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Abstract

Abstract

This qualitative study examines the interrelation of corporate, organisational and social identity
within the European Spallation Source, a big research facility under construction. The
greenfield project is characterised by ongoing change, in which we explored the influences of
identity layers on the diverse and rapidly growing workforce. As future scientific breakthroughs
are uncertain, the individual impact of work efforts is highly ambiguous and depicts a
significant factor for the sensemaking of organisational reality and identities. From a symbolic
interactionist perspective, we examined how employees perceived legitimacy efforts of the
knowledge-intensive firm. By adhering to the hermeneutic circle, we analysed our empirical
material consisting of eleven semi-structured interviews, observations and document studies.
Our findings show the intertwined nature of identity layers and that the weakness of one layer
may lead to dysfunctional outcomes, such as collaboration issues, in the early organisational
stage. Further, verbal and non-verbal strategies to gain legitimacy, indicated as rhetoric and
isomorphism are influencing and shaped by the employees’ perception. Additionally, we
suggest that the orientation on a shared big picture could serve as an anchor for stability and
alignment in uncertain environments. Our study encourages organisational researchers to
engage more with non-mainstream organisations, in particular those with ambiguous purposes

and objectives, like big research facilities.
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A long time ago,
in a galaxy

Jar, far away ...

... a newly assembled crew prepared for its mission to explore the endless vastness of space.
It was not just any kind of mission, but one that allegedly would change the destiny of
mankind for good. The vision was that the results would not only help to overcome
challenges and improve the lives of any human being, but moreover to eventually ensure its
very existence. For this, the target was set to consolidate all the expertise one could find on
the home planet to guarantee the success of the mission. This mission was understood to be
unparalleled in the history of mankind to this point of time and promoted accordingly to
leading decision-makers and society. Therefore, large support was gathered from different
groups that ensured the feasibility of the ambitious project and to create a new force that

would be able to discover the unexplored in unforeseen ways.

In order to start the mission, the crew needed to act determinately as time was a scarce
resource. During the preparations, an increasing need was identified to expand the crew and
bring in more knowledge that would be necessary to fulfil the mission. Fortunately, many
new crew members could be convinced of the unique mission and got on board. Thus, the
crew rapidly grew in a short period of time and nearly quintupled within a few years. Being
highly focused on reaching the target of its mission, the personnel worked zealously to

ensure the functionality of every required aspect.

Nevertheless, as the project progressed it also seemed to take its toll on the crew. The
visionary mission appeared to create a highly uncertain environment as some members of
the crew had difficulties to see the advancement of their hard-fought efforts. Some began to
doubt the direction the mission was taking, some had troubles to see how and when it
actually will achieve its mission and the perception amongst the crew about rising questions
seemed to be dispersed. Thus, more fundamental questions arose, such as ‘How much

influence will my actions actually have on the mission?’ ‘Are we all even focusing on the same
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mission?’ ‘Who are we anyway?’. However, the progress of the mission was understood to be

essential and no time could be wasted to deal with such disturbances.

Eventually, the long-desired day finally came when the groundwork was done, and the crew
was boarding the spaceship to start its mission. The ground crew set the countdown 3 ... 2 ...
1 ... GO! And there it was, all the hours of hard work seemed to pay off in this moment as the
spaceship blasted-off into a state of zero gravity. After settling into its new and unfamiliar
environment, the spaceship was floating calmly in the cosmos just like a boat sailing on a
still sea. While meeting with the crew for the first time on the navigating bridge, Jack, an
engineer who fulfilled his dreams to come on this prestigious mission, could not help but
gazing out of the window to admire the beauty of space which he was longing for all his life.
In the meanwhile, his fellow crew members were debating on which direction they should
take in order to make the mission a success. He knew that all of them were inherently
different and had the most diverse imagination about the priorities and how to achieve this
undertaking. As the mission took years to take-off, he recognised that the vision appeared
unclear and orientations amongst the crew were drifting apart. Whilst looking out of the
window he followed the discussion and could perceive that his fellows argued that their
individual approach is the one to take and there was no common alignment. He thought for

himself:

“We are sailing without looking at the stars.”

(Note: We do not claim to portray reality with this fictional story, but rather to provide a
comprehensible, easy accessible and enthusing entry into our study. Therefore, the story
contains parts of our observations and empirical material but is intentionally portrayed in an

exaggerated manner.)
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Introduction

1. Introduction

Following the introductory story, we provide an explanation of the research background and
the object of our study, the European Spallation Source. Furthermore, we elucidate the aim of
our research and its significance. Eventually, an outline of the following chapters with the

respective content is given.

1.1 Background

At first sight, the presented introductory story describes the beginning of a science-fiction
novel. However, when taking a closer look this can also be interpreted as an exaggerated
snapshot of the organisational life at the object of our study: The European Spallation Source
(ESS). Whilst explaining the complex organisational conditions in an understandable manner,
the empirical material inspired us to draw the comparison between ESS and a fictional
spaceship. Therefore, despite fulfilling the purpose of guiding into our study, we provided the
story to exemplify how exceptional the situation at ESS is and to shed light on the surprising

contradictions within the organisation.

