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Negotiating Liminal Roles: 

Analysing the Interstructural Positionality of Management Interns 

Farooq Mughal1, Uzair Shah2, Carolyn Downs3 

ABSTRACT  

Through our narratological approach driven by grounded research, we present a theory of 

interstructural positionality. In this paper, we explore how management interns experience 

positional shifts, and in so doing, negotiate the role dynamics of working in a transitory space. 

Our study contributes to literature on education-to-work transitions by exploring changes in 

subjective positioning of undergraduate business students during an interstructural journey across 

domains, i.e. internships, which we consider as a liminal period for students-as-interns that 

disrupts established patterns of identity and internship work. An inductive analysis of 154 

students’ year-long reflective diaries, as part of a work placement programme at a UK business 

school, shows three interstructural positions as a coping mechanism: confused outsiders, 

regulated adapters and recognized insiders in responding to internship work. Findings also 

contribute to scholarship on management learning and education by illustrating how business 

school students learn from liminal role experiences and resolve identity misalignment arising as 

a result of a break in self-conceptions and internship ideals.          

Keywords: interstructural positionality, identity transitions, role dynamics, internships, 

liminality 
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INTRODUCTION 

Internships have now become a prominent feature of business school education in facilitating 

students transition into the world of work (Scheuer & Mills, 2016; Kaparaliotis et al. 2019). As 

students strive to make sense of their changing positionality during this transition, we argue that 

these are likely to trigger a shift in self-concepts and initiate a process of self-discovery (e.g. 

Ashforth et al. 2008). This identity shift implies that individuals not only learn and gather 

knowledge but also experience changes in ‘how they define who they are’ and how might they 

succeed in their new roles (Maurer & London, 2018: 1428). While acknowledging extensive 

research around work identity literature that captures sequential role movements within unitary 

settings (Ibarra & Petriglieri, 2016, Kyratsis et al. 2017), such as promotions, transfers or 

organizational changes, scholars have paid very little attention to the space in-between education 

and work domains. We define cross-domain transitions as significant but non-sequential and 

non-routine events which disrupt, and shape students’ dispositions as a result of crossing 

institutional, organizational and/or career boundaries and transitioning into new roles (Santos, 

2020; Li & Piezunk, 2020). This definition draws parallels with theoretical insights offered by 

Levinson et al. (1978), who suggest that transitions are opportunities for learning and reinventing 

the self in the face of major events and role changes in life. 

Prior research offers some direction in dealing with role transitions in the workplace, for 

example role theory outlines role-related processes, behaviours and performances deployed by 

individuals to navigate through domain-specific positions, structures and spaces (Biddle, 1986). 

There is also research that provides insight into role movements as part of everyday routines, 

such as identity shift between work and non-work lives (e.g. Ashforth et al. 2000; Ibarra & 
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Barbulescu, 2010). These studies have mostly examined role arrangements in relatively stable 

and distinct domains with a short switchover time, for example being manager in the workplace 

to a mother at home. We, however, are interested in understanding the subjective positions 

undertaken by students during their interstructural journey across domains, i.e. internships, in 

making sense of transitory experience in the space in-between (e.g. Ibarra & Obodaru, 2016; 

Maurer & London, 2018). One such instance, which we explore over the course of this paper, is 

the cross-domain transition of young and fairly inexperienced interns from their academic (point 

A) to work life with the aim to enter the labour market (point B) (Frenette, 2013).  

Our study suggests that literature on identity work and role theory alone are insufficient 

in shedding light on the fluidity of internships for two reasons. First, striking a balance across 

role expectations and performance for interns is becoming ever so challenging as we start to 

unpack the spatial dynamics of internship work (Frenette, 2013). As they begin to transition from 

their academic towards work lives, we believe this business school-to-work role switchover 

creates a liminal, or an interstructural, space. We perceive liminality as ‘a condition where the 

usual practice and order are suspended and replaced by new rites and rituals’ (Czarniawska & 

Mazza, 2003: 267). The temporality and spatiality of the internship role opens-up a challenging 

situation in which interns are not fully expected to become workers and neither let go of their 

past identities. It is our understanding that during the internship period, individuals are in a 

continual state of flux in trying to make sense of their newfound identities (Maitlis, 2009). This 

added layer of liminality is critical in conceptualizing internships more holistically, yet 

differently, to view it as an interstructural space. 
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Secondly, the interstructural positionality increases the psychosocial labour in negotiating 

with a variety of identity pressures (such as students, interns, temps, workers etc.) that mitigate 

or pose a threat of being seen as incoherent in the workplace (e.g. Thomas & Davies, 2005; 

Petriglieri, 2011). We anticipate a greater need for interns to make sense of their liminal 

experiences (Vough et al. 2020; Ibarra & Obodaru, 2016). This study, therefore, focuses on 

internship experiences of labouring through the internship role, in a liminal space, to offer a 

deeper understanding of the role dynamics at play (Parker, 2010: 157). Moreover, our 

theorization is grounded in the belief that workplaces are complex, politically and emotionally 

charged spaces, and ‘crafting and holding on to a coherent identity has become more problematic 

than in the past’ (Petriglieri & Petriglieri, 2010: 45). Thus, constructing a coherent sense of self 

as interns becomes difficult amid labouring through liminality (Swan et al. 2016). We, therefore, 

build on identity literature that intersects with liminality to develop a model, which helps 

illustrate identity positions occupied by interns in a betwixt space.  

To plug gaps in literature, this paper advances scholarship on education-to-work 

transitions by offering insights into the psychosocial effort students-as-interns deploy to adapt, 

conform or resist liminal identities in a transitional space. As a result, we make two key 

contributions: first, shed light on the subjective positioning of students in a transitional role. We 

overcome limitations of prior research, which only manages to demonstrate role movement 

between two identity points A and B. Our study, however, showcases identity work in the 

betwixt space to highlight the interstructural identity positions (Ibarra & Obodaru, 2016; Ladge 

et al. 2012). The second contribution focuses on how interns navigate the liminal space to 

achieve plausibility and coherence. Here, work roles which are suspended in a liminal space, for 

example internships, placements, apprenticeships or other forms of temporary employment are 
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presented as precarious forms of work that have implications for future employability (Fugate et 

al. 2004; De Cuyper & De White, 2011).  

