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Abstract. This study investigates the phenomenon of intensive remedial
identity work by exploring responses to the trauma and stigma of adult
bullying at work. It analyses the narratives of 20 workers who reported being
bullied at work, in which they talk about persistent emotional abuse and
their shifting, intensifying identity work in response. The following specific
questions are explored: (a) what threats to identity does workplace bullying
trigger?; (b) what are the types and remedial goals of identity work?; (c) what
is the processual nature of this identity work? Analysis resulted in seven
inter-related types of identity work: first-and second-level stabilizing,
sensemaking, reconciling, repairing, grieving and restructuring. Each of
these was associated with specific identity threats and a constellation
of remedial goals. Comparative analysis among self-narratives suggested
that identity work occurred in three approximate phases associated with
abuse onset, escalation and cessation. Findings extend understanding of
intensive remedial identity work in the face of persistently traumatic and
stigmatizing organizational experiences. Key words. intensive remedial
identity work; stigma; trauma; workplace bullying

Although identity and its relation to organizational life is widely studied
in academic research, for the layperson, ‘identity only becomes an issue
when it is in crisis’ (Mercer, 1990: 43). When faced with workplace bullying,
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identity work grows progressively more intensive, acquiring a crisis-like
quality. As a result, everyday, unselfconscious identity work becomes
acutely mindful, shifting to what Alvesson and Willmott (2002: 626) call
‘intensive remedial identity work’. Notwithstanding the extraordinarily
pejorative character of adult bullying, little is known about the specific
identity threats it poses, how identity work seeks to remedy these threats
or the progression of such identity work.

Even though bullying and identity are not often examined in tandem, the
psychological and physiological harms associated with bullying suggest
that one influences the other. Persistently abused workers report elevated
levels of anxiety and are at higher risk of substance abuse, depression and
heart disease than non-abused workers (De Vogli et al., 2007; Einarsen
and Mikkelsen, 2003; Rospenda, 2002). Long-term workplace abuse is
also linked to post-traumatic stress disorder, suicidal ideation and suicide
(Leymann, 1990; Leymann and Gustafsson, 1996; Mikkelsen and Einarsen,
2002). The range of damage is indicative of the threat to identity bullying
poses. Thus, we should expect those affected to perform intensive identity
work when faced with this destabilizing experience.

Defining identity as a reflexively constructed life narrative (Giddens,
1991; Kerby, 1997), this study investigates identity work in response to
persistent abuse in organizations. It frames workplace bullying as an ex-
perience constituting both trauma and stigma and expands current under-
standings of identity work in these situations. Specifically, the current
study analyses the narratives of 20 bullied workers, paying particular
attention to their shifting, intensifying identity work in the face of ongoing
identity threats. The paper is structured in the following manner. First, it
examines different perspectives of self-identity and explores the literature
on identity work, trauma, and stigmatization. Second, the paper describes
the traumatic, stigmatizing character of workplace bullying. Finally, it
outlines the genesis of the current study and details the guiding research
questions, methods/analysis, findings and implications.

Self-ldentity and Identity Work

Organizational life, particularly work life in cultures that accentuate
achievement from paid employment, has a significant impact on how people
define and identify themselves (Du Gay, 1996). Exactly what identity is,
however, is clearly contested terrain, since identity is virtual rather than
tangible. The concept responds to the existential question, ‘Who am I?’.
This question entails not only who or what people believe themselves to
be but also how they should respond to social experiences and be treated
by others.

Modernist theories assume that self-identity has ‘an intrinsic, essential
content, defined by a common origin or a common structure of experience,
and often, both’ (Howard, 2000: 385). In this view, grand narratives of
modernism (e.g. human rationality, traditional role expectations) guide
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much of identity construction. Indeed, most persons believe they have an
authentic self. Postmodernists critique the view that identity is stable or
unified. Rather, postmodernists view identity as an ongoing accomplish-
ment ‘characterized by confusion and conflict’, one that moves ‘away from
the search for “truth” to recognise that inconsistency, complexity, and ambi-
guity is integral to’ the reflexive project of the self (Linstead and Thomas,
2002: 2, 5). In the postmodern world, the grand narratives of tradition have
lost salience as guides for identity construction. For human actors seeking
a stable, ontological self, the postmodern landscape can seem bleak, one in
which ‘finding oneself’ is fraught with difficulties. Critics of this perspective
claim it ‘overplay[s] the disorderly, chaotic, variable, and flux-like nature
of self-experience’ (Crossley, 2000: 527).