Accordingly, we identified several extraordinary characteristics at ESS that caught our attention
and we perceived it as interesting to examine its implications from an organisational science
perspective. One feature differentiating ESS from many other companies is its greenfield
approach, which means according to the website: “a greenfield project, built from the ground
up not only physically, but organisationally and philosophically” (ESS, n.d.a). This implies that
ESS did not exist as a research laboratory beforehand, but rather that the organisation starts
from scratch. Due to the fact that processes and structures are set up from the bottom, it allows
to construct unprecedented scientific instruments that enable research to understand the
composition of the world around us (Berggren & Hallonsten, 2012). As a publicly funded
multilateral project, with contributions from various member states, the organisation relies on
their support and needs to act upon the political requirements (Hallonsten, 2016). This
dependency along with the early stage of the organisation affects its self-perception and
consequently how it is presenting itself to be perceived as legitimate. As ESS has to address

multiple stakeholders with diverse requirements, its appropriate portrayal depicts a challenge.
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Introduction

Furthermore, the extensive scope of the project is accompanied by a substantial focus on the
time schedule and meeting the project deadlines. This results in a constantly changing nature
of the organisation, as ESS is undergoing various phases in an unconventionally rapid way. The
fast-paced progress of the project causes time to be a scarce resource within ESS, which may
influence the organisation internally. Additionally, this aspect displays itself in the soaring
expansion of the workforce, which grew from 100 employees in 2012 (ESS, n.d.b) to nearly
500 by the end of 2017 (ESS, n.d.c). Consequently, the required expertise spans across many
different national and professional borders, which results in a heterogeneous workforce. Thus,
the integration of the employees into the organisation illustrates an interesting aspect to
research. Nonetheless, the most significant aspect that differs ESS from other organisations,
depicts the uncertainty about the achievement of the visionary future purpose of the facility.
Due to the uncertain notion about if and when scientific breakthroughs will happen (Hallonsten,
2016), the long lead time represents a challenge for employees as the results of their work efforts
cannot directly be linked with outcomes. Consequently, the complex nature of ESS coupled
with the unpredictable contribution to the project and its vague status of future achievements,
raises a question how organisational members develop commitment towards the undertaking?
Congruently with this elucidation and the situation in the introductory story, we thus question
how organisational members are making sense of common reference points to navigate in
reality?

Given these points, we got interested in the internal ramifications of the abovementioned
characteristics. In particular, we perceived the ambiguous nature surrounding the organisation
along with its salient workforce characteristics as potentially having impacts on the efforts to
gain legitimacy and eventually its identity® construction. This provoked our interest in how the
legitimacy strategies of the young and growing organisation affects its members internally.
Accordingly, it appears valuable to examine how employees are making sense of the
organisational reality and specifically the construction of identities. Several organisational
studies have identified the significance of identity work in knowledge-intensive contexts before
(Alvesson, 2004; Newell, Robertson, Scarbrough & Swan, 2009; Robertson & Swan, 2003),
and perceive it as an aspect to achieve stability in an uncertain environment. However, few
studies appeared to thematise the construction of identities in big research facilities in an early

organisational stage. Moreover, we perceive the current phase of the organisation, which is

L When not specifying the identity layer, we do not refer to a specific one but rather connote an encompassing
notion that includes all layers.
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Introduction

characterised by constant change and rapid transitions, as a valuable feature that offers the

possibility of analysing identity constructions in the making.

To conclude, our study is focusing on the sensemaking of organisational reality from the
employees’ perspective. This is characterised by a highly knowledge-intensive workforce and
a continuous transition that implies an unstable state of the organisation. As a result, our study
centres around how to manage people, knowledge and change.

1.2 The European Spallation Source
Due to its ostensibly unusual characteristics from an organisational perspective, it is important
to elaborate more on the features of the organisation we studied and provide background

information that are relevant to our study.

As mentioned before, our study centres around the European Spallation Source, which is a
neutron-based science facility currently under construction at its site in Lund, Sweden and a
data management and software centre based in Copenhagen, Denmark (ESS, n.d.d). The big
science facility is understood to represent the “next generation neutron source for European
science” (Hallonsten, 2012, p. 11). Within the science facility, neutrons are used for making
structures “and function of matter from the microscopic down to the atomic scale” (ESS, n.d.e)
visible, enabling yet inconceivable research. Therefore, protons will be forwarded with the help
of electromagnetic fields in a linear accelerator where they almost reach the speed of light
before hitting the rotating target wheel. The collision leads to the emission of neutrons which
is also known as spallation. Further, the neutrons are directed to various instruments where
researchers do tests and analyses (ESS, n.d.f). It primarily serves the research area of material
science by allowing more precise experiments and measurements of diverse materials that could
have major impacts on scientific breakthroughs. Nevertheless, its applicability ranges over
many different research fields such as life sciences, physics, biotechnology or medicine
(Berggren & Hallonsten, 2012).

After scientific groups started to reason for a more powerful neutron source in the mid-1990s
and subsequent years of negotiation, the decision was finally made to build a new
multidisciplinary user facility as a collaborative European project in 2009. At this point, twelve
European member states agreed to fund this project and decided on the location in southern

Sweden (Kaiserfeld & O’Dell, 2013). Throughout our thesis we refer to this phase of extensive
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negotiation before the founding as ‘negotiation phase’. Subsequently, a ‘campaigning phase’
started that aimed to explain public audiences what ESS is and to gain public and political
support for the project (Liljefors, 2013). Currently, the organisation finds itself in a ‘project
phase’ that includes the construction of the facility connected with the ongoing planning and
constant changes that characterise organisational life. Therefore, one of our aims is to analyse
how these phases and in particular the current state is influencing the organisation and the
construction of identity on different layers.

ESS became a European Research Infrastructure Consortium (ERIC) in 2015, which assigned
the facility the status of a joint European operation and facilitates its establishment of the
research infrastructure. For this target, the organisation relies on the financial contribution from
its partners for the estimated construction costs of 1.843 € billion (2013), which include around
35% in-kind contributions in material condition (ESS, n.d.d). The workforce grew rapidly to
nearly 500 employees to date from almost 50 different nations, to bundle the expertise necessary
for this project (ESS, n.d.c). However, as the organisation will change to a user facility that
serves researchers from all around the world once ready to operate in 2023 (ESS, n.d.g), the
nature of the organisation will change once again which leads to an adaption in the workforce
structure. Thus, the far-reaching scope of the big science facility in terms of its financial
investment, global outreach and potential scientific breakthroughs provides an interesting
setting for our study that entails significant research aspects that are discussed in the next

section.