We substantiate our contributions by studying 154 interns’ reflective diaries as part of a 

year-long work-placement programme at a UK business school by answering the research 

question: how interns experience positional shift, and in so doing, negotiate the role dynamics of 

working in a transitory space. These reflections offer an opportunity to inductively analyze role-

based narratives of routine work performed by interns. Drawing on established research 

approaches (e.g. Brown et al. 2008), we theorize interns as ‘agential and reflexive mediators 

between two social positions’ i.e. learners and workers (Azambuja and Islam 2019: 535). The 

choice of using a narratological approach driven by grounded theory research is partly influenced 

by a rich body of knowledge around management and organisation studies (Rhodes & Brown, 

2005; Suddaby, 2006) that views storied accounts as an interface between individuals’ reality 

and their workplace (Czarniawska, 2010). Also, we were partly predisposed towards using 

interns’ reflections as waypoints for locating their interstructural position (e.g. Brown et al. 2008; 

Garsten, 1999). 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

Considered as a form of work-based learning (e.g. Sobral & Islam, 2015), internships can be a 

painful work experience for some (Lee & Chao, 2013), where vulnerability, powerlessness and 

peripheral participation (e.g. Wenger, 2001) rather than fantasies of meaningful and playful work 

are the salient features (e.g. Scheuer & Mills, 2016). Internships include a wide variety of work 

roles taken up by individuals for a temporary period with the purpose of gaining knowledge and 

experience of working in organisations. They are often considered as a life bridge, enabling 
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individuals to transition into the labour market (Sobral & Islam, 2015). A key assumption 

underpinning our study is that when young, inexperienced, individuals assume an internship role, 

their identities can become destabilised (e.g. Sveningsson & Alvesson, 2003). This is likely to 

intensify identity work where individuals become engaged in a sense of self renewal – i.e. 

finding who they are and how they fit in (Beech et al. 2016). At this point, interns engage in a 

process of sensemaking to create and/or associate meanings to equivocal or unknown 

experiences (Vough & Caza, 2017). They are more likely to draw on personal-social resources 

such as past knowledge, experiences, encounters, relationships, or cues to answer the question – 

how do I fit in? (Maitlis & Christianson, 2014; Vough et al. 2020).  

While interns try aligning themselves to the roles they occupy to fit in (e.g. Maitlis & 

Christianson, 2014), this transition process involves disengaging from one role and engaging 

with another (Ashforth, 2000). In our case, this transition across domains is not merely a shift in 

the role but also in terms of how interns identify themselves within those roles in relation to the 

demands and expectations put forward by the host organisation (e.g. Fahy et al. 2014; Dukerich, 

2001: 671). This implies that transitioning between roles can direct individuals to consciously 

engage in securing an identity position that matches (fits) with the organisational (role) 

expectations. Potentially, this could be construed as an unsettling experience particularly if self-

concepts (subjectivities) are challenged or provoked (Brown & Starkey, 2005). A cross-domain 

transition, therefore, potentially involves changes in psychological and behavioural states that 

can influence an individual’s established identity patterns.  

The classical work of Van Gennep (1960) is helpful in visualising the internship role as a 

transitory work role undertaken in a liminal, or betwixt, space. His rites of passage theory 
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suggests that an individual changes their social position, over three phases – i.e. separation 

(detachment or divestiture), transition (in-between or liminal) and aggregation (investiture). In 

the separation phase, the individual (or the ritual subject) is detached from their preceding social 

status and progresses towards attaining a new form of identity e.g. from being a boy to becoming 

a man (Czarniawska, 2003). This detachment can be agonising as some individuals seek to delay 

and hold on to their preceding state of being, postponing participation and enactment of a new 

phase in life (Turner, 1967). There is an apparent tension between the psychosocial forces for 

and against this change. However, once separated, the individual, now classified as the ‘liminar’, 

is in a transitory or liminal state passing through a domain that is in-between two modes of being 

(i.e. becoming) (e.g. Ibarra & Barbulescu, 2010; Guo, 2018). The transitory phase calls into 

account the multiplicity of positions or roles that an individual is likely to acquire (Shortt, 2015). 

It is within the aggregation phase that the individual finally starts to incorporate a new sense of 

being, usually hovering at the periphery before acquiring a new identity position (Fuller et al. 

2005). While there is some insight on identity practices in liminal states, such as 

experimentation, self-reflection and realization to achieve a coherent sense of self (see Beech, 

2011), very little knowledge exists about the liminal or interstructural positions occupied by 

individuals during their cross-domain transitions.  

Looking at internship work through the lens of liminality renders interns as 

‘interstructural’ beings or ‘liminars’ where they are learning to become workers and gain 

experience (e.g. Turner, 1967: 4). Their inexperience and social status, however, distinguish 

them from the other permanent workers who are distinctly visible as core members of the 

organisation. Internship as liminal spaces can limit interns from fully participating in certain 

aspects of organisational life (e.g. core decision-making, defining organisational strategy, 
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leadership and work autonomy etc.). It offers an experience that disrupts their sense of self in 

relation to their work role inside the organisation, like who they are and what they might become 

(e.g. Noble & Walker, 1997). This state is likely to trigger ‘intensive remedial identity work’ to 

help make sense and channel unsettled feelings about work (and role performance) (Alvesson & 

Willmott, 2002). We believe that this confusion, between the deconstruction and reconstruction 

of the self in relation to their liminal role, can not only affect emotions (and feelings), but also 

the way interns perform work and maintain relationships in the workplace (Gross & John, 2003). 

Overlooking these psychosocial, temporal and spatial dynamics is perhaps one of the reasons 

individuals in interstructural roles find it difficult to relate with their work, leading to poor on-

the-job experience (Garsten, 1999; Fugate et al. 2004).  

RESEARCH STRATEGY 

This study uses a narratological approach driven by grounded research (e.g. Currie & Brown, 

2003; Pratt et al. 2006) to present a theory of interstructural positionality. The rationale behind 

selecting this hybrid approach was based on our understanding that cross domain transitions 

trigger identity construction processes which involve narrativizing reality for sensemaking 

(Brown et al. 2008). Our understanding was predicated on the belief that interns in their 

reflective diaries narrativize their thoughts and actions of enacting the internship role (e.g. 

Czarniawska, 2010), in turn engaging in an ongoing process of meaning-making (Weick et al. 

