and renewing collaborative efforts towards change (Webb, 2017). 

Recent debate suggests that it is increasingly common for organisations and 

members to confront competing demands from dynamic change environments 

(Jarzabkowski et al., 2013) which potentially exerts greater pressure on the multiple 

identities generated by members. In such settings identities that were secure in the 

past may not be adequate for the future, as contemporary career paths frequently 

entail a need for individuals to reinvent themselves multiple times which in turn 

provides further opportunities for individuals to exercise greater agency in crafting their 

work (Petriglieri et al., 2018). This is consistent with the notion of identity elasticity 

(Kreiner et al., 2015) that provides insight into how members deal with the dynamic 

nature of modern organisations. This perspective contests dichotomous notions of 

identity as either/or, fluid or stable, and fragmented or coherent. Rather navigating 



continuous tensions in identity involves a both/and approach which stretches while at 

the same time holds together social constructions of identity (Kreiner et al., 2015). 

Therefore, identity construction within organisations and employment is subject to 

ongoing and persistent tensions. Professional workers for example are challenged to 

balance multiple and sometimes opposing identities related to being professional or 

unprofessional, emotional or unemotional, and/or moral (Clarke et al., 2009).  

2.3.2 Identity Control and Regulation 

Power relations represent an additional dimension that shape and drive individual 

identity motives, either linked to achieving power or resisting it. People position 

themselves as social and organisational beings, and how they attempt to craft a sense 

of self, and how identity is achieved through the operations of power are considered 

core issues (Alvesson et al., 2008). Key questions centre on how identities are 

controlled, how ways of being, seeing, and doing are brought to bear on individuals, 

and how individuals comply with or resist such efforts by exercising disciplinary power 

(Alvesson et al., 2008). Thus, identity can be examined from the perspective of 

repressive power relations in which identity is positioned as a central means for 

comprehending modern relations of control and resistance (Alvesson et al., 2008). 

Based on a Weberian perspective one widely acknowledged definition of power 

identifies the ability of one party to get another party to do something they otherwise 

would not have done (Dahl, 1957).  

Motives for identity can also be found in the influence of the formal organisational 

context that promotes conditions that shape identities. Identity control has been 

framed as a critical aspect of the employment relationship within organisations. 

Employees can be seen as a managed identity worker who is invited or directed to 

integrate new managerial discourses into self-identity narratives (Alvesson and 

Willmott, 2002). Employees are encouraged to fundamentally embrace the notion of 

‘we’, as in the organisation or team (Alvesson and Willmott, 2002). Evidence from 

Lutgen-Sandvik (2008) highlights the significance of power relations on an individual’s 

self-conceptualisation where workplace bullying is shown to undermine and break 

positive, coherent narratives of self-identity entailing traumatic and stigmatising 

impacts across different life domains. This effect was shown to be intensified by the 

role of jobs and work as a primary source of identity construction. While the context of 

this study does not involve bullying, it does involve a change that could potentially 



undermine or disrupt positive, coherent narratives of self-identity such as 'policing 

needs to be done by men'. 

Organisations are associated with practices that exert regulatory pressure on 

employee identities.  The context of this study of a training programme for new police 

recruits is such a context where 'identity regulation' starts for employees. Identity 

regulation is defined as "discursive practices concerned with identity definition that 

condition the processes of identity formation and transformation" (Alvesson and 

Willmott, 2002, p. 627). In other words, organisations do not engage in overt 

supervision or pressure to control employee identities. Rather the organisation uses 

its culture, policies, and practices to regulate the identities of its employees (Jaros, 

2012; Brown and Lewis, 2011). The organisational culture and practices are 

responsible for monitoring employee behaviour, attitude, performance, and growth, 

factors that determine the identity of the employees (Brown et al., 2010; Fleming and 

Spicer, 2003; Sveningsson and Alvesson, 2003). Organisations actively implement 

identity regulation methods to achieve organisational goals, maintain and evaluate 

employee performance, and enhance employee loyalty. Higher management plays a 

decisive role in subtly compelling the employees to develop work identities that are in 

alignment with the overall aims of the organisation (Gotsi et al., 2010). Identity 

regulation works in tandem with bureaucratic control practices (Karreman and 

Alvesson, 2004). Alvesson and Willmott (2002) point to nine methods and processes 

with which organisations can regulate work identities: knowledge and skills; creating 

an individual identity; creating an individual's identity by defining the identity of others; 

following a vocabulary of organisational motives; hierarchical location; group 

categories and affiliation; morals and values; identifying and following a set of rules, 

and defining the functional context that signifies the varied roles of the individual in the 

organisation. 

Training programmes can act as sites of identity regulation for all levels of employee. 

Andersson (2008) shows that for managers personal development training rhetoric 

was designed to stimulate active self-reflection and conscious identity work, which 

represented a source of identity regulation by obliging identity work among 

participants. This is consistent with Faulconbridge et al., (2012) who similarly show 

how learning and development in terms of communities of practice can be sources of 

identity regulation. The geographically heterogeneous identities of transnational 



lawyers were influenced by communities of practice that enabled learning about the 

attitudes and values that the firm required their lawyers to exhibit when interacting with 

clients and co-workers. While these studies identify identity regulation processes 

promoted through the discourse in learning and development, Paring et al., (2017) 

indicate that identity regulation within development programmes can also be exercised 

through affording bodily performances of the desired identity.   

Identity regulation can have positive effects on the motives for identity construction. 

Alvesson and Willmott (2002) suggest that when organisations establish the rules of 

the game with workers, it helps them to build a sense of self and structures the 

worker's role in the organisation. The rules typically refer to the norms and processes 

which the workers are expected to adhere to while performing a particular activity or 

display behavioural conduct in the workplace environment. These rules and practices 

are modified and communicated among all existing and new employees. When new 

employees join the organisation, the induction period introduces them to the set of 

guidelines they are expected to follow, intended to align their skills, knowledge, and 

behaviour with the overall objectives of the organisation as shown in Table 1. 

Organisational standards and norms enable the employees to develop an 

understanding of their self and their role in the workplace and position themselves for 

success (Alvesson and Willmott, 2002).  

Organisational theorists have approached control in several different ways. In some 

perspectives control is viewed through taxonomies of coercive, normative and 

instrumental strategies (Scott, 2013; Gross and Etzioni, 1985). Other views centre on 

input, throughput and output controls (Cardinali, 2006), or less direct control 

approaches such as concertive controls (Barker, 1998) or control emerging from 

professional oversight, self-regulation, or peer pressure (Friedson, 1994). Controls 

can be reflected in organisational aspects such as: rewards, in which a task is 

performed for promotion, status, or satisfaction; discipline, so that a task is performed 

to avoid punishment or humiliation; belief in authority; and belief in the expertise of 

oneself or others, in which employees perform a task because the employee is 

recognised as an expert or is compelled to accept the expertise of others. Expert 

power is not formalised and frequently is beneficial for the organisation (Lawson, 

2014).  

Table 1 Targets of Identity Regulation 



Targets of Identity Regulation Description 

knowledge and skills Acts as a key resource for identity regulation framing who 
an employee is, based on what they are capable of doing or 
expected to be able to do 

defining an individual identity Explicit formal or informal reference to expected 
characteristics that distinguish one individual from another 
based on identity definitions such as middle manager  

creating an individual's identity by 
defining the identity of others 

Inferring the desired identity through positively or 
negatively referring to the characteristics of specific others. 

following a vocabulary of 
organisational motives 

Providing archetypes, stories and reference points to offer 
an interpretive framework through which employees are 
encouraged to comprehend the meaning of their work 

hierarchical location Consistent symbolism that defines the social positioning 
and relative value to the organisation of different 
individuals and groups 

group categories and affiliation; Ascribing social categories to the individual 

morals and values Promoting values and moral stories to guide or stimulate 
identities towards a specific direction 

identifying and following a set of 
rules 

Establishing norms, ideas and meanings about the way 
things are done in a specific context 

defining the functional context Explaining the scene/context within which the organisation 
operates indirectly implying the necessity for a particular 
identity 

Compiled from Alvesson and Wilmott (2002). 

The police force represents a unique occupational group linked to the extent to 

which the nature of their work implies a high level of self-control. This partly links to 

the geographical dispersion of police officers as they conduct their day-to-day work 

activities which means that most of their work and conduct of their duties remains 

unobserved by managers. This points to organisational control which may only be 

nominal and focused on tangible and measurable outcomes such as arrest statistics 

rather than intangible outcomes of occupational activities such as crimes prevented. 

The UAE makes use of such measures to regulate the performance of the public 

sector including the police. To measure outcomes qualitative strategic indicators are 

incorporated such as ‘reliability of security and police services’ and elaborated on by 

quantitative operational and service performance indicators (UAEGov, 2021). In this 



context therefore the driving force directing police action is suggested to be the work 

identities shaped and adopted by police officers. 

This points to a view of control as multidimensional, multifaceted, and dynamic in 

terms of the varying impact of control strategies over time, and ultimately depending 

for its effectiveness on the consent of those perceived to be controlled. Work by 

Cuganesan (2017) exploring the identity regulation of police during a change that 

privileged officer similarity and generalism over distinctness and specialism illustrates 

the dynamic context in which identity regulation is exercised. As tensions and 

competing identity claims from different sections of the police emerged through identity 

work undertaken by police officers in response to the change, managers acted to 

reregulate identities in a way that attempted to balance the similarity-distinctness 

paradox and satisfy organisational and identity requirements.  The study showed that 

for those with highly valued work identities issues of managerial control are more 

complex and intertwined in ways that link controllers and controlled within identifiable 

rules of play. 

2.3.3 Meta-Narratives  

Processes of identity construction are also driven by broader underlying cultural and 

societal factors that represent critical and constant components of commonplace 

sensemaking and shape and set boundaries on individual identity construction, 

particularly in strong cultural settings (Ybema et al., 2009; Alvesson et al., 2008). 

Cultural templates or scripts in the form of meta-narratives of gender, ethnicity or 

culture may have facilitating and inhibiting or contradictory functions in the formation 

of identity. These can frequently exert strong pressure on individuals based on their 

prescriptive power over identity perceptions. Such narratives are frequently 

incorporated in conjunction with an array of forces that act to undermine the possibility 

of fulfilling those ideal identities. Evidence shows for example the strong influence of 

gender meta-narratives over identity construction. The role of gender and women's 

identity work within an organisation has been explored in detail (Essers and Benschop, 

2007; Pini, 2005) separate from men's identity work. LaPointe (2013) focused on how 

the notion of career change in a masculine world constrained the options of female 

Finnish business students who were actively seeking a career change. Alvesson 

(1998) studied the changing notion of masculinity in the advertising world where male 

executives struggled with a more "feminised" environment, leading them to restore 



perceptions of masculinity by enforcing division of labour based on traditional gender 

roles. This suggests a broader perspective on identity formation that accounts for both 

micro-processes of individual identity construction and broader contextual and macro 

developments (Alvesson et al., 2008). In this vein some studies have explored the 

relationship between the formation of identities and broader societal discourses and 

institutional frameworks (Merilainen et al., 2004). 

Theories further point to the role of meta-narrative as a major motivating factor and 

the core material and mechanism in identity construction that links personal and social 

identities (Alvesson et al., 2008). Personal identities are viewed to be negotiated 

through ongoing and embodied interaction at a social level (Thomas and Davies, 2005; 

Ashcraft and Mumby, 2004). Social identification is defined as the ‘perception of 

oneness with or belongingness to some human aggregate’ (Ashforth and Mael, 1989, 

p.135). Professions such as the police force are considered to possess robust links 

between self and social identities with police identity regarded in terms of a negotiation 

between self and social identities (Keenoy et al., 2009).  

In one school of thought this process is characterised as a continuous iteration or 

‘permanent dialectic’ between self-definition on the one hand and social definition on 

the other (Ybema et al., 2009). Identity is both what is projected and what is perceived, 

and this is an ongoing process of creation constructed somewhere in between the 

individual and their audiences (Alvesson, 1990). McCall and Simmons (1978) and 

Swann et al., (2009) explain this identity negotiation process as an individual’s 

attempts to understand his/her identity through a perceived understanding of the 

opinion considered valuable by the individual. As such, the individual exhibits 

behaviours such as seeking opportunities for identity confirmation (lobbying), enacting 

a claimed identity, and providing subliminal messages aiming to establish the 

legitimacy of the identity claim (DeRue and Ashford, 2010; Swann et al., 2009). Brewer 

(2012) argues that dynamic tension can often emerge between the personal and social 

identities of individuals in their desire to be a unique part of the organisational 

collective. Challenge is presented in becoming an exemplar member of the collective 

in terms of being an individual of reputed social standing (social identity) and 

demonstrating their unique capabilities (individual identity) when functioning within the 

collective. How the individual identity functions alongside the social identity helps 

others in creating a perception of the individual. 



The role of discourse and language in this negotiated identity formation can be 

understood through contextualised “practices of talking and writing” (Grant et al., 2004, 

p.3). For some while identity formation is not comprised entirely of talk and text, 

language is viewed as the only medium available to account for it (Ybema et al., 2009; 

Thomas and Davies, 2005; Deetz, 2003). Insights may be afforded into how identities 

are constructed and reconstructed over time in daily talk and texts within the 

organisation, and how major organisational discourses influence members’ 

identification (Ybema et al., 2009). In the police context a globalised, highly connected 

world and social change can diminish trust and heighten risk, and lead to questions of 

legitimacy in local contexts, pointing to a complex relationship between the public, 

police officers and the police force. This relationship may further be influenced by 

power and identity as different groups strive for change and dominance. Examination 

of discourse can provide a connection between the influences of culture and identity 

on police action and negotiated in this social reality through power struggles for 

predominance (Lawson, 2014).    

2.4 Identity Work 

Identity work represents a major strand of theory in identity formation which 

characterises ‘the range of activities individuals engage in to create, present, and 

sustain personal identities that are congruent with and supportive of the self-concept’ 

(Snow and Anderson, 1987, p.1348). In the organisational context the study of identity 

work comprises a focused investigation of specific processes and factors involved in 

the construction of an individual’s identity (Sveningsson and Alvesson, 2003). 

Sveningsson and Alvesson (2003, p.1165) define identity work as "people being 

engaged in forming, repairing, maintaining, strengthening or revising the constructions 

that are productive of a sense of coherence and distinctiveness”. In their definition 

Ibarra and Barbulescu (2010, p.137) stress how identity work is undertaken: “we 

introduce the term narrative identity work to refer to social efforts to craft self-narratives 

that meet a person's identity aims. By self-narrative we mean a narrative or story - 

terms we use interchangeably - about the self”. Another definition points to identity 

work as fundamentally a social process: "identity work is undertaken both by an 

individual projecting a particular image and by others mirroring back and reinforcing 

(or not) that image as a legitimate identity…We refer to this broader, multiparty 



process as identity construction” (DeRue and Ashford, 2010, p.630). Table 2 provides 

an overview of definitions of identity work drawing on the literature.  

The term identity work denotes a process of alignment employing strategies and 

tactics to regulate and negotiate individual identities (Beech, 2008; Watson, 2008; 

Rounds, 2006; Svenningson and Alvesson, 2003). Therefore, the concept of identity 

work places primary importance on becoming or ‘doing’ rather than being (Alvesson 

et al., 2008). Such ‘doing’ activities have been consistently referred to as practices, 

strategies, tactics or activities (Ibarra and Barbulescu, 2010; Elsbach, 2009; Anteby, 

2008; Snow and Anderson, 1987). Individuals actively engage in creating and 

modifying their identity with the purpose of balancing and resolving tensions that 

emerge between the self and the demands of their work environment (Swann et al., 

2009). Identity work has been portrayed as a constant process (Lucas, 2011; Davies 

and Thomas, 2008) that involves ongoing experimentation and continuous 

reconstruction (Fachin and Davel, 2015; Brown and Toyoki, 2013).  

Identity work has also been identified in terms of the target of personal and social 

identities to which it is oriented. According to Giddens (1990) identities represent not 

only causal factors for action but also the target of those actions. In this view while 

identities serve people, people also serve or support their own identities by 

undertaking various actions to build, maintain or revise identities.   

Literature has shown that the degree of identity instability is an empirical matter in 

which identity work is, on the one hand, more continuous in acutely fragmented 

settings, while on the other is more focused and conscious in stable contexts when 

initiated or intensified by crisis (Beech, 2008; Lutgen-Sandvik, 2008; Watson, 2008).   

 

 

 

Table 2 Definitions of Identity Work 

Source Definitions of Identity Work 

Snow and Anderson (1987, p.1348) ‘The range of activities individuals engage in 
to create, present, and sustain personal 



identities that are congruent with and 
supportive of the self-concept’  

Sveningsson and Alvesson (2003, p.1165)  ‘People being engaged in forming, repairing, 
maintaining, strengthening, or revising the 
constructions that are productive of a sense of 
coherence and distinctiveness’ 

Ibarra and Barbulescu (2010, p.137)  ‘The term narrative identity work to refer to 
social efforts to craft self-narratives that meet 
a person's identity aims. By self-narrative we 
mean a narrative or story- terms we use 
interchangeably - about the self’ 

DeRue and Ashford (2010, p.630) ‘Identity work is undertaken both by an 
individual projecting a particular image and 
by others mirroring back and reinforcing (or 
not) that image as a legitimate identity…We 
refer to this broader, multiparty process as 
identity construction’ 

Vignoles et al., (2006, p.309) ‘Like all subjective meanings, identity is 
constructed through a complex interplay of 
cognitive, affective, and social interaction 
processes, occurring within cultural and local 
contexts’ 

Wei (2012, p.444) ‘individuals' active construction of their 
identities in social contexts’ 

Ibarra (1999, p. 779) ‘Identity construction is not just a process of 
producing possible selves but also one in 
which people select and discard the 
possibilities they have considered’ 

Studies have demonstrated that individuals engage in intense identity work when 

there is an interruption to the normal, everyday reproduction of self-identity that occurs 

within a stable context, potentially prompted by feelings of self-doubt and questioning, 

and/or uncertainty and anxiety (Collinson, 2003; Knights and Willmott, 1989). Critical 

events that may be surprising, troubling or a threat to the identity can instigate identity 

construction or reconstruction and revaluation within the organisation (Petriglieri, 

2011). Thus, identity work primarily focuses on the individual’s perspective and 

exploring how individuals evolve their understandings of themselves in a social context 

(Alvesson et al., 2008). Watson (2008) proposes a broader view of identity work as 

any situation where an individual must adjust their identity to be accepted, listened to, 

and engaged with. For example, if a police officer addressing the public understands 



that they are being constructed by the public as "the enemy" in the overall discourse, 

allowing the public to continue to believe in this identity presents a risk and a 

motivation to change these perceptions.  

Literature on identity work can be classified into three major streams: functionalist, 

focusing on cause-effect relations and effectiveness; critical, concerning issues of 

control, power, and resistance; and interpretivist that relates to the interactional 

processes by which identities are formed (Alvesson et al., 2008). Other theorists have 

distinguished the dimensions of identity work differently. Ashforth and Schinoff (2016) 

propose that identities are constructed through three highly interlinked dimensions of 

feelings/affect, in which identities are liked and valued; behaviours that manifest the 

identity; and thoughts/cognitions. Brown (2017) points to five primary and overlapping 

forms of identity work: symbolic, psychodynamic, socio-cognitive, dramaturgical, and 

discursive. Within the literature identity work has frequently been characterised in 

terms of tactics, strategies, and processes across four key domains: cognitive, 

discursive, physical, and behavioural (Brown, 2017; Caza et al., 2016).  

2.4.1 Tactics and Processes 

Identity work is the subject of multiple different perspectives in relation to how it is 

enacted and specifically the strategies employed. The term strategy is used broadly 

in the literature and in this study to describe any form of identity work whether 

strategies, tactics, or processes. It thus refers to the tangible decisions and actions 

taken to regulate identity (Kornberger and Brown, 2007; Kreiner et al., 2006; Iedema 

and Scheeres, 2003). One perspective proposed by Breakwell (1986) considered 

identity work in the context of threatened identities and distinguished several coping 

strategies utilised by individuals to protect their identities. As shown in Table 3 three 

of the major strategies identified are: intrapsychic, referring to strategies of self-

protection on that level; interpersonal strategies, in which relationships with others are 

modified to cope with threats; and intergroup strategies, operating at different group 

levels and varying group structures (Breakwell, 1986).  

Table 3 Identity Work Strategies 

Type Strategies Source 

Coping 
Strategies 
 

• Intrapsychic 

• Interpersonal 

• Intergroup 

Breakwell (1986) 



Equilibrium 
Strategies 
 

• Differentiation 

• Integration 

• Dual function 

Kreiner et al., (2006) 

Processes 
 

• Adding 

• Retaining 

• Subtracting 

Lepisto et al., (2015) 

Cognitive 
 

• Self-questioning  

• Reflexive sense-making  

• Changes to the self  

• Reframing of meaning  

• Positive self-perceptions 

• Internal dialogue 

• ‘Imaginary selves’ 

Beech et al., (2008); Fletcher 
and Watson (2007); Tracy 
and Scott (2006); MacIntosh 
and Beech (2011); Driver 
(2018) 

Discursive 
 

• Stories 

• Dialogues, 

• Narratives  

• Conversations  

• Metaphors 

• Humour and bantering 

• Self-other identity talk  

Caza et al., (2016); Carroll 
and Levy (2010); Carollo and 
Guerci (2017); Ybema et al., 
(2009) 

Physical 
 

• Bodies  

• Materials, artefacts, and 
objects  

• Physical appearance, dress, 
and signage  

Courpasson and Monties 
(2017); Elsbach (2009); 
Elsbach (2004); Humphreys 
and Brown (2002); Alvesson 
(2001); Pratt and Rafaeli 
(1997); 

Behavioural 
 

• Acting out desired identity 
behaviours 

• Enacting habits and routine 

• Etiquette and manners 

• Emotional labour 
 

Goffman (1959); Verplanken 
and Sui (2019); Koerner 
(2014); Corlett and Mavin 
(2014); Brown and Lewis 
(2011); Rabe-Hemp (2008); 
Ashforth et al., (2007); Scott 
et al., (2009) 

Another perspective suggested by Kreiner et al., (2006) categorises identity work 

strategies in terms of the aim to find equilibrium between the self and work. The 

purpose of differentiation strategies is to define the unique self, while integration 

strategies focus on combining the self with work. A third category is recognised of 

dual-function strategies that can be employed to either integrate or differentiate the 

self from work.  

Lepisto et al., (2015) identify identity work from the perspective of the processes 

enacted and describe three main forms of adding, retaining, and subtracting 

processes. Adding processes involve tactics enacted to create, acquire, improve, or 

otherwise take on an identity. Retaining processes allude to strategies that maintain, 



reinforce, support, and stabilise an identity. In turn subtracting processes denote 

processes that aim to lose or otherwise eliminate or delete an identity.  

2.4.2 Cognitive 

Cognitive identity work strategies relate to the mental efforts exerted to subjectively 

interpret and evaluate an identity (Killian and Johnson, 2006). Emphasis is placed on 

the self-reflective nature of identity work built on aspects such as self-questioning, 

reflexive sense-making, and changes to the self (Beech et al., 2008; Fletcher and 

Watson, 2007). Some evidence points to processes of identity construction that are 

largely based on internal dialogue with personal fantasies (MacIntosh and Beech, 

2011).  

Multiple empirical studies across different sectors and organisational contexts have 

focused on identity work in terms of cognitive activities and tactics (Berger et al., 2017; 

Essers et al., 2013; Kreiner et al., 2006; Ashforth and Kreiner, 1999). A consistent 

strategy is the cognitive reframing of meaning attached to occupations or job roles 

(Tracy and Scott, 2006; Ashford and Kreiner, 1999). This can involve tactics that 

cognitively separate roles and identity through metaphorical devices or merge them 

cognitively in a hierarchy of multiple identities (Kreiner et al., 2006).  

Cognitive identity work may also consist of sense-making of multiple identities 

through developing a cognitive understanding of the self’s network of identities 

(Ramarajan, 2014). Tensions that arise from identity paradoxes may be addressed 

(Carollo and Guerci, 2017) in addition to the seeking of ways to switch between 

identities (Essers et al., 2013). Driver (2018) points to the creation of ‘imaginary selves’ 

among employees when their identity is challenged by negative workplace 

experiences. Most individuals would like to consider themselves in a positive way, 

especially in terms of the perceptions of others, based on motivations of self-

verification and self-enhancement (Leary, 2007). Personal assessments of 

performance are shaped by the feedback and social cues of others. Within iterative 

and dynamic identity negotiation processes individuals may seek opportunities to 

display their identity status such as consciously cultivating those whose opinions are 

valued including senior managers and esteemed co-workers (DeRue and Ashford, 

2010; Swann et al., 2003). This self-concept has been conceptualised in terms of two 

perspectives of self-representations: self-definitions representing present selves, and 

self-comparisons in terms of past selves, ideal selves, possible selves, ought selves 



or dreaded selves (Obodaru, 2012). The self to which an individual aspires may be 

guided by the factors which impact and channel the self-construction of possible 

selves (Ibarra, 1999).  

One study examines how cognitive identity work is approached in the fire service in 

relation to the physical taint associated with their work, showing how fire service 

personnel reframe and reinterpret the meaning attached to the stigmatised parts of 

their work (Tracy and Scott, 2006). In the police dirty work is associated with their use 

of coercive force (Dick, 2005) and dealing with the criminal and seedier aspects of life 

(De Camargo, 2016). Firefighters convert physical taint by emphasising the heroism 

in the face of dangers. This allows the ‘dirtiest’ parts of their occupation to be 

transformed into a badge of honour (Tracy and Scott, 2006). Ashford and Kreiner 

(1999) identify this as a tactic termed ‘infusing’, related to enhancing the prestige of 

the role or occupation. The prestige of the police may be less consistent, however, 

and more subjective dependent on whether others view the police force as defenders 

or repressors in their exercise of authority (Treiman, 2013). 

Strategies in change contexts may also involve resistance to perceived change of 

identity. Evidence shows that the close association between services provided, 

personal connection and emotional impact, can influence how identity is formed by 

having either a positive impact, stimulating pride (Carmeli, 2004) or a negative one, 

resulting in embarrassment, disassociation, or demotivation (Helm, 2013; Cable and 

Turban, 2003). Contextual change can influence perceptions of stigma (Goffman, 

1990) or social taint which may be experienced as a significant threat to identity 

(Petriglieri, 2011; Snyder et al., 1986) by police officers. In turn, this could influence 

services such as the police with robust traditions and values, to resist organisational 

change.  

 

 

Identity Processing Style 

Evidence shows that within identity work people adopt different styles of identity 

processing (Ashforth and Schinoff, 2016; Gao et al., 2008). Such findings highlight the 

role of social-cognitive strategies and processes when individuals engage in or avoid 

the process of identity construction and revision, based on the assumption that identity 



is largely a social-cognitive self-concept comprised of self-representational and self-

regulatory constructs (Berzonsky, 2004a). Self-concepts function as a frame of 

reference for processing and interpreting the constant flow of self-relevant information 

encountered in individuals’ daily lives (Berzonsky, 1993).  

Various styles of cognitive processing of self-relevant information and dealing with 

identity concerns in identity work are identified (Adams, 2001). Berzonsky (2004a) 

synthesises the literature to characterise these styles in terms of three different 

individual orientations. Those with an information-oriented style are problem solvers 

and decision-makers who actively seek out, process and use self-relevant information, 

and possess a willingness to absorb conflicting information and test and revise aspects 

of their self-concept (Krettenauer, 2005). Information-oriented people are more likely 

to make rationalised judgements about which options or views are preferable to others 

in relation to a set of rules, standards, or criteria (Krettenauer, 2005; Berzonsky, 

2004a; Caputi and Oades, 2001). Further those with an informational identity style 

may not have formed established commitments to a particular work identity and may 

be engaged in exploring different goals and standards (Berzonsky and Luyckx, 2008). 

Studies have shown that such individuals are linked to an organic world view and 

constructivist epistemic assumptions in which they view themselves as playing an 

active role in their own identity construction and define themselves in terms of their 

own values, goals and self-knowledge (Berzonsky, 2002; Caputi and Oades, 2001).  

A normative-oriented style characterises individuals who cope with identity 

questions and decisions by conforming to the prescriptions and expectations of those 

considered significant. Information that conflicts with values and beliefs core to their 

self-definition tends to be resisted (Berzonsky, 2004a). This processing style has been 

linked to a more mechanistic world view in which reality is perceived as objective and 

stable, and such individuals consider themselves relatively passive actors whose 

personality and identity is governed by social forces.  Self-definition is frequently in the 

context of collective self-attributes such as family, nationality and religion (Berzonsky, 

2002; Caputi and Oades, 2001). In turn those with a diffuse/avoidant orientation defer 

or avoid addressing conflicts or threats to identity altogether. To accommodate 

different circumstances in life avoidant individuals are identified to make small, ad-hoc 

changes to their self-concept rather than larger, stable changes to their identity 

structure (Berzonsky, 2004a). Research is less conclusive in relation to the epistemic 



view of diffuse/avoidant individuals. One study has shown that these identity 

processing types may be relatively deterministic, viewing their identity as 

predetermined by fate or factors out of their control (Berzonsky, 1994). Another shows 

that reality and knowledge is viewed as chaotic and with many possible options that 

undermines the basis for rational decision-making and certainty in judgements 

(Berzonsky, 1994). As a result reliance is placed on emotional responses and personal 

preferences and desires in which self-definition is linked to social self-attributes such 

as reputation and the impression made on others (Berzonsky, 2002). 

Research has explored cognitive aspects of identity work in the context of 

professional identity construction. One study explores the link between issues of 

professionalism, competence and image and an individual’s conceptualisation of their 

professional or occupational identity and their self-perception of their own professional 

competence (Gao et al., 2008). Occupational identity and affiliation to a professional 

group as part of that identity was presumed to reside within their cognitive structure 

linked to the saliency of professional or expert knowledge to enable performance in 

roles, situations and tasks (Gao et al., 2008). The basic assumption was that an 

individual’s self-evaluation of that enabling knowledge was central in professional 

identity formation based on its importance for functioning and which becomes an 

essential part of an individual’s sense of self. When confronted with a problem or 

decision the individual is argued to become aware of their identity by bringing to the 

fore the relevance of their knowledge to that situation. However the findings pointed 

to a more nuanced picture, with knowledge found to be secular and less connected to 

the self as it did not involve inner valuation and personal belief systems but rather 

pragmatic beliefs that the knowledge was valid (Gao et al., 2008). The study points to 

the complexity of the relationship between identity and knowledge centred around how 

knowledge is valued by the individual and the tension between being an individual and 

their affiliation to a professional group. 

Identity Reflection and Sensemaking 

Studies have further identified how processes of reflection, questioning and sense-

making accompany cognitive aspects of identity work. To an extent identity work can 

involve conscious mental effort, stimulated when self-doubt and openness within the 

self arise during encounters with others and as a result of perceptions of others, 

systems and objects (Beech et al., 2008). Conscious identity work is suggested to 



occur in a variety of forms (Beech et al., 2008), such as the use of visible identity 

triggers including dress (Creed and Scully, 2000; Pratt and Rafaeli, 1997), verbal 

accounts of events and self which highlight similarities or differences with others 

(Coupland, 2001), or the use of verbal symbols to regulate professional identities and 

status (Thomas and Linstead, 2002; Alvesson, 1994). Beech et al., (2008) argue that 

social interaction is a key catalysing factor for conscious identity work as an individual 

is likely to evaluate and reflect on the robustness of an identity claim on the basis of 

others’ reactions and within the context of the wider social setting and its cultural and 

normative control mechanisms.  

Research by Ashforth and Schinoff (2016) points to the role of sensemaking and 

sense-breaking in cognitive identity work. Sensemaking identifies how individuals 

interpret environmental cues and make sense of their environment and understand 

who they are within it (Maitlis and Christianson, 2014). Studies have established a link 

between sensemaking and identity construction (Maitlis and Christianson, 2014; 

Ashforth et al., 2008) such that identity is frequently the focus of sense-making (Maitlis, 

2009; Pratt, 2000) and is correspondingly bound to identity motives (Weick, 1995). 