1.3 Research Aims and Objectives

In this section, we outline our comprehensive research aim and objectives, which are articulated
in four parts. First, we present the research gaps we could identify from the literature.
Subsequently, we are narrowing the scope of the study by elaborating on its delimitations. This
creates the basis for the concise presentation of the research purpose of this study, before

arriving at our research questions.

Research Gaps
While familiarising with the organisational research on big research facilities, we obtained a

general impression that there are only few studies being done that illuminate the organisational
reality rather than technical oriented studies. Specifically, we perceived a general lack of the

thematisation of identity constructions that could give enlightenment to phenomena within
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organisational life. Moreover, the examination from the organisational members’ perspective
is hardly existent in the literature. Therefore, we perceive our study as contribution to the field
of organisational science, by revealing significant empirical insights that could indicate
valuable considerations for academic audiences but also science organisations with a similar
setup as our case study. Hence, our contribution sheds light on existing concepts from a new
perspective due to a rather untypical choice of organisational sector and circumstances that have
been neglected heretofore.

Furthermore, while studying the wide variety of identity literature we detected a general need
to analyse the interrelation between the concepts and how they influence each other in a specific
organisational setup. This is in coherence with organisational scholars such as Albert, Ashforth
and Dutton (2000) who argue that there is a need for more integration of the concepts and the
evaluation of their cross-fertilisation. On the one hand, Hatch and Schultz (1997, p. 364) suggest
that organisational researchers should aim to study “how organizational members interpret,
enact and respond to the deliberate creation of a corporate identity”, but also how they make
sense of their identity isolated of conscious managerial attempts. On the other hand,
Cornelissen, Haslam and Balmer (2007) advocate that rather than prioritising one layer of
identity, it is essential to particularly study the synthesis of social, organisational and corporate
identity layers to understand their impact on organisational life. Therefore, we are interested to
study the relationship of either identity layer to another as well as in the context of a big research
facility and are convinced to contribute new insights to this rather unexplored state of research.
Moreover, Tomenendal and Goldkamp (2013) argue for further exploration of the conversion
processes of identity constructions within young and growing organisations. This depicts
another significant research gap we aim to contribute new insights to, as ESS fulfils these
requirements and it is interesting to see if the early evolutionary stage has influences on the

interrelation of various identity layers.

Additionally, Glynn (2008) highlights the need to combine the two concepts of identity and
institutionalism, as only few scholars were exploring a connection thus far. Although, both
perspectives centre around meaning, they are mistakenly treated as antithetical. Identity is
perceived as polymorphic and focuses on the intra-organisational level, whereas
institutionalism is characterised by its isomorphic nature and the inter-organisational level
(Pedersen & Dobbin, 2006). Consequently, we are interested in how the strategy to gain

legitimacy on an organisational level, which include isomorphic activities, influences the
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organisation internally during the setup phase. Additionally, Suddaby (2010) argues for the
necessity to focus on internal effects of neo-institutionalism in order to fully understand how
organisational members make sense of these meaning systems. This includes that we are not
only interested in the effects of isomorphism on structures and processes, but also on the identity
constructions amongst the workforce. Therefore, we take the relation of neo-institutional theory

with identity concepts into consideration to understand organisational life.

Research Delimitations

In order to delimitate our study, we focus on selected theoretical concepts to explore these in-
depth. When analysing corporate identity efforts, we purposefully take over an internal focus
to analyse the implications on organisational members and thus the effects on organisational
and social identity theories. Hence, we are neglecting externally oriented concepts, e.g.
branding, as these would not add value to our research approach. Moreover, our aim is not to
evaluate whether ESS is perceived as legitimate by external audiences, but rather to investigate
the consequential internal effects of corresponding strategies.

Furthermore, we examine the different identity layers on a rather holistic level to understand
their mutual influences. We do not aim to analyse specific identity constructions in detail or
question the concepts as such to specify our research aim. Given the extensive research in the
tradition of neo-institutional theory, especially isomorphism, we are not developing these
concepts, but perceive it as a useful contribution in this organisational setup phase and to
identity concepts. Further, it is important to take the specific cultural implications of a
knowledge-intensive firm like ESS into account as this substantially differentiates it from other
organisational fields. We elaborate more on the specific implications in the theoretical
background (see chapter 2.3: The knowledge-intensive context) as we use this limitation factor

as an important lens that has impacts on our interpretations.

Statement of Purpose

The relevance of this study is based on its extraordinary organisational situation which provides
the opportunity to extend existing theoretical assumptions about identity concepts and to
examine their interrelation. The ongoing change coupled with the unstable legitimisation status
of ESS and that outcomes might be several years ahead depicts the possibility to investigate
how identities are constructed on several levels in an uncertain environment. Further, the

unexplored cross-fertilisation of identity layers influenced by strategies to gain legitimacy

Maier & Ruhl 6



Introduction

depicts an interesting study area that could indicate practicable implications for organisations
in resembling phases and with similar workforce characteristics. Accordingly, this means that
we explore and interpret how employees are making sense of identity constructions on various
layers. Moreover, we aim to identify what implications these considerations could have on
organisational life and its members in particular. Therefore, we arrive at the following research

questions which provide the overarching guidance to our study.

Research Questions

How are different layers of identity influencing each other in an early organisational stage of a
knowledge-intensive firm and what implications could it have on the workforce?
a. How does the company present itself to be perceived as legitimate as part of the
corporate identity construction?
b. How does the organisational identity influence the employees?

c. How do employees construct a social identity within the organisation?