2005). While our approach intersects with constructionist, interpretivist and interactionist 

worldviews (Eisenhardt, 1989), collectively they frame the possibility that individuals construct, 

interpret and recognize meanings in their own narratives to make sense of their identity 

(Pattriotta & Spedale, 2009). The interns’ narratives ultimately become the object of our study as 
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they direct attention towards identity construction processes during interstructural journey and 

provide a backdrop to identify waypoints. 

Our Research Approach 

To investigate our research question that how interns experience identity transitions, and in so 

doing, negotiate role dynamics of the internship space, we analyzed year-long reflections of 154 

individuals enrolled on an internship programme at a Business School located in the UK. Given 

the extensive nature of data required to explore narratives of interns across several host 

organisations, data-collection at multiple sites was not possible. Instead, we used the business 

school as our primary research location (e.g. Sonenshein, 2010). In collaboration with the 

school’s careers and placement team, interns were processed and patched through to potential 

host organisations for their paid internship work. A key assumption underpinning the work 

placement module was that learning is prompted by reflection at work (Yanow & Tsoukas, 2009) 

and this formative reflection is then fed forward for academic credit. The data, however, was 

collected through non-assessed monthly reflections received using an on-line submission 

platform and regularly reviewed by placement counsellors. We have taken every possible step to 

anonymize the identities of all stakeholders (business school, individuals and their host 

organisations etc.) and mitigate any impact on interns in terms of employability.   

For our study, we purposively selected and theoretically sampled three cohorts of interns 

(Corbin & Strauss, 2014), from 2014 to 2017, on a business school programme where they were 

eligible for placements. After obtaining consent from relevant quarters, the final sample 

represented 104 different host organisations worldwide, with a participation of 58% males and 

42% females having an average age of 21 years – predominantly British. We were able to 
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compile a total of 1232 monthly logs over a three-year period. The average length of each 

monthly log was around 460 words, making a total reflective dataset of approximately 566,887 

words. Although these role reflections were unstructured pieces of thought, the interns were 

encouraged to offer reflective commentary on work instances such as working with colleagues, 

in-group relations, project work, interacting with the supervisors etc. [see our dataset in table 1]. 

To ensure rigor in our findings (Gioia & Corley, 2013), we were able to cross-check our 

emerging themes with nine interns (now graduated) as key informants to recall their experiences 

of internships. Apart from presenting the earlier versions of our research at prestigious 

conferences, we organized two round-table discussions with counsellors mentoring interns to 

review our analysis and findings as part of a peer de-briefing process, making this an integral 

part of our data analysis strategy (Stead & Elliott, 2013).      

--- [INSERT TABLE 1 HERE] --- 

Our Analytical Framework   

To analyze interns’ reflective diaries, we resorted to a narrative analysis supplemented by a 

grounded approach. This approach recognizes that meanings of text (or language) as constructed 

and narrated by interns in their reflective logs can be understood more broadly (e.g. Elliott & 

Stead, 2018). The analytic framework is consistent with scholars in organization studies who 

treat workspaces as discursively constructed and dynamic environments (e.g. Brown et al. 2008). 

Our understanding of discourses is that they reflect an interplay between the self, other and their 

work environment, shaping thought, action and behaviour by resisting, reproducing or 

transforming with the situation or context (Brown & Coupland, 2015). In our analysis, we 

focused on the reflective text provided by interns to narrativize their reflections, and in so doing, 
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paying special attention to processes, relationships, pressures and mechanisms of regulating 

identity (Alvesson & Willmott, 2002). With the help of sensitizing concepts, as identified during 

our literature review, our narrative framing for this study revolves around identity construction 

processes; specifically focusing on ways of coping with identity struggles and challenges in 

achieving role clarity. 

Practically, our analysis unfolded in three iterative stages to deal with the complexity of 

conducting a narrative-grounded analysis (see table 2). These stages are described below: 

 ---[INSERT TABLE 2 HERE] --- 

First Stage of Analysis. After data was collected, organized and archived, phase 1 began 

by creating role trajectories of interns – piecing together monthly logs and reading accounts as 

year-long reflective diaries (or stories) in a chronological order (October-August each year). The 

idea was to identify interns’ main narrative, locating their subjective self (emotions, thoughts or 

feelings) in relation to the role (Brown, 2006). We were particularly attuned towards how text 

was used to raise concerns, rationalize or contest practices that implicated the position of interns, 

for example invoking their temporary, peripheral or hierarchical role, value or image etc. 

(Alvesson & Willmott, 2002). This stage culminated with the identification of first order codes 

and provisional categories from the dataset (Pratt et al. 2006).    

Second Stage of Analysis. The second stage of analysis was concerned with the overall 

image that interns constructed of their internship role: the representational meanings that they 

gave to themselves, others and the host organisation within their reflective accounts (e.g. 

Thornborrow & Brown, 2009). Here we tried to make sense of the level of consciousness interns 

attribute towards those meanings in order to see themselves and their role through their own 
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stories. It is our understanding that when interns reflect on their stories, it provokes ‘identity 

work’, constructing certain images of the self (Brown et al. 2008). This stage culminated by 

collapsing first-order concepts to generate second-order codes and theoretical categories (Corbin 

& Strauss, 2014) 

Third Stage of Analysis. While the first and second stages were iterative in deconstructing 

textual data, the third stage was focused around reconstructing the grand narrative or creating the 

aggregate dimensions (Pratt et al. 2006). Here we identified representative cases from each 

internship year to compare interns’ account with others for identifying similarities or differences 

across the dataset. This led to an in-depth analysis of interns’ narratives around role performance, 

enabling us to identify omissions or contradictions in storylines (Brown et al. 2008).  

FINDINGS 

Our findings reveal that most interns, in our study, opted for internships with the purpose of 

learning about life in the workplace. During our analysis we noted a frequent occurrence of 

concepts like ‘experience’ (x1116), ‘learning’ (x1726), ‘skills’ (x764) and ‘knowledge’ (x448) in 

their reflections indicating a strong focus on work-based learning (e.g. Raelin, 2007). They 

encountered wide-ranging but mostly similar challenges of negotiating with their transitory roles 

as interns within their host organization. While reacting differently to these challenges, over the 

course of internships we identified three broad types of internship practices that interns used to 

position themselves strategically. We describe these as efforts to gauge employability at three 

distinct, yet interrelated levels, triggering a variety of coping responses in comprehending the 

interstructural dynamics of the internship (e.g. Karreman & Alvesson, 2004). These practices, 

corresponding to different forms of identity work at the self, relational and structural levels, 
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collectively aim to describe how interns negotiate, position and navigate role dynamics in a 

liminal space as they try to conform, resist or adapt to the demands of an internship. 