Different identity questions are associated with individuals’ engagement in 

sensemaking, such as what it means to be a specific professional or in a particular 

job, what it means to be a member of an organisation, how those jobs and broader 

roles align with how an individual perceives and desires to see themselves, and how 

an individual comes to be, and be seen as, a legitimate example of this desired self 

(Ashforth et al., 2014). While sensemaking is often conceptualised as a retrospective 

process (Weick, 1995), research has shown that it may also be prospective (Maitlis 

and Christianson, 2014) based on evidence that individuals sometimes proactively 

seek information and craft tasks and roles to tailor them more closely to a desired self 

(Kira and Balkin, 2014; Blaka and Filstad, 2007; Wrzesniewski and Dutton, 2001).    

A key part of identity sensemaking depends on interpretation of external cues and 

established meanings in different contexts. Research shows that organisations 

actively seek to influence and provide desired meanings to individuals through 

processes of sense-breaking and sense-giving (Ashforth and Schinoff, 2016). Sense-

breaking is described as the breaking down of meaning in response to challenges to 

an individual’s sense of self and a perceived void of meaning that involves a 

fundamental questioning of their identity (Pratt, 2000). In contexts with strong and 



distinctive organisational cultures, such as the military, sense-breaking is shown to be 

applied by the organisation as a deliberate strategy to strip away undesirable values, 

beliefs and expectations within individuals (Van Maanen and Schein, 1979). Such 

strategies are suggested to create a sense of transition within individuals based on 

the recognition that their identity is not viable in the local context and stimulating a 

strong desire to acquire a more viable one (Beech, 2011; Ashforth, 2001). 

Organisations may also engage in processes of sense-giving to help resolve these 

tensions within individuals, aiming to influence their construction of meaning towards 

preferred perceptions of organisational reality that align with the collective mission and 

practices (Ashforth and Schinoff, 2016; Gioia and Chittipeddi, 1991). Sense-giving 

communicates information about organisational members and the local context 

including typical and aspirational role attributes (Ashforth and Schinoff, 2016). 

According to Park (2014) the need for sense-giving to fill the void in meaning is directly 

related to the intensity and depth of sense-breaking.  

In addition to individual sense-making in relation to identity, studies point to group 

sense-making processes in identity work based on social interactions (Patriotta and 

Spedale, 2009; Weick, 1995). Patriotta and Spedale (2009) identified that these 

processes provided a dynamic connection between individual and social sense-

making based on an exploration of the specific processes involved in sense-making 

in the context of group-based interaction within a consultancy task force. Findings 

showed that the defining of identity which underpinned group-based interactions 

involved recurrent face games in which interactors were likely to endeavour to 

influence the patterns of interaction while at the same time establishing and preserving 

a coherent self-identity. In this case the notion of ‘face’ draws on Goffman’s (1959) 

theory identifying the self that an individual claims and presents to others in social 

encounters, including positive social values.  Further, repetition of these face games 

were identified to create an interaction order that structured interactions and as such 

were key to the social construction of meaning within the group context. The study 

showed that in the cases where early impressions had constrained patterns of 

interaction, development of the outcomes of group sense-making were negatively 

affected (Patriotta and Spedale, 2009). This is consistent with broader evidence which 

shows that mutually verifying and recognising others’ identities in a workgroup context 

has significant positive impact on cooperation and group performance (Thatcher and 

Greer, 2008; Milton and Westphal, 2005).  There is thus implication for ensuring the 



creation of interaction orders that are beneficial for working consensus and collective 

sensemaking. 

Categorisation of Self 

Research evidence points to another cognitive facet of individuals’ engagement in 

identity work based on the notion that identity construction is linked to categorisation 

and the relationship between external categorisation (categorical framing) and self 

categorisation (categorical self) (Cuchod et al., 2014). Under this view individuals are 

assigned by society or organisations to particular categories, comprised of a broader 

collective that is labelled and has specific rules, with the aim to order social reality 

(Cuchod et al., 2014; Ashforth et al., 2011). Categorised individuals however are likely 

to form their own interpretations of the category to which they have been assigned 

which may diverge from more broadly established meanings and expectations 

(Cuchod et al., 2014; Turner et al., 1987). This view draws on social identity theory by 

linking the two notions proposing that individuals continually assess their self-

perceptions in comparison with social expectations (Ashforth et al., 2011; Watson, 

2008). Findings show that this can be a potential source of tension based on the 

discrepancies and divergences perceived more or less intensely by individuals 

between the categorical framing and categorical self, resulting in identity work 

(Cuchod et al., 2014). Categorical framing is represented as a sense-giving 

mechanism that categorised individuals use to evaluate and compare with their 

categorical self and endeavour to make sense of (Cuchod et al., 2014). Perceived 

inconsistencies between categorical framing and categorical self were found to 

stimulate various processes of identity work, identification, or disidentification linked to 

apprehensions of correspondence and self-enhancement, unfairness or alienation 

(Cuchod et al., 2014). 

Social identity theory further emphasises the idea of self-categorisation within a 

world divided into an in-group and an out-group. Tajfel (1974) describes the tendency 

for members of the in-group to look for negative facets of the out-group and to amplify 

differences while stressing similarities within the same groups as a part of their identity 

work. This is performed with the aim to bolster self-esteem and reinforce self-image, 

identified as a natural cognitive process (Tajfel, 1974). In this way individuals are 

believed to self-stereotype and depersonalise themselves, as rather than focusing on 

their unique, individual characteristics they perceive their self through the prism of their 



group experience (Turner et al., 1987). This insight into group membership may 

provide a lens through which police identity in social and collaborative settings can be 

understood as well as highlighting where self-esteem could be compromised. At the 

same time similarities could be searched for and considered that support a broader 

integration that form a natural fit for police identities.  

Further individuals are identified to order their social categories into a hierarchical 

order linked to the extent of their inclusiveness, ranging across levels of abstraction 

and inclusiveness (Turner et al., 1987). For example, an individual may see 

themselves as an individual (‘a policeman’), the social self, and a team member (‘Major 

Crimes Unit’), a member of an organisation (‘Police Force’), or at a greater level of 

abstraction (‘member of the security services’). This points to a process of 

superordinate categorisation consisting of self-categorisation at a higher level of 

metagroup (Roberts and Creary, 2013), often for the purpose of achieving cooperation 

between groups (Allison and Herlocker, 1994). While potentially benefitting 

organisations by encouraging a collectivistic organisational culture (Chatman et al., 

1998), superordinate categorisation may on the other hand act to suppress key 

differences and challenge an individual’s sense of distinctiveness (Roberts and 

Creary, 2013). This ordering can also be present within groups, so that while police 

officers may be members of a particular patrol unit for example, they may have 

different lengths of service, different service experiences and specialist skills which 

may create divisions within the group and informal hierarchies. Therefore, the theory 

extends the idea that social identity is defined by group membership and incorporates 

variables of fit and accessibility (Turner et al., 1987). 

In relation to fit, comparative fit and normative fit are key considerations for the 

individual. Comparative fit is associated with the potential variances between social 

categories, and which may affect the importance and relevance of a self-identity within 

any given context. In a social setting comprising emergency responders for example 

perceived differences between the professions may lead a policeman to self-identify 

with being a police officer. On the other hand, if within the same social setting the 

division of gender held more saliency than profession the police officer may identify 

more with being male or female (Turner et al., 1987). This has been identified as a 

process of meta-contrast (Turner, 1985). Accessibility centres on an individual’s 

inclination to adopt a particular set of categories as part of their social identification. 



This in turn depends on their past experiences, values, goals, motivations, 

expectations and needs. 

Cognitive Tactics 

The literature shows that when engaging in identity work individuals may employ a 

range of different cognitive tactics to make sense of and to convey their desired identity 

to others (Essers et al., 2013; Petriglieri and Stein, 2012; Ashforth and Kreiner, 1999).  

Cognitive reframing of meaning in relation to ‘dirty’ aspects of an individual’s work 

identity is one tactic consistently identified (Ashforth and Kreiner, 1999). Many 

occupational identities including the police are associated with a certain level of 

contamination and stigma linked to undertaking what is generally viewed as “dirty 

work” in the course of their occupations (Westmarland, 2017; Grandy and Mavin, 

2012; Ashforth and Kreiner, 1999; Hughes, 1951). In the police, dirty work generally 

relates to dealing with criminals, criminal acts and their environments and the 

perceived seedier or degrading side of life (De Camargo, 2016). Ashforth and Kreiner 

(1999) identify that people involved in dirty work cognitively reframe and recalibrate 

the meaning associated with their stigmatised work to construct a social identity that 

better enhances self-esteem. These tactics are intended to transmute the meaning of 

stigmatised work by denying or devaluing negative aspects and generating or 

revaluing positive ones. Based on evidence from past studies the authors point to two 

types of reframing of infusing and neutralising. Infusing is shown to occur when the 

stigma is instilled with positive value so that it becomes, rather, a badge of honour. 

Dirty work is often justified therefore in value-laden ways that provide a grander 

perspective and larger purpose for the work (Ashforth and Kreiner, 1999).  Funeral 

directors for example defined their work as supporting the deceased’s family and 

friends to cope with grief rather than the processing of dead bodies for profit 

(Thompson, 1991) while in other studies exotic dancers and prostitutes emphasised 

the provision of a therapeutic service rather than selling their bodies (Thompson and 

Harred, 1992; Miller, 1978). Neutralising tactics towards stigmatised aspects of work 

are enacted in the form of denial in terms of responsibility, injury or victim. 

Occupational members deny responsibility by arguing that they are just doing their job 

and other factors are responsible. Studies show this tactic has been used across 

different professions such that meatpackers have argued that they are merely 

satisfying societal demands for meat (Lesy, 1987) while debt collectors were found to 



suggest that debtors are angry at their situation rather than the collector themselves 

(Sutton, 1991). Neutralising and infusing are considered to be complementary tactics 

in that a particular stigma can be both negated and transformed (Ashforth and Kreiner, 

1999).  

Recalibrating cognitive tactics are used by workers to magnify more desirable 

aspects of the job and minimise less desirable (Ashforth and Kreiner, 1999) by 

modifying the internal standards employed to assess the extent and/or quality of a 

particular dirty work attribute. For example dirty workers are identified to relive and 

retell those experiences that are positively valued (Kinkade and Katovich, 1997; 

Santino, 1990). In the health sector recalibration among hospital orderlies was 

expressed in terms of the belief that their role of transporting patients was critical to 

hospital operational functioning (Reed, 1989) and among hospital cleaners in terms of 

their importance for preventing patents from getting more ill (Dutton et al., 1996). 

Another study showed that recalibration can occur through the cognitive arrangement 

into a hierarchy of different job tasks and attributes (Palmer, 1978). Hierarchical 

arrangements appear to be a consistent cognitive tactic in identity work of all kinds. 

Kreiner et al., (2006) show that a key tactic employed for managing multiple identities 

among priests was the creation of a cognitive hierarchy imposed on the various 

identities in terms of their perceived importance. Sluss and Ashforth (2007) explore 

the cognitive hierarchical arrangements made by individuals in regards to their 

relational identities which integrate person and role-based identities in interactions 

with others. They contend that the cognitive hierarchy ranges from generalised to 

particularised relational identity belief systems, so that a generalised relational identity 

informs the particularised: for example how a supervisor sees themselves in relation 

to subordinates, which informs the particularised belief in terms of how they see 

themselves in relation to each of those subordinates. Sluss and Ashforth (2007) further 

argue that the hierarchy forms an ongoing feedback loop so that the performance of a 

supervisor relational identity feeds back to modify and adapt the generalised relational 

identity.      

Refocusing are further tactics adopted by workers to cognitively shift attention to the 

less stigmatised attributes of their job by actively ignoring the stigmatised elements 

and stressing features that provide extrinsic and intrinsic value, such as pay or flexible 

hours (Ashforth and Kreiner, 1999). This echoes tactics identified in identity research 



in broader work contexts than just dirty work in which individuals selectively attend to 

and interpret interaction experiences in order to confirm or favour self-beliefs in relation 

to identity (Swann et al., 2004). In Essers et al., (2013) migrant female business 

owners were shown to engage in selective cognitive processing to maintain their 

autonomy. Participants selectively ignored or filtered out identity information that 

would negatively influence their autonomy while focusing attention on identity 

information that was favourable to this goal. 

2.4.3 Discursive 

Research has also focused on identity work from the perspective of discourse and 

verbalisation, exploring the way that individuals utilise stories, dialogues, narratives, 

and conversations as a channel for identity work (Caza et al., 2016; Carroll and Levy, 

2010).  

Discursive identity work, otherwise named identity talk (Snow and Anderson, 1987), 

comprises what is verbalised and how it is verbalised. Thus, aspects such as word 

choice and tone of voice (Allen, 2005) can have significance in identity construction in 

addition to expressions and specific ‘insider’ terminology which can play a key role in 

influencing and shaping identities at work (Gagnon, 2008; Kuhn, 2006). For example 

evidence from Carroll and Levy (2010) demonstrates that the adjectives adopted to 

describe the identity of managers distinguished it from that of a leader. This suggests 

that exploring the adjectives and word choice used to describe the identities of female 

police officers by both male and female officers would thus be relevant to 

understanding the identity work and construction undertaken by these individuals in 

the context of change to female police officer roles. Other literature points to the use 

of metaphors, humour, and bantering, and even lies to strengthen and enhance 

identities (Carollo and Guerci, 2017; Huber and Brown, 2017; Leavitt and Sluss, 2015). 

These discursive devices can be influenced by contextual discourses that comprise 

elements such as management discourses, everyday ‘watercooler’ and shopfloor talk, 

occupational narratives, and cultural scripts (Smith et al., 2014; Clarke et al., 2009; 

Ybema et al., 2009). In this way individuals can be considered both the producers and 

the products of discourse (Lawless et al., 2012). 

Identity work viewed from the perspective of critical theory centres on dominant 

discourses and how these can be contested (Brown and Lewis, 2011; Clarke et al., 

2009; Alvesson and Willmott, 2002). Critical theory emphasises that institutions play 



a role in influencing the way in which individuals engage in identity work (Kärreman 

and Alvesson, 2004). Organisations generate and maintain dominant narratives to 

shape how individuals identify themselves with the aim that such identities will limit 

and promote behaviours in ways that benefit the organisation. This can stimulate 

conflicts of power and control in identity work. Evidence from Thornborrow and Brown 

(2009) examined how, for example, the prioritised self-conceptions of paratroopers 

were controlled by their regiment.  

Contestation can be enacted through different discursive practices. Studies have 

examined the discursive tactics and concepts, expressions and linguistic devices used 

by individuals and employees in constructing their identities (Frandsen, 2015; DeRue 

and Ashford, 2010; Kuhn, 2009; Gagnon, 2008). For example, Watson (2009) details 

the discursive resources drawn on to construct and secure a coherent and stable 

managerial identity, while DeRue and Ashford (2010) identify the verbal tactics used 

in claiming and granting of leader and follower identities. In contexts of change and 

continuous tension employees are associated with distinct strategies that help them 

to create and manage their identities in organisations. One strategy is to negotiate and 

resist dominant regulatory practices using various epistemological discourse within the 

organisation (Clarke et al., 2009; Ibarra, 2010). Various studies have highlighted the 

process with which employees reconstruct and decode their identities. Employees use 

cynicism (Kosmala and Herrbach, 2006; Fleming and Spicer, 2003), humour (Kenny 

and Euchler, 2012; O’Doherty et al., 2007; Bolton and Boyd, 2003), and counter 

narratives (Brown and Humphreys, 2006) to create and protect work-based identities. 

These strategies are common across organisations functioning in any industry and 

employees working at all hierarchical levels. The actions help them to repair, maintain, 

and strengthen their work identities. 

Another form of discursive practice can be found in vocabulary of motives. The 

literature identifies this as a distinctive tool that helps organisations to standardise and 

monitor the identities of professional employees. The prevailing organisational culture 

(Ely and Meyerson, 2010; Kondo, 1990), internal communication, physical artefacts, 

in-house magazines, and places are shown to manifest the vocabulary of 

organisational motives (Wasserman and Frenkel, 2011; Brown and Humphreys, 2006; 

Pratt et al., 2006). Through this vocabulary employees can construct meaning in 

relation to their role and value in the organisational structure and their contribution to 



its work culture. Furthermore, the morals and values of the organisation, reflected in 

the form of written ideologies, mission statements, and work ethics can play a key role 

in conveying the meaning of employees’ work and in defining their work identity (Smith, 

2013; Kuhn, 2009; Kornberger and Brown, 2007). 

Self-Other Identity Talk 

Self-other identity talk represents a major discursive practice to create and maintain 

an individual’s identity. Different types of self-other discourse are identified as a key 

ingredient in identity work processes (Ybema et al., 2009). This is consistent with 

Jenkins’ (2004) argument that social identity construction is largely based on 

establishing relationships of similarity and difference. Self-other identity talk helps 

individuals to define and understand who they are by helping to delimit who they are 

not, and who others are and are not. Sameness and otherness thus assume a role as 

critical guidelines in the development and articulation of an individual’s identity (Ybema 

et al., 2009).  Brown (2006) suggests that identity talk about self and others provides 

organisational actors with mental referents that function as “symbolic rallying points” 

for the projection and representation of individual and group identities. Kuhn (2006) 

similarly identifies ‘concepts, expressions, and other linguistic devices’ as shaping 

individual and collective action by presenting explanations for past and/or future 

activity that guides actors’ interpretation of experience.    

Nevertheless there is a darker side to self-other identity talk in the way that it scripts 

the self in relation to the other forming a dramatised story that can amplify differences. 

Distinctions made between sameness and otherness can be selective, over-simplified, 

and emphasise the stereotypical (Ybema et al., 2009). Discursive positioning in 

relation to nationality, race, ethnicity, gender and class are visible demonstrations of 

this (Ybema et al., 2009). This was the case in research by Koveshnikov et al., (2016) 

which showed that managerial identity work included discourse in which stereotypical 

conceptions of the foreign ‘other’ were expressed to boost self-image as superior to 

that of the other. In this case the identities of both self and the other were recreated in 

addition to the relationships between them. The suggestion is made that stereotypical 

self-other talk often has power implications as it frequently aims to frame the other as 

inferior (Koveshnikov et al., 2016). The implication is that identity construction and 

identity work may not always be a neutral or benign process and can be influenced by 

emotions, values, moral judgements and political or economic interests (Ybema et al., 



2009). These kinds of phenomena frequently underly claims of sameness and 

otherness in relation to male and female roles, and colleagues and subordinates in 

organisations (Ybema et al., 2009). Ball and Wilson (2000) suggest that identity 

discourse is a core component when aiming to establish, legitimise or challenge 

existing power and status relationships. This is consistent with Watson (2003) who 

identifies how strategic managers employ self-other talk to sustain the divisions 

between their self and others, and Thomas and Linstead (2002) who show how the 

discursive activities of middle managers aimed to affiliate themselves with a position 

and status.  

On the other hand there is evidence to suggest that self-other identity talk can be 

self-reflexive that rejects the notion of stereotypical otherness and develops a 

collective identity or overarching sense of ‘we-ness’ (Koveshnikov et al., 2016; Hardy 

et al., 2005).  Self-reflexive identity talk can be influenced by mindfulness in terms of 

the refusal to use cognitive simplifying processes such as stereotypes to manage 

social and cognitive complexity (Koveshnikov et al., 2016; Fiol and O’Connor, 2003; 

Weick et al., 1999). Individuals may also be motivated to engage in self-reflexive 

identity talk in order to encourage the idea of an inclusive collective identity and to 

diminish perceived divisions of us versus them (Ybema et al., 2012; Ellis and Ybema, 

2010). 

 

 

Positive Self-Talk 

Favourable and positive self-talk is identified to be one of the most dominant forms 

of self-other identity talk based on constructing an advantageous image of oneself, 

and suggested to be employed in the service of establishing and reinforcing a personal 

sense of moral uprightness (Watson, 2009) and to convey to others a sense of being 

a good person who has strong positive qualities (Alvesson et al., 2008; Goffman, 

1959). Associated with processes of building social capital and development of the 

integrity of the self on display, this mode of identity talk is regarded by some as one of 

the core motivations in identity work (Watson, 2009; Ybema et al., 2009). In this way 

individuals attempt to construct an understanding of their identity that is coherent and 

positively valued (Alvesson et al., 2008). Work by Down and Reveley (2009) supports 



these perspectives, showing how organisational supervisors exhibited a form of 

identity talk which drew on selective narratives of positive self and negative others. 

Some research identified that positive self-talk as a form of identity work can be 

stimulated by perceived threats to identity (Brown and Coupland, 2015). Evidence 

showed that rugby professionals appropriated identity threats such as career brevity 

and performance as opportunities to discursively author and articulate desired 

occupational and masculine identities and preferred selves (Brown and Coupland, 

2015).  

On the other hand in different contexts and situations the construction of a coherent 

identity may also be fuelled by self-talk that is self-depreciating and expresses self-

doubt, inconsistency, alienation or antagonism (Van Maanen, 2010). This suggests 

that identity-work is also associated with more complex self-talk that is dependent on 

context and specific situations. This is consistent with Sveningsson and Alvesson 

(2003) who argue that the more challenging and taxing identity work is undertaken 

when an individual’s sense of self is threatened or weakened by self-doubt and self-

openness. These periods of instability in the construction of identities have frequently 

been conceptualised as instances of fragile, fragmented or vacillating identities 

(Collinson, 2003; Potter and Wetherell, 1987) nevertheless there has been limited 

empirical research that explores the contribution to identity coherence of insecure or 

critical self-talk (Van Maanen, 2010). 

 

Narratives and Storytelling 

The construction of identity narratives are viewed by many as a key strategy of 

identity work and identity construction more broadly (Ashforth and Schinoff, 2016; 

Mischenko and Day, 2016; Ibarra and Barbelescu, 2010). Narratives are used to craft 

stories of growth and negotiate work identities (Roberts and Creary, 2013; Ibarra and 

Barbelescu, 2010) and are described as “the stories people construct and tell about 

themselves to define who they are for themselves and for others” (McAdams et al., 

2006, p. 4). Narrative identity work therefore implies both introspection and interaction 

with others. Often making a point about the narrator (Linde, 1993) narratives have 

been characterised as highly selective and generally self-serving (Ashforth and 

Schinoff, 2016; McAdams, 1999). Narratives are identified to play a role in an 



individual’s attempts to make sense of themselves through an active and dynamic 

process of reconstructing and abstracting daily events, creating a sense of order and 

highlighting desirable plotlines (Ashforth and Schinoff, 2016; Roberts and Creary, 

2013). This narration of the self serves as an integrative mechanism for constructing 

identity, in terms of providing a sense of unity and purpose (Erikson, 1959) and 

generating a sense of coherence in identity perceptions by linking the self across time 

(Ashforth and Schinoff, 2016; Roberts and Creary, 2013). A major reason is attributed 

to the self-reflection which accompanies narration which can help to distil and resolve 

personal identity as well as influence behaviour, such that the behaviours considered 

identity-consistent in the narrative facilitate future identity-consistent behaviours thus 

reinforcing a sense of coherence in identity (Ashforth and Schinoff, 2016).  

Several researchers have explored the relevance of narratives as a strategy for 

identity work during times of work/role transition or workplace stress. Findings showed 

that narratives were utilised to explain changes in work roles and identities and 

enabled people to bridge the gap between past and new roles (Ibarra and Barbelescu, 

2010; Ashforth, 2001), cope with strain in work identity (Sveningsson and Alvesson, 

2003), and maintain a sense of authenticity despite the changes the individual is 

undergoing (Ibarra, 2003). Reissner (2010) found that organisational changes 

stimulated in-depth revisions of organisational narratives to connect up past 

experience with future expectations.   

Narratives are also identified in terms of an external aspect in addition to their 

internal purposes (Ainsworth and Hardy, 2004). In particular they are used to convey 

meaning on a person’s identity to others and acquire validation for identity claims from 

relevant actors (McAdams, 1999). Narratives have been shown to positively influence 

the extent to which identity claims are accepted by the audience (DeRue and Ashford, 

2010; Ashforth, 2001; Van Maanen, 1998). In the event that narratives are articulated 

to others they frequently adhere more closely to socially desirable standards and 

norms and implicate motives of self-representation (Ashforth and Spinoff, 2016). 

Ibarra and Barbelescu (2010) identify the importance of a credible narrative in 

influencing acceptance of identity claims.  

Narratives and telling stories are identified to play an important role in police culture 

and the identity construction of police officers (Van Hulst, 2013; Van Maanen, 2010). 

Various studies have found that the practice of storytelling is a critical part of police 



station daily life and helped police officers to learn policing and craft their identity as 

police officers (Van Hulst, 2013; Trujillo and Dionisopoulos, 1987). Shearing and 

Eriksson (1991) found that police stories were not meant to represent an objective 

reality but were rather cognitive devices which provided the police officers with the 

ability to gain practical insight into and make sense of the job of policing, to clarify 

essential features and to develop a sensibility for the work that they do. 

Insider Talk 

Research has also associated discursive identity strategies with different linguistic 

tactics employed to convey an ‘insider’ identity and claim affiliation with the particular 

work or social setting in which it is used. In work by Gagnon (2008) on discursive 

practices in two corporate management development programmes tactics included the 

use of context-specific jargon and terms to speak like an insider, as well as reiterating 

programme philosophies in the absence of questioning or irony and expressing pride 

and gratitude for inclusion. Similarly work by Alvesson (1994) shows how 

professionals crafted their work identities through the use of verbal symbols which 

over time helped to develop the right ‘habitus’ or internal disposition to act successfully 

within their professional environment. As habitus developed it acquired the 

appearance of instinct or naturalness. Alvesson (1994) found that effective advertising 

agents had the ability to display verbal symbols which impressed prospective clients 

with the idea that they possessed certain special instincts that enabled them to 

communicate more successfully with consumers than non-professionals could. 

2.4.4 Physical 

The physical realm is another dimension of identity work as individuals draw on a 

range of tactics to work on their identities. Research shows how different types of 

employees use their bodies (Courpasson and Monties, 2017) or materials, artefacts, 

and objects in their environment to construct and convey their identity to others such 

as physical appearance, dress, and signage (Kachtan and Wasserman, 2015; 

Elsbach, 2009; Elsbach, 2004; Humphreys and Brown, 2002; Alvesson, 2001; Pratt 

and Rafaeli, 1997), office décor (Tyler and Cohen, 2010; Pratt et al., 2006), or 

demeanour (Kirpal, 2004). A study of corporate artefacts for example discusses how 

recruitment advertisements help an organisation to regulate how employees, new and 

old perceive it, and how it aligns with the performance expectations of the organisation 

from its employees (Hancock and Tyler, 2007). Studies have shown how identity 



meanings can be attached to different artifacts and objects. For instance Elsbach 

(2009) points to the personalisation of design styles by toy car designers in order to 

broadcast and affirm their creative identities. In a study of librarian identity Boudreau 

et al., (2014) identifies the use of physical signage, flyers and name tags to signal 

librarians’ work identity. Research has also explored the meanings and use of 

appearance and dress in professional identities (Humphreys and Brown, 2002). One 

study examines how police officers create a link between their bodies and their 

identities, showing that police officers develop specific bodily practices through which 

they convey the need for strong, fit, and healthy bodies in their work (Courpasson and 

Monties, 2017).  

The corporeal dimension of work in terms of the role of the body in occupations has 

been conceptualised in the literature as a dimension of identity construction (Bardon 

et al., 2012; Creed et al., 2010). Corporeal aspects are critical in identity affirmation in 

certain occupations such as policing (Brown and Coupland, 2015). For example police 

height requirements (Talbert, 1974) represent a key physical aspect of police identity 

linked to the notion that police work requires bodies that are fit and strong (Courpasson 

and Monties, 2017). Some studies have investigated the relationship between the 

body and identity in different occupational sectors: investment bankers (Michel, 2012); 

rugby players (Brown and Coupland, 2015); soldiers (Thornborrow and Brown, 2009); 

restaurant workers (Erickson, 2004) and miners (Johnston and McIvor, 2004). In one 

study Giazitzoglu (2022) finds that the bodies of male rugby players symbolise an 

individual’s ability to reflect gendered organisational ideals and norms and as a result 

serve as a location from which strong threats to identity can emerge if the body fails 

to attain these ideals, through factors such as injury or lifestyle choices. Findings 

showed players engaged in embodied identity-work processes to respond to identity-

threats, which could be dispelled by means of suitable, context-specific embodied 

practices that reaffirmed in different ways the masculine ideals they aspired to conform 

to within the organisation (Giazitzoglu, 2022). The research thus identifies the body as 

a key source of continuous and dynamic identity construction in organisational 

contexts particularly when confronted with identity threats.  

A link has also been identified in organisational research between employees’ 

corporeal efforts and identity construction and potential resistance (Michel, 2012). 

Studies however have predominantly adopted a realist physiological perspective 



(Heaphy and Dutton, 2008; Heaphy, 2007) that views the body as a biological object 

and an organisational design issue (Taylor, 1911) or health issue (Cooper et al., 2001). 

Under this view the role of working bodies within organisational life is to produce and 

reproduce compliant workers (Valentine, 2002).  

In an ethnographic study in the police sector Courpasson and Monties (2017) adopt 

a different approach by viewing the body as a resource for identity work and a political 

object employed by workers over time to reinforce an occupational identity used to 

resist organisational expectations. The study highlights how certain bodily practices 

such as cleansing rituals or physical challenges at the gym are vital elements in 

officers’ construction of personal identity (Courpasson and Monties, 2017). Their 

identity work is defined in the context of changing occupational requirements and 

framed as both discursive practices, in other words what they say about what they do, 

and practical means in terms of what they do to establish the legitimacy of their 

knowledge. Findings showed that police officers developed narratives concerning 

what they accomplish with their bodies to resist new occupational demands 

(Courpasson and Monties, 2017).  Officers were shown to create a close relationship 

between their bodies and identities, such that a physical self was constructed based 

on demonstration of sustained bodily efficiency and strong, fit, healthy and clean 

bodies to convey a tough professionalism. In this context the physical self-served as 

an instrument of power in the interactions between officers and suspects. Viewed 

through the lens of political object, identity work with the body was revealed to express 

a form of everyday resistance to workplace changes that impacted on preferred 

identities (Courpasson and Monties, 2017). 

Studies have also investigated how physical artefacts and materials are used in 

identity work to convey identities (Elsbach, 2009; Humphreys and Brown, 2002; Pratt 

and Rafaeli, 1997). One strand includes how dress and appearance is employed in 

identity work to convey meaning and create impressions. Over several studies 

Alvesson (2001; 1998; 1994) highlights how this can occur. In one study of an 

advertising agency curating one's physical appearance by being well-dressed, looking 

fit and young, and maintaining a sharp image helped to create the identity of a serious 

marketing professional (Alvesson, 1994; 1998). Alvesson (2001) further emphasises 

how workers in knowledge intensive firms focused on aspects of physical appearance 

such as appearing clean, impersonal, standardised, predictable and proper to 



generate impressions of strong discipline and professionalism. Essers and Benschop 

(2009) found that Muslim women entrepreneurs make judicious use of their 

headscarves with the purpose of highlighting their Muslim identity. Ample evidence 

exists to show that individuals use the material means around them to create and 

project their identity among others (Shortt, 2012; Anteby, 2008). Clothes are frequently 

used in society to convey identity messages and provide critical signals on status, 

authority and the power relations between groups based on aspects such as colour, 

design and style (Neumann, 2011). Baldry and Thibault (2006) characterise clothes 

as offering “meaning compression” by fostering a high level of communication both 

consciously and subconsciously. This is consistent with Humphreys and Brown (2002) 

who explore dress in identity work and found that particular pieces of clothing and 

appearance such as headscarves, beards, and jewellery were employed to 

communicate different meanings, such as symbolic resistance and opposition. 