1.4 Outline of the Thesis

This first chapter introduced the subject of our research, the organisation ESS, the purpose of
our research and why the chosen topics are of relevance for academic and organisational
audiences. Moreover, we presented our objectives with this research and the related research
questions. The second chapter is providing a more detailed overview about theoretical
backgrounds concerning different identity layers and legitimacy connected to verbal and non-
verbal strategies. Furthermore, we present relevant cultural characteristics of knowledge-
intensive firms as a limitation factor and show the connection between the elucidated concepts.
The following chapter describes the philosophical underpinnings to our research, how we
collected and analysed our qualitative data and the credibility of our methodological approach.
The fourth chapter is a narrative in which we provide a rich analysis of our empirical data,
including interviews, observations and document studies. This analysis of the organisational
life at ESS builds the foundation for the following chapter five in which we discuss our findings
and compare them to previous theoretical assumptions. Next to the confirmation for theoretical
concepts, we present possible explanations for contradictions. Finally, the last chapter
summarises our thesis, answers the research questions and provides potential theoretical and

practical implications as well as an outlook for future research and a concluding reflection.
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Theoretical Background

2 Theoretical Background

After explaining the motivation for our research, it is necessary to provide the underlying
theoretical background. Therefore, we elaborate on the concept of identity with a distinction on
macro- and micro-oriented levels, before leading over to legitimacy with its assumptions and
definitions, followed by related strategic approaches. Eventually, we describe the knowledge-

intensive context used as a specific lens in our study before summarising this chapter.

2.1 ldentity

Identity construction is perceived as an essential factor for contemporary organisations which
is specifically claimed valid in complex and uncertain environments, where “a sense of identity
serves as a rudder for navigating difficult waters” (Albert, Ashforth & Dutton, 2000, p. 13).
Due to its potentially stabilising nature, it is worthwhile to focus on identity concepts within
our research at ESS. It signifies a comprehensive research domain that has led scholars to
various interpretations, which resulted in a multi-disciplinary proliferation of theories, but also
some degree of confusion due to overlapping or ambiguous concepts (Cornelissen, Haslam &
Balmer, 2007). Hence, in this chapter we aim to shed light on the diverse scholarly conceptions
by examining identity frameworks on different layers, from a macro-oriented level consisting
of corporate and organisational layers to a micro-oriented level including social and individual

layers.

2.1.1 Macro Level of Identity

On a macro level, one can on the one hand, distinguish between the notion of organisational
identity from an organisational science perspective, which is concerned with the relation and
identification of employees to their organisation. On the other hand, the concept of corporate
identity that originated within marketing scholarship focuses on the management of external
reputation and image (Balmer & Wilson, 1998; Cornelissen, Haslam & Balmer, 2007; Hatch &
Schultz, 1997). For our study, we thus use the concepts to interpret the construction of a public
image, but primarily to make sense of perceived internal characteristics about the organisation.

Subsequently, we elucidate the concepts and their implications for our research.
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Theoretical Background

Organisational Identity

Albert and Whetten (1985) are a salient reference point for defining organisational identity as
the assertions of an organisation that are central, enduring and distinctive about it. Thus, to be
understood as identity claims by the organisation, they argue that these factors need to be
applicable. Further, the scholars suggest that the time of foundation and start-up illustrates an
essential period for an organisation, as strategically important decisions concerning the purpose
and direction are being made which have implications for identity construction. Subsequently,
the identity origin represents an orientation point for future expectations of a firm by its
audience and employees alike. While Tomenendal and Goldkamp (2013) conform with Albert
and Whetten’s (1985) theory about the relevance of the early phase for organisational identity,
they emphasise that an adaptive capability is crucial for advancement in growing organisations.
Whereas specified knowledge claims and a shared vision about future were often found to
initially justify an organisational right to exist, a balancing act often emerges from changing
conditions that influences organisational identity. In accordance with these perceptions, Boers
and Brunninge (2010) argue that apart from the founding-identity, also the pre-identity is of
significant importance which takes the historical roots such as considerations of the
organisational setup before the foundation into account, when organisational key characteristics
are designed and negotiated. Further they suggest that organisational members are interpreting
these historical conditions with questions like “who have we been?” with future oriented
identity considerations “who do we want to be?” (Boers & Brunninge, 2010, p. 7).
Consequently, these ideas seem worthwhile to consider in our study as ESS not only comprises
a long pre-historical period of negotiations but is also still in an early phase of construction and
planning. Hence, it is interesting to examine whether such aspects influence the organisation

and its members in their identity construction from a temporal perspective.

Whilst being highly influential in providing a benchmark definition of organisational identity,
many organisational researchers predominantly contradict Albert and Whetten’s (1985)
temporal stability of enduring identity characteristics (e.g. Bouchikhi & Kimberley, 2003;
Dutton & Dukerich, 1991; Gioia, Schultz & Corley, 2000). They contend that organisational
identities are fluid and adaptable over time rather than steady and cast in stone. Moreover,
Bouchikhi and Kimberley (2003) see a general need for identities to remain versatile to changes
in the organisational environment, as rigid identities can illustrate a major limitation in the
ability to transform. Additionally, Dutton and Dukerich (1991) suggest that the image of an

organisation, which they elucidate as the way organisational members think that outsiders are
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perceiving and assessing their organisation, plays a crucial role in making sense of the
organisation’s identity. This is a central definition, as it differs from the actual reputation of an
organisation, held by external audiences. They argue that the cognitive activity to reciprocally
align identity and image, triggers the adjustment of thought processes and could influence
behavioural patterns. Many scholars agree with this standpoint and claim that due to rapidly
changing external conditions and perceptions, this process represents a necessity to remain
flexible in order to support a continuous identity construction without destabilising it (e.g.
Gioia, Schultz & Corley, 2000; Hatch & Schultz, 1997; Tomenendal & Goldkamp, 2013).
Moreover, Scott and Lane (2000) use a stakeholder approach to propose that the nature of
organisational identity is continuously negotiated between employees, managers and public
audiences. They perceive organisational identities as emerging from and being enabled by
complex and interactive processes. This indicates, that identity construction is not an isolated
process, but that organisations and their members are dependent on feedback and responses

from their environment, which eventually guides their self-perception.