Interns engagement in positional (re)construction demonstrates challenges ranging from 

role ambiguity to imposition of identity labels in their role as interns. The most salient instances 

that trigger identity work included: ‘steering away from the traditional role’ [c16-s1] , ‘undertake 

someone else’s role’ [c16-s23]; ‘my manager leaving me’ [c14-s2], ‘what others would think 

about me’ [c14-s31], ‘colleagues showing negative attitude’ [c14-s27], ‘pressures you are put 

under by other teams or colleagues’ [c14-s19]; ‘I wouldn’t get the benefit of being part of the 

firm as an  intern’ [c15-s41], ‘limitations of being seen as an intern at work’ [c15-s36]. With the 

passing of time, interns reflected on new waves of challenges they encountered while performing 

their liminal role, such as the ‘shift in the team atmosphere’ [c16-s6], ‘the experience was bad , 

because I felt  negative feelings from the team’ [c14-s11] and ‘felt overwhelmed by the 

workload’ [c16-s49]. In extreme cases we were also able to identify interns’ confusion, intense 

emotions and paradoxical thinking triggered by situations like supervisors leaving, redundancies 

and being struck-off projects or teams. 

         During the reconstruction of narratives and their comparison with other intern accounts, 

we also noticed patterns across the dataset indicating responses that served as a mechanism in 

trying to embrace the role for coping and maintaining a coherent sense of self. Many interns 

reflected on challenges of the liminal space as provoking precarity or identity threats to their 

interstructural being in the workplace and seen as ‘incoherent’ and ‘temporary’. The common 

response to the aforesaid challenges was emotional towards embracing liminal conditions (e.g. 

role, colleagues, environment etc.), so to preserve their purpose of taking up internships (e.g. 
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Schabram & Maitlis, 2017). Responses often included: ‘making me feel uneasy due to low 

morale’ [c14-s17], ‘I did not feel so great about how I have presented myself back then’ [c15-

s21], and ‘I realized I instead felt anger at the time’ [c14-s13]. The coping, however, included 

some corrective responses to align the self with the role or to be seen as a significant member of 

the organisation: ‘I can feel that I am getting to know myself better within every day’ [c16-s42], 

or ‘I need to start thinking of ways to adjust to the new situation’ [c15-s58].  

More specifically, below, we present the three aggregate dimensions corresponding to 

identity work at three levels, self, relational and organisational, that emerged from our data 

analysis. The emerging data-structure is also shown in figure 1: 

--- [INSERT FIGURE 1 HERE] --- 

Conditions of Subjective and Performative Role Dynamics in a Liminal Space 

The first aggregate dimension corresponds to findings that highlight the conditions of role 

performance and the subjective dynamics of internship work, which threaten, modify or create 

disparity with predisposed understandings of interning in the workplace (e.g. Petriglieri, 2011). 

Previous studies (e.g. Ladge et al. 2012) note that identity transitions are triggered by cross 

domain movements, whereas, we find that the movement itself does not classify as a trigger of 

liminality but the conditions it creates. These conditions are more likely to create identity 

tensions and conflicts which are felt more strongly in transitory roles (Shortt, 2015). We 

specifically analyzed interns’ reflective accounts to examine instances of identity tensions that 

exist between previous understanding of the internship role and the way it’s performed. Looking 
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at these instances was important, as it offered an opportunity to understand the unfolding of the 

role in real situations rather than imposing our interpretations of internship work.  

         Narratives pertaining to the unstructured, dynamic and fluid nature of the internship role 

were apparent throughout the dataset. While these narratives presented a variety of challenges to 

making sense of the role itself, they often appeared when role demands often misaligned with 

individual expectations of internship work. Interns reflected upon these tensions as creating 

confusion, stress and uncertainty in the work they performed. On a few occasions, role 

ambiguities emerged when personal beliefs or values conflicted or self-concepts becoming 

incompatible with the demands placed by the internship role. However, these accounts 

collectively indicate that identity work becomes intensive in three key situations: (1) when 

expectations of internship work do not match with previous knowledge and colleagues/line-

manager’s view of the role; (2) precarious and temporary nature of the role; (3) lack of 

direction/knowledge about performing the role. 

              Stakeholder expectations. Literature suggests that individuals do not enact or perform 

their work roles in isolation rather they respond to the expectations of various stakeholders 

(Kreiner et al. 2006). We can view expectations as images of the ideal selves/states which are 

often deployed to evaluate or comprehend situations (Wieland, 2010). When the work-role 

content/process are not congruent with personal or others’ expectations (Kahn, 1990), this is 

likely to create identity tensions between individuals, others and their role/position in the 

workplace (e.g. Sveningsson & Alvesson, 2003). For example, identity reflected that 

predicaments are likely to arise when work expectations mismatch with the performative 

dimension of the internship role. One intern recalls that the way she was predisposed to making 
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decisions and behaving in the workplace was entirely different to what her line-manager 

expected her to do. She wrote that the implicit expectation of an intern was to sit quietly in a 

meeting whereas she considered herself as knowledgeable coming from a business school.                        

“[…] members often asked me for clarifications and to me this was reassuring that I was acting 

the right way and that they saw me as a source of knowledge. Afterwards I got to know, I 

should’ve acted differently by being quieter and not participating in the meetings […] Thinking 

back to the time, I interpreted the event in a manner that was consistent with my emotions and 

expectations at that time. Had I known my boss’ expectations, I would have acted differently” 

[c14-s31] 

It was also evident that self-other expectations are critical in understanding the cracks in 

perceived identities and the remedial work required to fill those cracks. Apart from the 

discrepancy between personal and boss’ expectations, interns also highlighted instances where 

they tried to re-position themselves to meet with others’ expectations, as noted below:   

“Being on placement means that it is imperative to work in a flexible manner and always expect 

the unexpected, but it is also important to be honest and transparent to colleagues about the reality 

of meeting their expectations. In doing so, I anxiously decided to send out my 360 surveys again 

to see whether people’s perception of me has changed.” [c15-s23] 

Another intern, working for a graphic design firm, indicates that during her work there 

were times when she disagreed with her teammates. While her work mentor asked her to change 

this attitude and style towards her colleagues, she finally resorted to “following the expectations 

and wants of the people [she was] working for” [c15-s19]. However, the expectations that interns 

emphasized the most were related to their business schools, saying that “it can be difficult to 

achieve all learning outcomes of the [work placement] programme” [c15-s11] and that “working 

practically is more fun whereas thinking about business school and theories is like taking a step 

backwards” [c16-s7]. Most reflections were consistent around managing expectations of all 

stakeholders involved in the internship process. 