From an identity perspective uniforms are associated with the expression of a 

corporate identity over a personal one and exemplifies the collective’s ideals and 

features. This enables the individual to communicate the dominant group values and 

minimises role confusion (Solomon, 1987). Rubenstein (2001) suggests that uniforms 

are linked to expectations for the performance of the role that is publicly conveyed by 

the uniform, such as the clothes donned by police officers. Police uniforms are 

suggested to be a powerful symbol used to project authority and physical presence 

(Manning, 1997). Research shows that the wearing of uniforms by police officers 

constrains other statuses of a citizen and tends to standardise behaviour in addition 

to appearance (Joseph and Alex, 1972; Goldberg et al., 1961). Other research has 

identified that to a large extent police legitimacy and public willingness to comply in 

daily interactions is perceived to be associated with the uniform (Bickman, 1974). This 

is supported by Fussell (2002) who highlights perceptions of illegitimacy and 

unprofessionalism in nurses lacking a nursing uniform.  

Despite expectations of uniformity and homogeneity of uniform wearers research 

has shown that individuals may undermine them to reassert personal identities 

through customisation. Work by De Camargo (2016) investigated the use of uniforms 

in the police force and shows how uniform accessories, equipment and vehicles were 

utilised to feminise and masculinise otherwise “unisex” police clothing. Officers were 

shown to personalise and individualise their uniforms through adding discretionary 



equipment and other modifications that unobtrusively erased elements of a collective 

identity, and reinforced gender identity as a means to retain a sense of individual 

identity.  

Identity studies have consistently shown that police adopt habits of cleanliness and 

clean bodies to protect them from being perceived as dirty workers by others and 

themselves (Courpasson and Monties, 2017; De Camargo, 2016; Crawley, 2004). 

Uniforms are also construed as a vehicle for contamination and for potential spill-over 

of polluting effects from work to home life (De Camargo, 2016; Crawley, 2004). 

Practices observed in several studies indicate that multiple strategies are utilised by 

police officers to minimise or remove this contamination. A major practice was the 

immediate removal of the uniform once a shift had ended, designed to eliminate 

clothes contaminated by the work environment (De Camargo, 2016; Crawley, 2004). 

Some police never allowed the most ‘contaminated’ items, such as boots, to leave the 

workplace where it could be contained (De Camargo, 2016).  

2.4.5 Behavioural 

Further, the literature shows that individuals can work on their identities through their 

behaviours. Multiple studies have considered identity work from a behavioural 

perspective in terms of the actions that individuals undertake to create, maintain, and 

revise their identities (Carrim and Nkomo, 2016; Ashforth et al., 2007). This mode of 

identity work, enacted in dramaturgical modes, influence identity-related interactions 

with others in ways that strengthen or modify self-meaning and further alters the way 

in the individual is viewed by others (Goffman, 1959). Dramaturgical identity work and 

identity processes are those that are constituted by actions, in other words 

performances of the self (Courpasson and Monties, 2017; Coupland, 2015; Anteby, 

2008; Goffman, 1990) and take place in the context of social settings and interactions 

for the purpose of announcing and enacting who an individual is to external audiences 

(Down and Reveley, 2009; Creed and Scully, 2000). For example Koerner (2014) 

explores courageous acts in the workplace as a form of identity work, showing how 

courageous acts such as voicing an opinion, disobedience, circumvention, and 

resigning in protest may support the crafting of an individual’s identity. The 

‘performance’ of the individual is designed to convey to others impressions that are 

liable to incite a specific response that the individual would like to obtain, and may 

sometimes be conducted in a calculating and intentional way (Goffman, 1959). 



Findings by Covaleski et al., (1998) support this notion showing that employees 

intentionally modelled what they considered the ideal behaviour of their mentors in 

order to craft their own identities. Such behavioural enactment is emphasised as a 

critical dimension of identity as repeated performance by individuals helps to sustain 

their identity (Thatcher and Zhu, 2006).  

Goffman (1959) closely links the performance process to the concept of the ‘front’ 

of the individual, identified as the element of an individual’s performance which 

functions regularly and in a stable way to define the situation for performance 

observers (p.22). In this way the front operates as a vehicle for consistency and 

normalisation that enables an audience to comprehend the individual through 

expressive characteristics. This area of behaviour portrays the right ‘appearance’, 

‘manner’, and ‘setting’ for the role assumed by the individual, gathering together 

behaviour within the personal front as a ‘collective representation’ (Goffman, 1959, 

p.35). Work by Berger et al., (2017) is consistent with this idea in which Muslim women 

in the Netherlands were found to craft a collective representation of hard-working 

professional through working hard and achieving all their targets in order to justify 

taking off religious holidays. In addition certain Muslim employees performed ‘white’ 

organisational practices aimed at de-emphasising their Muslim identity and stressing 

their professional identity. Goffman (1959) highlights the importance of consistency in 

dramaturgical communication in order for such performance to be persuasive and 

believable to others. Performance is generally made more convincing as 

representation is moulded and modified in response to social interactions to better 

align with the understandings and expectations of the social setting and situation in 

which it is offered (Goffman, 1959). Cowen and Hodgson (2015) for example show 

that project managers enact certain front behaviours to strengthen their identities as 

project managers such as avoiding work overload and redirecting non-project 

manager responsibilities to others while performing in a calculated way designed to 

leave a positive impression with auditors. Other evidence shows that managers enact 

behaviours that observe or infringe the norms of organisational justice to create and 

maintain a desired workplace identity (Scott et al., 2009).    

Studies have shown that dramaturgical performance in police identity work involves 

both a front where the police officer performs a character and displays particular 

elements of behaviour to support this performance to the public, and a back region in 



terms of a place where the front may be relaxed to colleagues or when at home (De 

Camargo, 2016; Manning, 1997). Waddington (1999) showed that a police canteen 

fulfilled the function of a back region, allowing for officers to relax, relate jokes, and 

relieve job-related stress; however evidence was found of staged performances and 

role playing even here, providing officers with an opportunity to exhibit certain 

behaviours and recount versions of events that upheld their worldview (Waddington, 

1999). The findings underline the location of the canteen as both a front and back 

region in which police officers face challenges in separating them. Kreiner et al., (2006) 

shows that individuals can adopt certain behavioural strategies to rebalance personal 

and occupational strategies. In this study priests were revealed to segregate these 

two aspects of identity by adopting broader, more transient roles, taking vacations or 

undertaking spiritual actions such as meditation and prayer.   

Research has identified different categories of behaviour within identity 

performances that includes habits and routine (Brown and Lewis, 2011; Thatcher and 

Zhu, 2006) and observation (Ibarra, 1999) as well as felt bodily experiences (Aslan, 

2016; Cunliffe and Coupland, 2012). A broad strand of research has focused on the 

performance of gendered identities enabled through particular modes of comportment, 

etiquette, manners, working, gestures, walking and sitting (Corlett and Mavin, 2014; 

Patriotta and Spedale, 2009; Butler, 2004; Trethewey, 1999). In the context of 

specialist identities including those of police officers, studies point to the enactment of 

learned and specific behaviour repertoires as a key dramaturgical aspect of such 

identities (Courpasson and Monties, 2017; Beech et al., 2016; Brown and Coupland, 

2015). Some research identifies enacting personal habits as a behavioural act that 

can become a source of identity. Some habits may be more important than others, 

such as those which express an important value (Verplanken and Sui, 2019). Habits 

can become an integrated part of personal identity by means of different psychological 

processes. A strong motivation anchored in self-identity, for example, could stimulate 

repeated action which may become a habit (Galla and Duckworth, 2015). The 

relationship between habits and identity may also be forged through self-perception 

(Bem, 1972), in terms of recognising what habits are important to us and may therefore 

be a part of our identity (Wood and Rünger, 2016; Neal et al., 2012).  

Identity work linked to emotional displays or ‘emotional labour’ is further considered 

a major part of identity dramaturgy (Winkler, 2016; Hochschild, 1983). Emotional 



labour is defined as ‘the concept of managing emotions in work performance’ 

(Fernandes, 2011, p. 28) and is influenced by organisational norms comprising not 

just the regulation of emotions at expected times but also the appropriate display of 

emotions as required by the job (Martin, 1996). Policing is argued to involve a 

significant level of ‘emotional labour’ as frequently officers are required to suppress 

their emotions in order to maintain calm and communicate that calm and stability to 

the public (Martin, 1996). Police officers are expected to behave and project an image 

of being level headed and rational in their positions of power (Rabe-Hemp, 2008). 

Studies show that emotional labour in the police force is often implicitly a stratified 

aspect of identity work based on gender, as women are frequently assigned to 

positions and duties that require a greater degree of emotional labour, such as dealing 

with childrens’ issues, victims of sexual assault, female criminals, missing persons, 

and clerical work (Rabe-Hemp, 2008; Garcia, 2003). Rabe-Hemp (2008) identifies that 

in comparison with male officers, female officers spent a greater amount of time 

engaging in emotional labour. 

2.5 Conceptual Framework 

This literature informs the conceptual framework for this study which integrates 

different theoretical concepts to understand the dynamics of identity work which can 

be applied to the research focus of this study. This review is consistent with the 

conceptual framing of identity in professions first proposed by Lepisto et al., (2015). 

The framework in Figure 1 shows that identity work is firstly concerned with the triggers 

and motives and why identity work occurs. Identity motives and triggers can derive 

from contextual change, personal or social motivations or meta-narratives within the 

cultural and societal factors. This implies that identity work is an on-going process that 

is sustained and influenced by contextual factors. Motives may vary and relate to 

desire for authenticity, belonging, distinctiveness, self-esteem, or efficacy. Identity 

work in policing can be explored at different levels: cognitive, physical, discursive, or 

behavioural. Different activities can be undertaken that reflect a process of retaining, 

adding, or subtracting.  



 

Figure 1 Conceptual Framework (Adapted from Lepisto et al, 2015) 

The outcomes of identity work reflect both the nature of identity and identity-related 

outcomes. Thus, identities not only serve people, but people serve or support their 

own identities by engaging in various actions to build, retain, maintain, or otherwise 

revise them. Identity-related outcomes can be self-identifying, social, role-based, or 

self-narrating. Further the effect of identity work can be evaluated for police officer in 

terms of role effectiveness or competence. The research design and methodology can 

be structured by drawing on these focal concepts to explore why (motives), how 

(tactics and processes) and what (identity outcomes) of how police officers do identity. 

Identity work represents a major strand of literature in identity formation theory and 

characterises the diverse activities individuals engage in to create, sustain, 

strengthen, repair or revise personal identities supportive of a coherent and distinct 

self-concept (Snow and Anderson, 1987; Sveningsson and Alvesson, 2003). It is 

identified as a social, multiparty process (DeRue and Ashford, 2010) that in the 

organisational context comprises specific processes and factors involved in the 

construction of an individual’s identity (Sveningsson and Alvesson, 2003). Identity 

work is considered to be undertaken essentially by crafting self-narratives that meet a 

person's identity aims (Ibarra and Barbulescu, 2010).  

The concept of identity work denotes a constant process of reconstruction (Fachin 

and Davel, 2015; Lucas, 2011; Davies and Thomas, 2008; Beech, 2008; Watson, 

2008) that places primary importance on becoming or ‘doing’ rather than being 

(Alvesson et al., 2008). Through active engagement in various practices, strategies, 

tactics or activities (Ibarra and Barbulescu, 2010; Elsbach, 2009; Anteby, 2008; Snow 



and Anderson, 1987) individuals create and modify their identity with the purpose of 

balancing and resolving tensions that emerge between the self and the demands of 

their work environment (Swann et al., 2009).  

The literature identifies multiple constructs that provide a lens through which identity 

work activities can be explored and evaluated. Firstly, four key domains characterise 

different forms of identity work strategies undertaken at different levels by individuals: 

cognitive; discursive; physical; and behavioural. Cognitive identity work strategies 

relate to the mental efforts exerted to subjectively interpret and evaluate an identity 

(Killian and Johnson, 2006) such as self-questioning, reflexive sense-making, and 

changes to the self (Beech et al., 2008; Fletcher and Watson, 2007) and internal 

dialogue and personal fantasies (MacIntosh and Beech, 2011). Discursive identity 

work, or identity talk (Snow and Anderson, 1987), comprises what is verbalised and 

how it is verbalised exploring the way that individuals utilise stories, dialogues, 

narratives, and conversations as a channel for identity work (Caza et al., 2016; Carroll 

and Levy, 2010). Aspects such as word choice and tone of voice (Carroll and Levy, 

2010; Allen, 2005), expressions and ‘insider’ terminology (Gagnon, 2008; Kuhn, 

2006), metaphors, humour, and bantering (Carollo and Guerci, 2017; Huber and 

Brown, 2017; Leavitt and Sluss, 2015) can have significance in identity construction 

and play a key role in influencing and shaping identities at work.  

At physical level research shows how different types of employees use their bodies 

(Courpasson and Monties, 2017) or materials, artefacts, and objects in their 

environment to construct and convey their identity to others (Kachtan and Wasserman, 

2015; Elsbach, 2009; Elsbach, 2004; Tyler and Cohen, 2010; Pratt et al., 2006; Kirpal, 

2004). A key physical aspect of police identity is linked to the notion that police work 

requires bodies that are fit and strong (Courpasson and Monties, 2017). Multiple 

studies have considered identity work from a behavioural perspective in terms of the 

actions that individuals undertake to create, maintain, and revise their identities 

(Carrim and Nkomo, 2016; Ashforth et al., 2007). This is linked to the notion of 

dramaturgical identity work, in other words performances of the self (Courpasson and 

Monties, 2017; Coupland, 2015; Anteby, 2008; Goffman, 1990) and take place in the 

context of social settings and interactions for the purpose of announcing and enacting 

who an individual is to external audiences (Down and Reveley, 2009; Creed and 

Scully, 2000). The literature identifies different categories of identity performance 



behaviour including habits and routine (Brown and Lewis, 2011; Thatcher and Zhu, 

2006), observation (Ibarra, 1999), felt bodily experiences (Aslan, 2016; Cunliffe and 

Coupland, 2012), learned and specific behaviour repertoires (Courpasson and 

Monties, 2017; Beech et al., 2016; Brown and Coupland, 2015), emotional displays or 

‘emotional labour’ (Winkler, 2016; Hochschild, 1983) and the performance of gendered 

identities through modes of comportment, etiquette, manners, working, gestures, 

walking and sitting (Corlett and Mavin, 2014; Patriotta and Spedale, 2009; Butler, 

2004; Trethewey, 1999). 

The body of literature on these different modes of identity work points to significant 

strands of theory to underpin investigation enabling a comprehensive exploration of 

identity construction and expression in the workplace. A focus on these different 

domains and their associated concepts for identity work allows for observation and 

examination on multiple fronts of how police officers make sense and redefine their 

professional identity in a changing policy context and respond to the process of women 

entering front-line police work. The literature shows that each of these domains can 

provide insight into and have significant relevance to understanding how police officers 

construct and “do” their identity in various change contexts (Rawski and Workman-

Stark, 2018; Courpasson and Monties, 2017; Silvestri, 2017; Loftus, 2010; Van 

Maanen, 2010; Prokos and Padavic, 2002; Davies and Thomas 2002; 2003; 2008). In 

this study focus will be placed on observing and analysing processes of identity work 

in police cadets across each of the four domains of cognitive, discursive, physical, and 

behavioural. This implies collecting data on their subjective interpretations and 

evaluations of identity, their verbalisations, narratives and dialogues, how they use 

their bodies or materials, artefacts, and objects in their environment to construct and 

convey their identity to others, and their performances, interactions, comportment, 

habits and routine. Applying this theory will support identification and understanding 

of identity work enacted across inclusive and comprehensive domains that helps to 

address the questions of what identity work police officers employ to make sense of 

and respond to their changing context and in what different ways do police officers 

perceive or experience their identity during training and early deployment.  

Secondly, the term strategy is used broadly in the literature and in this study to 

describe any form of identity work whether strategies, tactics, or processes. Across 

the four key domains research identifies numerous identity work tactics undertaken by 



individuals in different contexts such as threatened identities (Breakwell, 1986) and 

the aim to find equilibrium between the self and work (Kreiner et al., 2006). These 

tactics are characterised as coping strategies utilised by individuals to protect or adapt 

their identities (Breakwell 1986; Kreiner et al., 2006), and are a focus in this study 

utilising primarily the constructs of adding, retaining and subtracting processes 

(Lepisto et al., 2015). Adding processes involve tactics enacted to create, acquire, 

improve, or otherwise take on an identity. Retaining processes allude to strategies that 

maintain, reinforce, support, and stabilise an identity. In turn subtracting processes 

denote processes that aim to lose or otherwise eliminate or delete an identity (Lepisto 

et al., 2015). These latter tactics form a focus for this study as observable processes 

across the four domains in which police cadets regulate and negotiate their 

professional identities. Research shows for example that in the physical domain police 

officers added and modified their uniforms to reassert their gender identities (De 

Camargo, 2016).  Understanding how male and female cadets add to, subtract from 

or retain their identity can help to address the question of how police officers make 

sense of the operational and organisational implications of women entering front-line 

police work.  

2.6 Conclusion 

The goal of this chapter was to review literature in the field of identity with a focus 

on theory and evidence in the domain of professional identity and identity work. The 

literature shows that identity is a highly multifaceted and complex notion that has been 

defined and explored from the perspective of self-identity, social or role perspective. 

This provides the focal theory for the broad categories of identities which can be 

constructed. Identity theory also provides insights into motives that trigger and 

underpin identity work. Contextual change in police agencies can act as a significant 

force that threatens traditional identities in policing. Identity work therefore represents 

the activities by which individuals undergo the process of identity construction to define 

who they are. While studies have explored professional identity and identity work in 

different occupations, individual-level identity work in policing and police change 

contexts has received little attention. While the literature on police identity studies 

provides insight into different strong and highly embedded identities, contextual 

change can be disruptive to stable and established identities that motivates identity 

work. These theoretical dimensions informed the adoption of the conceptual 



framework that guides this research process to explore and understand why and how 

police in the UAE construct their identities within their work life and within the 

contemporary change context. 

 

 

 



Chapter 3. Research Methodology 

3.1 Introduction  

This chapter is concerned with the research design and methodological 

considerations focused on the goal to investigate how police officers redefine their 

professional identity in change contexts. The research design adopts an interpretivist 

philosophy based on an ethnographic approach to explore the lived experiences of 

individuals in specific contexts in police change. A case study design is adopted based 

on semi-structured interviewing and observation methods for data collection and 

interpretive phenomenological analysis (IPA) and Gioia method for data analysis. The 

research design is focused on four central research questions: 

R1. What different ways do police officers perceive or experience their identity 

within the course of their duties during training and early deployment? 

R2. What identity work do police officers employ to make sense of and respond to 

the process of women entering front-line police work?  

R3. How do police perceive change in policing and how does it trigger or motivate 

them to create or change identities? 

R4. How do police officers make sense of the operational and organisational 

implications of women entering front-line police work?  

This chapter presents a discussion of the rationale for an ethnographic inquiry to 

address these research questions and outlines the methodological design and 

processes in relation to sampling strategy, data collection and analysis procedures, 

limitations, and ethical considerations. 

3.2 Rationale for Phenomenological Ethnography  

An interpretivist philosophy based on ethnography is viewed as the most relevant 

approach to realising the goals of this study. The focus of this study is on identity 

construction and expression in the workplace, specifically how police in the UAE 

construct their identities within their work life within different change contexts. 

Interpretivism assumes that reality is created through individual perception and 

propagated through the interactions of people and social activities resulting in multiple 

subjective perspectives (Saunders et al., 2009; Blaikie, 2009). This implies a 



phenomenological dimension to explore individual feelings and experiences towards 

the phenomena of identity work and there derive an ethnographic analysis of how 

police do identity work. Thus, a collective cultural understanding under this approach 

to knowledge is acquired through understanding the meaning and interpretation 

assigned by human actors towards phenomena and the underlying contextual factors 

affecting perceptions (Denzin and Lincoln, 2005). There is strong assumption that the 

study of police change is a highly subjective matter that can best be understood 

through multiple perspectives and interpretations of those actors living this context. 

Thus, the reality of police change in the UAE has multiple interpretations that can only 

be understood through social constructions of shared meanings or language that 

represents the feelings, thoughts, and experiences of the actors in this context. In 

reflecting on the notion of change, it is evident that change is a highly subjective and 

multifaceted concept that has different meanings. Negation of changes or new ideas 

is indicative of social groups and systems. Change might not be perceived as a 

positive, improving, or beneficial force but as mistake or error (Dibrov, 2014) that can 

impact on their identity. Openness to multiple perspectives and meanings attached to 

change allows for nuanced phenomenological analysis. Resistance to change can be 

characterised in terms of negative psychological and social reactions that has 

implications for identity work (Dibrov, 2014). 

Consequently, this guides the choice of approach towards ethnographic inquiry 

because the focus is on obtaining a holistic understanding and gaining insight into the 

specific context drawing on the perspectives of key actors in policing. An ethnographic 

approach is exploratory and focused on humanistic and natural inquiry within its 

context. This is consistent with interpretivism that assumes a critical difference 

between the subject matters of the natural and social worlds (Blaikie, 2009). An 

interpretivist approach potentially provides the scope to explore these perspectives in 

a more in-depth and thorough manner providing a richer, thicker description and 

enabling more insightful understanding of the behaviour and attitudes of actors in the 

policing sector (Easterby-Smith et al., 2012). 

The role of ethnography focuses on studying specific groups and development of 

deep understanding of the culture, values, and beliefs. By applying this approach is it 

possible to observe how police officers’ identities are constructed and sustained in 

relation to how an innovation is perceived and understood. Observational methods in 



ethnography allows the researcher to witness the process of change activity and view 

first-hand participants’ everyday activity and routines, rules, interactions and to 

understand the cultural context and how police officers are ‘doing’ their identity.  

Firstly, this study is concerned with understanding how participants perceive and 

experience a recent specific change in relation to their identity within the course of 

their duties and how change activity in what ways policing triggers or motivates police 

officers to engage in identity work. This can relate to both positive or negatives 

perceptions or resistance to change. Ethnographic studies are especially useful when 

the researcher is interested in discerning the lived experiences and perceptions of a 

phenomenon among a specific person or group (Creswell, 1998). Stated simply it is 

the study of an individual’s lived experience of the world and how they make sense of 

it, with limited regard for external, physical reality (Manen, 1997). Ethnography is 

consistent with the goal of this research as it is focused on exploring how professionals 

under each of the different project contexts experience a change in terms of the impact 

on their identity. Ethnography concentrates on the need to study human 

consciousness by focusing on the world that the study participants subjectively 

experience. By so doing, it assumes that deeper insights into human nature can be 

gained.  

Collaboration represents one ethnographic tool for research informants to co-

construct an understanding of the culturally imbued meanings (Schembri and Boyle, 

2013). Arnould and Wallendorf (1994) identify ethnology as a methodology that seeks 

to comprehend the ways in which culture is contemporaneously constructed by 

peoples’ behaviours and experiences. The goal is to capture the meaning of lived 

experiences and to understand what people do in their mundane, everyday cultural 

and subcultural contexts and how they interpret their multiple and subjective realities 

(Stebbins, 1997; Arnould and Wallendorf, 1994).  

In the field of change, an ethnographic approach has been applied in the area of 

public change initiatives. Wegener (2012) uses an ethnographic approach to explore 

the value dimension of public innovation in the context of practitioners’ values. 

Applying this approach enabled examination of the way in which values were 

articulated and shown in practitioners’ behaviour when encountering change 

imperatives and how their initiation of changes was grounded in their values. Gronchi 

(2018) draws on both ethnographic and phenomenological approaches to address 



public policy change action strategies in the context of Danish innovation labs. An 

ethnological perspective aimed to understand the underlying assumptions that shaped 

efforts in assessing and realising a specific type of change. A phenomenological 

approach can adopt to analyse the data focused on deepening knowledge of the 

innovators’ practices, strategies, and missions.  

Interviewing is one method in ethnology that can be employed in this research to 

explore participants’ lived experiences. Ethnographic interviews can uncover how 

participants experience their identity within recent police changes and how their 

interpretations shape their sense of identity and behaviours. The context of this 

research is focused on a particular police policy change that has been recently 

implemented.  

Thus, the process of police change is a complex issue that may not be sufficiently 

understood without a process that offers a flexible and interactive way to access 

participants’ views. This can uncover multiple perceptions of change and how it 

influences individual perceptions and experiences of identity work. By interviewing 

participants, it is possible to obtain first-hand accounts of their experiences and to 

understand how identity construction is triggered or motivated by a change from the 

specific view of groups in this context. An ethnographic focus guides the effort to obtain 

a rich and complex descriptive account from participants in terms of their awareness 

and perception of how police change projects motivate the forming, repairing, 

maintaining, strengthening, or revising of their self‐meaning. Interviewing with an 

ethnographic focus can draw out information surrounding change activity in terms of 

self-awareness of thoughts, feelings or emotions towards events or moments during 

the process and how this influences their sense of self; their reactions or behaviour or 

understanding of routines; and awareness of their different roles during each of the 

four stages of change activities and routines. Therefore, the ethnographic approach is 

pivotal for this study in constructing an account of the culture of change in a police 

organisation in an Arab context and how this affects police identities by generating in-

depth rich data on individual awareness of their experience, how they perceive their 

identity because of their experience, and the conditions that shape police identities 

and identity work.  

The benefit of integrating an ethnographic element to this research not only provides 

emphasis on observing and to derive cultural meanings, but also provides a basis for 



triangulation and validation of the narratives of participants. This draws on 

phenomenological analysis to draw out individual meanings and experiences. 

Ethnography is guided by a principal focus on understanding the orientation of the 

people under study and how these are located within local and/or wider contexts 

(Hammersley, 2010). Thus, it is a research approach central to knowing the world from 

the perspective of its social relations. It examines people in their cultural setting, and 

their social and cultural interaction with each other and their environment and captures 

the implicit and explicit and actions as well as words (Agar, 2001). The aim is to 

generate a narrative account of that culture drawn against a theoretical backdrop. 

Characteristically linked with methods such as participant observation, informal 

interviewing, and the generation of a record of the experience termed ‘field notes’ by 

a highly embedded researcher (Agar, 2001), the approach is associated with the ability 

to uncover the hidden and identify unexpected issues and problems (Hammersley, 

2010).  

3.3 Inductive Analysis  

This research is exploratory and inductive in nature that focuses on the development 

of theory arising from the data that is gathered. An inductive approach builds theory 

based on data and is deeply embedded within and provides a broad empirical basis 

for ethnographical approaches to data collection and analysis (Morse, 1994).   

Therefore, inductive procedures are employed to generate and construct theory that 

explains how change activity under governance modes and types are structured and 

conducted. Inductive approach is critical to this study because it allows for theory 

development that reflects the social reality as viewed by the participants within this 

context. Further in applying this approach, the theory developed can be applied to 

suggest future courses of action in police change in the specific circumstances 

studied. 

The data collected from ethnographic interviews and observations will be explored 

to identify key themes and patterns that will lead to new theory or expand existing 

theoretical perspectives. Ethnographic methods allow for iteration, reflection, and 

opportunity to revisit and reconsider data from responses to guide new theory that 

may gradually emerge (Ray, 1994). By allowing themes to emerge from the data, 

inductiveness leaves open the possibility to discover new and unexpected insights. 



While this approach draws on the conceptual framework proposed in this study there 

is scope for unanticipated or new insights to be incorporated and explored depending 

on responses and observations gathered in the change context. This is guided by the 

external observations or new themes of interest emerging from responses by 

participants. This may result in literature or subsequent research to explore new ideas 

or to reformulate the research questions and objectives on key emergent themes. In 

observing and interviewing participants involved in change activities the aim is to 

obtain an understanding and sense of what is happening and how idea generation for 

instance is occurring. The data emerges from understanding the context of police 

change by exploring the feelings, thoughts, and actions of actors.  

3.4 Reflection of Research Position  

The choice of an ethnographic approach has significant implications for the role of 

the researcher and ethical consideration in the data collection and analysis. The skill 

of reflexivity as a researcher is emphasised as a critical requirement. Alvesson and 

Sköldberg (2000) emphasise the development of reflexivity and self-awareness to 

establish a credible relationship between the personal philosophical stance and how 

the research will be implemented. Meanwhile Nicols (2019) suggests that in the 

process of researching a phenomenon only a partial perspective is available, and that 

the researcher needs to invoke a reflexive awareness or “intentionality’ directed 

towards obtaining a broader view of the phenomena. In terms of how this research is 

conducted there is emphasis therefore on exploring the change context from different 

perspectives such that the researcher engages and attempts to occupy and visit 

different alternatives or viewpoints.  

Nevertheless, broad assumptions are made in ethnographic research that detaching 

the researcher from their own biases, preconceptions and beliefs is a key issue 

(Annells, 2006; Ruona, 2005; Groenewald, 2004; Moustakas, 1994; van Manen, 

1990). In the process of generating data from the change projects the researcher’s 

relationship with the research context is that of an insider and participant of the 

research phenomena under study. There is a pre-existing involvement in all the cases 

in the researcher’s role as project evaluator which has oversight of the change projects 

conducted. Denzin and Lincoln (2009) further argue that a key element of undertaking 

research in a reflexive manner is the cultivation of the researcher’s awareness and 

conscious mitigation of apprehended biases, power and positionality in relation to 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/2059799119840977


research participants in data collection and data analysis processes and writing 

synthesis.  For instance, a personal value and ethical view held regarding this research 

is that participants should have a democratic voice in sharing their view of the reality 

in a safe and secure manner in what is a highly political and power orientated 

organisational context. 

The level of awareness of involvement in the change context and the relationship 

with actors in this context are key considerations. The researcher’s position in the 

organisation raises issues in terms of the knowledge, values, beliefs, assumptions 

already held. However, essential measures are considered that involved being aware, 

monitoring and accounting for such biases and to suspend assumptions as much as 

possible (Nicols, 2019; Berger, 2015).  

It has been questioned whether it is practically possible for the researcher to ever 

fully remove themselves from the phenomena and its observation (Vagle and Hofsess, 

2016; Dahlberg et al., 2008; Dahlberg and Dahlberg, 2004). Nevertheless, it is 

acknowledged that reflexive awareness and the development of critical skills for data 

collection and analysis can aid consciousness and suspension to some extent of the 

pre-existing beliefs and assumptions of this researcher and to explore the way in which 

their context and situation may shape the research findings (Gill, 2015).  

Essential to ethnographic research is the ability to mentally bracket or suspend 

presuppositions and knowledge. There was an awareness and application of different 

techniques for mental bracketing such as maintaining an open mind and attitude when 

collecting and analysing the data to allow for unexpected meanings to emerge (Giorgi, 

2009; Lopez and Willis, 2004). Of key importance was reflective examination of the 

humility of this researcher to learn about the experiences of colleagues and cadets 

involved in the change context, and recognition of the need for ongoing curiosity during 

interviews and observations to unearth what this researcher might not know (Chan et 

al., 2013).  

Reflexivity can also be supported by the utilisation of several acknowledged 

techniques and procedures. A key measure was the intentional and consistent 

documentation of preconceptions in the form of a reflexive diary (Gill, 2015; Miles et 

al., 2014; Oakland et al., 2012). This is a widely utilised tool that enabled this 

researcher to record and make explicit, reflect on, and analyse the biases, personal 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/2059799119840977
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reactions, and influences on this study. Another measure was to refer and consult with 

multiple participants to check for accuracy and obtain feedback on the suitability of 

their themes (Chan et al., 2013; Wise and Millward, 2005). This allowed for reflection 

on positionality and emotional and intellectual reactions to participants’ experiences 

throughout the research process. Finally, the perspective of other experienced 

researchers was obtained specifically to challenge the research findings (Wise and 

Millward, 2005) and provide a fresh perspective that could uncover influences and 

biases the researcher may have been unaware of.  