Other perspectives fall between these extremes. Giddens (1984, 1991),
for example, proposes that society, currently in a state of ‘high modernity’
(1991: 10) still has institutions guiding self-identity that, although lacking
the force of grand narratives in traditional societies, nonetheless are not as
decentred as postmodernists claim. In high modernity, socially unifying
features (e.g. global economics) are just as central as disaggregating fea-
tures. In this epoch, identity is ‘the self as reflexively understood by the
individual in terms of his or her biography’, and identity work is ‘the cap-
acity to keep a particular narrative going’ (Giddens, 1991: 244, 54, emphasis
in original). This perspective neither negates the possibility of sustaining a
perceived authentic self nor ignores the challenges of doing so. Moreover,
in high modernity, the reflexive project of the self is an essential, ongoing
accomplishment.

One of the challenges to keeping a particular narrative going is that it can
only be maintained when internally perceived as authentic and externally
approved by important others (Ainsworth and Hardy, 2004; Gergen and
Gergen, 1997; Ibarra, 1999). In organizational life, important others are usu-
ally a constellation of peers and supervisors. In fairly stable conditions,
identity work is reasonably automatic and instinctual (Giddens, 1991); the
self-identity narrative proceeds rather effortlessly, and ‘identity work is
comparatively unselfconscious’ (Alvesson and Willmott, 2002: 626). This
shifts dramatically in the face of traumatic, stigmatizing experiences. At
these times, identity work becomes acutely conscious and at times even
painful (Layton, 1995), and the reflexive self-narrative must be re-storied
(Gergen and Gergen, 1997).

Trauma, Stigma, and Identity Work: The Case of Workplace Bullying

Research on identity work in response to trauma or stigma rarely looks at
organizational life. For the most part, this literature focuses on unexpected,
serious life changes such as death, divorce, or illness diagnosis (e.g.
Breslau et al., 1998; Layton, 1995). Identity work in these situations usually
involves substantive shifts as one renarrates self-identity to fit within this
new, usually foreign, set of life circumstances. Research about trauma in
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organizations focuses on the extraordinary but highly visible occurrences
of violence and homicide (Allen and Lucerno, 1996; Kelloway et al., 2006)
but rarely explores identity work per se.

In a similar vein, stigma and identity research predominantly deals with
extra-organizational life (e.g. Kaufman and Johnson, 2004; Roschelle and
Kaufman, 2004), although stigmatized subject positions can negatively
affect work experiences and opportunities (Deitch et al., 2004; Gerschick,
1998). Stigmatized persons’ identity work includes techniques such as
passing, selective disclosure, and activism to change others’ perceptions
(Kaufman and Johnson, 2004; Roschelle and Kaufman, 2004). While trauma
identity work focuses on readjusting to a fundamentally changed set of life
circumstances, stigma identity work focuses on image repair and escaping
negative judgments. More work is needed at the nexus of trauma-stigma-
organization-identity because worklife is central to identity construction
while posing various threats to identity stability. Of particular interest to
this study are the effects of bullying on identity and identity work.

By definition, workplace bullying’ is ‘persistent, verbal and nonverbal
aggression at work that includes personal attacks, social ostracism, and
a multitude of other painful messages and hostile interactions’ (Lutgen-
Sandvik, 2006: 406). Numerous negative interactions that feel intimidating,
insulting or exclusionary constitute bullying—actions targeted workers
typically believe are intentional efforts to harm, control, or drive them from
the workplace (Lutgen-Sandvik et al., 2007). The experience is profoundly
traumatic as well as socially stigmatizing.?

Workplace bullying is traumatic because it is unexpected and always
perceived as undeserved and unjustified (Keashly and Neuman, 2005).
Abuse is not a requisite aspect of work duties, is unrelated to job demands,
and is, consequently, perceived as unwarranted. The shock of being singled
out for repeated abuse can be as traumatic as divorce or a loved one’s
death (Mikkelsen and Einarsen, 2002) and can evoke levels of anxiety and
psychological pain necessitating therapeutic help (Randall, 2001). What
makes this experience especially corrosive is that it is ongoing, frequent,
enduring, and escalatory—typically worsening over time. The trauma is
also a function of the intensive fear and dread bullying creates. In fact,
bullying and mobbing are often called ‘psychological terror’ (Leymann,
1996: 375).

Bullying is also profoundly stigmatizing because abuse and public
humiliation ‘linger in a hundred conversations as members of the original
audience re-encounter one another and negotiate the meaning of the
original event’ (Waldron, 2000: 68). Unlike stigma linked to visible signs
of difference, what Goffman (1963: 4) calls the ‘discredited’, persistent
abuse constitutes certain workers as the ‘discreditable’. In individualistic
cultures, the phenomenon evokes pejorative judgements of targets more
often that it does of perpetrators or impinging organizational dynamics.
Targets are often blamed because others think targets have done something
to deserve mistreatment (Einarsen, 1999). Persistent abuse also indicts
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