81st Annual Meeting of the Academy of Management 2021 

17 

         Role precarity and temporality. Largely evident in accounts of their acquired sense of 

self as interns in the workplace (as workers, employees etc.), the temporary nature of their role 

alludes to a shaky narrative lacking coherence (e.g. Costas & Grey, 2014). The temporality of 

interns’ role seems to invoke a condition of precarity or instability in how the internship role is 

performed by them or seen by others (Garsten, 1999). Although the accounts varied in terms of 

interns’ understanding of temporality, there was a common thread of disappointment, anger and 

a lack of self-belief. An intern placed at a leading supermarket expressed his frustration as: 

“I feel a bit frustrated because of the lack of work and learning opportunities. I feel that this is 

only because I am a temporary trainee” [c15-s41].  

Another intern suggested that once orientation completed after the first month, “[t]he 

newness feeling had diminished” and at the same time his involvement in “business operational 

activities started slowing down”. Despite the precarious position of interns, some interns 

perceived their temporary status as a blessing (“buffer”) as line-managers were ‘lenient’ – one 

commented that:   

“My manager has been lenient to me regarding this, it’s probably because of my trainee level and 

temporary employee status” [c15-s34].  

This was not mostly the case, as a large proportion felt frustrated due to lack of 

opportunities for learning. An intern working in an IT firm said: 

“The reason why I am not given much responsibility is because I am only a temporary employee. 

As a result, my line manager might not see much return on investment in training me for more 

complicated and demanding skills, since I will leave the firm anyway.” [c14-s19]. 

         Lack of direction/knowledge. Studies (e.g. Sturdy et al. 2006) suggest the significance of 

knowledge in navigating through the workplace dynamics and the political aspects of work. The 
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process of acquiring knowledge can help formulate conceptions about the work individuals 

perform as knowledge and identity are not theoretically disparate (Alvesson & Willmott, 2002). 

Knowledge can play a critical role, especially in transitional phases of life, where identities are in 

flux and changing to resolve paradoxical conceptions about the self, for example, in relation to 

the internship (e.g. Gotsi et al. 2010). Similarly, many interns highlighted the lack of workplace 

knowledge (ethics, etiquettes or behaviours) as being problematic in fully understanding their 

role – producing feelings of insecurity. An intern placed in an advertising agency wrote the 

following in this regard:          

“Given my lack of background knowledge, I believe rushing into the task was the wrong 

approach. Taking the time to plan at the beginning would have helped me to focus and think more 

rationally and clearly instead of letting my emotions take over and thus affect my performance. 

This would have resulted in seeking help earlier and avoiding wasting as much time. Although 

not having my manager around for such a long duration felt quite daunting at times” [c16-s21] 

Another intern placed at a tech firm voiced a similar concern suggesting that without 

prior knowledge on how to perform work was challenging, wasting a considerable amount of 

time thinking if their actions were ‘right or wrong’. This also fed into the possibility of 

perceiving interns as having little or no status in the firm, rendering their role as ambiguous and 

precarious. This intern recalls an incident of having sent incorrect information to a client in a 

hurry just before the Christmas holidays which was rectified swiftly thereafter. He concluded 

with the following reflection: 

“[...] to be reprimanded over an email felt strange, and as though I had no status or respect in the 

company. It did upset me a lot and I went home over the Christmas period, harboring negative 

feelings about the incident and the organisation as a whole.” [c16-s37] 

Relational dynamics and the reciprocal positioning of Liminars 
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The second aggregate dimension corresponds to findings that highlight the relational dynamics 

and the reciprocal positioning of individuals in a liminal space, that is, revealing how interns’ as 

liminars make sense of themselves in relation to the internship role through their interactions 

with others in the workplace (e.g. Ybema, 2020). Here, we pay attention to work instances where 

identity is revised, repaired or maintained in relationships (or relational interactions) between the 

self and others (e.g. Sveningsson & Alvesson, 2003). In other words, we analyse reflective 

accounts which position interns in webs of relationships to shed light on the political, emotional 

and challenging but on-going processes of identity construction (e.g. Ybema et al. 2009; Watson, 

2009). In negotiating role and relational dynamics, intern accounts point towards identity 

struggles/efforts from two perspectives: (1) socially situated; (2) worker vs. learner positioning.  

Socially situated positioning. As reviewed earlier, identity research (e.g. Kornberger & 

Brown, 2007) acknowledges that individuals often draw on discursive resources (e.g. culture, 

race, gender etc.) arising from the social surroundings to construct, shape or reinforce their 

identities. The impact of the surrounding local and national culture was largely evident in 

interns’ reflections ranging from ‘unwelcoming attitudes’ to ‘looking down’ reported by non-

native interns being placed in UK firms. One intern placed in a reputed car rental firm suggested 

the despite his efforts to develop stronger relationships with his teammates, revising his ways of 

interacting with others he was still treated as an “alien”, partly as an intern and as non-native: 

“I could’ve done more socializing to get a bit more personal with my colleagues, but I couldn't, 

partly because of my introversion, age difference and also background (I was one of the few non-

British in the firm)” [c15-s42] 

The need to socialize and become part of the informal groups in the workplace was due to 

the lack of confidence he had as a non-native working in a UK firm.  
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“During company presentations, I was always conscious of my trembling voice which heightened 

my self-awareness of foreign accent I had” [c15-s42] 

Apart from culture, interns’ age also acts as a barrier triggering identity work from 

individuals to be seen as acceptable colleagues and overcome socially held beliefs about young 

people in the workplace. We noticed in one of the reflections, an intern placed at a reputed 

engineering firm, indicated that it was emotionally and physically draining for her to work with 

colleagues who thought that she was seen as ‘childish’ by others. She writes that despite being a 

T1 diabetic and the only child in her family, her placement year was a difficult one not because 

she was spoiled growing up but due to her degree of dependency on others to help her at work.  