3.5 Ethnographic Case Study Design  

This research employs an ethnographic case study approach using Abu Dhabi 

Police College as the focal case to explore how police officers do identity work in 

change contexts. The College graduates cohorts of students on an annual basis 

following a four-year training course resulting in a bachelor degree in Police Sciences 

and Criminal Justice (Beeran, 2020). For this study ethnographic accounts are drawn 

from a single cohort of cadets comprising both male and female cadets at the police 

college who were in their first year of training. In addition some ethnographic accounts 

were based on interviews with police officers who had graduated within 6-12 months 

from the academy. 

 A case study is a research strategy centred on comprehending the dynamics that 

exist within a specific setting (Eisenhardt, 1989). The ethnographic approach places 

the focus on understanding the subjective, lived experiences and views of participants 

in a particular context. Case studies are widespread across many research fields and 

implemented in studies adopting a range of different paradigms and approaches. Case 

studies are defined as an empirically based enquiry that can examine a research 

phenomenon within its contextual reality while accounting for any lack of clarity 

between the boundaries of context and this phenomenon (Yin, 2013). The strategy 

allows for multiple different sources of data, quantitative and qualitative approaches, 

and different research methods with the aim to produce an in-depth, empirical account 

(Denzin and Lincoln, 2005). This allows for triangulation of data to obtain a holistic 

understanding of the research phenomena and verification of the findings (Yin, 1994). 

Ethnographic case studies have been defined as case studies that “employ 

ethnographic methods and focus on building arguments about cultural, group, or 



community formation or examining other sociocultural phenomena” (Schwandt and 

Gates, 2018, p. 344). Ethnography itself has been identified as having a ‘case study 

character’ and as being ‘intimately related’ to case studies (Ó Rian, 2009, p. 291). 

Ethnographic case studies have been posited as a promising and powerful method to 

study change-in-the-making and untangle and map out the complexity of change 

processes (Hoholm and Araujo, 2011). Greenhalgh et al., (2019) employed 

ethnographic case studies in a health care context, to explore what information 

infrastructure is and how it shapes, supports, and constrains technological innovation. 

This approach has also been used in the identity literature to understand how different 

types of change in the workplace have impacted occupational identities. Ager (2010) 

utilises ethnographic case study to explore the emotional impact and the preservation 

of self and group identity in post-merger and acquisition contexts. In an in-depth study 

by Robinson et al., (2016) ethnographic case study is employed to examine the 

construction and negotiation of criminal justice identities during transition of the 

probation service into the private sector.   

A single case study approach allows for in-depth ethnographic inquiry of a specific 

context and obtain multiple interpretations and explanations of the phenomena. This 

design means that the lived experienced of participants can be studied and understood 

in detail and allows for multiple sources of data (Eisenhardt, 1989). This is consistent 

with an IPA approach focusing on drawing out rich idiographic accounts of lived 

experiences from each of those cases rather than focus on theoretical saturation (Gill, 

2015). The case study design focuses on understanding how police officers construct 

and revise their identities as they experience a ‘change’. The design employs both 

quantitative and qualitative data using two methods of data collection: observations 

and interview methods.   

3.5.1 Abu Dhabi Police Force  

Abu Dhabi Police (ADP) located in the UAE forms the case organisation for this 

research. ADP was initially established in 1957 with 80 police officers tasked with the 

responsibility of guarding key royal and public locations. The early police structure and 

operational responsibilities were modelled on the British system current at that time 

(Al Manhali et al., 2022), but has since changed and adapted to reflect the unique 

needs and requirements of the UAE. This remit was enlarged in 1971 when regulations 

enshrined ADP’s responsibility for establishing security and stability in the Emirate and 



maintaining the "souls, honour and property" of the people. During this period the Abu 

Dhabi Police College was established in 1985 to support the professionalisation and 

training of police officers. Following the merger of ADP within the Federal Ministry of 

Interior in 1995 it has developed into a large public-sector organisation employing an 

estimated 47,000 police officers (Al Manhali et al., 2022; ADP, 2020). Over the years 

it has been subject to consistent modernisation, restructuring and growth with the 

strategic aim to build an efficient, and technologically world-leading police force (Al 

Mazrouei, 2022).  

The stated role of ADP is to maintain societal safety and security through the 

provision of high-quality policing services to all people in the UAE (ADP, 2021). The 

organisation structure points to an all-inclusive set of responsibilities for community 

security and safety under the management umbrella of the force. Thus ADP 

undertakes a broad range of functions across various sectors not traditionally included 

in policing remits such as: border security; civil defence, fire rescue and ambulance 

services; correctional services and facilities; and driver and vehicle licencing (Al 

Manhali, 2022). These are combined with the traditional responsibilities of a police 

force such as crime prevention, criminal investigation, frontline patrols, prosecution 

and traffic services. As shown in Figure 2 policing services are delivered across six 

General Directorates each with their relevant departments: Legal Affairs Directorate, 

Punitive and Reformatory Establishments Directorate, F7 Directorate, Capital Police 

Directorate, Traffic & Patrols Directorate, Ports & Airports Security Police Directorate. 

Eight other departments report directly to the ADP Commander in Chief and ADP 

Director General (ADP, 2022).    

ADP is structured into 17 different ranks from the entry-level position of Policeman 

up to the rank of General, with mid-level ranks ranging from Warrant Officer to Major. 

To support its remit ADP incorporates a number of different specialisms either within 

specific departments and specific teams or cross-department.  On the frontline officers 

have a choice of specialist pathways across different sectors and units, of which a few 

are detailed here: Crime Scene Department which collects forensic evidence from 

crime scenes; F7 Directorate which provides teams at serious incidents including 

sniper units, explosives experts, divers; Traffic and Patrols Directorate responsible for 

monitoring traffic and traffic violations in marked and unmarked patrol cars; 

Community Police Department engaged in proactive crime prevention and 



strengthening relations with the public; Social Support Centers Department providing 

care and psychological support to the victims of violence and crimes against children, 

women and the elderly; Weapons and Explosives Department related to the licensing, 

usage, detection and diffusion of weapons and explosives; or ADP Aviation 

department which manages and provides aerial search and rescue operations and 

monitors and tracks criminal activities.  

 

Figure 2 ADP Organisational Structure 

Source: Abu Dhabi Police (2022).  

Specific specialisms and team expertise are further integrated into the structure of 

ADP support and technology departments and centres. These provide a range of 

different services and technologies to support front-line policing activities across 

varied departments such as: Forensic Services (e.g. toxicology, DNA, fingerprint); 

Operations Department accountable for planning and managing security crises or 

disasters, crisis management and emergency situations; ICT Center, that deploys 

technologies such as artificial intelligence (AI), geographic information systems (GIS), 



biometric and facial recognition systems, CCTV, and iris technologies to support 

ADP’s role in areas such as preventing crime and hotspot crime prediction, frontline 

patrols, detecting traffic crimes and enhancing traffic safety, and border security; or 

the Public Order Department, responsible for planning for public order events or crises 

such as riots.  

The UAE has been one of the earliest Gulf countries to integrate women in the police 

force and in the largest numbers of any in the region. The first batch of 24 female 

recruits graduated Abu Dhabi’s Police Training College in 1978 (Dajani, 2013). 

Inclusion of women was initially viewed and promoted by the country’s leadership as 

a means to address gender segregation and national laws that prevented the physical 

inspection of women by male police officers (Alhashmi, 2018). In the years since the 

role of women both in Emirati society and the Abu Dhabi police force has consistently 

expanded in line with the strategic goals of the UAE government to promote women’s 

participation in the workforce and national economic development. By 2013 the size 

of the female contingent of officers in had grown to 3,000, although female integration 

in police forces remained restricted primarily to gender segregated roles and front-line 

police roles were still considered potentially inappropriate based on the danger 

involved (Alhashmi, 2018). 

Currently 15,000 women are employed across the country’s police agencies 

(Ardemagni, 2019) and the demographic composition of the ADP is estimated at 23% 

female employees, while 14% of its cadres of recruits are women (UAE, 2019). 

Women are now increasingly represented at all levels and ranks of the ADP 

(exemplified by the appointment of the first female Brigadier-General in 2021) (UAEU, 

2021). Female officers are consistently developed for leadership through the provision 

of diverse work experience across different departments and sectors (ADP, 2022). 

In recent years ADP policy has evolved to enable women to undertake a range of 

frontline roles traditionally carried out by male police officers and few remaining 

departments are male-only. This includes criminal investigations and forensic 

activities, command and control centres, traffic police, dog training, and community 

policing. This aligns with the four priorities of the National Strategy for the 

Empowerment of Women 2015-2021 that emphasise the integration of roles between 

men and women and to develop leadership and responsibility among Emirati women 

(UAE, 2019). In 2014 and 2015 highly visible roles became open to female police 



officers when respectively they were able to take on responsibilities for traffic patrols 

and responding to and investigating traffic crimes involving women, and women were 

admitted into the security support section supporting patrols responding to dangerous 

criminal incidents or major accidents and making arrests. In 2016 female police 

officers joined the Special Tasks division responsible for visiting VIP security and 

major events, as well as anti-riot action. Several specialist units have more recently 

admitted women into their ranks. In 2019 the first woman police officer joined the Abu 

Dhabi Knights, a unit of police cavalry (Shaike, 2022), while in 2020 female police 

officers were integrated within K9 units in the area of security inspection. Abu Dhabi 

Police is also currently working towards incorporating female officers and their dogs 

for search and rescue operations (Zaman, 2022). Roles remain gender-segregated in 

terms of the focus on attending to and arresting women only.  

3.6 Data Analysis 

The analytical framework for this study draws on guidelines based on three 

perspectives of data analysis: stages of case study analysis (Eisenhardt (1989), 

principles of interpretive phenomenological analysis (Gill, 2015) and concept 

development using the Gioia Method (Gioia et al., 2013). While each of these 

perspectives offers a distinctive emphasis to data analysis, combining these 

approaches provides a methodological triangulation in terms of theory development. 

3.6.1 Case Study Analysis 

Analysis of the case study data is in accordance with several steps established by 

Eisenhardt (1989) that are applied widely in qualitative research. Eight steps are 

specified that offer a systematic process for implementing case study analysis and 

inductive theory development: getting started; selecting cases; crafting instruments 

and protocols; entering the field; analysing data; shaping hypotheses; enfolding 

literature; reaching closure. 

The initial phase of this case analysis is dependent on the formation of research 

questions and variables of interest in the phenomena. For this study research 

questions have been formulated and modified in line with Gill’s (2015) 

recommendation for IPA to establish open research questions that focus on the lived 

experience of participants in a particular context. 



The selection of cases is based on specifying an appropriate population from which 

the research sample is to be drawn. This depends on theoretical rather than statistical 

sampling to ensure that cases can replicate or extend the emergent theory by filling 

conceptual categories (Eisenhardt, 1989; Pettigrew, 1988). In line with IPA this study 

adopts an idiographic approach focused on selecting individuals that are involved in 

the change context and therefore reflecting significant distinct lived experiences of the 

specific context.  

In terms of the construction of key research instruments and protocols this study 

applies interviewing methods and observation as the primary data collection method 

that combined provide maximum scope to access participants’ experiences and 

provide an external perspective through observation. Eisenhardt (1989) emphasises 

the use of multiple data collection methods and combining qualitative and quantitative 

data to support the grounding of the theory based on the triangulation of evidence.   

Both these methods adopted are consistent with this step in providing sufficient 

flexibility to iterate or explore interesting responses. Eisenhardt’s notion of entering 

the field emphasises flexibility of methods to support theory development to allow for 

overlap in data collection and data analysis and exploring openings on emergent 

themes.  

Eisenhardt (1989) points to the importance of within-case analysis to provide 

‘structured and diverse lenses’ on the data (p.541). Within case analysis focuses on a 

detailed case study write-up for the identity work in the change context and results in 

identification of significant statements, and identification of themes. Within-case 

analysis can also identify configurations and variations of themes across police 

officers in the case study. This approach emphasises close reading and immersion in 

the case participants and interviews. These measures push the researcher beyond 

first impressions and provide deeper probing that can lead to unanticipated categories 

and concepts.  

The findings of this research are then compared with similar and conflicting 

literature. Both latter stages are proposed to contribute to establishing the internal 

validity of the new theory and sharpening definition of constructs and concepts. The 

final stage of reaching closure depends on achieving theoretical saturation by adding 

more cases and iterating between theory and data (Eisenhardt, 1989).  



3.6.2 Interpretive Phenomenology Analysis 

The process of phenomenological analysis for this study applies the guidelines for 

interpretive phenomenology analysis (IPA). Gill (2015) clarifies several principles that 

are applied and established for this approach. Firstly, the research questions in this 

study are reformulated to focus on the experience of participants without 

predetermining or assuming the role of elements. This measure assumes an 

intentionality which is that individuals’ experiences cannot be separated from what is 

experienced, and intentional experiences are in an individual’s relationships and not 

within their own inner sphere (Husserl, 2012; Heidegger, 1988).  Initial research 

questions were thus modified to focus on the lived experience.  

Secondly, this study places a focus on employing an idiographic approach such that 

sampling of participants is focused less on theoretical saturation but rather the 

selection of participants that have significant lived experiences of the change and can 

uncover particular and distinctive facts and processes in terms of police officer 

identities. Previous IPA studies have adopted similar approaches, so for example to 

understand the experience and meaning of career changes from a woman’s 

perspective Murtagh et al., (2011) targeted and recruited eight women that had a 

shared and meaningful experience of voluntary career changes. This allowed the 

researchers to focus on producing a rich contextual account from each woman that 

would provide the opportunity for presenting deep insight into these women’s 

experiences of career change. Gill (2015) emphasises an idiographic approach over 

theoretical saturation to draw a rich and in-depth understanding and consider 

participants’ cultural and social contexts to understand their experiences. 

The congruence of IPA with ethnographic studies has been noted in terms of the 

focus on detailed descriptions and commentaries of the culture and identity of small 

or specific communities and in which claims are closely bound to that culture or 

cautiously made at a broader level (Pietkiewicz and Smith, 2014). 

Interviewing is employed as the primary data collection tool in this study and focuses 

on data collection that reflects the participant’s first-person perspective and their 

subjective experience of a particular phenomenon in a particular context (Gill, 2015; 

Sandberg, 2005). For instance, the interviews in this study are structured around 

exploring how individuals experience change activity in terms of the impact on their 

identities.  



In terms of analysis of data, a further recommendation is based on the notion of the 

hermeneutic cycle which describes a cyclic and iterative process of interpretation. 

Therefore, the analysis in this research follows an iterative process shifting back and 

forth between insider positions that reflect the participants’ perspective and outsider 

positions in which the researcher applies their interpretative lens to understand 

participants’ experiences.  Data analysis in this research also applies the notion of the 

double hermeneutic that emphasises a reflexive element. According to Gill (2015) just 

as an individual’s interpretations influence their interaction and experience of their 

lifeworld, so the researcher’s own biases can influence their interpretations of 

participants’ experiences. This emphasises a need for the researcher to attend to their 

own context and how this may shape the findings with a focus on reflexivity and 

reflexive examination of the research.  

3.6.3 Concept Development 

This study employs primarily a grounded theory approach for analysis of interview 

and observational data. Key components of grounded theory approaches are 

immediate data analysis, coding, and memo-making (Charmaz, 2005). Beginning with 

a question or a collection of qualitative data, review of the data leads to coding of 

repeated concepts, ideas, and elements. As new data is added codes are grouped 

and refined into concepts and ultimately categories that become the basis for new 

theory (Charmaz, 2005). Memo-making is a fundamental part of the researcher’s 

engagement with the data in grounded theory that provides the methodological link 

and distillation to new theory (Lempert, 2007). The data will be sorted, analysed, and 

coded in memos to uncover emergent social patterns (Lempert, 2007). Under this 

approach multiple research methods, selection of cases and data from multiple 

sources will be integrated for analysis.  

This study applies grounded theory by applying the Gioia method for data analysis. 

The Gioia method provides a “systematic approach to new concept development and 

grounded theory articulation” (Gioia et al, 2013, p.15). One of the goals of this 

approach is to offer “qualitative rigor” and transparency in inductive research that has 

been criticised in the past. The Gioia method focuses on the development of concepts 

as opposed to construct development. The authors emphasise a distinction from 

interpretive science that focuses on description, understanding, prediction and 

verification. Rather, Gioia et al., (2013) put the focus on description, explanation, and 



prescription. While the Gioia method relies on the traditional grounded theory coding, 

the distinction of this approach lies with the emphasis placed on data structure to 

generate meaning rather than subjective meanings of members and second order 

constructs (Cassel et al., 2017). 

Gioia et al., (2013) highlight the significance of an initial general and less specific 

process of exploring and making sense of research phenomena. Concept 

development is viewed as an essential precursor to construct development and the 

necessary discovery of concepts of theory development.  

This perspective is consistent with this study and stage of research and provides an 

approach that is less specified and provides flexibility to explore and capture concepts 

for theory building rather than construct development or verification. The method 

employs the ‘box and arrow’ representations of theory (Gioia et al., 2013) and 

precludes hypotheses or propositions. 

A central implication that is consistent with this research is that this study does not 

impose any prior theoretical assumptions. The literature review of this study has 

provided broad theoretical scope. The model presented in Chapter 2 does not apply a 

strict conceptual model but rather frames the units of analysis in terms of triggers, 

identity motives, identity work and identity outcomes.  For example, this places focus 

on the sense-making of actors in this context without imposing constructs in identity 

motives but to remain open to their interpretations. The Gioia method was refined to 

provide a process that encourages “the presentation of the research findings in a way 

that demonstrates the connections among data, the emerging concepts, and the 

resulting grounded theory” (Gioia et al., 2013, p.17). 

Table 4 Gioia Principles 

Phase Principles Implementation 
Participants Stay close to participants 

Obtain critique of interpretations  
Collaborative academic 
supervisor team 

Initial 
interview 
protocol 

Focus on Research Questions 
Be Thorough 

Interview and observation 
guided by RQs 

Revision of Protocol during research 
process 

Refined interview questions 
Amended procedures 

Be flexible with initial research 
questions 

Refinement of research 
questions 
Interview 



Participants guide the discovery Open questioning, 
prompting, allowing 
freedom to explore 
Revisit prior informants to 
ask questions that arise 
from subsequent interview 

Anticipate related issue to enquire 
about 

Preparation and pre-
planning 

1st Order 
Analysis 

Limit distillation of categories. Allow 
explosion at frontend. 
Axial coding 

Nvivo coding training to 
manages codes 
Code comprehensively 

2nd Order Generate 2nd-order theoretical level 
of themes based on 1st order 
concepts 

Skills reflection and self-
development to develop to 
think at multiple levels 

2nd order 
aggregate 
dimensions 

Distill emergent 2nd order themes into 
2nd order aggregate themes  

Concept 
development 

Evaluate data structure 
Iterate and revisit all parts of data 
structure 
Consider relevant literature 
Identify new concepts 

Final 
analysis 

Finalise analysis 
Evaluate interpretations  

Peer and academic 
discussion 

The Gioia methodology emphasises several key principles at different phases of the 

research process as outlined in Table 4. In terms of participants there is major 

emphasis on establishing closeness to participants to obtain the informants’ view. 

Secondly, it emphasises the importance of obtaining a critique of interpretations from 

external parties which can include members of collaborative teams assuming an 

evaluator role. Initial interview protocols focus on the research questions and being 

thorough while the process should be guided significantly by the participants. Gioia et 

al., (2013) stress that the initial research questions can be amenable to change during 

the process of the research. 

The analytical process is the main distinctive facet of the Gioia method. First order 

analysis should allow ‘explosion’ of frontend categories for instance 50-100 from the 

initial 10 interviews. In terms of potential data overload Gioia et al., (2013, p.14) states 

“you got to get lost before you can get found”. During the research a grounded theory 

coding approach is employed using axial coding to reduce the categories to a 

manageable number of 25-30. 



 

Figure 3 Data Structure 

Source: Corley and Gioia (2004, p. 175). 

These are assigned category labels or descriptors and consideration of the set of 

categories of which Gioia et al., (2013, p. 20) explain that the researcher must consider 

“themselves as knowledgeable agents who can (and must) think at multiple levels...at 

the level of the informants’ terms and codes and at the more abstract, 2nd order 

theoretical level of themes, dimensions and the larger narrative” in order to make 

sense and answer the question “what is going on here?”. 

In the 2nd order analysis, the concept development begins based on the emerging 

themes that identify concepts that explain the phenomena. The method stresses focus 

on nascent elements that do not sufficiently align with any existing theoretical 

concepts. Once a set of possible themes have been identified then the process of 

theory development progresses by refining these themes into a further 2nd order stage 

in which dimensions are aggregated. These three components would then represent 

the data structure exemplified in Figure 3. Gioia et al., (2013, p.21) emphasise that 



this process is iterative and after this initial analysis there is a process of “cycling 

between emergent data, themes and dimensions and the relevant literature, not only 

to see whether what we are finding has precedents, but also whether we have 

discovered new concepts”. 

3.7 Research Methods 

Data collection employs interviewing and observations methods that are widely 

applied in ethnographic research. Interviewing is one method in ethnography that can 

be employed in this research to explore participants’ lived experiences. Observation 

method is employed to provide ethnographic focus with emphasis on observing and 

to derive cultural meanings, but also provides a basis for triangulation and validation 

of the narratives of participants. The combined approach can be viewed as a form of 

triangulation to gain insights as an external observer and generate ethnographic 

descriptions, but also an inside perspective from participants. 

3.7.1 Semi-structured Interviews 

A primary purpose of ethnographic interviews is to explore interpretations of 

peoples’ culture, as they perceive it expressed in their own language. As this study is 

a process of phenomenological ethnographic inquiry, interviews provide access to 

individuals’ accounts of their lived experience and perceptions at one level and then 

using these at ethnographic level to generate descriptions of key aspects of the 

cultural world as it relates to identity work in the change context that they are part of.   

Qualitative interviews are a primary method for the collection of qualitative data and 

widely utilised across different disciplines and fields of research (Kvale, 2008). This 

study adopts a semi-structured interview method to collect qualitative data to address 

the research question. The researcher can draw out participants’ own language and 

terms, as well their explanations and definitions of processes and events around them.  

Open questions provide for a more unstructured means of probing issues involving 

free-flowing conversation and the spontaneous exploration of issues emerging in the 

interview, while an interview guide provides structure ensuring that all relevant topics 

are covered (Malhotra and Birks, 2000). The rationale is that this offers flexibility to 

explore a wide range of relevant issues and the underlying factors and influences 

impacting on the research phenomenon (Bryman and Bell, 2007). This can facilitate 

greater insights and understanding generally unavailable to methods involving larger 



sample sizes because of the ability to collect rich, holistic data revealing participants’ 

experiences, knowledge, and perspectives (Saunders et al., 2016).  

Interviewing is widely prevalent and considered an exemplar method for 

ethnographic studies as it facilitates the opportunity to focus on a specific experience 

while capturing rich detail and getting close to the participant’s perspective (Allen, 

2017). This is linked primarily to the flexibility of this form of interviewing which allows 

for dialogue between researcher and participant in which initial questions can be 

modified in response to participants’ responses and emerging ideas and themes 

(Smith and Osborn, 2003). An ethnographic interview is generally an informal 

interview that occurs in a naturalistic setting and frequently the result of participant 

observation (Allen, 2017). 

In this study interviewing is approached from an ethnographic perspective based on 

specific considerations to obtain participants’ lived experienced (Allen, 2017).  In terms 

of the researcher’s approach ethnographic interviewing requires an acceptance of the 

natural attitudes of participants; reflexive critical dialogue; and active listening. This 

had implications for the structure and the format of questions. Thus, interviewing is 

structured for contextualisation to elicit the natural attitude of participants. Questions 

focused on descriptive narrative of the context (for example, tell me about how you 

came to be at the satellite unit”). Secondly, interviewing considers apprehending the 

phenomenon. Thus, questions focus on appearing modes (for example, “Tell me about 

your typical day”). The third aspect of interview structure is in clarifying the 

phenomenon. Bevan (2014) emphasises variation in imagination and thus the 

structure of questions is varied to explore possibilities (for example, describe how the 

unit would experience change if a manager was always present). 

3.7.2 Participant Observation  

Participant observation is a widely used method in ethnographic approaches and in 

social science and management research. An observation method is selected in this 

study to collect qualitative data on people’s experiences of change processes within 

the different governance contexts. Participant observation is defined as "the 

systematic description of events, behaviours, and artefacts in the social setting chosen 

for study" (Marshall and Rossman, 1989, p.79). The method emphasises a process of 

learning through exposure or involvement in the daily routine activities of participants 

in their natural setting using techniques such as active looking, natural conversations, 



informal interviewing, and writing detailed field notes (Bernard, 2011; Dewalt and 

Dewalt, 2002). The primary goal is to develop an in-depth, holistic understanding of 

the research phenomena that is as accurate as possible (Dewalt and Dewalt, 2002). 

A benefit of this approach for this study is that it allows access to unscheduled or 

unplanned for events and the activities and nuances within the research situation that 

may not be uncovered using other research methods (Demunck and Sobo, 1998). 

This can further improve the quality and validity of data collection and interpretation 

as researchers can obtain an improved understanding of the context and phenomenon 

(Dewalt and Dewalt, 2002). 

This method aligns well with the ethnographic approach adopted for this study as it 

allows for entry and participation in an individual’s lifeworld. This can provide rich 

insights into an individual’s experiences and generate forms of experiential data that 

cannot be obtained through interviews (Merriam, 1998). Participation in the context by 

the researcher provides first hand opportunity to draw on observations of experiences. 

For this research observations focused on those individuals that have significant 

involvement in the change context.  

3.8 Sampling Strategy 

An ethnographic approach focuses on drawing out rich idiographic accounts of lived 

experiences from each of the cases rather than aiming for theoretical saturation (Gill, 

2015). Thus, ethnographic research generally applies a criterion sampling method in 

which participants are chosen based on meeting predefined criteria (Moser et al., 

2018). For this study the sampling strategy aimed to gather the perspectives of rank 

and file police officers both male and female on the research phenomenon. The central 

criterion is the participant’s experience of and proximity to the phenomenon under 

study comprising the policy change to allow women in front-line policing. Therefore, 

the aim of the sampling strategy is to target participants with this shared experience. 

Consequently, for this research the sample size is limited to selecting individuals who 

are in the early stages of their career and who have experienced the change under 

study. This led to sampling of individuals from a cohort of police cadets at the Abu 

Dhabi Police College and police officers who had graduated within 6-12 months from 

the academy. 



3.9 Data Collection Protocols 

The data collection process was conducted based on a defined sequence of 

protocols that contained specific stages and procedures for each of the methods used. 

For this study data was collected using multiple methods of semi-structured interviews 

and participant observation. Recruitment targeted two different sets of participants of 

a first year cohort of police cadets in addition to newly graduated officers with at least 

6 months to 1-year operational experience in the Community Security Sector 

department and the Central Operation Sector. First contact is initiated with the key 

decision makers in the College and Police operational departments relating to the 

police change context. Email and telephone communications were used to explain and 

provide information about the purpose and research activities of the project. Once 

approval was gained from senior administrators in each of these departments, 

communications focused on specific arrangements for recruiting participants and 

scheduling and implementing the research activities. 

A provisional plan was prepared for scheduling all the data collection for the 

interviews and observations over the research period. The planned research 

programme scheduled several interviews and observations each week during the 

period of data collection. The next phase of the data collection process concentrated 

on identifying and communicating with research participants in the Police College and 

police departments for each of the research methods. While observation and 

interviews and informal conversations were held with participants in the Police College 

newly graduated police officers were subject to interviews only. To identify participants 

for each method the human resources department in each organisation were 

contacted to gain access to information on cohorts and newly graduated police 

officers. For the research participants were then contacted by email and invited to 

participate in the research. Communications included complete information explaining 

the purpose of the research, what participation may entail, and their rights as 

participants. Opportunity was given to provide written consent and a timetable of 

research events through which participation could be scheduled.  

Procedures for the semi-structured interviews were similarly replicated for all the 

interviewees. Interviews were scheduled in a convenient and private location in which 

interviewees could feel comfortable to openly discuss issues and disclose information. 

Prior to commencement interviewees were reminded of their rights and provided with 



further opportunity to ask any questions they may have had concerning the research. 

The semi-structured interviews were undertaken utilising an interview guide that 

structured the discussion while providing opportunity for follow-up questions to obtain 

further information and detail. The interviews lasted for an average of 40-50 minutes 

each. 

The semi-structured interviews were recorded using digital audio equipment. Denzin 

and Lincoln (2005) note that elements such as note-taking, interview transcripts, 

recordings and documents are key aspects of qualitative research. All recordings were 

fully and accurately transcribed to support greater clarity and facilitate the identification 

of relevant themes (Bryman and Bell, 2007).  

The second data collection method involved participant observation of the police 

officers in the police change context in the natural situations in the course of their work. 

The scope of the observations was limited to observing cadets during closed training 

sessions with their trainers in the classroom and gym and simulated policing situations. 

The focus was on directly and indirectly observing people at specific times and 

shadowing different actors. Before entering the field, consideration was given to 

planning observations to ensure that the data obtained would be efficiently and 

effectively collected. Procedures firstly concentrated on choosing the most appropriate 

venues, actors, and times to observe participants, which were then agreed with senior 

members of the organisation and incorporated within the research timetable. Before 

initiating observation, periods of time were first invested in self-introduction and 

building rapport and trust with participants. This helped to ensure that participants 

were comfortable being observed and a sufficient range of experiences, 

conversations, and unstructured interviews were undertaken to collect the necessary 

data. Note-taking formed a key element of the observations to record observations, 

thoughts, and ideas to be used as an aide memoire to later analysis. Prior to the 

completion of all observation sessions informed consent protocols were revisited to 

ensure that consent was captured for all participants.  

The collection of observational data was implemented in a structured manner. The 

schedule for each training class in the 12-week observation period was consulted and 

a schedule developed to ensure observation of each type of class. Nearly half of class 

types, for example Emergency Response Training, were observed at least twice 

enabling repeated observation in the same class setting. When observing the cadets 



in different locations care was taken to ensure a position where faces could be 

observed but was out of the direct line of sight of participants to avoid creating 

distraction. For all observation events this researcher arrived early so that cadets’ 

arrival into the venue or classroom, how they sat down and grouped themselves, and 

their behaviours and social interactions could be observed before and after formal 

training sessions took place.  

Two groups were chosen for observation divided by gender into male and female. 

Due to time limitations the decision was taken to focus on one of these gender groups 

only per session. Observations were undertaken from a position in which two to three 

women (or men) were clearly observable and audible in terms of their facial 

expressions, body language and oral comments. The focus was on observing and 

noting the responses of each gender to the training materials, the trainer, the training 

type, and their male and female colleagues in terms of their behaviours and physical 

expressions, verbal responses and comments and social exchanges. Notes were also 

made on the interactions, comments and verbal responses of others beyond those 

selected for observation in a particular session, when these provided insight into 

participant interactions and/or emerging themes. Therefore while in any one training 

session the focus of observation was a smaller subset of the class, observations were 

also made on the class as a whole.   

Several criteria underpinned what data was recorded during observations given 

limitations on how much could be noted in any one session. Firstly, focus was placed 

on observing externalised, tangible aspects in the training sessions such as: 

individual’s body language; how they carry themselves and level of physical 

expressivity; spatial groupings and seating arrangements; eye-contact; how 

responses to questions and comments are verbalised; silences and laughs; tone of 

voice; level of proactivity in contributions; indications of emotions and feelings; and 

use of verbal expressions. On another level the content of verbalisations and 

expression were recorded when indicating relevance to any of the following factors: 

both traditional and surprising/novel values, attitudes and beliefs; unique perspectives; 

and conflicting perspectives. Variation in perspective was looked for and noted in order 

to provide a view of the study phenomena in its entirety from a variety of viewpoints. 