Corporate Identity

The awareness of the interrelated connection between identity and image construction contains
significant implications for the management of identity. Dutton, Dukerich and Harquail (1994)
assign the construed organisational image by its members an essential role for how they define
themselves and identify with their organisation. They introduce a model which suggests that
employees constantly compare the construed image of the organisation with the actual shared
conception of the organisational identity. If these perceptions are seen as attractive and there is
a high degree of overlap between those convictions, they suggest that members feel more
attached to the organisation which influences motivational as well as behavioural patterns.
Accordingly, Alvesson (1990) argues that particularly in ambiguous environments there is
scope for managerial attempts to influence these images. He explains that these efforts are of
defensive character that aim to compensate for the often-absent purpose or meaning in
organisational life and should ensure a socially integrated workforce. Nevertheless, he also
acknowledges the positive impact such active influence by management could have, by creating
and making sense of organisational members’ reality. Thus, he links such efforts to the social
engineering of a corporate identity through public communication which in turn also targets the
employees and their interpretations. This implies that the construction of a corporate identity

could serve as stabilising factor for organisational members in ambiguous environments.
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Van Riel and Balmer (1997), elucidate corporate identity as an integrated concept that
encompasses aspects of coherent symbolic illustration of an organisation, cohesive corporate
communication, as well as targeting the behaviour of its members. Balmer and Wilson (1998)
outline the prevailing Strathclyde Statement which was composed by a consortium of
academics and consultants, referred to as International Corporate Identity Group. It emphasises
the multidisciplinary nature of corporate identity and the strong ties of marketing and
organisational behaviour, by stating that if it is effectively managed “an organization can build
an understanding and commitment among its diverse stakeholders” (Balmer & Wilson, 1998,
p. 16). Hence, it describes the active construction of a favourable image and reputation that is
not only communicated to external audiences but also organisational members. Christensen
(1997) supports this claim by arguing that organisations also interact with their environment in
order to communicate with themselves. This concept of auto-communication helps to foster the
company’s values and images, thus their own identity. Especially in our study, where a long-
term orientation plays a crucial role, managers may try to tell themselves and their employees
who they are and how their organisation should look like. Eventually, Christensen highlights
that auto-communication does not only tell the organisation itself how it should look like, but
also to comply with the expectations and norms of the environment (see also chapter 2.2.2:
rationalised myths). This suggests that an organisation is striving for legitimacy by
communicating a desirable identity to both, external and internal audiences.

2.1.2 Micro Level of Identity

Despite the wide variety of conceptions on the macro level, there is a basic assumption of
identity, being a phenomenon, which is highly dependent on the sense and meaning making of
organisational members (Christensen, 1997; Hatch & Schultz, 1997). Thus, it is important to
not only take the organisational level with managerial or external influences into account, but
also social structures and cultural circumstances within an organisation to understand socially

constructed identities.

Due to the presented overarching theories on the organisational level, Hatch and Schultz (1997)
along with Albert, Ashforth and Dutton (2000) argue that there is a need to bridge the concepts
in order to study the intertwined nature and mutual implications between different identity
concepts. Cornelissen, Haslam and Balmer (2007) consent with this perspective and provide a
useful framework that adds Tajfel’s (1974) psychological concept of social identity theory to

organisational and corporate identity. With this, they suggest that the academic literature of
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those concepts should essentially be integrated to study the cross-fertilisation of the theories,
rather than prioritising either the social, organisational or corporate level. Contrary to corporate
identity, which is primarily external and symbolically oriented, social identity derives from
internal and cognitive parameters of individuals (Cornelissen, Haslam & Balmer, 2007). Tajfel
(1974) suggests that individuals are shaping their identity convictions in relation to and from
the contributions of a specific group, which is therefore linked to internalised perceptions of
organisational identity.

Further, Tajfel and Turner (1985) reason that individuals are trying to acquire or sustain a
positive sense of self-worth by striving for distinguishing features of the group they feel
connected to and in comparison to others. This means that if organisational members are
defining their identity in relation to a group rather than solely on a personal level, they aspire
to highlight the positive distinctions in order to feel confident about what they do and who they
are as a group. Hence, social identity can be understood to shape the values and norms of a
group and is thus the fundament for a series of critical behavioural forms that include
communication, leadership or motivational patterns. Subsequently, Ashforth and Mael (1989)
further elaborate on the effects of social identity by suggesting that it supports the identification
with organisations that embody the perceived distinctive identity characteristics and lead to
activities within a group that are compatible with this identity. They argue that on the one hand,
it fosters commitment and integration of specific beliefs and value systems, but on the other
hand, as organisational actors inhibit several identities that can be subject to competition, it
indicates a hazard of internal conflict. This may further escalate to a risk of intergroup conflict
between organisational subunits, due to mutual comparison. Consequently, according to
Dutton, Dukerich and Harquail (1994), the more prominent the social identity of an organisation

is, the greater the identification of its members will be.

While Alvesson (2004, p. 88) acknowledges the perspective that individuals “form identities
through social groups”, he emphasises the uncertainty associated with identity construction.
Thus, he explains that identity work on the individual as well as on the social level is often
volatile and contextual, which leads to multiple identity processes. Finally, Hogg and Terry
(2000) provide a valuable extension to social identity theory by outlining the self-categorisation
theory. This describes the notion of organisational members to categorise within a specific
group and enacting its identity as a prototype. As this process is often accompanied by a

depersonalisation of the self, it is understood to be motivated by a need to reduce subjective
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uncertainty and to find meaning within a group or organisation. For our study this indicates a
special focus on how individuals are making sense of their identity related to specific groups
and the organisation as a whole, as ESS is characterised by a highly diverse workforce and an

uncertain environment.