“This was not how I'd imagined writing my April log, but it's about an important aspect that truly 

interferes with my working life [...] I am quite dependent on other people, emotionally speaking 

as well as in the form of outsourcing my life. I had to deal with difficult things, admin stuff on my 

own. This has impacted significantly on my placement year especially as I’ve been often seen as 

childish and not yet a proper adult, ready to take on full responsibilities” [c14-s29] 

Her reflections inform us about her efforts of investing in her role to be seen as collegial 

but also direct us as how employers and host organisations view young people and their beliefs 

about them. This creates more pressure on young interns in addition to their temporality and 

precariousness especially on how they are seen by the host organisations. For example, an intern 

working for a leading womenswear sports brand wrote the following about being seen as 

‘dominant’ and ‘in control’ while working. She was worried about her ‘age messing things up’ 

and had to put in an extra effort to be well-prepared to the extent of dressing up perfectly:  

“I ran my first meeting at the beginning of November between the customer marketers and the 

ops team. I had to command the attention of a room of people much older and more 

knowledgeable than me” [c16-32] 

Worker vs. learner positioning. This category captures positional tensions between being 

seen as a worker vs learner in the host organisation. Billett (2007) notes that identity work plays 
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a critical role in the professional development of individuals. He stresses that individuals draw 

on a variety of organisational, social, normative and discursive resources to identify themselves 

with the work they perform. For example, one intern working for an automobile manufacturer in 

the UK stated that he had to modify his own style and personality to avoid ‘annoying’ his 

manager to look more ‘professional’ [c14-s11]: 

“I made sure that even though I don't have the best relationship with my boss, I mimicked my PR 

manager’s style of constant communication with my boss even if I felt nervous to talk to her.” 

[c14-s11] 

The intern later indicated that it was beneficial to copy someone else (a role model) as he 

learnt an important ‘professional’ skill of how to communicate with others in the workplace. 

This was also apparent in another intern’s reflective log suggesting that behaving and acting 

professionally was the key to placement work. Working for a global home electronics 

manufacturer, the intern recalls how he was treated, as a ‘less important member of the team’. 

After raising this issue with his line-manager he wrote the following: 

“[Line-Manager] replied that she would take care of this, but I was very offended! Although I 

was prepared for the challenging attitude by others, I wasn’t prepared for negative feedback 

neither regarding my ways of communicating in general nor my personal approach […] What 

went well in this situation was that although I was feeling personally offended but I managed to 

behave professionally.” [c15-s37] 

Interestingly, this intern went on to describe that suppressing feelings and continuing to 

act professionally was a ‘learning curve’ with the hope that his line-manager would trust him and 

offer more responsibilities because of the way he had handled such situations. Revisiting his 

reflections later, he indicated the following change: 

“After my initial three months I feel I have adapted well to my new working environment and 

established both personal and professional relationships. I am now looking forward in particular 

to delivering my 3 projects that support and align with my modules within my course at the 
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university. [...] I wanted to meet my managers expectations, as well as to gain respect from 

others” [c15-s37] 

On the contrary, we have evidence to show that interns’ ability to project certain 

identities become conflicted with role demands. For example, in some instances, we found that 

interns are willing to learn and project their learning identities by showing keen interest in their 

roles and also to be seen as sources of knowledge. The following intern, who was responsible for 

engaging with magazine editors for product-promotion purposes, was valued in the workplace 

for their business school knowledge. He recalls the following: 

“In addition to this I showed two magazine editors around the office, highlighting products and 

campaigns to them which they may like to feature. This was a great experience as I was able to 

demonstrate my [business school] knowledge […] this was greatly appreciated by my colleagues 

and manager” [c16-s48] 

Using knowledge and his outside position (as a business school student), he was able to 

navigate and work through role expectations along with earning respect from colleagues. He 

mentioned the following in his final reflection: 

“I was able to demonstrate my knowledge and confidence and form professional relationships 

with them. After this, we had various follow-up meetings where we discussed what had gone well 

and what needs to be improved for next year. Various client reps mentioned me during these 

meetings and praised me for the way I worked was a huge confidence boost” [c15-s22] 

Liminal Strategies of Organisational Control and Self-Coping 

The third aggregate dimension sheds light on how identity changes are actualized in the form of 

liminal strategies deployed by organisations to control and shape identity of liminars or interns, 

aiming to connect them with their roles. Interns’ reflective accounts indicate that the internship 

role is subjectively interpreted by people, and the regulating mechanisms are likely to differ 

across host organisations. We found that if interns are unable to relatively position or relate the 
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liminal conditions, they were more likely to develop inactive identities leading to confusion, 

frustration and poor experience. Their overall experience, however, suggests that organisations 

deploy liminal strategies to regulate work behaviour and avoid inactive identities as modes of 

organizational control (Alvesson & Willmott, 2002). This theme, therefore, presents findings in 

two parts, that is, instances of (1) ‘regulating’; and (2) ‘coping’ with internship role demands, 

which are presented below: 

Regulating through alternate positioning and storytelling. Gotsi et al. (2010) argue that 

regulation and control strategies are organisational mechanisms deployed by managers to 

influence individuals in performing their work roles more efficiently and as desired. For 

example, an intern indicated that working in a pharmaceutical company was challenging because 

she couldn’t fully experience the learning curve in her internship role. The reason behind this 

was her line-manager’s expectations, seeing her as a worker in the firm and overlooking her 

learning needs. She reflects:   

“This month has been one of great change to say the least. Although, I have learnt a lot but not 

least about office politics. When to say and not say things has become increasingly prominent but 

I realise that I need to make sure that I use my position as an intern to learn from this situation 

[...] despite the MD of the company stating that I was everything she looked for in a member of 

staff” [c14-s7] 

In other situations, some interns found it difficult to focus on their learner role in the firm. 