While there was no systematic effort to record the totality of the content of discussions 

and dialogue, whole conversations and comments could be noted where these were 



relevant to the criteria above.  Finally data was systematically recorded on contextual 

aspects such as the location, time and date of the observation, the sequence of 

conversations and events and relevant details on the setting.  

Participant observations were undertaken by this researcher with an awareness of 

the need to detach from my own biases, preconceptions and beliefs as a police officer 

and participant in the change context under study. When making observations and 

taking notes, I attempted to cultivate an awareness and understanding of the power 

and positionality that existed in relation to research participants, and to ensure that all 

voices were heard and reflected in the data collection and data analysis process. To 

consciously mitigate any apprehended biases, this researcher engaged in reflection 

and review of notes following each observation session. More detail on the measures 

adopted to moderate any biases and prior assumptions can be found in Section 3.4. 

Several factors challenged the process of observational data collection. This 

researcher was only able to make written notes as audio or video recordings of training 

sessions were not allowed. Further all notes arising from observation sessions were 

reviewed by a senior commander in the ADP. While I made my observations 

independently and as objectively as possibly I also reflected on the influence this factor 

could play in shaping observations when reviewing my notes post-session. Secondly, 

the onset of the Covid-19 epidemic in 2020 posed some obstacles to observation of 

participants and data collection in 2021. While the UAE rapidly rolled out its 

vaccination programme in 2021 and scheduling and cadet training were not disrupted, 

mask wearing and social distancing requirements meant that during observation 

sessions facial expressions were harder to observe and assess and this researcher 

was not always able to get close enough to groups to observe casual or more minute 

interactions and speech. This sometimes limited observations to broader patterns of 

interaction across the whole group and audible dialogue between them. 

3.10 Ethics 

In any qualitative study ethical principles of research are a significant consideration 

to ensure that participants are protected from harm and their needs and concerns are 

explicitly considered (Saunders et al., 2016). This is consistent with the overarching 

principle of beneficence entailing a commitment to minimising social and psychological 

risk and maximising the benefits of the research to participants and society (Belmont 



Report, 1979). Ethical considerations begin in the recruitment phase and relate to 

principles of consent and autonomy which aim to respect the dignity of participants 

and ensure their ability to make a free and fully informed decision to participate in the 

research. Obtaining consent is closely linked to providing information so that in this 

study practical measures involved providing participants with comprehensive 

information on the project in terms of purpose, goals, their rights, and the potential 

risks and benefits so that participants could fully understand what their participation 

may entail before their decision to participate was made (Adams, 2013). Ensuring that 

participants possess, and perceive themselves to possess, sufficient power to 

determine their role in the research forms a key ethical requirement.  

To address the balance of power between researcher and researched participants 

were made fully aware of their ability to withdraw from the study at any point (Iphofen, 

2013). Minimising harm to participants further extends to principles of confidentiality 

and privacy in the data collection and analysis phases of the research. To uphold 

confidentiality measures were undertaken that maintained the security of the data 

collected and limited access to authorised personnel only. Privacy was further assured 

through the anonymisation of the data at different stages of the research including 

publication (Aguinis and Henle, 2002).  

Additionally, there are ethical considerations when interviewing and observing in an 

ethnographic manner that focus on ensuring that experiences and perspectives are 

interpreted and analysed accurately and represented in a way that is as close as 

possible to participants’ views. Josselson (1996) highlights the risk of misinterpretation 

in the process of data analysis and interpretation, and how this can harm participants 

in terms of engendering mistrust or a sense of betrayal. There is therefore an ethical 

imperative when undertaking a phenomenological approach to suspend moral 

judgements and preconceptions in interviewing and observation and adopt an open, 

unbiased mind to understand the essence of participants’ experiences and portray 

them accurately (Guerrero-Casteneda, 2017).  

Applying a process of “reflexive awareness” as discussed earlier in this chapter 

helped to address this need. It allowed this researcher to reflect on the power dynamic 

and biases that are inherent because of the researcher’s senior role within the UAE 

public sector, and as far as possible to suspend biases and maintain an open mind 

when collecting the data on and interpreting and analysing individuals’ lived 



experiences. This reflexivity extended to trying to develop an awareness of the 

consequences of the presence of the researcher in terms of what may be uncovered 

and the influence on participants’ disclosure, either by generating actions or thoughts 

that normally would not be engaged in, or by constraining people from disclosing as 

much as they normally would (Iphofen, 2013). The researcher was aware of the 

sensitivity of the research setting in terms of the cultural sensitivity around gender 

issues and women’s roles and the possible emotional and psychological effects in 

approaching and inquiring on these issues. In interactions with research participants 

in both interviews and observations the researcher was careful to avoid framing 

questions in a way that might cause potential embarrassment or discomfort to 

participants while still enabling the collection of data relevant to the research questions 

(Iphofen, 2013).   

Addressing issues of accuracy has also been associated with ensuring quality and 

rigour in the research design. Therefore, this study adopted a comprehensive set of 

strategies that maximised quality and rigour in the research process such as credibility, 

dependability, transferability, and confirmability (Guba, 1981). In establishing quality 

in the research design the measures promoted an ethical process of inquiry and good, 

fair, and accurate understanding of the research phenomena and the perspectives of 

the participants and organisations.  



Chapter 4. Results and Discussion 

4.1 Introduction 

This chapter presents the results of an ethnographic investigation into identity work 

in police in the UAE. Ethnographic data was generated through direct observation and 

interview research to explore participants’ lived experiences of police cadetship at a 

police academy. Cadets were directly observed at the police training college during 

classroom and practical training sessions over a 24-week period. The combined 

approach can be viewed as a form of triangulation to gain insights as an external 

observer and generate ethnographic descriptions, but also an inside perspective from 

participants. The training sessions offered many different opportunities to observe the 

cadets and the discourse during the sessions across different activities. Identity work 

was enacted through dialogue and interaction between cadets and instructors in the 

different training modules around the curriculum and reflective activities initiated by 

instructors around questions about preferred roles or areas of policing; strengths and 

weaknesses; and discussion around different types of risks and policing situations. 

Observations showed that identity work extended to the group and social relations 

between the male and female cadets and was enacted on several levels with 

discursive, behavioural, and cognitive strategies of identity work. As the context of this 

research focuses on cadets who are newcomers to the field of policing it reflects the 

infancy of identity work for individuals who have yet to experience police assignments. 

Much of the observations and interview data is grounded on interactions within an 

intensive learning process and based on cadets’ perceptions of police culture and 

early impressions and interpretation of their colleagues and instructors. 

Therefore, the physical context and arrangements provide the initial indications of 

identity related work observed and reflected on by cadets in interviews. Thus, this 

discussion firstly engages with the cultural and normative context that influences 

identity boundaries both through social values and the organisational context to 

enforce gender identities. To some degree these provide social boundaries for police 

work within a gender-based segregation that informs cadets’ identity work in different 

ways. The classroom and physical training settings convey a cultural template for 

gender identity which establishes a broader context for identity work that was 

observed. In addition to ethnographic data from observations and interviews at the 



police training academy, data was also generated from newly graduated officers with 

at least 6 months to 1-year operational experience.  

The ethnographic results and different accounts show that cadets perceive multiple 

identities through various modes of behavioural, cognitive, and verbal identity work 

with major emphasis on discourse through storytelling and narratives. These 

narratives and stories represent a major dimension of the ethnographic observation 

that provided insights into how cadets constructed meaning. The process of identity 

work appears to be respectful to cultural values and lacking overt resistance and rather 

a process of co-operative exploratory discourse in an emergent context. Five key 

themes emerged for how identity is constructed in this Arabic policing context that are: 

1) social and organisational influence on identity construction; 2) envisioning multiple 

identities through rational logic process; 3) constructing identity through a discourse 

of connections; 4) validating identity through performance; 5) discourse of co-

operation and reflexivity; and 6) a model of identity work in police.  

In this study ethnographic accounts are drawn from cadets at a police academy and 

therefore all cadets are newcomers within a specific context of policing. Firstly, there 

was limited interaction with broader policing culture, operations or situations or the 

public for cadets. Identity work was therefore focused on cadets’ behaviours during 

closed training sessions with their trainers and simulated policing situations. Cadets 

are therefore in the earliest phase of identity work which is influenced and draws on 

the sense of self and others that they bring to this situation and the organisational 

culture and discourse they experience during the training sessions. Some 

ethnographic accounts were based on interviews with police officers who had 

graduated within 6-12 months from the academy. 

4.2 Identities 

4.2.1 Professionals and Specialists 

Female cadets used the word professional multiple times when the discussion 

centred on the role of women in different police activities. There was some tension 

and caution when females spoke using this term suggesting not that they did not see 

male officers as professional but rather that they projected themselves as highly 

professional and could be equally competent and skilled. Two female cadets 

frequently spoke of cognitive abilities in terms of being able to communicate effectively 



and process information and analyse data; being adaptable to different situations; 

being valuable in sensitive situations; learning and being highly knowledgeable; and 

working extremely hard. 

When cadets were asked to indicate their areas of interests and preferred roles, 

female cadets compared to male cadets offered the most diverse interests and 

preferred roles pointing to science related fields including forensics; crime scene 

analysis; cybercrime, digital forensics; criminal psychology, criminal behaviour, and 

profiling. Male cadets emphasised leadership and high ranks, firearms, serious crime, 

homicide, or special operations. Female cadets frequently spoke of being highly 

professional and developing specialist skills and competencies such as 

communication specialist, command control and operations, science, and advanced 

technology for cybercrime. 

4.2.2 Peacemakers and Caretakers 

Some discourse by female cadets appeared to characterise themselves as 

peacemakers drawing on personal values from the home. One female cadet explained 

that:  

“In the home we are frequently the peacemakers in conflict and in the family, we are 

the first to offer resolution and make peace. As policewomen our physical presence 

can help to calm and defuse the situation from the beginning, and I think it immediately 

projects a sense of consideration and empathy”. 

One female cadet spoke of women bringing empathy and caring to some situations. 

This view was endorsed by another female cadet who suggested that when there is a 

female presence, the dynamic and the situation is less hostile or aggressive.  Another 

female cadet expanded on this explaining that women can offer an additional avenue 

alongside male officers and diversity and a wider toolset. There was positive 

acquiescence by a male cadet who stated that female officers: 

“Bring something additional, in the same way if you are two male police officers, and 

you know your partner is skilled in martial arts or has knowledge of negotiating tactics, 

it increases your confidence in your capabilities to handle a situation. So, in the same 

way I think a female officer on patrol or investigating a crime can increase the team’s 

overall capabilities in a unique way”.   



I wondered whether he meant women offer something unique as a partner and he 

responded to this question by saying:  

“With respect I think men and women are different and speaking about non-physical 

possess characteristics unique to each gender...they are [female police officers] 

newcomers, and my family is a generation of male officers at high ranks, so I am the 

first training alongside women. Even so I think yes, they offer something new in police 

situations, even though I can’t say yet, I am sure I will discover this in future”.  

Another male cadet offered the view that men in Arab culture have a strong role in 

enforcing discipline and are more authoritarian and reserved whereas female officers 

can be more approachable, patient, and cautious. 

4.2.3 Open-Minded and Innovative  

One woman spoke of her open-mindedness and being able as a woman to offer a 

fresh perspective to policing that could help to modernise and improve it. 

“Policing is highly challenging, and I think we can offer a female insight and 

understanding to many policing situations and contribute new ideas that can help to 

allow police in the UAE to continue innovating and improving and to enhance the 

country’s social progress”. 

Another female cadet suggested that:  

“Females joining the police know we must prove ourselves in many ways which may 

be wrong and because of this we must be much more open-minded and even creative 

in how we overcome physical and mental challenges. Yet I think this could be a good 

thing overall because it stimulates and creates competitive dynamic”. 

I wanted to explore a male perspective and I asked openly what anyone thought 

about this. A male cadet suggested that female officers had the potential to bring 

something new:  

“I don’t think this makes women less open-minded or creative, although I can see it 

might drive women to work harder. I think men can be equally open-minded I don’t 

think its gender, but I think diversity is the key thing. Diversity of people from different 

backgrounds educational, professional, and social backgrounds as well as gender”. 



4.2.4 Women as Gentle and Delicate 

The discourse around physical readiness of women as police officers was raised 

during a reflective exercise where cadets were asked to reflect and speak about their 

individual strengths and weaknesses. After a female cadet spoke about her need to 

work hard to improve her physical ability some responses by male cadets offered 

implications for female size and strengths. Males expressed some reservations about 

suitability of women for certain police work, for instance coping and providing 

necessary support for physical situations. Another cadet stated that some situations 

require a lot of physical strength for some duties: “We need to show, or the public 

should see we have this strength”. Many males appeared to concur by nodding in 

agreement. Another male cadet suggested that female physical readiness was 

conditional on level of training and skills: 

“We cannot ignore physical differences between women and men. They don’t have 

the same upper body strength, and some must compensate for this with development 

of high-level defence, physical strength, and fitness. They train intensively for this but 

possibly by sacrificing other areas of development. They have less power, and I’m not 

sure if they are ready and willing to use force in all situations”. 

Emotional strength was another aspect of women’s characteristics that was 

questioned by several male cadets. Although female cadets never spoke of a lack of 

emotional readiness, male cadets put forward suggestions after speaking of their 

mental strength. A male cadet spoke of being mentally tough to deal and cope with 

the challenges of policing: “we will be exposed to the ugly side of humans and crime 

and the stories and support from my brother has prepared me well and I think I can 

perform well.” He went on to say: “some situations may be extremely stressful for 

women, and I cannot imagine my wife or sister being able to cope in those situations”. 

This view contrasted with the view of a female cadet who was alone in ascribing mental 

toughness as a strength.  She explained:  

“One of my key strengths is that I am an emotionally strong person and have strong 

mindset. Almost everyone in my family was concerned and talked about how hard 

police work would be for me emotionally. I think this is the traditional view that women 

are soft mentally and need protecting. But, for me and many women for sure we can 

be emotionally strong and cope well in many situations”. 



4.2.5 Male Guardians and Protectors 

The topic of women’s physical strengths and guardianship emerged as a theme 

discussed as a risk factor during a defence session when cadets were asked to identify 

risks in different situations. A male cadet joined a discussion on the physical size and 

strength of women as a barrier to performance. Male cadets did not express any 

disagreement with the involvement of women but instead focused on the risks to 

female officers and the need to offer protection.  

One male cadet expressed the need to be protective of female officers stating that: 

“I am happy for the presence of women alongside, but we can’t ignore they have 

different upper body strength, and they are at a disadvantage against males or larger 

males we will encounter”. Another male cadet referenced videos of riot events where 

rioters targeted weak links and: 

“because of the size of female cadets then the same female officers in these 

situations are most at risk of being targeted and there we must be. So yes, we must 

be ready to offer backup and support to female officers and be aware of the risks they 

face”. 

4.2.6 Men as Problem-Solvers 

Male cadets spoke of a desire to solve crimes and of possessing problem-solving 

skills to understand situations and people and evaluate the evidence. One cadet 

characterised this in terms of being:  

“Tough and resilient to get information fast and efficiently and following leads 

aggressively and go wherever you need to go. From my father and brother who are 

senior police I understand that to fight crime you must overcome dangerous situations, 

work hard, push and pressure people to co-operate.”   

Another male cadet also emphasised persistence and stamina explaining: 

“As police officers we need to be persistent and keep going to solve a crime and we 

need to be tough because we will face many challenging situations. You can’t back 

down from a problem or be influenced by negative aspects, you must push through, 

stay tough to solve a crime”. 



4.2.7 Gendered Identity 

Some discourse pointed to a view of gendered roles delineating between men and 

women officers. Male cadets appeared to be open and willing to discuss female 

officers when the topic related to a role they associated with female. A male cadet 

introduced this initially in terms of learning from women stating that: “male police 

officers lack understanding or empathy of certain situations and I think the addition of 

female officers can help address this”. Empathy was associated consistently by other 

cadets and was an important reason for involvement of female officers in certain roles.  

A male cadet explained that: 

“Women can play a valuable role in criminal investigation because they can develop 

a sensitive connection with females, young people and this can help to gain co-

operation for obtaining critical information and evidence”.  

Other male cadets’ comments supported this view and associated female officers 

with specific crimes in dealing with sex, youth crimes or crimes involving children. A 

male cadet states that: “female officers have the capacity to display empathy and 

understanding with victims of sex crimes more than male officers, and more than that 

they are less restricted by traditions and rules for behaviour between men and 

women.”  

During such discourses there was frequent subtle eye contact and body language 

with expectation that female cadets should agree with this perspective. It was not 

evident that the female cadets in the room agreed this view of their role and only one 

female cadet suggested that women could offer a unique contribution, but this was 

qualified not exclusively as a role but as a strength or resource: 

“I think as women we can have more freedom to communicate more openly and 

directly especially to other women, and I think as a team we can be more effective 

than a male only team. I think it is a good thing that we can have a male officer and 

female officer working together and achieving more particularly where victims prefer 

female officers”.   

In contrast some female cadets expressed their motivation for joining the police as 

a desire to help people and to make their society safer. One female cadet explained: 

“I want to make my city and country a safe place and to help people and being in the 

police force is related to the security of my nation and it’s an honour”.  



The idea of caring was also expressed by a male cadet who stated: 

 “Female officers can provide a more caring face of policing especially when we are 

dealing with traumatised victims or young and female victims of crime who need a 

more thoughtful and warmer approach. Police are seen as tough and unemotional, 

and some situations need a feminine touch”.  

Another male cadet contrasted tough and caring and implied that: “it is important 

and positive to be able to show both a tough and caring side of policing” implying that 

male officers were the tough side and female officers represented a softer caring side 

of police.  

Some of the discourse by male cadets sees female officers characterised in a 

supporting role. In one situation after discourse about the risk of women in police and 

the need to protect and support women on the frontline a male cadet appeared to 

suggest women were better suited to backend roles and introduction to policing:  

“Female officers can provide a valuable role in administrative and many of the 

supporting or operational areas. There are a wide diverse range of critical duties that 

they can be allocated to and gain confidence and experience.” 

4.2.8 Social and Organisational Influence on Identities 

Collectively these findings constitute a major theme in this study of the social and 

organisational influences on identity construction and established context for gender 

identity. Identity work can be assessed through different aspects that convey male and 

female identities of police. The results evidence the structural and symbolic aspects 

of police culture that influences cadets’ construction of a variety of individual and social 

identities within this context.  

Social norms provide a strong logic for identity construction and how cadets perceive 

themselves in the main. Norms of behaviour related to social values influenced how 

cadets perceive themselves and engage in identity work. Interview data provided the 

most explicit expressions of identity that is anchored in the cultural social context. Male 

and female cadets draw on their gender identities as core of who they are at work 

stating that “I am an Arab man “or “I am an Arab woman”. In doing so they signal a 

common social identity as their core identity that has some bearing on identity 

construction. Through discourse in the classroom trainings, male cadets projected a 



distinctly normative view of gender compared to women that was in line with social 

norms. Male cadets appeared to be committed to the notion of gender roles. 

In terms of self, they perceived themselves or male officers collectively as guardians 

and protectors of women officers that was consistent with their identity in society. Male 

cadets also emphasised subordinate or supportive roles of women officers that was 

also consistent with how the role of Arab women in society is enacted. For male 

cadets’ identity construction is influenced by reference to normative values. This is 

evident also from interview and discourse witnessed in observations that identify 

women officers in terms of gendered roles. While this normative perspective is 

significantly evident in male cadets, notably, female cadets also endorse a subordinate 

identity of women to some degree albeit in a balanced way. For female cadets while 

importance of religious values and their Arab women’s role in society was accepted it 

reflected one aspect of their identity rather than a dominant aspect of their identity. 

Moreover, female cadets’ identity work suggested a more open interpretation of the 

role of women in policing.  

In the main there is flexibility in the normative values because integration into the 

police is desirable providing it does not threaten or undermine their Arab cultural or 

Muslim values. For both male and female cadets’ preservation of dignity and honour 

is an important aspect of this. For instance, some women and men can be opposed to 

female participation in police patrols because it was viewed as counter to cultural and 

religious values (Walker, 2019). This is further consistent with public views of women 

in policing in UAE culture where initial sentiment was against integration of women but 

more accepting in roles perceived to preserve the dignity of the women involved 

(Walker, 2019).  

Normative values are further enforced within organisational culture that exerts an 

influence on gender identity work providing signals and ideas about male and female 

cadets through the physical aspects such as the semiotics of the uniform and physical 

segregation. The literature shows that the organisational context can significantly 

influence identity work in policing, and these can vary to the extent to which the 

policing culture is structured or conveys masculine stereotypes or bias, for instance 

around the idea that policing is intrinsically aggressive, dominant, or strong (Rawski 

and Workman-Stark 2018; Bayerl et al., 2018; Courpasson and Monties, 2017). In this 

study gendered identity is facilitated through physical modes of identity work that are 



organisationally enacted in the training arrangements and semiotics of the uniform. 

Physical segregation of male and female cadets is the most evident physical 

dimension that enforces a sense of male primacy as police cadets or officers. The 

spatial separation between male cadets and female sitting in different locations makes 

a statement.  

This distancing between male and female cadets is found in the organisational 

practices such as the segregated physical fitness training and defence training and 

the different scheduling of female cadets’ training during daylight hours. Thus, physical 

identity work is enacted through the spatial distancing between male and female 

cadets because of cultural or social expectations and provides structure for gendered 

identities.  

Despite the salient aspects of gender identifications conveyed organisationally there 

was no evidence in the instructors’ discourse of engaging in gender identifications for 

instance in relation to police roles or situations. Both genders were able to engage 

with the subject content, field and respond to questions with the instructors equally 

and notably instructors did not challenge or counter any gender-based discourse or 

narratives. Furthermore, instructors did not engage in gender-based organisational 

narratives. Moreover, instructors were accepting of gender-based discourse of 

identities and identity work in general, allowing cadets to interact with each other and 

providing prompts and facilitating explanations or reflections by cadets. This suggests 

some flexibility in identity which may have influenced female cadets to express 

themselves and explore identity possibilities. 

Foremost, it was apparent that for female cadets it was important to be compliant or 

true to hegemonic or patriarchal values that is part of their culture by emphasising 

gender roles and characterising their roles in policing in a supportive capacity. They 

justify this in terms of their Arab and cultural values. Gender-based roles are thus a 

compromise for both genders and socially because it allows for both the integration of 

women into policing and ostensibly offers preservation of social values that is 

consistent with social norms. Some females appear to perceive themselves in a 

subordinate role and gender segregated role which is consistent with the majority view 

of male cadets. For females’ acceptance of this identity may link to the concept of 

identity coherence which is concerned with rational cognitive components that build 

inner continuity in the self across time (Hammond, 2007; Greenwald, 1980). This 



involves conscious processes of work-related coherence and reflection on personal 

agency in work contexts to ground the working self across employment time (Erikson, 

1968). By accepting a gender-based role in the police female cadets at this early stage 

of their careers may be seeking to avoid an identity conflict between deep-seated 

normative aspects of their identity and a work identity that may challenge some of 

these self-concepts. At the same time the strength of socio-cultural values influences 

the degree of compliance or acceptance of normative or gender identities such that 

compliance is a temporal state because females can perceive some flexibility or 

possibilities for change. This compliance is not absolute and allows for flexibility for 

envisioning and exploring boundaries in identity work. This emphasises a consistent 

theme in the identity work of both male and female cadets in balancing conservative 

and modern values and exploring viable and sustainable modes of identity. 

4.3 Identity Work 

Several themes emerged in relation to identity work by cadets. Identity construction 

of multiple identities is enacted through different modes of physical, discursive, 

cognitive, and behavioural work. 

4.3.1 Physical Patterns of Identity Work 

At a physical level identity work was evident in the organisational and normative 

context enforcing physical boundaries, the uniform, and the use of a person’s 

physicality. Identity work appears to be enacted in physical ways in terms of the use 

of individuals' own bodies or materials and objects in their physical environments. This 

observation is consistent with data from the interviews which emphasises the role of 

uniforms in physically enacting the identity of female police officer. According to one 

female officer:  

“Women officers have a strong sense of pride being in the force. Their identity is 

connected strongly to their uniform, this is like their shield and image as servant and 

protector to society”. 

Uniforms were employed as a physical mechanism to publicly denote different 

professional or functional and gender identities. Five types of uniform could be 

observed among UAE police depending on whether they were a member of the 

General Directorate, administrative staff, specialised officers, field patrols or a woman 

police officer. Women police officers wore two types of uniform depending on the 



duties they were performing which were composed of more muted colours compared 

to the male uniforms: a dark grey jacket and skirt worn when undertaking 

administrative operations and trousers for field operations coupled with blue beret and 

black shoes. There was also a formal segregation structure and organisation of the 

training programme including separate physical fitness training sessions, difference in 

defence tactics and coaches, and arrest exercises. Female cadets were exercised 

only with women and men against men, where the culture and religion of UAE 

represent the law of the arrests. Female cadets also are excluded from night-time 

patrol exercises. 

These findings provide insight into the physical mode of identity work enacted 

through the semiotic of the uniform to convey gender identities. Police uniform and 

appearance reflects an aspect of identity work here. Uniform design is regarded as a 

significant aspect in the occupational self-image of police officers and its interpretation 

by the community. It is within this perception that officers gather important clues about 

what their role entails (Fussell, 2003). Thus, both male and female cadets’ identity 

construction is dependent to some degree on the organisational identifications 

conveyed through the design and colour of uniforms. This semiotics therefore may 

enhance direct identity talk toward organisationally prescribed identities and support 

an ‘us’ and ‘them’ identity (Ybema et al., 2009).  

The uniform evidently marks male and female cadets as different and conveys a 

sense of ‘them’ and ‘us’ and suggests different occupational identities. The uniform 

design and colours create a different grouping. Colours are different between male 

and female uniforms. Male officers’ uniform is beige or dark blue, which has military 

association, while female officers have lighter blue and grey colours. This suggests 

that there are possible identity implications for each gender, which would be consistent 

and provide further support for a small body of identity work literature in the police 

force. Choice of colour has played a crucial role in being able to define the individual 

and collective identity of the police; similarly, certain patterns or embellishments 

(Courpasson and Monties, 2017). Military colour for men both enforces authority, 

power, and physicality (Thornborrow and Brown, 2009) or aggression (Johnson, 

2001). The literature also shows that the standard blue-black colours, favoured by 

most police departments, are also useful for concealment in dangerous situations and 

camouflage at night when searching for and apprehending criminals. The lighter shade 



of blue for females may suggest a less powerful or aggressive role of police officers. 

This may emphasise ‘blue collar’ executive or administrative identity. At the same time 

female uniforms are to some degree feminised in the use of long skirts and acceptance 

of high heels and hijab. On balance, it may serve to construe women in police in a less 

dangerous frontline identity and more back-office administrative role and thereby 

establishing some identity boundaries. This aspect contrasts with research by De 

Camargo (2016) which found that female officers felt that uniforms were defeminised 

and were orientated as wholly ‘masculine’. Notably, the extent to which female cadets 

feminised their uniforms varied as evidenced in the use of footwear and makeup. While 

some wore lipstick and high heels others wore flat practical wear and less makeup. 

This might suggest some aspect of retaining their feminine identity while for others it 

suggests a conforming tactic. 

Identity work also appears to be physically enacted through the bodies of the 

policemen and women. Across different situations both inside the classroom and 

outside on patrol men carried their bodies confidently and in a relaxed way and were 

unafraid to move their arms expressively when talking and interacting. Women police 

officers also moved with apparent confidence, and they generally did not make 

expansive or quick gestures. Facially, when in the company of policemen, they mainly 

wore serious expressions and did not smile or make eye contact as frequently as with 

all female company.  

When interacting with each other in physical training sessions women appeared to 

be relaxed and confident. In their body language when interacting they were frequently 

making eye contact and unafraid to be assertive in their movements. Many male 

cadets nodded in agreement when a male cadet expressed reservations about the 

suitability of women for certain police work either in terms of physical difference and 

strength or mentally coping and providing necessary support for physical situations. 

Several insights can be drawn from these results that point to specific strategies in 

performing identity work among genders. The physical modes of identity work 

evidenced underline dualist balancing strategies that reflect respect or defence of 

normative values but signal broader ambitions by female cadets. In general, literature 

shows that identifications can occur during normal everyday conversations, and this 

allows people to have a sense of self and other identifications and their significance. 

A major aspect of this is reflected in jokes, irony, compliments, persuasion, and satire. 



However, in Arabic culture, some types of interactions by male and female cadets are 

significantly limited, because men will usually in the presence of women refrain from 

such casual informal interaction between themselves and maintain respectful distance 

from female cadets. Consequently, this places significant emphasis on physical, non-

verbal forms of identifications. 

At a physical level it could be observed that cadets through their posture and body 

and facial gestures and non-verbalisation were able to engage in identity work even 

at an unconscious level. Notably female cadets’ physicality was more evident in 

several ways. In all the classroom training sessions, female cadets’ physicality can be 

seen as a powerful tool of their identity work to project impressions of themselves. The 

use of eye contact, posture, and the varied tone of voice from soft to hard formed part 

of the identification process. At one level the stiff upright postures and the deliberate 

military walk when they moved around was distinct from male colleagues. Facial 

expressions also consistently projected a sense of attentiveness and focus. Watching 

them an observer can gain a sense of “we are here to work. we are serious” or “we 

are ready for anything” which can be taken as identifications of committed and 

motivated officers. The subtle and sometimes deferential way in female cadet’s body 

language, gestures and speech also makes a statement. Further, there is a difference 

in mood and atmosphere between the male and female side of the room that 

emphasises this distinct grouping of the genders. Facial expressions also consistently 

projected a sense of attentiveness and focus.  

This aspect of identity is consistent with studies that show that actors may construe 

identity through physical and communication aspects of identity work through adoption 

of postures and facial expressions (Courpasson and Monties, 2017; Caza et al., 2016). 

For instance, considerable research has centred on how gendered identities are 

performed through specific modes of etiquette, manners, comportment, gestures, 

walking, sitting, and working (Corlett and Mavin, 2014; Patriotta and Spedale, 2009; 

Butler, 2004). Further, the statements made by female cadets through walking, sitting, 

posturing and facial expressions aimed to convey a sense of discipline and 

identification as serious, committed, and motivated officers. This suggests a 

motivation of wanting to be taken seriously and yet establishes gender identities. 

Gender identities are also reinforced by the manner of interactions either through 

verbal or non-verbal communication. Female cadets were highly attentive to 



instructors and taking notes and maintaining eye contact. There was an effort between 

male and female cadets to avoid direct confrontation and this was achieved by 

delaying responses to any provoking or challenging points. Verbalisation is respectful 

and avoids negative expression, and at the same non-verbal female cadets reinforce 

collective identity by projecting a sense of discipline and commitment. Consistency in 

this process emerges as an important factor because constructing an identity through 

physicality requires repeated enactment of all the different elements to sustain such 

identifications of self. Through all training sessions female cadets’ use of bodies was 

consistent that may convey salient features of female cadets as dedicated, committed, 

or compliant.  This aligns with Burke (1969) who identified construction depends on 

repeated behavioural enactments. Thus, through physical modes of identity work 

female cadets can signal their desires and intentions to be taken seriously and 

recognised. 

4.3.2 Discursive Patterns of Identity Work 

Observing the police cadet training sessions, the dominant identity work was 

enacted through discursive means through meta-narrative and storytelling. This was 

bound in the conversations, dialogues and different stories and narratives introduced 

into the interactions between cadets and instructors. Discourse was observed by both 

male and female cadets enacted around several key themes: envision multiple 

identities, connective discourse, personal and self-talk and collective speak. 

4.3.2.1 Meta-Narratives 

Cadets enacted their identity work through different stories and meta-narratives 

around the family, police situations and personal experiences. Cadets used different 

meta-narratives around safe assignments, change and modernisation, police 

excellence, or family and social values in the process of discussing their perceptions 

of self and others. 