2.1.3 Summary

Following, we are illustrating the elaborated concepts in order to facilitate a better
understanding of the literature and how we are using them in our study. Figure 1 visualises the
externally oriented nature of corporate identity, which should ideally also serve as an
encompassing and uniting function internally. Organisational identity refers to a more internal
perception of how organisational members are identifying with their employer and thus refers
to shared meanings about how things are done internally. Contrary to these macro-oriented
levels, social identity derives from the notion of forming an identity in relation to a specific
work group or department. For simplification reasons, we incorporate individual identity
constructions in this micro level segment. In our study, we aim to find out in what ways these
levels could influence each other in the early stage of the organisation. However, based on the
elucidated theory, the scale of the identity levels is not representative for any specific strength
of either dimension. Moreover, we do not aim to contribute to knowledge creation with this
visualisation, but rather perceive it as a meaningful support for better comprehension.

Organisational Identity

Social Social
Identity Identity

Figure 1: The layers of identity
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2.2 Legitimacy

While organisational identity creates the basis for the external appearance of an organisation
(Lamertz, Heugens & Calmet, 2005), it has also an influence on the process of gaining
legitimacy. Especially for newly founded organisations legitimacy is a critical issue, as they
“are guilty until proven innocent” (Berkery, 2007, p. 1). This describes that stakeholders
evaluate new organisations against others which underlines the need to be perceived as
legitimate. As ESS finds itself in an early organisational stage it is interesting to see which
strategies are pursued in order to be perceived as legitimate and if this has internal
consequences. Subsequently, a definition of legitimacy will be given, its importance and
consequences highlighted as well as strategic approaches outlined. This chapter extends the

explained concepts of the macro-oriented level of identity.

2.2.1 Legitimacy — Definition and Assumptions
Deephouse, Bundy, Tost and Suchman (2017) acknowledge that there are various partially
overlapping definitions of legitimacy, but in the last two decades most scholars adopted the

following:

Legitimacy is a generalized perception or assumption that the actions of an entity are
desirable, proper, or appropriate within some socially constructed system of norms,
values, beliefs, and definitions ... thus, legitimacy is possessed objectively, yet created
subjectively (Suchman, 1995, p. 574).

On the one hand, this definition implies that legitimacy is a perception on the other hand, it is
depending on subjective judgement. It suggests a degree of dependency on public perception
while the members of the organisation are the main architects in this process. Therefore, its
social construction mirrors the shared beliefs of an organisation which can be connected to the
notion of organisational identity. In a similar manner Fisher, Kotha and Lahiri (2016) conclude
that corporate identity claims help to provide understanding of the new business to external
stakeholders. Suchman (1995) states that organisations aim to be legitimate for various reasons.
On the one hand, legitimacy helps to better comprehend organisational activities, which is
especially important when studying an organisation that is difficult to grasp for the majority of
people, such as ESS. On the other hand, how people understand and act towards organisations,
are affected by legitimacy. Therefore, Suchman concludes that legitimate organisations are

perceived as more meaningful, predictable and trustworthy. This is an aspect worth to consider,
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as ESS is funded by countries’ tax contributions and dependent on their financial engagement
in the long run (Hallonsten, 2016). Given these points, the management of organisational
legitimacy depends to a great extent on the communication of a coherent corporate identity
which includes meaningful verbal and nonverbal activities between the organisation and its

audiences (Suchman, 1995).

Legitimacy is not only important for newly founded enterprises but requires continuous work
and has an impact on various organisational activities, such as its survival and independent
strategic choices (Deephouse et al., 2017). For instance, the stakeholders have an impact on the
organisational financial performance, as they only engage with legitimate organisations (see
also Fisher, Kotha & Lahiri, 2016; Ruef & Scott, 1998). According to Deephouse et al. (2017),
a legitimate organisation faces fewer restrictions, as the public does not question their activities.
Furthermore, the scholars argue that legitimacy is conferred by external and internal
stakeholders, such as the state, media and individuals, who assess the organisation, evaluate it
and compare its appropriateness within a broader context. Although their knowledge and
influence may vary, Ruef and Scott (1998) show that all stakeholders evaluate the organisation.
This could imply a difficulty for ESS to address the different stakeholders in an appropriate
way, which takes diverse levels of comprehension into account. Another finding by Fisher,
Kotha and Lahiri (2016) suggests that legitimacy is something that requires continuous
adaptation and cannot be taken as constant or given once obtained. This assumption is coherent
with the continuous adaptation of identity constructions (see chapter 2.1.1: Macro level of
identity) and indicates the relation of the concepts. The lack of legitimacy is particularly
prevalent among newly founded enterprises, as both, the founder(s) and the external
environment, might not only struggle to fully understand the enterprise’s nature, but also
question their conformity within the organisational field (Aldrich & Fiol, 1994; Fisher, Kotha
& Lahiri, 2016). Consequently, it is worth to study how ESS as a greenfield project
characterised by its complex nature is coping with these issues internally.

Pedersen and Dobbin (2006) analyse the perceived paradoxical nature between identity and
legitimacy. On the one hand, organisations try to differ from each other in order to shape unique
identities. On the other hand, organisations actively try to implement others’ policies and
practices, thus behaving isomorphic, for gaining legitimacy. The scholars highlight that these
two processes, uniqueness versus uniformity, do not exclude each other, but are rather two sides

of the same coin. Although theorists claim that cultures, as products of identities, are
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characterised by their unique nature (Albert & Whetten, 1985; Albert, Ashforth & Dutton,
2000), researchers show through empirical studies that cultures possess common features
(Glynn & Abzug, 2002). The mentioned phenomenon is also described as the “Uniqueness
Paradox” by Martin, Feldman, Hatch and Sitkin (1983); essentially it means, while
organisations claim to be unique, they are unique in a similar way. Pedersen and Dobbin (2006)
conclude that firstly, companies must show that they belong to an organisational field (e.g.
‘because we belong to the group, we are accepted’) and secondly, that the company is a unique
member (e.g. ‘we are a special, distinct group member’). This illustrates the necessity to

consider legitimacy, when studying identity constructions at ESS.