Their personal expectations of being temporary or at least seen as one was partly in conflict with 

role expectations in the firm. He recalls resisting taking up those roles which offered very little 

opportunities to learn. In his reflections he emphasized the importance of being an intern and 

matching roles with his interests:  
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“I decided to be open and flexible to any roles however I emphasised that [role x] is not my 

preference. This caused conflict with my [ABC] team and was escalated to the team-lead who 

told me sternly to be more positive and proactive in the future” [c16-s31]                

 The intern however continued to resist unwanted roles and stayed away from performing 

tasks which he deemed were counter-intuitive to the purpose of internship (i.e. learning). He 

concluded that the ‘drawback’ of this was ‘earning a bad reputation’ in the host organisation. We 

also found that some interns referred to various tactics deployed by their colleagues and 

managers to pressurize them in taking up roles or responsibilities that other permanent 

employees could perform. For example, one intern recalled their manager to “over-dramatize 

situations” making him feel worse if he wouldn’t consider performing a particular task, which 

affected his morale at work. In contrast, some interns reported that they weren’t provided with 

the opportunity to ‘raise their voice’ by managers and felt ‘forced’ to perform certain tasks.   

“I felt as though because I was the intern in the team, I was forced into helping others too much 

when I had an equally high if not higher level of workload [...] and had no time free. This made 

me feel annoyed because my team members did not appreciate that I was also working hard and 

that saying no [...] was actually a fair decision” [c14-s2] 

Coping and self-alignment to achieve role recognition. Findings in this category inform 

us of interns’ strategies to self-align and cope with the multiple demands put forward by the 

internship role (e.g. Watson, 2009; Gotsi et al. 2010). Depending on the nature of tasks 

performed by/offered to interns, their ability to comprehend the performative dynamics of the 

role or sacrifice personal interests are dependent on many aspects which include future prospects 

(career), learning outcomes and self-reflexivity (introspection). One intern recalls how she 

managed to accept the less meaningful work presented to her by the line manager. She wrote:    

“I have learnt for the future that sometimes even less impactful roles or less prestigious 

assignments are worth undertaking as they can provide a valuable experience. It all depends on a 

person's attitudes, and I am happy that I managed to be proactive about that. With that mindset, I 
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can build a great network and expertise during my current [project], which would be very helpful 

for the rest of my industrial placement as well as future career” [c15-s36] 

 Another intern, working for a leading cosmetic brand, reflected that it is important for 

interns to understand that opportunities to work and learn in “good companies” is “rare”. Thus, it 

is “vital” to embrace “whatever comes your way” and to “adjust” to demands. He writes: 

“I started doubting myself, whether I would be able to cope with the knowledge barrier 

throughout this [placement] year? What can I do to maximise my outcome from this year? From 

this experience, I noticed that I had to take? initiative in order to overcome my weaknesses, I 

need to be more proactive. It is essential to understand what the company offerings are [...] as 

they can be rare”. [c15-s44] 

He further wrote, later, that whatever his line-manager offered him he accepted or learnt 

to accept it because of the way he influenced him through storytelling. This involved thinking 

carefully about how to act, think and behave as well as the “knowledge” required to perform the 

role. His final reflection indicated the following strategies to create an alignment with the firm:   

“I felt positive and happy that I was able to cope with the pressured environment, and it made me 

more determined to succeed” [c15-s44] 

DISCUSSION 

Our findings, collectively, create an identity work triangle which brings together internship 

conditions, regulations and the relational dynamics of being suspended in a liminal space against 

the backdrop of the employability discourse. It helps yield a theory that outlines the basis of 

liminal, or provisional, identities by illustrating interns interstructural positionality which 

provides an interim identity frame to achieve a sense of worth (e.g. Ibarra, 1999). This theory 

demonstrates that liminal positions act as reference points to make sense of the work performed 

in the interstructural space and negotiate with subjective disruption experienced during 

education-to-work transition. Our theory makes an important contribution to education-to-work 
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transition literature by highlighting not only the phases of transition experienced by interns but 

also the positions they occupy in the transitional space. These insights have been lacking from 

literature on management learning and education as they shed light on the implications of 

identity work performed by students-as-interns in the interstructural space. We also contribute to 

management internships and literature on industry/work placements, apprenticeships and other 

forms of role transitions by showing how individuals navigate the transitory space, bringing to 

fore spatial and temporal dynamics that challenge their ability to an employability worthy 

experience.  

To deal with the challenges of constructing and maintaining a coherent sense of self that 

is employable, many interns in our study engaged in identity work, building provisional 

identities, to create an alignment with their internship role. We broadly term their resulting 

subjective positions as confused outsider, recognized insider, and regulated adapter. Together, 

these positions showcase mechanisms for shaping identities, that is, in the form of contesting, 

resisting, conforming or adapting to psychosocial labels extended during the internship work by 

the self, others or the organisation. In describing these positions, below, we show how specific 

identity positions frame internship work and influence their experience of transition across 

domains.  

The Confused Outsider. This subject position corresponds to those individuals whose 

historical identities or preconceived notions about interning misalign with the ideals of 

employability. They either resist or struggle to cope with the new role and are positioned at the 

periphery. Beech (2008: 51) directs our attention towards the underlying ‘performance-based 

element’ of identity work, offering an explanation as to why role challenges expose struggles to 
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cope with work. They are instances which involve mobilizing inner processes like ‘forming, 

strengthening or revising’ of self-concepts takes place. A performative view also helps sheds 

light on the subject positioning and ways in which interns ‘announce and enact’ their role (Creed 

& Scully, 2000: 391), and in so doing, surface identity struggles related to achieving ‘a clear, 

coherent and distinct’ sense of self (Beech et al. 2016: 506). This is evident in some interns’ 

struggle to let go of their previously held values and beliefs (or predispositions) about internship 

work. We find that experiencing a mismatch between predispositions and workplace 

expectations led to tensions which often resulted in a negative experience. Shedding light on 

these struggles in host organisations is critical in understanding the identity processes interns 

deploy to resolve, resist or conform to identity pressures directed at them in their roles. Those 

who were able to resist their newfound roles reflected a fragile and ‘tensile positioning’ in the 

liminal space (Ellis & Ybema, 2010: 279).  