One male cadet used the narrative of hostile or dangerous police situations in 

relation to the significance of physical strength. He explains that: 

“Being on patrol you can be exposed to many situations sometimes volatile and 

changing fast and you need to control that situation often with force and then you need 

the physical strength and presence to contain it. Using force to control a situation is 



essential for a police officer because the likelihood of violence in encounters can be 

high and often everything can depend on this. A strong physical presence can make 

diffusing the situation and be the key to it de-escalating”.  

Another male cadet told the story of an existing police officer who had to deal with 

aggressive, abusive male prisoners when friends of the offender appeared and 

attempted to assist to free their friend. He emphasised that male officers could handle 

disorderly adults easier than a female officer due to their physical size and strength 

and the combined force of male officers was crucial. 

Controlling situations was a narrative that was enforced by instructors linked to 

physicality and projection of power. One instructor explains that: 

“It begins with how you look and carry yourself [!] Your physical presence is a 

powerful tool because how you speak or act will be seen and how you look, how you 

carry yourself and your uniform can project power and authority. This is essential if 

you want to control a situation and even dominate it such that you control the direction 

of an encounter. Your ability to use force decisively and effectively is key”.  

Instructors influenced identification here in terms of physical strength and toughness 

using different stories to stress the risk and dangers as learning points. 

Personal strengths and weaknesses were a further meta-narrative which was raised 

during a session in which an instructor asked each cadet to tell of any fears of joining 

the police. A female cadet spoke of physical differences and ability to meet the 

physical challenges: 

“However, this was in the beginning as I have been thinking about it and it doesn’t 

bother as much. As a woman of course I am physically different, but physical size and 

strength are less and less a deciding factor in policing. At an individual level a women 

can be equal forceful with the right techniques and tactics. I want to learn them and 

master them”. 

Other narratives focused on collective competencies which a female cadet 

emphasised within a broader policing context explaining that: 

 “Police officers are more connected, equipped, supported, and trained than ever 

before. We are not one person, we have many tools, technologies, and resources to 

draw on and physical strength is not the only way to contain a situation”.   



Meta-narratives also reflected a strong sense of organisational identity where both 

instructors and cadets talked of the police in the UAE as a modernising force that was 

continuously innovating to be the best: “We want to be the best police force in the 

world and to use the best techniques, and technologies and have the best trained 

staff”. There was strong expression of pride by both genders in the police force and 

the country’s vision of innovation and excellence. Women in particular expressed 

gratitude in being part of an important institution and being part of making society 

safer. 

The findings point to how narratives are used and employed in discursive identity 

work by police cadets. A key theme is the construction of identity through a discourse 

of connections that makes connections through various identity talk processes 

observed in the training sessions. Sacks (1985, p.121) maintains that ‘each of us 

constructs and lives a “narrative” and this narrative is us, our identities’; while for 

Gergen (1999, p. 70) ‘we identify ourselves through narration’. This is played out in 

these ethnographic results as it was observed that cadets employed discourse through 

narratives in different ways to convey identifications. These findings underscore the 

role of discourse in identity work through different modes of talking (Grant et al., 2004). 

A major aspect observed in each gender was the repeated practice of self-

contextualisation through making connections (Van Maanen, 2010, p1). During the 

observation sessions female cadets through their rhetoric and narratives consistently 

appeared to make expressions of themselves. They made connections between 

themselves and ideas or beliefs or situations. This was evident on many occasions as 

female cadets’ rhetoric connected with their personal history, national and cultural and 

religious beliefs as well as connections to family members. This supports the approach 

adopted by Van Maanen (2010) to identity work which highlights how any connection 

to objects, people, beliefs, feelings, particular times or places that is claimed, ignored 

or denied is a key element of identity construction. According to Van Manen (2001) 

such rhetoric and narratives are powerful acts of identification which repeated and 

conveyed by others can have stabilising and forming effect. Female cadets’ rhetoric 

appeared to emphasise their standing as distinctive within the class.  

Identification in discourse can also be conveyed through word choice, gesture, and 

strong awareness of their audience. The verbalisation of female cadets was reflected 

in subtle and cautious use of words and tone to avoid offence. It could be characterised 



as deferential or conciliatory rather than provoking. It is possible they wanted to project 

a sense of fitting in or being considerate to the culture and being compliant, especially 

at this early stage. 

A salient aspect of cadet behaviour in the observation session is the repeated use 

of rhetoric that invites responses. Females operating within strict cultural values makes 

it difficult for them to openly question or criticise. They are unable to avail of self-other 

negative talk strategies for instance to position or emphasise some aspect of 

themselves in contrast with some other negative aspect. A more subtle approach is 

noticed, that requires sensitive and delicate word choice, tone and even timing to 

challenge a traditional view of policing. This emerges as a critical ingredient or 

precondition for identity talk for the female cadets and the discourse is almost always 

tethered to social and cultural values that have been stretched and applied to the 

police context (Veldman et al., 2017; Loseke, 2007).   

Identity talk through provocation or open challenge is not evident rather it is 

characterised by open invitation. Consistently male cadets decline to take up open 

invitations to clarify or discuss gender sensitive issues, although a strategy of 

repetition was evident to promote some engagement by male cadets. This means that 

invitation over provocation has higher potential to promote reflexivity in others to 

consider identifications of self that is implicit or explicit in female cadets’ narratives. 

Moreover, this approach by female cadets reflects a strategy of open dialogue around 

the boundaries of gender roles. Critical in these narratives was the benefit and 

possibilities offered by female officers in identity talk as a persuasion strategy by 

demonstrating wherever possible what female officers may offer. 

The narratives also appeared to be a process of compromise and co-operation 

between male and female cadets. Male cadets neither openly resisted but at the same 

time neither embraced nor ruled out the narratives offered. The effect of this 

persuasive and reflective strategy was noticeable so that when a male cadet spoke 

positively of female cadets for example for the first time as “empathisers”, this 

identification was repeated in the narratives by other male and female cadets. Here 

also the male cadet provides some indication of embracing women into police while at 

the same time offering some identification that may be acceptable to both genders. 

The cadet speaking made this connection through a form of synchronic connection 

using a metaphor. Therefore the discourse identified in this study provides further 



evidence of the approach to discursive identity work identified by Van Maanen (2010) 

where cadets identify themselves with a condition, personal feeling or state that are 

not time bound and contain figures of speech or metaphors. The male cadet used the 

metaphor of women being able “to see through their eyes” talking of female victims or 

criminals and making connection with a situation where a police officer must respond 

to rape or domestic violence against women or children. Identification formation is a 

combination of positive self-other talk that is connected to a situation, and the extent 

to which this is viewed as positive by the target can forge the identification through 

embracing or repetition by others.  

How such discourse is verbalised is also one aspect of discourse. There was a 

sense from the tone and word choice that some female cadets were seeking to 

generate support and collaboration with predominantly female cadets but also male 

cadets. For instance, one female cadet sought others to respond and either support 

or counter her points. In stating that “she had the ability to perform physically in her 

role as police officer”, she was able to test the level of support or resistance of this 

self-conceptualisation.  In one way this can be seen as exploring boundaries in terms 

of what is embraced, ignored, or resisted by others.  

Storytelling was a major aspect of this discourse. Narratives in Arabic cultures are 

powerful forms of socialisation, and this is reflected in the dominant use of stories for 

identification. Stories were used to emphasise a diverse range of acts of identification 

to emphasise uniqueness, similarities, differences or skills or personal attributes that 

women can bring to police situations. Some stories emphasised how women can and 

have performed in certain situations by connecting to historical events. Here there is 

a form of diachronic connection where individuals link across time or story, providing 

further support to Van Maanen’s (2010) characterisation of this form of identity work 

in terms of connections or identity claims made across time through narratives and 

stories. Female cadets linked back to past events as did instructors and male cadets 

(Van Maanen, 2010). Identity work was enacted by retelling police stories of past 

events and action and both male and female cadets were able to hypothesise and 

propose scenarios about the future. This suggests that a primary way of identity work 

occurs through the storytelling used to frame identity talk and identification. Male 

cadets used stories to underline limiting aspects of women in certain policing 

situations, while female cadets’ discourse often focused on exploring the strengths 



and value of female officers in certain situations and in general. These stories provide 

context for reflection focused on sequences of actions during an event and the role of 

males or females at the beginning, middle or ending of an event.  

Female cadets’ narratives alluded to relevant policing situations that were typically 

problematic or pose challenges to policing and their identifications were then 

conveyed as solutions to such situations. Thus, female cadets can forge identities 

through such stories of past police events by proposing creative roles or how they see 

themselves in these situations. There is strong use of coherence to emphasise 

rational, common-sense, or logical actions. It can be that stories are critical for female 

cadets because they have not yet established their own experiences and therefore 

draw on past other experiences for identification. Multiple studies (Beech and 

Johnson, 2005; Ibarra, 1999) have shown that people engage in storytelling and the 

drawing of personal histories during ambiguous situations or events. The police 

training programme with both female and male cadets is a new context with a high 

level of uncertainty. Female cadets will have a high level of uncertainty about 

expectations of resistance by male cadets, while male cadets may be uncertain about 

how to treat and behave towards female cadets. 

Discussion here - Identity through Personal and Organisational Meta-

Narratives 

In addition to a narrative that constructs identity through a discourse of connections 

findings evidence identity work that uses personal and organisational meta-narratives. 

The use of metanarratives by female cadets to differentiate themselves is also visible 

from which they articulate identities as policewomen. In terms of social identities wider 

cultural and historical influences are held to shape identities and provide identity 

expressions, norms, pressures, and solutions (Alvesson et al., 2008a). Such 

influences are referred to as ‘meta-narratives’, that are a constant and powerful 

element of commonplace sensemaking and which can act to set boundaries on 

individual discretion to construct identity, particularly in strong cultural settings (Ybema 

et al., 2009). While constrained by the religious and cultural values female cadets’ use 

of metanarratives is significant to establish some boundaries and address possible 

internal doubt and conflict in relation to their identity as police officers. There were 

many uses of metanarratives around family values, cultural values, or policing 

narratives. For instance, female cadets may be discomfited by the notion of 



abandoning their traditional family role and to address this dissonance draw on 

metanarratives that constitute salient aspects of their identity in relation to the meta-

narratives.  This supports Ybema et al’s., (2009) assertion of meta-narratives as key 

aspects of sensemaking especially in strong cultural contexts where there are limits to 

autonomy and individuality in identity making. This is also consistent with research by 

Essers and Benschop (2009) revealing that Muslim women entrepreneurs employed 

several creative discursive strategies to accommodate and reconstruct the resilient 

meta-narratives which define the limits of their sociality. Metanarratives by male cadets 

are reflective of normative orientations as a tactic to assert and retain traditional 

masculine identities for police. Such narratives describe police situations to resist and 

safeguard identities. There is support for research by Clarke et al., (2009) who showed 

that managers effect a ‘solution’ to their threatened identities by reconfiguring and 

reasserting the moral character of their ‘selves’. So, within the bounds of the available 

discursive regimes social actors may carve out situated identities or subject positions 

for themselves and others. 

 

4.3.2.2 Verbalising Self Identity  

Much of the female cadet discourse focused on self-talk rather than group talk in 

terms of female officers. In much of the verbalisation of female cadets during the 

sessions when they were invited to speak about their strengths or important attributes 

they brought to policing there was frequent use of professional adjectives including 

the word professional: 

 “I think I can be a highly professional police officer and perform to high standards. 

I know I can be very committed and focused working competently in any area of 

policing that I apply myself”.  

Other cadets spoke in similar terms but appended with beliefs in ability to grow into 

specialisms or roles including communication specialist, operational specialist, 

forensic, cybercrime or elite female protection.  One cadet emphasised her role as a 

specialist reflecting on her personal abilities:  



“I have a mathematical and analytical mind and I think that makes me suited to a 

career in policing but also to perform highly in some roles more than others such as 

cybercrime or information intelligence”. 

In another example a female cadet emphasised technical skills stating that:  

“Policing relies on many different and new technologies that are always changing 

and that can help fight crime in very innovative ways. I have a strong interest and 

ability in technology and programming. I’m looking forward to working in an area where 

there is large demand for people who have advanced digital competencies. These 

skills are rare, and we need more people in the police with a high level of technical 

ability”. 

In some of the discourse female cadets spoke of themselves as newcomers with a 

need to show that they can do the job. One cadet commented: 

“Even though there are women in policing now, I think we need to develop our 

confidence and ability to show that we can handle any areas of policing. I think I have 

the right attitude and strength in mind that I can endure and perform to high standards 

and show that women can make a big difference to society”. 

Another female cadet framed this point by referencing the public perception of 

women police officers saying: 

 “I know that some of the public may think that Emirati women do not belong in 

policing and that it is too dangerous or challenging emotionally, physically or even 

inappropriate for our culture, but it is still early, and we are being given a chance to 

show that we are not only capable but that we can make a positive contribution”.   

Identity self-talk was characterised by female cadets talking tough with explicit 

statements about their ability to adopt and assume ‘essential’ tough attributes of 

policing. A female cadet spoke of being “ready to do what it takes, and I know I can 

cope with any aspect of the job. If it must be tough, aggressive or project authority or 

strength I can do it.” This idea of being ready and capable to endure tough situations 

when needed was consistent in the discourse among female cadets. Another female 

cadet commented on her ability to assume multiple identities:  



“Women are flexible and resilient and if I need to be strong, forward and aggressive 

in situations, then I can be like that and if I need to show empathy or sensitivity in some 

situations also it is possible”. 

Envisioning multiple identities through a rational logic process emerged as a key 

theme in how female police cadets verbalised their self-identity. It is evident that 

cadets both male and female accept and conform to gender identity boundaries but at 

the same time engage in constructing multiple identities by drawing on a range of 

discourse and narratives that reflect exploration and co-operation rather than 

resistance or challenge. Within the context of gender identity female cadets envisage 

their identity as a supportive group by emphasising different emotional and 

behavioural traits. Female cadets characterised themselves as empathetic, peace-

making, diplomatic, and approachable. Both female and male cadets envisage female 

officers as adding a new dimension of empathy and care to police situations and added 

support to male officers in specific situations. Males were perceived as dominant and 

the enforcers and female officers as empathetic, approachable, and supportive in 

those specific gender roles. 

While female cadets do not reject this identification they nevertheless rely on 

multiple envisioning of their identity. By voicing their interests in alternative domains, 

it reduces the potential for conflict or resistance. There is less resistance to this form 

of identity work and for some female cadets it offers initial legitimacy for women police 

officers. One cadet stressed that this may be how female police officers are perceived 

now but identity work is evident to establish progression and opportunities to develop 

and grow roles in policing in a culturally sensitive way. It was evident that female 

cadets have ambitions and broader perception of their future identities. 

Female cadets envision multiple identities whereas male cadets emphasise 

characteristics of identity in reference to hegemonic values and masculine 

stereotypes. Discourse thus alluded to a process of envisioning multiple identity 

possibilities drawing on rational and logical police work. Cadets’ narratives 

emphasised different identity possibilities linked to the different roles and policing 

practices resulting in multiple traditional and contemporary identity constructions.  

For female cadets efficacy beliefs verbalised around functions and competencies 

for different police contexts and requirements. In this way cadets are envisioning 



possible identities based on professional aspects and dimensions of police work. As 

newcomers in training due to their inexperience cadets’ discourse is based on 

informational or vicarious experiences of others. Furthermore, female cadets visualise 

multiple identities that expand beyond normative values and allow for diverse 

expressions of self within policing. This is supported by more contemporary national 

values that provide some scope for advancement of women underlying opportunities 

for multiple identities. National identity narratives have emphasised tolerance and 

happiness and adherence to international norms (Freer, 2021) while organisational 

values emphasise participation of women in different roles, modernisation, and the 

collective effort to achieve radical innovation and excellence in policing. A major 

organisational narrative that reinforces an organisational identity is that of an elite and 

modernising force that is approachable and caring. 

This narrative appears to provide an important influence on female cadets’ 

identification in envisioning different perceptions of self. Women as catalysts for 

change and innovation is a new perspective that can be offered as female and based 

on the view of unique traits that women may possess that creates impetus for change. 

The rhetoric around this view is subtle emphasising women are not the innovators but 

that they offer additional new perspectives that can stimulate new ideas and stressing 

the value-added co-operative element broadening the pool of intellectual capital.  

Female cadet identity was associated by women with more scientific and analytical 

components of policing while that of male cadets’ identity with frontline operational 

aspects of policing. In contrast to male cadets, female cadets construct a much 

broader portfolio of identities by drawing on organisational and social narratives and 

values to position and justify their identities that attempts to negotiate gender 

differences. By creating these portfolio of identities female cadets provide a flexible 

identity context by signalling a range of possibilities that are justified through 

storytelling and narratives anchored in social and cultural values. This is evident 

through both verbal and non-verbal processes where for instance an initial 

identification of police as technologists and cyberwar evolved through collective 

dialogue of elaboration of what police cybercrime specialists need to be and what they 

do.  



4.3.2.3 Resisting 

Some discourse centred on emphasising physical constraints of female officers 

which emerged through discussion of tactics for restraining and controlling violent 

situations. In such discourse there is some indication of resistance by cadet workers 

as a mode of identity work evidenced in some of the training sessions. Several male 

cadets expressed their opinion that physical strength was an important element of 

police work and fundamental for carrying out tasks or roles. A male cadet explained 

that some situations or duties required a lot of physical strength and "we need to show, 

or the public should see we have this strength". Several male cadets during some of 

the training sessions voiced their view that women may not possess the physical 

strengths and attributes to cope and provide necessary support for physical situations. 

This appeared to draw support from other male cadets who nodded their heads in 

agreement. Other male cadet comments supported this view and suggested that 

women's physical readiness for police work was conditional on their level of training 

and skills. Occasionally such resistance was balanced with the perspective that 

suggested female cadets as capable of developing a strong presence based on 

defence training and level of physical fitness. 

In contrast, female cadets appeared to avoid discussions around physicality, and 

the discourse was focused significantly on technical competencies. Some tension was 

evident among female cadets and hesitancy to speak out on gender discourses and 

in some cases female cadets would reframe the discussion to focus on competencies 

for the situation rather than gender traits. 

Female cadets made use of technical language around different specialist areas of 

policing to portray their knowledgeable identity and depth of expertise. Much of this 

was theoretical and it was apparent female cadets had studied these areas in depth 

prior to the academy. Much of their explanations were highly technical and detailed 

and making use of contemporary developments of policing. It was apparent that 

technical and specialist language was used as a tactic to develop a knowledgeable 

identity or project a sense of commitment and awareness. 

The findings point to the employment of positive self-talk to construct identities and 

provide insight into how it is used. Some discourse conveying positive statements of 

self by female cadets assumed a logical and consistent form to project favourable 



aspects of self. This is consistent with the notion of coherence to emphasise unique 

or positive quality in relation to others to establish legitimate standing in the eyes of 

others (Watson, 2009). The literature underlines this type of identity discourse as 

‘establishing to oneself and others that one is a good person’ (Ybema et al., 2009, p. 

312) and it surfaces the ‘ongoing mental activity that an individual undertakes in 

constructing an understanding of self that is coherent, distinct and positively valued’ 

(Alvesson et al., 2008a, p14).  

In terms of self-other identity talk, this form was mostly employed by male cadets to 

counter or offer some resistance to identification statements by police female officers. 

There was evidence of positive-self ‘negative-other’ based on masculine policing 

identities. Cadets used narratives to position themselves as a distinct group from 

female officers in some police situations. The discourse from some female cadets 

reflected attempts to justify their position in policing. This points to consistency with 

tactics identified by Gagnon (2008) to justify the programme and its aims and to 

demonstrate affiliation to the programme. This may reflect responses to an uncertain 

and fragile context, where males’ original perceptions of police work and their identity 

is challenged by the presence of female officers. 

Findings further show that some of the discourse focused on self-group identity talk 

in terms of identifications based on perceived membership of different groups. The 

most notable grouping was discourse around gender as distinct groups. Cadet 

narratives served to identify and highlight traits and aspects of different group 

identities. Use of in-group rhetoric with repeated referencing to ‘we’ in relation to group 

categorisations was based on issues, challenges, concerns or abilities and roles. 

There are positive intergroup comparisons that gives meaning to the group. This 

finding is consistent with the importance placed on self-categorisation as a form of 

identity work in the literature. Self-categorisation has been identified as a core 

construct in individuals in the process of identity construction (Clegg et al., 2007; 

Beech and Sims, 2007; Ainsworth and Hardy, 2004). In Ashmore et al.’s (2004) 

framework, self-categorisation not only describes the cognitive placing of oneself into 

a social category, but also includes the extent to which individuals perceive 

themselves as prototypical of and like other members of their group. That is, 

individuals tend to stereotype themselves in terms of the ingroup stereotype. 



Female cadets’ narratives conveyed a sense of pride in being women police officers 

and around rhetoric that emphasised the importance of women in bringing to policing 

some distinctive aspects and attributes. This is consistent with the work of Ashmore 

et al., (2004) who showed that social identification consists of evaluation and 

importance components. Female cadets’ narratives were depersonalised focusing on 

group rhetoric of ‘us’, ‘we’ ‘women’ and forging group identity through evaluating their 

roles and emphasising those unique aspects. In this way female cadets were able to 

reinforce their self-image through positive justifications. This aligns with Gagnon 

(2008) who shows that actions such as expressing pride and gratitude in being part of 

a group or programme are discursive tactics used by people to construct their identities 

by demonstrating affiliation with a group. This was reinforced by interactions between 

female cadets, with smiles, eye contact, nodding that conveyed a sense of shared 

understanding, bonding, and connectedness between female cadets. Women police 

officers as a distinctive group was reinforced by affective attachment to that group 

through gestures and verbalisations between female cadets, for instance 

demonstrating support by acknowledgement or pride in women officers. Two factors 

are notable that emphasised this group identity. Firstly, the stark contrast in responses 

to female verbalisation between male cadets to female cadets served to reinforced 

gender identity; secondly, the spatial segregation and physical grouping of males and 

females.  

A prominent aspect of the discourse of male cadets is the focus on self in relation to 

job or pointing out similarities and differences between genders. According to Jenkins 

this process serves to establish boundaries that define and characterise groups of 

differences (Jenkins, 2014, p. 5; Czarniawska, 1997).  In contrast social identification 

by female cadets was dominant self-categorising discourse. Female cadets appear to 

forge a sense of collective identity by categorising themselves in different group roles. 

Some discourse consisted of cognitive situating of self into specific policing categories 

or role, which emphasised the extent to which they perceive belonging to such a group 

including specialist police roles or policing groups such as forensics, cybercrime, or 

homicide. In some cases, this was envisaging more abstract identifications such as 

innovators or technologists for instance with rhetoric evaluating police officers that 

were able to contribute new ideas and approaches. Central to identity work of cadets 

was narratives of being the best police force in the Arab world and in the world 

generally that was informed by organisational and national narratives. Female cadets 



for instance emphasised their personal attributes in relation to essential aspects of 

these groups, even yet as newcomers in training they have not officially been a part 

of those groups. This supports studies that have emphasised identification 

construction through a continuous process of social comparison with occupational 

group identities (Ashforth and Kreiner, 1999, p. 417).  

Identity work by female cadets consisted of social identifications with existing 

occupational identities but also around contemporary groupings based on technology, 

innovation, and values beyond traditional policing. In the latter case, rhetoric 

emphasised both attachment and situating of self with occupational identifies that are 

central to policing but also envisioning or discussing their personal values in relation 

to groups identified as technologist, social media savvy, digitally competent or cyber 

guardians. This aligns with research which shows that occupations tend to form their 

own cultures, separate and distinct from an organisation's culture. These cultures can 

encourage ethnocentrism and a sense of group superiority (Trice, 1993; Van Maanen 

and Barley, 1984). 

Again, such discourse was situated in stories based on past personal experiences 

and knowledge that the literature has found as a mechanism for constructing 

representations of social groups and managing bonds (Bochner et al., 2000; Edwards, 

1997). This is consistent with one area of that research (Thompson and Fine, 1999; 

Higgins, 1992; Clark and Brennan, 1991) that posits social identification as facilitating 

affective and cognitive exchanges that enables people to engage in sense-making and 

create shared understandings. Further, this discourse concentrated on collective 

identifications that pointed to group dynamics and police situations that bound them 

together. Female cadets’ narratives were based on different police specialist functions 

with references to teamwork and belonging to address specific police challenges in 

that role and importance of working together. The strength of this identification was 

more evident in female cadets in terms of both the quality and the repeated narratives 

that emphasised collective aspects of policing on patrol or in dangerous situations. 

This provides further empirical evidence to support the cogency of social identification 

theory which underscores a move of ‘depersonalisation or seeing the self as an 

embodiment of the in-group prototype’ (Alvesson, 2008a; Stets and Burke, 2000, p. 

231). Social identity theory (Tajfel, 1974) highlighted the concept of a collective identity 

in defining who a person is by their group memberships, that provides a real sense of 



pride and self-esteem through belonging and positive affiliation within the social world. 

This allows people to draw strength as part of a collective identity, through their 

positive affiliation with the group (Schildkraut, 2007).  

Identifying with specialist functions and groups was evident in discourse in which 

female cadets demonstrated their knowledge of the challenges. This conveys an 

affiliation and promotes a shared sense of understanding to others. The literature 

shows social identity is dependent on a highly subjective judgement of what others 

perceive a group is about and the recognition of others to confirm that identity. In other 

words, that a group exists with knowledge of its values and how it works together. This 

is achieved by adhering to their understanding of traits and characteristics that they 

understand (Reid and Deaux, 1996), linking the memory people attribute to the 

different groups to which they belong and how they behave. 

4.3.3 Cognitive Patterns of Identity Work 

The different modes of identity construction and strategies are consistent in many 

respects to different cognitive patterns of identity work observed. A key theme is a 

type of approach to identity work based on exploring and testing out ideas that is 

consistent with the cognitive aspect of identity work. This was significantly more 

intensive for female cadets’ identifications that were constructed through technical, 

skilled, technological personas of policing work to offer an array of possibilities. 

The results showed that the envisioning of identities and discursive processes of 

identity were bound in cognitive strategies of identity work such as categorisation of 

professional self, professional and personal recollections, reflection, learning and 

problem-solving and reasoning.  

In observing the verbal interactions between cadets especially male and female, the 

latter appeared be highly selective in terms of the comments made by male cadets 

and giving attention to those comments. For instance, when those comments 

emphasised gender roles, female cadets would respond and extend the scope of their 

abilities beyond that scope and moving attention or the focus of the discussion to 

police processes and the relevant competencies.   

It could also be observed among a small number of female cadets’ acceptance of 

physical limits and acceptance for genderised roles. One female aligned with 

genderised roles stating that: 



“I think that as women we can assume these roles more effectively because we can 

empathise and build closer connection with female and child victims both to provide 

support and also gather evidence.”  

In an interview another female cadet supported this view stating that:  

“In our culture there are limits to interaction between men and women, so there is 

automatically some distance between males and females which means that women 

will be less open to male officers”.  

The acceptance of male dominance in policing is also reflected within a wider 

normative view of women in society. However, in an interview a female cadet made a 

comparison with other countries stating that: 

“I think compared to other countries women have a lot of equality and we have 

significant opportunity to participate in all areas of policing. We can assume any role 

we want if we can demonstrate competency for that role.”  

Another female and male cadet also emphasised acceptance and the progress and 

change that was occurring: 

“It is always very hard to accept the fact that sometimes women will lead men officers 

and it is a culture that is hard to change but still resistance is normal in any community, 

and it is being changed now. Women will have chance to take the lead and 

increasingly assume key roles”.   

This is consistent with a view of progress from a male officer completing one year 

of service: 

“At the moment there is a lot of bias in terms of the numbers of men to women. This 

is normal because women only recently joined the force. So, all decision-making and 

power is controlled by male officers. I think some balance can come with female 

officers being promoted with experience and capability whenever possible. This 

changes the image of officers from the traditional view and gives a more diverse view 

of women officers. It will open opportunities for mentoring and communication between 

lower and higher ranks”. 

Another male officer emphasised the changing context as more women police 

officers engaged in police work overtime: 



“Female officers are treated in a gentle and respectful way, and they are seen as 

vulnerable and fragile to be safeguarded. Male officers feel like the protectors, but this 

is changing slowly, and the culture will change as women show they are capable”. 

Identity construction is influenced by the extent to which both male and female 

cadets view the structure and culture of policing. It was evident that males and females 

viewed the structure and roles as evolving and changing in which traditional values 

and norms were not paramount. Cadets appeared to perceive a consistent and clear 

view of policing culture in that formally women had a clear role and opportunities to 

progress and there was adequate management and national support for women in 

policing. This appears to feed into organisational identity in terms of a meaningful 

vision of policing.  

This influenced female cadets’ envisioning of multiple identities and leadership 

identities. Acceptance of gender role and supportive roles of women to male cadets 

was perceived as a necessary identification but simultaneously that there was scope 

for exploring other identities especially leadership and occupational identities 

contingent on their performance. 

The extent to which female cadets projected acceptance varied with some offering 

different perceptions of identity of self. A female cadet in an interview separated herself 

as a woman, saying: “I don’t see myself as a woman doing a male job, I am a police 

officer and I think of the responsibilities of a police officer”. A female police officer 

interviewed post-graduation also separated gender identity from that of police officer, 

emphasising a team identity linked entirely to membership based on status as a police 

officer regardless of gender:  

“Since I completed the academy and become operational, I have felt more of a team 

or belonging aspect to my identity. I believe as an officer now I'm a motivated and 

dedicated member that is willing to be a part of every possible opportunity I can grasp 

to achieve the greater good for the team”.   

One cadet appeared to prioritise her identities as follows:  

“First and most importantly, I am a police officer we do something meaningful and 

important, and I am part of that, and I will do what is needed for my unit or team in any 

situation. Secondly, I have interests in forensics, data, and analysis and this will shape 

what kind of officer I will become and be part of a dedicated specialist team and 



possess deep expertise in an area. Thirdly, I am a woman, and I think as a female 

officer I can provide this perspective to investigations and be able to relate to victims 

and citizens in a different way to male officers”.  

 

It was evident that both male and female cadets rationalised their identities as 

evolving over time in relation to work situations and reflecting on the challenges and 

the type of officers needed. One cadet stated:  

“We will need to become officers that can understand new and difficult situations 

and be able to adapt to new threats in society and have strong resilience and strong 

mental states. Policing is always changing, the technologies and techniques are 

always changing and evolving, and the threats are ever changing, and so we need to 

be adaptive and think about our abilities for a new level of professionalism”. 

This sense of gradual and ongoing identity development was echoed by a female 

graduate of the policing academy who reflected that this work was shaped by job 

experiences and others’ evaluations: 

  “You can only develop your own identity slowly and with experience and time. You 

must fit in first and gain acceptance from shared experiences and completing 

assignments.” 

Female identity construction was evidently influenced by how female and male 

cadets viewed the role and leadership opportunities open to them and gender 

differences in response. In interviews women police officers projected a competency-

based vision of role opportunities that was based on skills and capabilities rather than 

gender identities:  

 “During crime scenes both male and female officers will agree that the lead status 

depends on capabilities…usually it depends on the capabilities of the person and 

never on the gender, so they take equal opportunities based on how good they are”. 

Another female police officer stated that “…I think in our institution women are 

getting their fair share as we have even female officers who reach higher ranks like 

brigadiers”. 



Among some female police officers there was perception that gender influenced role 

opportunity based on cultural and self-perceptions of identity. It appeared that 

genderised perceptions of appropriate roles for women among male officers at all 

levels were perceived to impact the opportunities available to them. One female police 

officer pointed to specialisms she perceived as considered appropriate by male 

colleagues: 

“I think many officers see it as an inevitable and even necessary development. I 

think they do see us working special roles especially in female related and youth or 

domestic crimes”. 