2.2.2 Legitimacy — Strategies
Verbal Strategies: Rhetoric

Due to their often-ambiguous nature, knowledge-intensive organisations engage in rhetorical
strategies to communicate a desired perception to the external environment (Alvesson, 2004).
Consequently, various rhetorical approaches of organisations are outlined in order to achieve

legitimacy.

The strategy of rhetoric refers to Berger and Luckmann’s (1966, p. 82) statement that legitimacy
is “built upon language and uses language as its principal instrumentality”. Particularly new
businesses can make use of rhetorical strategies in order to provide comprehensibility, as the
basis for legitimacy, or communicate the link between the organisation and existing institutional
logics (Suddaby & Greenwood, 2005). As previously mentioned, one example how
organisations make use of language is also discussed by Martin et al. (1983) and can be
transferred to the attempt of gaining legitimacy. On the one hand, organisations highlight their
distinctiveness from others, thus claiming that they possess a unique culture. On the other hand,
the businesses base their cultures on manifestations, such as common values that are in fact not

unique. This contradiction is known as the “Uniqueness Paradox”.

Hobsbawm and Ranger (1983) discuss another possible rhetorical strategy, called the
“Invention of Tradition”, which can ease the legitimation process for organisations. The concept
describes a ritualised process in which the past and its traditions is referenced as they imply
specific values or norms which shall be brought up. According to the scholars, in an ambiguous
and changing world the invention of traditions seems to be a stable anchor, which gives

guidance in some parts of our lives. Although, the organisational project might be disconnected
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from a certain historical context, the organisation connects it to a tradition in order to facilitate
societal support (Hobsbawm & Ranger, 1983). Therefore, these concepts are taken into
consideration when analysing how ESS is rhetorically presenting itself.

Non-Verbal Strategies: Neo-Institutional Theory and Isomorphism

As most studies concerning legitimacy draw upon the origins of isomorphism and neo-
institutional theory, this section will shed light on the organisation’s structure and processes.
This factor is of peculiar interest when studying a greenfield project like ESS as the setup may

influence organisational life and internal perceptions.

Meyer and Rowan (1977) as well as DiMaggio and Powell (1983) are amongst the most
influential scholars founding neo-institutional theory. Neo-institutional theory has its roots in
the institutional theory, which seeks to clarify why organisations become similar (isomorphic)
and implement organisational activities in a certain sector (Greenwood & Hinings, 1996). The
institutional theory can be divided into old and new institutionalism (neo-institutionalism).
Whereas the first concept emphasises issues such as influence, and contrasting values connected
to power and informal structures, the latter focuses on legitimacy and embeddedness of
organisational sectors coupled with the significance of categorisation, routines and schema
(Greenwood & Hinings, 1996).

Legitimacy cannot only be achieved by directly communicating a desirable image, but also
through implementing similar policies as other organisations (Meyer & Rowan, 1977). The
scholars argue that organisational structures emerge in highly institutionalised contexts, leading
next to the rational production of goods and services to the creation of professions, policies and
programs. Therefore, all organisations with complex networks and relations are required to
adapt to new practices and procedures determined by rational concepts of work and
institutionalised in society. Notwithstanding, Meyer and Rowan (1977) suggest that the
effectiveness of such processes is not relevant, the organisation’s legitimacy will still be
increased. They conclude that organisations implement these institutionalised services, methods

and guidelines ceremonially because they are powerful or rationalised myths.

DiMaggio and Powell (1983) show that organisations prove their legitimacy by becoming
increasingly homogenous and are thus developing group solidarity. They divide the institutional

isomorphic concept into three parts: a) coercive isomorphism: Political influence and the issue
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of legitimacy, b) mimetic isomorphism: Standard responses to uncertainty, c) normative
isomorphism: Connected to professionalisation. Due to the fact that rational organisations
become more dominant, their structures increasingly mirror rules, established and legitimated
by and within their field (see Meyer & Rowan, 1977: rationalised myths). Consequently, as
formal and informal pressures, the ambiguous status and the struggle to implement
professionalised structures seem to be particularly prevalent at ESS in its current state, those
factors could have a significant impact on how identity is constructed.

However, there are scholars (e.g. Lieberman & Asaba, 2006; Mizruchi & Fein, 1999; Suddaby,
2010) who question the overall positive notion concerning isomorphism. Lieberman and Asaba
(2006) highlight that especially in uncertain environments, isomorphism can have drawbacks
as it might lead to dysfunctional outcomes. Herd behaviour can lead to a mindless adaption of
others’ practices and may lead to negative consequences. Mizruchi and Fein (1999) criticise the
selective use of DiMaggio and Powell’s (1983) study by other scholars as most mainly focused
on mimetic isomorphism while neglecting coercive and normative forms. Moreover, DiMaggio
and Powell’s (1983) distinction between competitive and institutional isomorphism is mainly
left out. Whereas the first arises due to market competition, the latter evolves because of
political and institutional legitimacy ambitions. However, as we are aiming to analyse which

efforts the organisation takes, the focus of our study will lie on institutional isomorphism.

Ultimately, Suddaby (2010) criticises that the concept of isomorphism has not been developed
over the years. Until then, researchers mainly aim to study the external organisational outcomes
of institutionalism. The scholar argues that an internal view should be adopted in order to fully
understand how organisations work and consequently which implications this has for the
organisation. Moreover, Suddaby (2010) questions the extensive use of the isomorphic concept
as it is used as the only possible answer to any phenomenon within an organisation.
Nevertheless, as ESS is a greenfield project, we perceive the concepts as a valuable extension

to explain the internal effects and how the organisation perceives itself.