Another police officer highlighted male perceptions of subordinate roles to male 

leadership for female officers: “Even though in theory women have equal status and 

opportunity as males, they still see women primarily as supportive”.  

Self-perceptions of gender identity were also rationalised to influence role 

opportunities based on perceived differences in how male and female officers 

responded to potential opportunities. One female police officer viewed male officers 

as more competitive than female officers in taking advantage of opportunities: 

 “I can see now that we have equal opportunities…as officially we have equal 

opportunities to any role, and we are treated the same as male officers. Of course, as 

far as I know, female officers can perform any duty they are willing to have and proceed 

with. However, I think male officers put themselves forward more aggressively for 

certain roles than female officers”. 

On the other hand, one female police officer believed that women’s own perceptions 

of themselves could act as a barrier to undertaking diverse roles, saying: “I think some 

women are more reluctant or better to say avoiding of conflict, and some need more 

confidence to go for certain roles”. 

The findings point to the use of selective cognitive strategies to engage in identity 

work. Firstly, female cadets emphasised a cognitive hierarchy of different identities: 

as police officer; specialist; then as female officer. Discourse was focused on the first 

two levels rather than identity as a female officer. This suggests that female cadets 

were cognitively focusing on non-gender aspects of identity that is to some degree 

compartmentalised and emphasises more positive identifications without seeking to 

confront genderised issues. This allows female cadets to construct identities that focus 



on gender-neutral attributes. This is possibly associated with the difficulty in accepting 

or confronting traditional and genderised identity roles or contradicting self-values 

about the role of women. It appears female cadets counter and address this through 

selective cognitive processing. Female cadets choose issues that allowed them to 

demonstrate their potential beyond gender roles.  

Within this process cognitive discourse was characterised by three types of 

strategies observed: reframing, negotiating, and avoiding. Female cadets adapted and 

reframed their gender identity such that it incorporated highly professionalised 

elements and expanded their possible sphere of involvement. Identity work by female 

cadets involved attempting to negotiate alternative perspectives of female cadets 

reflected in their discourse with male cadets. This was achieved primarily through 

conveying benefits and symbiotic relationship between male and female officers in 

different crime situations. Female cadets attempted to resolve gender discourse by 

repositing cognitively through reasoning and describing the benefits of women in 

police situations beyond the perceived stereotypical benefits towards more 

professional, competency-based benefits. Emphasising such benefits reflects a major 

reframing of male and female identity as partnership that is symbiotic rather than 

subordinate. Reframing of gender roles focused on professional and value-based 

attributes and emphasising investigative potential of female officers as an important 

competency. This shifted attention toward investigative and specialist aspects and 

selectively focusing on criminal processes. They associated themselves with a wide 

range of professional attributes and desirable aspects of police work. This adds to 

some studies on minority groups which show identity work is balanced between 

accepting restrictive aspects and proactively exploring opportunities and managing 

constraints (Syed and Özbilgin, 2009; Essers et al., 2013; Essers and Benschop, 

2009). 

Female cadets appeared to exercise a greater level of evaluation in questioning and 

exploring different scenarios in policing situations and positing different possibilities in 

dealing with situations. In most cases, they situated themselves in different police 

contexts often using “I” pronoun and suggesting I can, or I would, or I should. A major 

aspect of this was positing different hypotheses regarding the tactics or outcomes. In 

all the course sessions and all topics this was a consistent feature and female cadets 

would connect their personal abilities or reflect on them in relation to different 



practices. A major aspect of this was explaining and justifying their role through 

knowledge and competencies. Female cadets were constructivist in their approach 

exploring in-depth situations and exploring alternative beliefs and reasonings in the 

policing situations. A significant part of this exploration focused on a more relational 

approach to policing emphasising communication over force or to explore people’s 

beliefs and motives. 

In contrast male cadets appeared more accepting of teaching principles of 

instructors across topics and were less likely to explore and evaluate possibilities than 

female cadets. Female cadets were more likely to posit different problem contexts and 

seek explanation and information for dealing with such situations. They also appeared 

more flexible and open to different ideas and behaviours about people in different 

police situations. Male cadets were notable for avoiding potentially sensitive issues 

around the role of women in policing. There was lack of negative or critical comments 

about female capabilities. Rather they reserved judgement in the most part whenever 

discussion about physicality or mental toughness was visited either by the instructor 

or by cadets when evaluating requisites of police situations. Only two male cadets 

participated in discussion of physicality or gender roles with most male cadets avoiding 

this topic. One male cadet was observed balancing the debate by offering both sides 

of the debate while emphasising the value of women in policing. A female cadet 

observed: “There is a lot of value in being accepted by male officers because it is still 

male dominated but at the same time there is opportunity to be recognised for your 

success as a police officer, male or female”. Often the possibilities offered by female 

cadets were not endorsed by male cadets in any explicit way. 

The results show that a major feature observable in females’ identity work was 

knowledge absorption and sharing that was characterised by search and evaluation 

of police curriculum during the classes. In part this can be seen as performance 

strategy but also a cognitive information processing strategy. During classroom 

discussions female cadets were far more likely to recall technical information and case 

studies than males and use this to question and explore police situations and develop 

their understanding. Proactively learning thus was a key strategy for identity work 

employed by female cadets that also informed professional identifications that were 

flexible and openly reflexive as female cadets shared their perceptions with each other 

and collectively developed different identities for female officers. This is consistent with 



evidence in the literature which shows a distinct tendency for women to create a 

professional identity based on developing expertise and specialism in specific 

disciplines in their chosen field (Tourinho and Neno, 2003). An explanation for this 

could link to the saliency of expert knowledge in enabling professional performance in 

different tasks and roles (Gao et al., 2008). Rather than speaking of self female cadets 

enacted a notion of competency in policing through learning and reflection on 

specialist topics. Such knowledge is secular and does not involve inner valuations or 

personal belief systems and is therefore less connected to the self (Gao et al., 2008).   

Within these strategies, there is a strong socio-cognitive dimension to female 

identity work because female discourse significantly centres around self-efficacy or in 

other words “belief in his or her capacity to execute behaviours necessary to produce 

specific performance attainments” (Bandura, 1977). Female cadets were observed 

enacting identity construction through four of the SCT meditational processes: 

attention, retention, reproduction, and motivation. Notably, the extent to which cadets 

can demonstrate and reproduce practical operational police behaviours is limited in 

the academy, yet female cadets more than male cadets exhibited higher levels of 

attention, retention, and motivation. Thus, for female cadets’ identity may well be a 

process of learning and developing identity in response to social factors and others. A 

notable aspect of this was seeking information from instructors by asking questions 

and elaborations about how they perform and deal with different policing situations. 

Thus, cadets can draw out information about different choices in the policing context 

that possibly informs their identity construction based on rational explanations rather 

than their own perceptions. This aligns with distinctions made in the literature in 

relation to the existence of different identity processing styles among individuals linked 

to the cognitive processes and strategies they prefer to use when dealing with identity 

construction and issues. Female cadets in this study appear to favour an informational 

processing style that research shows is associated with the conscious seeking out and 

evaluation of identity-relevant information, greater openness to ideas and values, 

cognitive complexity, and adoption of rational approaches and explanations in identity 

construction (Berzonsky, 2004a; Epstein et al., 1996). Information-oriented people 

tend to make defensible decisions about which options or views are preferable to 

others in relation to a set of rules, standards, or criteria (Krettenauer, 2005; Berzonsky, 

2004a; Caputi and Oades, 2001). Those with an informational identity style may not 



have formed established commitments to a particular work identity and may be 

engaged in exploring different goals and standards (Berzonsky and Luyckx, 2008).  

In contrast, while male cadets offered multiple constructions of what it is to be a 

police officer, they emphasised their interests and preferred roles alongside traditional 

identifications of policing. In some cases, the discourse conveyed strong and 

authoritative identities of policing and emphasis on being tough on criminals and 

solving crimes. Male cadets however exhibited a lower level of inquiry or cognitive 

processing or openness that might infer a more internalised identity process. 

Therefore, male cadets’ contrast with female in adopting a more normative identity-

processing style that the literature shows is associated with internalising the goals, 

values, and standards of significant others (Berzonsky et al., 2003). Normative styles 

are associated with efforts to preserve existing belief and value systems (Dollinger, 

1995; Berzonsky and Sullivan, 1992). Cadets were engaged in constructing multiple 

identities that are significantly influenced by the cultural context. For male cadets’ 

identity work is anchored in policing and social values that focuses on preserving 

traditional and masculine identifications of policing based on tactic of retaining as 

opposed to adding that is evident with female cadets (Ibarra, 1999). The literature 

suggests that individuals with normative orientation tend to automatically internalise 

established norms and values from others or their cultural context (Langer, 1989) and 

thus have a low tolerance for ambiguity and a high need to maintain structure and 

cognitive closure (Dollinger, 1995; Berzonsky and Sullivan, 1992; Berzonsky, 1990).   

Further, cadets’ discourse evidenced cognitive identity work that is reflected in both 

male and female cadets’ discourse that provides evaluation and reflection to make 

identity salient. Mental efforts evidence is consistent with the literature emphasising 

self-reflective and self-questioning sensemaking (Killian and Johnson, 2006; Beech et 

al., 2008). Female cadets who were less vocal and involved particularly in the learning 

content around physical and dangerous policing roles were perhaps perceived as less 

interested or cautious or not capable in those areas. There are instances of what 

Curchod et al., (2014) call ‘categorical selves’ where actors have subjective 

interpretations of what they can cope with and endure. There are also instances of 

where actors might associate challenging conditions in homicide cases, working with 

corpses and viewing autopsies as pertinent aspects of police work they can face. This 

cognitive mode was once again prominent in storytelling form with cadets drawing on 



personal experiences and knowledge to provide accounts of challenges of police work 

and portray their relevance to themselves. It was evident as cadets are exposed to 

and discussed different functions of policing, specific attributes communicated the type 

of officer or traits essential for that work. 

 

4.3.4 Behavioural Patterns of Identity Work 

A further theme that emerged was validation of identity constructions through 

behavioural processes of identity work. Cadets were observed for their behaviours 

during classroom and physical training sessions on the programme. These 

observations captured interactions between cadets and instructors and individual 

actions in terms of verbal and non-verbal communications and physical actions. 

There was evidence of a gender divide as women cadets separated themselves 

from male cadets by sitting at the back of the class. They appeared nervous and they 

consistently deferred or allowed male cadets to lead discussions. This was clear 

physically in the seating arrangements with female cadets sitting together in one 

cluster to the back or one side of the room. 

There was a major difference between male cadets and female cadets when 

contributing to discussions in the classroom. Male cadets’ points or comments were 

succinct and focused and they conveyed a sense of matter of fact which was reflected 

in a more confident or authoritative tone. Further, male cadets across all sessions 

were proactive in their interaction during discussions and taking the lead and putting 

points forward. 

In contrast female cadets were cautious in expressing themselves verbally both in 

terms of the choice of words and tone used. There was a sense in the way that they 

expressed themselves that they had lower self-confidence than men. Frequently 

words and expressions were used to preface their discourse such as: "I don't know if 

this is right…" or "I'm not sure but…". In most cases female cadets’ comments are 

lengthy, as they try harder to justify or make the case for their point. 

Women cadets were more selective in their communication and appeared to be 

more passive and reactive and seldom choosing to start new discussion threads or 

proactively voicing their opinions but rather waiting to be asked for their views on the 



existing topic under discussion. There was significantly more notetaking and 

questioning of specific points and exploration of possibilities in different police 

situations. When asked or when choosing to contribute women brainstormed and 

offered ideas, contextual points, gave examples, questioned other female colleagues 

and instructors, or shared experiences.  

There was also a clear gender divide in the reception given to the contributions of 

male and female cadets. In most cases, where a point was made by a male cadet it 

received some level of support or acknowledgement by other males. Female cadets 

were more likely to build on or follow-up on male cadets' points, than male cadets on 

female points. There is a strong sense that women must prove themselves. When 

male cadets make a point there is wider acknowledgement and acceptance from both 

men and women. When female cadets put forward a point or question, there was fewer 

acknowledgements from both women and men. Women in the group would 

immediately scan males’ facial expressions or the instructors for cues. 

It was evident that both male and female cadets were careful in their verbalisations 

in terms of both the tone used and the choice of words and stories. Furthermore, in 

terms of verbal expressions, most female cadets spoke cautiously and appeared often 

to defer and allow male cadets to take the lead. For the most part, female cadets were 

more likely to join debate to seek elaboration or raise questions than taking the lead 

on points. On the one hand it appeared or there was a sense that women valued 

themselves less than males, that is reflected in how they expressed themselves and 

their self-esteem and confidence. On the other hand, some women came across as 

silent but focused, biding their time, concentrating, scoping, and learning before 

engaging. One female cadet was the only one that consistently voiced her opinion and 

often took the lead projecting her knowledge and level of confidence. 

In interviews with officers in their first year after graduation female officers’ view was 

that male officers were more likely to deal with situations by physically engaging while 

she and other female officers relied predominantly on dialogue and reasoning:  

“I think there are different responses when dealing with the citizens, and some 

female officers mirror their partner and act tough, while some believe in being open 

and approachable on first contact”.  



Another female officer stressed that she wanted to project herself as hard working 

and willing to learn what her mentor/partner [male] taught and to take her lead about 

how to act from him. 

“I want to be a good officer and be accepted and seen as a good officer. If I follow 

the lead of my partner and learn from him then I will develop and progress and earn 

respect.” 

This was consistent with the view of another female officer stating: 

“We can work alongside men and take their lead, because the mentors or partners 

are mostly experienced and/or senior male officers, and therefore we are in a largely 

subordinate role. Therefore, I will observe and learn and follow his example and act in 

a similar way. I think that is expected”. 

All officers appeared to understand how policing as an institution perceives what is 

desirable in officers. The style of policing organisation-wide reflected strong 

leadership, viewed as forceful and capable of securing obedience to the law. A female 

officer stated that: 

“No matter what kind of identity you perceive of yourself as an officer, there is strong 

organisational identity of what and how you should behave, and you conform to this 

almost automatically alongside your mentor”. 

This was consistent with the view of another female police officer who acknowledged 

the significance of working to fit in with what was perceived as a highly established 

work culture: 

“There is strong attachment to rank, and hierarchy and these groups are important. 

You see the different positions and you know that you are a newcomer as a graduate 

and as a woman. So, you must work hard and do all that is expected of you and do 

the work no-one wants to do”. 

Male cadets described their experience and how their perceived themselves and 

others in terms of mental and emotional toughness. A male cadet stated:  

“Being a police officer really is about mental and emotional toughness. Many 

situations are frustrating and challenging, and there can be victims and suspects who 

can be emotional, deceitful, and evasive and you must be hardened to this and at the 



same time be physically ready. If you can cope with this, then you can earn the respect 

of the experienced and senior officers”. 

A female officer also explained that: 

“All the new officers want to fit in and gain acceptance by the force and the ways to 

do this are to work hard and put in effort and be obedient and fit with your partner”.  

The most dominant form of fitting in observed was in validating identity through 

performance. Female cadets during physical training sessions, even though they are 

segregated, demonstrated a consistently high level of physicality, endurance, and 

effort. Such actions can serve to enhance their identifications. For instance, the story 

and narratives from instructors, “they are doing well…keeping pace. performing well” 

were responses to performance of female cadets during training sessions that 

enhance female cadets’ identifications. Their identities are situated and influenced by 

external social interactions, narratives, and situation. This is consistent with other 

research which underlines physical effort to convincingly project identity of self (Van 

Maanen, 2010) and research on Muslim women which finds that effort, working hard 

and achieving goals is associated with justification of a work-related identity (Berger 

et al., 2017). 

While physical activities were separate for female cadets with instructors and other 

female cadets as their audience, they displayed an intense level of commitment to the 

activities. In this situation it is possible that female cadets used display of fitness, 

endurance, and stamina as a physical mode of identity work to make their identity 

salient in terms of projecting an image of strength, fitness, and overall toughness. This 

effort is consistent with other studies that evidenced identity construction through long 

hours, hard work (Kuhn and Nelson, 2002; Coser, 1974) and passionate conduct of 

key work activities (Coupland, 2015; Kachtan and Wasserman, 2015; Pratt and 

Foreman, 2000). This can also be seen as a form of resistance to weaker physical and 

mental image of women in policing. Physical training represents a specific situation as 

cadets to display and forge a positive view of women in policing through displays of 

physical and mental toughness during such sessions. This is consistent with research 

by Courpasson and Monties (2017) which found that physical and mental pressures 

were an essential aspect of feeling like a ‘true cop’. Toughness was a key identifier 

and associated with an internal sense of prestige. Thus, female cadets were able to 



generate a sense of toughness to self and others by engaging in physical and mental 

tasks.  

The observations also suggest that identity construction can be influenced by 

different levels of commitment and involvement. A higher level of commitment and 

involvement may be associated with identification ‘I am ready to be cop’. This is 

consistent with the different narratives of female cadets during the classroom 

sessions. Some of the more vocal cadets were displaying a higher level of involvement 

to discuss policing situations, offer personal experiences and provide perspectives 

that projected an image of readiness and enthusiasm. 

Male behaviour drew on the assumption of seniority and power over female officers.  

A newly graduated male officer conveyed expectation to assume a senior role and be 

a mentor to female officers saying: 

“The culture and numbers mean it is likely that I will mentor a female officer and it 

will be normal for her to learn from me and follow my instructions. I think also promotion 

will be based on those that can show strong discipline and power”. 

This was consistent with how female officers viewed male behaviour based on 

perceived male expectations of the assumption of leadership. One female officer said: 

“So they talk and behave with the idea that they are dominant and leaders that should 

be followed precisely”. 

Another female police officer emphasised the implication for female officer 

behaviour:  

“Male officers will always take the lead because male cadets outnumber females, 

and new female cadets will always be paired with an experienced officer. Therefore, 

male officers will always take the lead, so we are always viewed in a supportive and 

trainee role and must prove ourselves”. 

In interview one female police officer suggested male officers reacted to female 

leadership with a passive resistance based on building closer male networks and in-

group information sharing, saying: 

“Male officers fear being embarrassed or humiliated by female officers, especially if 

they take lead roles or are promoted over them. I think this is a challenge and feeds 

into some resistance in subtle ways. They build closer relations with superiors which 



is less easy for females, or they don’t share information as easily, so sometimes we 

look uncertain”.  

The ability of male officers to create social and professional networks generally 

closed to female officers was supported by another female officer: 

“Male officers have better access to develop professional relations and 

communication with male officers. Female officers must be careful and more formal 

than male officers. This is a disadvantage”. 

Another female officer suggested that females were not always viewed to play a 

supportive role dependent on their level of self-confidence and willingness to actively 

engage in leadership roles: 

“A few confident female officers involve themselves intensively in discussions and 

take lead to make suggestions or volunteer for activities. I think this creates a little 

tension with male officers but it’s not damaging but they are viewed as strong and 

confident”. 

A female officer suggested some conflict between her sense of self and her identity 

construction saying that: 

“I know what kind of officer I want to be. I have interest in connecting with people 

and being open and approachable. But I also know that the culture is looking for strong 

dominant leaders and so I need to act this way if I want to be promoted and lead and 

to choose my pathway”.  

Another female officer highlighted a similar conflict: 

“For myself and my female colleagues there is expectation always that we will 

perform any gender-based roles. The male officers expect us to take up this duty and 

so yes, I think we are perceived in that way. I am frustrated and can feel resentful, but 

I must conform to this but at the same time take the opportunity to break away from 

this view and take all chances to show I want to and am capable to be more”. 

One female officer pointed to the integration of future leadership with identity work:   

“I know some female officers’ distance themselves from male officers because of 

the risks to reputation. However, I don’t agree, and I take every opportunity to interact 

with male officers to learn and understand and develop positive relationship. In future 



I will be leading both men and women, so it is important to be seen as a good police 

officer in both their eyes and not to show any difference.” 

4.4 A Model of Identity Work in Policing 

These patterns of identity work by male and female cadets are not independent 

physical, cognitive, discursive or behaviour modes, but rather they reinforce an 

overarching approach to identity that is evident between male and female. These 

themes underline a dynamic and complex process of identity work emerging from the 

ethnographic accounts. The findings underscore difference in the type of identity work 

undertaken by female and male cadets and suggest different domains of identity for 

male and female cadets.  

Firstly, males appear to construct their identities along collective and social lines. 

They avoid any opposition at personal or group level and instead voice characteristics 

of social identity based on cultural values. Male cadets reflected a social identity 

perspective (Alvesoon, 2000; Löwstedt and Räisänen, 2014) where they emphasised 

their belongingness and worked on collective identifications that enhanced masculine 

identity of policing and public authority status. The inclusion of female cadets may 

have influenced this form of identity for male cadets offering some challenge to 

traditional strong identities of police officers. This is further reflected in cognitive and 

discursive strategies that emphasised female officers as a distinct group separate from 

male officers and at best subordinate to them.  

In terms of male cadets’ perceptions of female cadets and officers, the same 

normative values influence the view of females in a distinctive way. In line with social 

values, female officers are seen as a subordinate group to male officers and to be 

assigned to specific genderised roles that do not undermine the identity of Arab 

women. Once again male cadets draw on social values and family relations to 

construct this identity. They also create or reinforce traditional male identities as 

guardians and protectors of their subordinate colleagues and emphasise the physical 

and cultural constraints to women in policing situations. There is an evident strategy 

of gender identity where female officers are perceived with stereotypical feminine 

characteristics of women as empathisers and an open and caring group. For some 

few male cadets this perspective is emphasised in a complimentary role where female 

officers are seen as possessing unique traits that embody a relational soft approach 



to policing. Thus, male cadet’s incoming to the police force can be seen as accepting 

and internalising this dominant identity of male officers and at the same time defining 

boundaries for the role of women that is consistent largely with normative values.  

The extant social norms provide an overarching context that influences cadets’ 

identity of self. Male cadets’ identification draws on normative values and is consistent 

with masculine stereotypes of policing. They accept and internalise these values that 

is legitimised by hegemonic masculinity in Arab society and the dominant role of 

males. Further, male cadets appeared to posit their identity in a social or collective 

context consistently making references to social norms and the gender roles that are 

expected socially and in public. Male officers emphasised their identity construction 

by drawing on learning from experienced officers and modelling their actions viewed 

as learning to be strong and effective by learning from the best. This was framed in 

terms of learning what it takes to be a good officer from experienced officers that had 

been involved in violent and tough assignments following chains of command and 

following orders and authority. To be fit and gain acceptance and emulate the elite 

was seen as an important strategy for their identity. The masculine identity is enacted 

in the actions and discourse of police cadets that conveys how to act and what to do 

or be like in different situations. Their identity derives from the stories of heroic and 

exciting police assignments and situations and shared experiences from different elite 

units and senior officers.   

In stark contrast, female cadet’s identity work adopts a more diverse and self-

orientation to male collective identification, which is explored and envisioned 

predominantly through individual professional identification. Female cadets and 

officers are highly consistent with a self-identity through the emphasis on role identities 

and self-verification where identity work is concentrated on adapting role identities, 

aligning self with expectations or other perceptions of roles and self (Knapp et al., 

2013; DeRue and Ashford, 2010).  

Within this social context it was evident that female cadets have the space to explore 

through discourse different possibilities of identities. Rather than challenge the 

subordinated and genderised view of police, female cadets appear to both explore and 

envision additional identities and prove through performance intellectually or 

physically that they are capable. There was reframing of subordination placing 

emphasis on co-operative and complementary identities and this is consistent with 



female cadets’ rhetoric that emphasises equity in terms of access to opportunities and 

advancement. Female cadets also used a strategy of embracing organisational 

narratives to explore and justify future possible self-identities. Many held the view that 

the police force was a modernising force and the national and police mandate of 

innovation and change and police excellence provided opportunity for women to both 

fit in with the police culture and explore new roles. Female cadets engaged in cognitive 

and discursive identity work that used self-categorisation and emphasised personal 

characteristics in relation to less physically orientated roles. In doing so they avoid or 

mitigate gender issues and shift the issue from personal aspects to role-based identity 

aspects. As one cadet explains “there is a lot of value in being accepted by male 

officers because it is still male dominated but at the same time there is opportunity to 

be recognised for your success as a police officer, male or female”.  

Thus, they perceived their identity as under a moratorium while progress and 

proving themselves capable could activate or put into practice their perceptions of self 

that did not directly challenge traditional masculine values. This is reflected both 

cognitively and discursively by female cadets by demonstrating a high level of 

information seeking about different modernising or specialist aspects of the police. 

Much of this appeared to focus on identity pertinent information that they can evaluate 

in terms of what kind of officer they can be and what roles they can assume. This is 

evident in their discussion of personal aspects of their identity in terms of their 

knowledge, interests, and goals in relation to different policing situations. In this way 

they were mapping their skills and abilities to different policing situations or processes. 

Female cadets see themselves significantly as learners and they see male mentors 

as experts with whom they can develop relations and build an identity that is consistent 

with an organisationally desirable persona. At a cognitive level information and 

knowledge is used as a tactic to develop work identity to convey a knowledgeable 

persona able to contribute and commitment or demonstration of motivation. This is 

reinforced behaviourally as female cadets invest high levels of effort and commitment 

to their tasks during classrooms and in physical exercises.  

Thus, for female cadets’ identity work plays out against traditional police 

identifications and the wider cultural and organisational structures. This suggests that 

identity is a fluid and evolving process with some space for assumptions about self 

and others to shift. Despite the identifications and process of identity work there is 



significant scope for challenge, compromise, and change. Both male and female 

cadets’ positions about self and others and how they engage in identity work is in an 

early phase as newcomers to the police force and may change and be challenged.  

Further, it was evident that there was a shared understanding by both male and 

females on how policing as an institution perceives what is desirable in officers. Both 

genders acknowledge that the style of policing organisation-wide reflects strong 

authoritative leadership, forceful and capable of securing obedience to the law. 

Further, the organisational context emphasises this through segregated practices and 

difference in uniforms.  Moreover, the issue of equality is avoided in any rhetoric and 

identity work by female cadets focuses on occupational and professional identities and 

becoming members of different police units.  

Yet within this context identity construction assumes a distinctive form for female 

cadets based on a dualistic strategy in both projecting some acceptance of their role 

but also to employing tactics of adding. It was not surprising that no female cadet 

expressed opposition or resistance to this position because the results suggest that to 

some extent female cadets share or at least accept this characterisation. For some 

female cadet’s acceptance of gender segregation roles and their identities in different 

gender roles can be viewed to avoid police situations that jeopardises their identity as 

an Arab woman. For instance, while all cadets accepted physical fitness and defence 

tactics as an integral feature of police competency, for some it was evident they did 

not seek those situations in the field. Challenging such practices would represent 

abandonment of their Arab/Muslim values and threaten their self-identity as an Arab 

woman. In all cases female cadets avoided expressions of interests or desires that 

challenged the existing policing practices of female subordinate or gender roles. 

Females were careful in expressing either conflicting or accepting views of their 

identity openly in any discourse during training sessions. Nevertheless, in private, they 

expressed the importance of religious values and their Arab women’s role in society.  

The findings indicate that for many female cadets and the probationary female officers 

that were interviewed being a woman was central to how they perceived themselves. 

Also, there is strong sense that they see themselves professionally in many ways. 

However, it is also evident that self-identity is challenged with the need to maintain a 

mode of identity that is consistent and compliant with how they are viewed in the main. 



4.4.1 Discourse of Co-operation and Reflexivity 

So far, these findings underscore different orientations and tactics of identity work 

employed by cadets along gender lines with normative retaining identity of male cadets 

contrasting with rational adding tactics by female cadets. Male cadets’ identity work 

emphasises retention of traditional identities by drawing on the cultural templates and 

collective values of who they are. There is less consideration of possibilities of 

identities or processing of information compared to female cadets with reliance on 

collective aspects, particularly established social aspects, of who they are. Female 

cadets however appeared to engage more in information processes and exploring 

possibilities evident mostly though discourse focused on personal attributes. In the 

nexus of these two orientations is a process of co-operative and reflective discourse 

evidenced in the interactions between female and male cadets. Rather than tension 

some cadets emphasise a narrative of co-existence and co-operation. 

At the core of this is a strategy of conflict-avoidance and respectful dialogue that 

influences some degree of group reflection. Much of the discourse is suggestive and 

inviting rather than being provocative or contentious. The verbal exchanges can be 

situated in an interpretative context because they suggest multiple subjective realities 

that attempt to convey a concrete reality. They achieve this by providing narratives 

and stories that offer new views that seek confirmation or acceptance by others either 

other female cadets in offering sustaining supporting views or from male cadets.  

Identity work and construction of identity here is a continuous process of 

compromise between the self and others. If female cadets can confirm their 

identifications through their actions, either in the classroom through critical thinking 

during lessons or during physical activities then they are able to confirm some aspects 

of their identification. On the part of some male cadets, narratives during training 

sessions suggest open-mindedness to such identifications. While there is doubt and 

resistance to female officers, there is equally a willingness for female cadets to prove 

themselves. If female cadets respond through their performance in the classroom, with 

firearms or in simulations and can confirm or project their identification, then there is 

a chance that it confirms to self and others. Moreover, female cadets during physical 

training sessions, even though they are segregated demonstrate a consistently high 

level of physicality, endurance, and effort. Such actions can serve to enhance their 

identifications. For instance, the story and narratives from instructors, “they are doing 



well…keeping pace. performing well.” enhance female cadets’ identifications. Their 

identities are situated and influenced by external social interactions, narratives, and 

situations. Notably in this ‘cadet’ context the strength of identification is a key 

consideration. The interaction between cadets during the training sessions and across 

the numerous training situations, showed that while some segregation occurs there 

nevertheless remains everyday interaction for cadets to make judgements and 

identification statements. The strength and quality of these identifications can vary 

during these sessions depending on the context. For instance, during physical fitness, 

defence and arms training sessions, identifications by females appeared to be 

stronger and more enduring.  

4.5 Conclusion 

This chapter presented the results and a discussion and analysis of the 

ethnographic findings from an investigation of the identity work of male and female 

police cadets in the UAE based on observation and interviews. Different opportunities 

were available to observe the cadets and the discourse during the sessions across 

different activities. Identity work was found to be enacted through dialogue and 

interaction between cadets and instructors in the different training modules of the 

curriculum and reflective activities initiated by instructors around questions about 

preferred roles or areas of policing; strengths and weaknesses; and discussion around 

different types of risks and policing situations.  

Male and female identities were viewed in terms of gendered roles that delineated 

between men and women officers. While male discourse pointed to traditional and 

culturally aligned views of the role of women in policing female police officers were 

more willing to explore and categorise themselves in a wider range of professional 

roles that were more technical and specialist. Identity construction was found to be 

enacted through different modes of physical, discursive, cognitive, and behavioural 

work. 

These findings were discussed in relation to the extant literature and the key theories 

to support exploration and how the findings illuminate and extend existing theory. The 

themes identified underline a dynamic and complex process of identity work emerging 

from the ethnographic accounts and provided insights into cadets’ enactment through 

diverse modes of physical and verbal interactions. Gender identity was shaped by 



social and organisational influences and the construction and envisioning of multiple 

identities. 

 



Chapter 5. Conclusion 

5.1 Introduction 

The focus of this study was on identity construction and expression in the workplace, 

specifically, how do police officers redefine their professional identity in change 

contexts? Police officers’ identity construction is shaped and impacted by the 

prevailing organisational culture and the context, history and duties connected to the 

roles. Traditional police culture, values and attitudes have been commonly portrayed 

as displaying a strong commitment to the policing mandate and duties of fighting 

crime, as well as being authoritative, overly masculine, having respect for courage and 

physical strength, a focus on autonomy, and a readiness to act coercively. A strong 

in-group loyalty and solidarity exists while groups viewed as threatening or deviant are 

treated with hostility and suspicion, in addition to secrecy, sexism, racism, and 

cynicism (Cordner, 2017; Crank, 2004; Paoline, 2003; Paoline et al., 2000). 

Nevertheless, this view of police culture has been observed as unnecessarily 

monolithic and lacking in the more nuanced description that can better reflect the way 

in which individual police officers adapt to the stresses inherent in their role. The 

disruptive influence of change raises a critical question regarding the extent to which 

identities endure or are reconstructed and adapted within a critical social institution 

(Ingram et al., 2018). To address the research goal of this study four research 

questions were formulated:  

R1. What different ways do police officers perceive or experience their identity 

during training and early deployment? 

R2. What identity work do police officers employ to make sense of and respond to 

the process of women entering front-line police work?  

R3. How do police perceive change in policing and how does it trigger or motivate 

them to create or change identities? 

R4. How do police officers make sense of the operational and organisational 

implications of women entering front-line police work?  

To address these questions an ethnographic approach was adopted for this study 

that explored the lived experiences of individuals in specific contexts in police change. 



5.2 Summary of Key Findings 

The findings arising from this ethnographic study provide an in-depth account of the 

identity construction as observed within the context of policing in an Arab country. The 

findings suggest that identity exists both within the social institutional context and 

within the individual realities bound in personal aspects of affective, cognitive and 

behaviours. The most dominant mode of identity work observed is in discursive 

practice drawing on different social, organisational, and personal narratives.  

Identity exists in the social and organisational context including the semiotics of the 

uniform and the wider collective structural and symbolic aspects of police culture that 

influences cadets’ construction. Social norms provide a strong logic for identity 

construction and how cadets perceive themselves in the main. Norms of behaviour 

related to social values influence how cadets perceive themselves and engage in 

identity work. Realities of self from both female and male cadets reflect broader 

normative and social values. Identities of self are bound in collective beliefs concerning 

the role of men and women in society. These establish a template that reinforces and 

projects a gender-based view of identity that establishes boundaries for defining 

gender-based views of self in policing and essentially is the basis for both social and 

personal tension in both male and female cadets. Ultimately there are significant 

variations between male and female cadets both in the process and how they 

characterise themselves. For the most conservative and traditional, female police 

officers are characterised in a less equal and highly subordinate identity and deficient 

in necessary attributes for policing that are associated with masculine traits. This 

represents the most evident source of tension which establishes the focus for identity 

construction. For male cadets it is a response to identity risk and a challenge to 

traditionally strong stereotypical views of police officers, while for female cadets it is 

motivated by struggle to fit in and find their place or role.  In line with this, male identity 

construction is consistent with social identity theory and female cadets’ aligns with role 

identity theory that is reflected in the strategies that are employed and the different 

types of identity work engaged in by each group.  

The findings suggest male identity work is consistent with a social identity 

perspective while female identity work focuses on identity of self-perspective focused 

on role identity. For males defensive avoiding strategies were observed while female 

cadets employed a range of strategies which were in the main acceptance and 



avoidance strategies balanced with negotiated adapting strategies. These strategies 

were consistently reflected in the distinctive patterns of physical, discursive, 

behavioral, and cognitive work to enact different characterisations of self.   

Physical patterns of identity work are evident in both the semiotics of the uniform 

that reinforce gender identity in policing and at a personal level of physical, presented 

by female cadets through postures, movement, and facial expression. For female 

cadets the body is used to project a sense of discipline and commitment and signal 

behavioral intention to perform and commitment. For male cadets physical repertoires 

reflect a defensive strategy to maintain distance with female cadets by controlling the 

degree of openness and interaction with female cadets.  

Discourse was the dominant process of identity work that was observed by both 

male and female cadets enacted around several key themes: envision multiple 

identities, connective discourse, personal and self-talk and collective speak. 

Generally, identity construction involved the discursive articulation of multiple identities 

with continual iteration between social and self.  

Male discourse emphasises strong dominant identities as enforcers and female 

officers as empathetic, approachable, and supportive in those specific gender roles. 

Female discourse avoids this issue and instead projects multiple envisioning of their 

identity using rational professional logic. Cadets both male and female accept and 

conform to gender identity boundaries but at the same time engage in constructing 

multiple identities by drawing on a range of discourse and narratives that reflect 

exploration and co-operation rather than resistance or challenge. Discourse for female 

cadets constructed multiple self-identities whereas male cadets focused on identity 

characteristics that reflected dominant social values and masculine stereotypes. 

Female discourse revealed a process that drew on rational and logical police work to 

envision multiple identity possibilities. The narrative of cadets pointed to different 

identity possibilities associated with varied roles and policing practices leading to 

multiple traditional and contemporary identity constructions. Identity is also 

constructed through a discourse of connections by means of rhetoric, narratives and 

stories drawing on connections between themselves and ideas or beliefs or situations. 

This study evidences the use of organisational and personal meta-narratives in identity 

strategies. Males draw on normative-based narratives based on gender, ethnicity, or 



culture narratives while female cadets employ progressive professional, technological 

or contemporary organisational meta-narratives to shape role identities.  

Behavioural patterns of identity further reinforced cadets’ identity work. For female 

cadets intensive physical and cognitive performance was a dominant form of identity 

work. Performing was a strategy to counter the perceived deficits by males. Physical 

performance verified to self and others competence and ability in line with collective 

expectations and enhanced sense of belonging. Cognitive performance in terms of 

attention and verbal information processing reinforced role identity goals by 

demonstrating diverse personal attributes associated with professional progressive 

policing narratives. 

These practices are reflected in underlying cognitive identity work identified in male 

and female cadets through different strategies and cognitive hierarchy to prioritise and 

manage multiple levels of identity that allowed for compliance and construction of 

multiple progressive identities beyond gender roles. With this process cognitive 

discourse was characterised by three types of strategies observed: reframing, 

negotiating, and avoiding. Female cadets adapted and reframed their gender identity 

such that it incorporated highly professionalised elements and expanded their possible 

sphere of involvement. Identity work by female cadets involved attempting to negotiate 

alternative perspectives of female cadets reflected in their discourse with male cadets. 

A major theme in females’ identity work was knowledge absorption and sharing that 

was characterised by search and evaluation of police curriculum during the classes. A 

strong socio-cognitive dimension is present within female identity work reflected in 

discourse significantly centred around self-efficacy and self-belief in capabilities to 

achieve performance and goals within the police service.  

Male cadets provided multiple constructions of what it is to be a police officer, 

emerging from discourse on interests and preferred roles alongside traditional 

identifications of policing. In certain instances, discourse communicated authoritative 

and strong policing identities and emphasis on being tough on criminals and solving 

crimes. Males contrasted with female cadets in displaying less cognitive processing 

or inquiry or openness that could point to an identity process which is more 

internalised. 



Through these different patterns of identity work different identity strategies were 

observed distinct to each gender. On balance, identity construction emerges as both 

a socially and self-orientated phenomena where sense of self is a negotiated 

balancing process. It was evident that the subjects in this study in addition to 

delineating identities through different strategies, were aware of identity as a temporal, 

malleable entity and engaged in exploring and shaping identities. The interaction 

between discourse behaviour and cognitive emerges as a critical element because 

discourse without reinforcing behaviour or motivating cognition undermines pursuit of 

identity. In the process of establishing what is similar and what is different, the 

boundaries can be delineated, against which identities are defended or expanded and 

added to through a process of reflection and enactments of discourse of daily rhetoric, 

stories, narratives, and meta-narratives that reinforce or gives rise to alternative 

identities.  

This study has shown that the actors constitute their sense of self through discourse 

and sense-making. These patterns of identity work by male and female cadets are not 

independent physical, cognitive, discursive or behaviour modes, but rather they 

reinforce an overarching approach to identity that is evident between male and female. 

These themes underline a dynamic and complex process of identity work emerging 

from the ethnographic accounts. 

5.3 Research Contribution 

This study provides a contribution within an area lacking literature that explores and 

examines as a social phenomenon the ways in which people construct their identity 

and develop and maintain a sense of their individuality and distinctiveness (Vignoles, 

2017; Van Maanen, 2010). The findings draw on a different lens to that offered by 

organisational theories and provide a broader understanding of issues of workplace 

diversity and conflict. This study contributes to knowledge on how the strength of 

organisational identification influences personal and work-related identities in the 

police force.  

This research makes several contributions to theory and practice. Firstly, this study 

has expanded understanding in this field by providing new insights about identity work, 

a topic about which there is limited understanding (Kreiner et al., 2006). The study 

shows how within the context of the police force identity construction of multiple 



identities is enacted through different modes of physical, discursive, cognitive, and 

behavioural work. The findings point to processes of identity construction which draw 

on enforcing physical boundaries, the uniform and the use of a person’s physicality, 

meta-narrative and storytelling, categorisation of professional self, reflection, learning 

and reasoning, verbal and non-verbal communications and physical actions to create 

and enact personal, professional and gender identities. Furthermore, understanding 

is enhanced in relation to identity construction by different genders and how these 

identities are defined and bounded by male and female cadets. New insights are 

provided of female cadets’ construction of identities that go beyond the traditional 

gendered roles identified by male police officers towards self-categorisation in a wider 

range of professional roles, and the tactics used by female police cadets to address 

and manage the inherent tensions in conforming to cultural and masculine police 

precepts of gender roles.  

This study has theoretical implications for understanding of identity work and how it 

is shaped by the evolving relationships within which it is undertaken. The research 

shows these relationships affect how police officers make sense of themselves as men 

and women and in turn how these relationships are influenced by policing and gender 

discourses within which they are reciprocally engaged.    

The study provides insight into how identity work is affected by the evolving 

relationships in which it is embedded. The contribution is showing how these 

relationships shape how police officers make sense of themselves as men and women 

through discursive, cognitive, behavioural and physical identity work. The findings 

point to differences between female and male cadets in the type of identity work 

undertaken and suggest that different domains of identity are salient. For male cadets 

identity work emphasises retention of traditional identities by drawing on the cultural 

templates and collective values of who they are. They thus accept and internalise 

normative values consistent with masculine stereotypes of policing and the dominant 

role of males in Arab society, while defining boundaries for the role of women that is 

consistent largely with normative values. At the same time identity work and 

construction of identity here is a continuous process of compromise between the self 

and others and there is a willingness to accept female self-identifications and an 

openness to female integration based on performance.  



For female cadets there is a theoretical contribution in expanding understanding of 

the how female police officers make sense of themselves as they negotiate a largely 

hegemonic masculinity professionally and more broadly in society. For women identity 

work undertakes a distinct form that draws on a dualistic strategy that projects some 

shared acceptance of their normative role but also explores through discourse 

different possibilities of identities and diverse expressions of self within policing. 

Through distinct discursive patterns of identity talk that included envisioning multiple 

identities through a rational logic process, constructing identity through a discourse of 

connections, and utilising personal and organisational meta-narratives female cadets 

made sense of themselves by exploring boundaries in identity work and reframing 

subordination by placing emphasis on co-operative and complementary identities. It 

was evident from their discourse that female cadets have broader perception future 

framing their identities around scientific and analytical components of policing and 

different functions and competencies. The study thus identifies a consistent theme in 

the identity work of both male and female cadets in balancing conservative and 

modern values and exploring viable and sustainable modes of identity. 

The study further contributes theoretical insight into how these relationships are in 

turn affected by the discourses of policing and gender within which they are 

reciprocally embedded.  The study identifies that both male and female cadets accept 

and conform to gender identity boundaries but at the same time engage in constructing 

multiple identities by drawing on discourse and narratives that reflect exploration and 

co-operation rather than resistance or challenge. A process of co-operative and 

reflective discourse is evidenced in the interactions between female and male cadets, 

in which there is mutual reflexivity and reciprocation in compromise. Rather than 

tension some cadets emphasise a narrative of co-existence and co-operation and 

evidence a strategy of conflict-avoidance and respectful dialogue that influences some 

degree of group reflection. Female cadets were distinct in utilising organisational and 

social narratives and values to anchor, construct and justify a much broader portfolio 

of identities and possibilities that attempts to negotiate gender differences. This study 

contributes a model of identity work in policing in which identity construction for males 

and females and discourse of different possibilities is bound up in relationships of 

cooperation and reflexivity that expands theoretical understanding of the dynamic and 

complex process of identity work that emerged from the ethnographic accounts. 



Furthermore, this study contributes to expanding knowledge and understanding of 

identity work beyond the narrow contextual confines of North American and European 

organisations in which to date most studies have been conducted (Caza et al., 2018). 

The research adds to a very small number of studies on professional identity work in 

a Middle Eastern and Arabic cultural context about which little is known. It is possible 

that identity work may be motivated by different reasons, have unique identity work 

processes, and potentially vary in terms of the consequences of those processes. 

More research from this region is crucial for a fuller understanding of the various 

identity issues individuals face in the Middle East and how they address them.  

5.4 Theoretical and Practical Implications  

The findings from this research have several theoretical and practical implications 

for the field.  

5.4.1 Theoretical Implications 

The findings of this study contribute to theory in several ways. Firstly, the research 

expands understanding of the different orientations and tactics of identity work 

employed by cadets along gender lines. It is shown how male cadets adopt normative 

retaining identity tactics in contrast to the rational adding tactics employed by female 

cadets. There is implication for theory in developing understanding of how identity 

work tactics may differ between genders and how these two orientations coalesce and 

interact in the context of group reflection.  

There is a further theoretical contribution in revealing how different genders are 

associated with different domains of identity construction.  Males appear to construct 

their identities along collective and social lines while female cadets’ identity work is 

largely based on self-identification. Females were shown to engage in cognitive and 

discursive identity work that used self-categorisation and emphasised personal 

characteristics played out against traditional police identifications and the wider 

cultural and organisational structures. In doing so they avoided or mitigated gender 

issues and shifted the issue from personal aspects to collective aspects. 

5.4.2 Managerial/Practical Implications 

The study identified the identity work undertaken by individuals of both genders in 

the police force in the UAE. Previous work has underlined that people’s identity work 



has implications for the organisations and institutions within which they are embedded 

to the extent that personal identity construction also shapes organisational identity 

(Caza et al., 2018). In this study identity work was shown to have not only cognitive 

but physical, discursive, and behavioral dimensions that suggest that engaging in 

identity work will have repercussions that affect relationships with others and with 

organisations more broadly. The implication for managers is to identify and understand 

when and how identity work occurs and to discern any beneficial or damaging 

outcomes. In this way managers can create conditions for fostering and nurturing 

positive outcomes to identity work that are constructive for both the individual and 

organisation.  

The findings show that perceptions of gender identity and gender roles among male 

and female cadets shaped how females saw themselves in professional terms and 

influenced the types of work considered suitable for female police officers. While 

female cadets held a broader perspective that emphasised technical, non-frontline 

roles. This has practical implications for organisations and managers in 

accommodating gender diversity as it increases. Managers need to create an 

environment in which employees from both genders can thrive in all areas based on 

policies and practices at multiple levels of the organisation including organisational 

structure and practices and individual needs and agency. For this to happen, beyond 

diverse management teams managers and colleagues need to be open for dialogue 

with female counterparts and education that explores assumptions and stereotypes 

and enhances awareness of other viewpoints to create more inclusive organisations.   

The study showed that one aspect of female cadets’ cognitive identity work involved 

job crafting by highlighting aspects of police work that they perceived fit with their 

interests and capabilities. There is an implication for police organisations to consider 

encouraging and supporting female officers in their job crafting efforts. Job crafting 

has been characterised as a pathway towards organisational change (Demerouti et 

al., 2021; Petrou et al., 2015) that in the context of organisational strategies could 

allow for the redesign of roles and tasks that open satisfying career pathways and role 

opportunities for female police officers within the organisation.  



5.5 Limitations  

This study is associated with certain limitations related to the design of this research. 

The findings are based on the lived experience of police cadets drawing on interviews 

and observations. These observations were limited to the setting of the classroom and 

training venues and were not made across multiple different contexts or during the 

involvement of the participants in actual police work. Therefore, observations do not 

capture participants’ behaviors, actions and discourse in an authentic police 

environment or their interactions with operational officers, superiors, or the public 

within that setting. Further observations and interviews were undertaken over a limited 

time of 24 weeks that provides a snapshot within the four-year timespan of the training. 

Over this time data was collected from a single cohort of cadets.  

It should also be noted that the findings draw on the perspectives of police cadets 

in the earliest phases of their career and therefore reflect nascent perceptions on their 

police identities. Moreover, observations were made in the first years of the training 

program at the very beginning of their journey as a police officer. In this early-stage 

police cadets are not yet a part of or fully immersed in police culture and cadets may 

be risk averse, tentative, and exploratory in their beliefs and perceptions. They are yet 

to establish a professional identity based on greater certainty and experiences gained 

from doing police work in a police officer setting.  

This study represents the first time this researcher has undertaken a large research 

project. The output therefore depends on this researchers’ subjective observations 

and interpretations and what has been noticed or accorded significance is subject 

entirely to this lens. Further this researcher is a police officer and therefore not entirely 

independent or objective but may bring to observation and interpretation previous 

biases, beliefs, and values.  

5.6 Future Research 

This study points to several avenues for future research. Firstly, this study is based 

on ethnographic investigation of police officers during participation in a training 

program. While an authentic context there is opportunity to extend this research to 

ethnographic study of police officers in action undertaking the daily activities and 

responsibilities that comprise their role. This would provide a view of identity 

construction that is enacted in the crucible of professional police work, and which may 



be subject to revision and change as experience influences and shapes self-

perceptions of personal and professional identity. In addition, this research was 

conducted at the earliest stages of individuals’ police careers during their initial 

formation when professional identity construction and beliefs are likely to be nascent 

and less established. However, there is consistent evidence pointing to changing 

patterns of motivation and commitment to their professional identity among police 

officers (Lopez and Ramos, 2017; McElroy et al. 1999; Schaible 2018; Van Maanen 

1975). Future research could adopt a longitudinal approach and investigate identity 

work and perceptions at different stages of a police officers’ career and/or over time. 

This could provide increased understanding of how police identities are constructed 

and shaped and the cultural, organisational, and personal factors which influence this 

process as police officers progress in their careers.  

There is also considerable opportunity for further research to explore police identity 

work in other Arabic and cultural contexts. To date most of the literature on identity 

work has focused on North American and European contexts promoting a gap in 

research in other cultural settings. Future research could examine the motivations and 

processes for identity work to identify unique characteristics and consequences of 

such processes across cultures and how identity issues are addressed. 

This study was situated within a single police institution of Abu Dhabi Police College 

exploring in significant depth how policing identities are constructed and defined by 

police cadets in a context of change. Future research could also focus on cross-

organisational case studies that include a wider set of policing levels, institutions, and 

locations to identify patterns that may be generalisable to police officer populations. 

This could explore the dynamics of identity processes, influencing factors, and identity 

effects to understand underlying commonalities and differences.  

There is also opportunity for further research on the temporal elements of identity or 

how past and potential future identities influence current self-meanings (Strahan and 

Wilson, 2006). In this study the vision and influence of future professional identities on 

current identity was evident in female police cadets’ narratives. These suggested that 

gender roles were not fixed but rather something that could be evolved through a wider 

range of police roles outside of what was perceived as appropriate. Further fine-

grained research is needed to understand how the future work selves envisioned or 



anticipated by female police officers influences current self-understandings and how 

they engage in career-related proactive behavior in the present.  

Further this research pointed to the existence of multiple identities of professional 

police officer, gender, and team and evidenced some tension between competing 

visions and values and the behaviors required. Future research could examine these 

multiple identities through the lens of intersectionality that focuses on how “the 

complexity of multiple dimensions” is examined by exploring relationships between 

and across identities (Atewologun et al., 2016, p. 224). Some research has used 

intersectionality theory as a lens to show how senior managers claim their racial and 

gender identities in ways that resulted in both privileged and disadvantaged status 

(Atewologun et al., 2016). Such an approach in the work and policing context could 

provide useful insight into how combinations of an individual’s cultural, gender and 

other identities interact and provide advantages or disadvantages at work.  

Discrete identities such as gender and culture could further be investigated in terms 

of the juncture with more generalised work identities. Current conceptualisations 

identify work identities as consisting of an employees’ unique set of identities at work 

(Dutton et al., 2010). However, knowledge is limited on the extent to which specific 

role, collective or personal identities are incorporated within an overall work-based 

self-concept and the contextual characteristics which influence this process are yet to 

be explored.  

The findings showed that police officers continued to assert the importance of 

physical characteristics in terms of toughness and fit, clean bodies as part of police 

work identities. Further research could explore how physical identities in the police fit 

with gender identity and roles. Until now research on identity work has neglected the 

practices and processes through which the body becomes meaningful for people 

particularly in contexts of institutional and organisational change (Courpasson and 

Monties, 2017). Bodies are an intrinsic part of identity work (Budgeon, 2003) and 

increasingly more central to police officer identity because of perceived threats to the 

physical self from changes in policing institutions. The intersection with gender identity 

as policing institutions become more gender diverse could provide useful insight into 

how police officers resist or adapt to institutional changes and policy change and the 

new demands of policing organisations.   



Exploring the interpersonal dynamics of identity construction provides a further 

possible avenue for research. Identity work is predominantly relational based on the 

negotiation of personal, role and collective identities with others over time (Creary et 

al., 2015; DeRue and Ashford, 2010) however there is limited empirical research in 

this area. Studies could explore the significance of who individuals are interacting with 

when engaging in identity work and in what ways this might be important. The role 

particular others play in identity work could be examined in terms of specific variables 

such as relative status, nature of relationship and type of support given.  
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Appendix 1 – Interview Guide 

An investigation of the identity work in Policing: A Case Study of 
UAE Police College 

Hamad Aldarmkai, tel: +971509998374 , email:h.a.r.h.aldarmaki2@newcastle.ac.uk 

SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW GUIDE 

Face-face in-depth semi-structured interviews were conducted with each participant. 

Each interview was scheduled to last between 1.5 and 3 hours, and interviews were 

digitally recorded.  

Introduction 

• Introduce self, build rapport, comments/brief conversation. 

• Present and explain the information sheet, ask whether the participant has 

any questions and answer accordingly.  

• Clarify interviewees’ rights and remind the interviewee of their right to 

confidentiality and anonymity as outlined in the information sheet.  

• Outline the implications of written informed consent and ask the participant to 

complete the consent form.  

• Ensure that the participant is ready for the interview to commence.  

Clarify definition of identity and innovation and context for the purpose of this 

interview. 

Identity: how you or others interpret who you are based on a wide range of factors 

including personal attributes, socio-demographic characteristics, roles, group 

membership, language you use. 

Innovation: is the creation and implementation of newer or significantly improved 

products (goods or services) or processes, new methods, new organisational methods 

in business practice, new workplace organisations or external relationships  

Context: To this interview, we are interested in your views and experiences in 

relation female cohort in the Policing College and women in police. 

Your Identity 



1. How do you perceive or identify yourself at work? 

Follow-up:  

What aspects about yourself do you think defines you? 

How do you perceive your role? 

What values/beliefs do you hold important? 

Do you identify with any person or group more than others? 

How do you talk about yourself to others? 

 

2. How do you think others see you? 

Follow-up:  

Has anyone at work commented about who you are? 

What impressions did you get from this?  

What are some categories or labels have others used to identify you? 

Others Identity 

3. Can you talk about how other officers in your workplace are perceived?  

Follow-up:  

Do other people or groups have different beliefs or values? 

What are some categories or labels used to identify others?  

How do you perceive or identify others at your workplace? 

Identity Motives 

4. Can you talk about why you identify or define yourself in this way?  

Follow-up:  

What do you think influences how you define yourself?  

What is the reason for how you identify?  

Probe: Self-belief, esteem, belonging, be different, continuity  

Can you talk about why others define themselves in the way they do? 

 

 

5. Can you talk about any concerns about your identity or how you want to define 
yourself?  

Follow-up:  



What are the biggest challenges you face about being a police officer in terms of? 

how you see yourself? 

Innovation 

6. Please tell what you know about the [ innovation name].  

Follow-up:  

What is your view about it? 

Do you agree with it? 

 

7. Can you tell me about any concerns or challenges you experienced about this 
innovation in terms your identity? 

Follow-up:  

Did you feel any aspect of your identity was under threat?  

How did it make you feel? 

In what ways do you think it affects how what you think or belief about yourself?  

Did you feel the innovation enhances or was beneficial to your identity? 

Can you talk about how it affects your work? Role, status, how you do your work?  

How do you think it affected your values or beliefs? 

How did you behave? How did others behave? 

Did it change how you identify or your relationship with any person or group? 

 

8. Can you talk about any conversations people had about each other? Talks, 
comments, stories? Where there any humour or labelling? Were there any changes 
to behaviour or physical appearance? 
 

9. What about others? Can you talk about how you think this innovation affected the 
identity of others? 

Follow-up:  

Can you talk about how you think others perceived or experienced the effect of? 

this innovation on their identity? 

Has the way people perceived themselves or other changed in any way? 

Probe: Values, status, role, relationships belonging 

Identity Work 



10. In what ways do you think you have adapted how you perceive yourself?  

Follow-up: 

Can you talk about any situation where you needed to modify or change your 
identity? 

What did you do or say to work on your identity? 

Either order to be accepted, listened to, engaged with or generally to be able to 
perform your duties as you see them?  

How did you feel about that? 

 

11. Can you talk about any situation where you think others needed to modify or 
change their identity? 

Follow-up 

Did you see a change in any categories or labels others have used to identify 
themselves, you or others? 

Language; comments; behaviour; values 

 

12. How would you describe the outcome of any identity change because of this 
innovation?  
 
Follow-up 

 How do you feel now about your self-identity? How do you think others feel? 

 Your social identity? Is there any difference now in how you relate to others? 

 Your role or status? 

 Has the narrative changed? Language or comments about themselves or others? 

 

13. Is there anything that you feel we haven’t discussed today which you would 
like to bring up? 

 

 

 

 

Possible follow up questions include:  



You mentioned ______ tell me what that was like for you. You mentioned ______  

describe that in more detail for me.  

Can you recall any significant experiences in terms of your identity? 

You mentioned that _______ was an issue. Could you please talk more about that? 

You mentioned _____, tell me more about that. What happened then? Can you 
describe what that felt like? 

 

Imagination Variation 

In terms of your or other identity, is there any aspect of the innovation [project name] 
it is important to change? Why? 

 

 

 



Appendix 2 – Interview Schedule 

A total of 16 interviewees: 4 x Female Cadets, 4 x Male Cadets, 4 x Police Instructors, 

4 x Police Graduates 

ID  Interviewee Description Date/Time 

1 Police Cadet  Male Week 5 

2 Police Cadet Female Week 5 

3 Instructor Physical Training Specialist  Week 5 

4 Police Cadet  Male Week 7 

5 Police Cadet Female Week 7 

6 Instructor Weapons and Firearms Specialist Week 7 

7 Police Cadet  Male Week 8 

8 Police Cadet Female Week 8 

9 Instructor Criminal Investigation Specialist Week 8 

10 Police Cadet  Male Week 10 

11 Police Cadet Female Week 10 

12 Instructor Defence Specialist Week 10 

13 Police Graduate  Male Week 12 

14 Police Graduate Female Week 12 

15 Police Graduate Male Week 12 

16 Police Graduate Female Week 12 



Appendix 3 – Observation Guide 

This observation focuses on identity work within an on-going work situation within the 

context of specific innovation and will adhere to the following protocols: 

• This Observation will be of naturally occurring interactions and conversations 
among [place/people/situation] during work 

• Schedule group meetings or activities 

• Inform the participants of the purpose of the observation and share information 
with them about topics that their questions about the research and the 
researcher's presence there are put to rest. 

• Explain that you simply observe and record your comments and do not ask any 
questions.  

• Explain to participants that the notes will be confidential and will not include their 
names or any other information that could identify them in any reports written.  

• Before the start do observation participants have any questions? 

• Specify dates and times for participation and ensure that you are constantly 
introducing yourself as the researcher. 

 



Appendix 4 – Observation Schedule 

Data Collection Period: March 20th, 2021 - June 20th, 2021, No observations: 24      

Duration per Observation: 3hrs 

ID  Observation 
Context 

Observes Subject Area Date/Time 

1 Classroom 
training  

Female/Male Cadets 
and Instructor 

Criminal Investigation Week 1 

2 Practical 
training 

Female/Male Cadets 
and Instructor 

Firearms Week 1 

3 Classroom 
training 

Female/Male Cadets 
and Instructor 

Drug Law 
Enforcement 

Week 2 

4 Practical 
training 

Female/Male Cadets 
and Instructor 

Defence Tactics Week 2 

5 Classroom 
training  

Female/Male Cadets 
and Instructor 

Physical and 
Emotional Readiness  

Week 3 

6 Practical 
training 

Female/Male Cadets 
and Instructor 

Physical Fitness 
Training 

Week 3 

7 Classroom 
training  

Female/Male Cadets 
and Instructor 

Patrol Procedures Week 4 

8 Practical 
training 

Female/Male Cadets 
and Instructor 

Patrol Exercises Week 4 

9 Classroom 
training 

Female/Male Cadets 
and Instructor 

Human relations Week 5 

10 Practical 
training 

Female/Male Cadets 
and Instructor 

Human Relations 
Exercises 

Week 5 

11 Classroom 
training  

Female/Male Cadets 
and Instructor 

Laws and Criminal 
Procedures 

Week 6 

12 Practical 
training 

Female/Male Cadets 
and Instructor 

Arrests exercises Week 6 

 

 

 



ID  Interviewee Observes Subject Area Date/Time 

13 Classroom 
training  

Female/Male Cadets 
and Instructor 

Homeland Security Week 7 

14 Practical 
training 

Female/Male Cadets 
and Instructor 

Scenarios and 
Practical Exercises 

Week 7 

15 Classroom 
training 

Female/Male Cadets 
and Instructor 

Patrol Procedures 
and Operations 

Week 8 

16 Practical 
training 

Female/Male Cadets 
and Instructor 

 Week 8 

17 Classroom 
training  

Female/Male Cadets 
and Instructor 

Crash Investigation Week 9 

18 Practical 
training 

Female/Male Cadets 
and Instructor 

Emergency 
Response Training 

Week 9 

19 Classroom 
training  

Female/Male Cadets 
and Instructor 

Juveniles Law and 
Procedures 

Week 10 

20 Practical 
training 

Female/Male Cadets 
and Instructor 

Patrol Procedures 
and Operations 

Week 10 

21 Classroom 
training 

Female/Male Cadets 
and Instructor 

Human Relations Week 11 

22 Practical 
training 

Female/Male Cadets 
and Instructor 

Scenarios Week 11 

23 Classroom 
training  

Female/Male Cadets 
and Instructor 

Crash Investigation Week 12 

24 Practical 
training 

Female/Male Cadets 
and Instructor 

Emergency 
Response Training 

Week 12 

 

 



Appendix 5 – Observation Log 

For each observation submit a record. 

 

 



 

 



Appendix 6 – Observation Checklist 

Key Points 

• Write field note immediately after observation and making notes during observation 

• Use video or audio is this has been consented to and if it useful.  

• Use descriptive words to document what you observe. For example, instead of 

noting that a classroom appears "comfortable," state that the classroom includes 

soft lighting and cushioned chairs that can be moved around by the students. Being 

descriptive means supplying yourself with enough factual evidence that you don't 

end up making assumptions about what you meant when you write the final report. 

• Note ideas, impressions, thoughts, and/or any criticisms you have about what you 

observed.  

• Include insights about what you have observed and speculate as to why you 

believe specific phenomenon occurred. 

• Record any thoughts that you may have regarding any future observations. 

• Chiseri-Strater and Sunstein (1997) have developed a list of useful things that 

should be included in all field notes: 

1. Date, time, and place of observation 

2. Specific facts, numbers, details of what happens at the site 

3. Sensory impressions: sights, sounds, textures, smells, taste 

4. Personal responses to the fact of recording fieldnotes 

5. Specific words, phrases, summaries of conversations, and insider language 

6. Questions about people or behaviors at the site for future investigation 

• Page numbers to help keep observations in order 
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