2.2.3 Summary

Legitimacy is characterised by a continuously changing nature and is conferred by various
stakeholders. Being perceived as legitimate, offers benefits such as financial survival and fewer
restrictions. Verbal strategies, such as rhetoric and non-verbal strategies, e.g. isomorphism are

two techniques used by organisations to show that they belong to the organisational field but
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are still distinctive. As we aim to understand how ESS is trying to gain legitimacy, these efforts
are understood to reciprocally influence the portrayal of the organisation and thus also the
construction of a corporate identity. Consequently, rhetorical and isomorphic elements provide
us with cues about how legitimacy could be achieved and how it influences the organisation

internally.

2.3 The Knowledge-Intensive Context

Due to the aforementioned idiosyncrasies of ESS as an organisation, special attention needs to
be paid to its characteristics as a knowledge-intensive firm (KIF) which we perceive as cultural
implications that bear inferences to identity constructions. In the following section we therefore
elaborate on the concept of culture as well as selected attributes of KIFs and elucidate how we

consider these when studying identity.

Organisational culture defined by Schein (2010) as a multi-layered system, can reveal important
implications to the related concept of identity. He explains it as a complex system of shared
visible and invisible actions, belief systems and underlying assumptions that shape
organisational life. Whilst Alvesson and Sveningsson (2016) consent with Schein about the
unifying notion of culture in large sections of an organisation, they remain a sceptical stance by
emphasising the aspect of segmentation in diverse cultural entities. Especially due to different
societal backgrounds or different professional units, they contend that often numerous cultures
are co-existing in many organisations which was later acknowledged by Schein (2017). This
can directly be linked to multiple existing identities as previously mentioned. Additionally,
Hatch and Schultz (1997) propose that there is an inherent link between the culture of an
organisation and the development of its identities. They argue, that the concept of organisational
culture plays an integral part of providing a “symbolic context within which interpretations of
organizational identity are formed and intentions to influence organizational image are
formulated” (Hatch & Schultz, 1997, p. 360). This indicates an interdependency between
various levels of identity construction that is interpreted within a given cultural context.
Therefore, we perceive cultural implications and patterns as indications for identity construction
and use this concept as a limitation factor to make sense of social constructions in the

knowledge-intensive context at ESS.

KIFs are generally understood to be organisations whose workforce primarily consists of

knowledge workers (Alvesson, 1993; Deetz, 1994; Newell et al., 2009). These are on the one
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hand, denoted as having acquired extensive education and are thus specialised within a certain
expertise that allows them to create or apply new knowledge (Deetz, 1994; Newell et al., 2009).
On the other hand, Alvesson (1993) emphasises that their work is often characterised by a high
degree of ambiguity, which acknowledges an increased scope of complexity and creates space
for knowledge workers to cope with it. Hence, he argues that KIFs are trying to overcome this
uncertain nature, encompassed in organisational life and practices, by applying what Meyer and
Rowan (1977) framed institutionalised or rationalised myths. These myths can be perceived as
the mere implementation of practices to gain legitimacy, whilst potentially decoupling it from
efficient or productive organisational functions. Thus, the adoption of such myths is aimed at
bringing confidence and stability into uncertain environments and therefore affects identity
constructions of knowledge workers. Cunningham and Williams (1993) illustrate another
interesting aspect related to a wider spectrum of science and thus touching upon the uncertain
nature of science organisations as KIFs. In order to create meaning and identity, they argue that
specialised research is classifying itself by referring to a big picture as part of science history.
They are convinced that this big picture is both essential and worthwhile and needs to be
adequate to the cultural circumstances to be credible for external and internal audiences. This
indicates an interesting aspect to consider in our study, as the construction of big pictures seems
to be highly influential in KIFs and could serve to legitimise a positive impression that has
impacts on organisational identity structures.

Furthermore, the interrelation of a perceived image and identity conceptions in accordance with
rhetorical strategies plays a substantial role in KIFs that needs to be considered (Alvesson,
2001). Given the ambiguities concerning the nature of knowledge work, Alvesson (1993, p.
1008) suggests that knowledge itself “has considerable prestige and symbolic value” and is
therefore used as identity as well as an image enhancing instrument. This rhetorical strategy is
triggered by the notion of uncertainty surrounding KIFs. Consequently, Alvesson (2001, p. 878)
advocates that corporate identity efforts are substantial in KIFs “as a bastion against perceptions
of ambiguity and as a resource for employees”. However, due to the high personal attachment
to knowledge as a salient identity characteristic, knowledge workers are often more sensitive to
absent confirmation, compared to organisational members who are not perceived as knowledge-
intensive (Alvesson, 2004). This lack of confirmation is particularly noticeable when work tasks
are of an ad-hoc nature or performance parameters are difficult to define, which are distinctive
attributes of KIFs (Alvesson, 2001). Due to the lack of confirmation, this can on the one hand,

be perceived as an attempt to reinforce and stabilise the own status as a knowledge worker. On
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the other hand, it may rather serve as a defensive and protective identity function in a highly
uncertain environment. This means that knowledge workers perceive their knowledge as a
superior factor that distinguishes them from other organisational members. Therefore, it can be
questioned to what extent knowledge workers are adopting managerial attempts to construct a
social identity or how these are influencing them, especially within a highly diverse workforce
such as ESS.

Another aspect that is important to consider in our study, is the extended scope of autonomy of
knowledge workers which has significant implications for identity constructions.
Organisational researchers agree that due to the extensive education and specialised knowledge,
knowledge workers possess greater scope of self-determination in contrast to less educated staff
towards their employer (Alvesson, 2004; Newell et al., 2009; Robertson & Swan, 2003). In the
absence of hierarchical or practical influence, the activation of an identity which is positively
attached to the organisation is understood to be an important instrument to acquire commitment
amongst knowledge workers. However, this is a difficult endeavour as knowledge workers can
be also prone to multiple, sometimes conflicting identities, most significantly by identifying
more with their profession than their workplace (Alvesson, 2000; Deetz, 1994; see also chapter
2.1.2: Micro level of identity). Moreover, we question the assumption that identities can be
easily activated or deactivated. Further, Robertson and Swan (2003)