Our findings also suggest that identity struggles are often transitory in nature, 

culminating in achieving a distinct sense of self (Alvesson, 2010). However, in the case of 

interns occupying a confused outsider position, their identity struggles tend to remain active 

during the entire internship period. This, we believe, could be attributed to two reasons: First, 

interns occupy a temporary role which they perform in political and composite work 

environments (e.g. Alvesson & Willmott, 2002). For example, interns informed us that many 

opportunities to work and learn were not presented due to their temporary status in the host 

organisation. Second, due to temporality, internships create precarious selves suspended in a 

betwixt space which, by default, positions them at the periphery of the host organisation (Beech, 

2011; Garsten, 1999). This was also evident in narratives in which interns considered themselves 

vulnerable to pressures of conforming to job-tasks that were work-load heavy, undervalued or 
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unimportant. Enacting the internship role form this identity position, under such conditions, can 

be demanding as the factors affecting interns’ role performances and experiences. In some cases, 

we also found that these pressures can intensify interns’ struggle particularly in the absence of 

clear guidance to/from managers about what the role entails. 

The Recognized Insider. This subject position corresponds to those individuals who fully 

conform to the conditions, relational dynamics and regulatory mechanism of the host 

organisation as a way to embody/adapt to employability ideals. While research (e.g. Collvile et 

al. 2016) indicates that individuals are more likely to make sense of their equivocal experiences 

by engaging in interpersonal interactions or co-creating knowledge, our findings suggest this as a 

way of acquiring social recognition. By reflecting on social (or work) relations, interns tried to 

present and achieve some plausibility of their role and everyday work life to make sense of their 

identity changes. This identity work performed in and through relationships provides insights 

into psychosocial labour or effort put by interns in their internships work.  

In this interstructural position, we observed three strategies deployed by interns to 

acquire recognition: First, positioning by means of socializing with colleagues. This however 

was less successful as students found that social factors such as culture, age and prevailing 

notions about interns/young adults was a barrier in reducing social distance. Second, resorting to 

positioning by associating with their role and projecting a particular identity image to colleagues 

– mostly to seek reassurance. Creating association or identity integration can be seen as a 

conscious attempt by the individual to accept disparate roles to help ease tensions and pressures 

of performance (Beech et al. 2012). Empirically, we argue that coping with tensions allows room 

for comprehending role dynamics that could possibly lead to achieving plausibility and control 
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over the role. Our findings indicate that creating an identity-fit in pursuit of aspirational or 

desired identities can act as a means of ‘superordinate self-categorization’: a state of mind where 

interns could relate to role identities (Gotsi et al. 2010: 793). Third, in contrast to integrating 

identities for the purpose of colleagues/ manager’s acceptance, some interns used differentiation 

as a relational strategy (He & Brown, 2013). In this, they were oriented towards identifying 

themselves as learners or knowledgeable individuals in the workplace as compared to their 

permanent colleagues (Gotsi et al. 2010).  

The Regulated Adapter. This subject position corresponds to those individuals who don’t 

fully conform to the work offered by the organisation but continue to perform their role, falling 

just short of embracing the employability discourse. To achieve plausibility, interns revered to 

organizing processes by which identities were regulated by managers, colleagues and teams, as a 

means of presenting ‘plausible explanations’ of their work role (Brown et al. 2008: 1055). Some 

intern accounts directed our attention towards discursively constructed control mechanisms, as 

reflections of managerial/actors’ desires, to modify interns’ behaviour. The accounts of interns, 

in fact, reflected concerns about the temporality and precarity associated with their internship 

role as noted in previous positions (e.g. Budtz-Jørgensen et al. 2019; Alvesson & Willmott, 

2002). Looking at interns’ reflections through this position highlights the liminal strategies that 

spill over from the organisational space to control individual behaviour. Alvesson (2001) argues 

that such regulation aims to create a system that encourages role performance at one level but 

channels individual perceptions through organizational expectations to avoid role conflict and 

ambiguity on the other. Our observation is partly in-line with research that suggests identity 

regulation as a strategy to represent managerial efforts aimed at influencing how employees cope 

with identity tensions. We, however, further add to literature that such forms of regulation could 
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limit interns’ ability to learn and acquire a suitable labour market position that reflects their 

career aspirations – thus creating fractured work identities.         

Conclusion 

This study reveals how interns experience role transition and, in so doing, try to achieve 

plausibility and a coherent sense of self to (consciously or unconsciously) position themselves in 

the labour market. We have argued that intern-accounts reflect ‘the presence of ambiguity, 

anxiety and precarity’ in their role (Budtz-Jørgensen et al. 2019: 918), which intensifies identity 

work and presents the challenges identified in making sense of the internship experience 

(Sillince & Brown, 2009). Our findings offer fresh insights into the internship role for business 

school educators and employers, showing that precariously positioned interns are subject to less 

desired identities (often endured, labelled or imposed) which trigger sharper and more negative 

responses towards developing aspirational (career/work) identities (e.g. Ibarra, 1999; Beech, 

2011). As such efforts at maintaining a coherent, yet distinctive, identity as an intern on work 

placement becomes even more challenging in a competitive labour market. While more research 

is required to advance our understanding of the interrelated cognitive processes of identity work 

in transitory roles, our study offers a stepping-stone for creating a positive on-the-job learning 

experience for young interns in the backdrop of the employability discourse. We do this by 

showing positional challenges that reflect a complex role focus for interns who are susceptible to 

ambiguity, resistance and pressures in the workplace (e.g. Brown & Coupland, 2015). We 

conclude that liminality intensifies the precarious positioning of students-as-interns in the 

graduate employability market, thus making it difficult ‘to keep a particular narrative going’ 

becomes challenging (Watson, 2009: 431). 



81st Annual Meeting of the Academy of Management 2021 

31 

REFERENCES 

Alvesson, M., & Willmott, H. (2002). Identity regulation as organizational control: Producing 

the appropriate individual. Journal of management studies, 39(5), 619-644. 

Ashforth, B. (2000). Role transitions in organizational life: An identity-based perspective. 

Routledge. 

Ashforth, B. E., Harrison, S. H., & Corley, K. G. (2008). Identification in organizations: An 

examination of four fundamental questions. Journal of Management, 34(3), 325-374. 

Ashforth, B. E., Kreiner, G. E., & Fugate, M. (2000). All in a day's work: Boundaries and micro 

role transitions. Academy of Management Review, 25(3), 472-491. 

Azambuja, R., & Islam, G. (2019). Working at the boundaries: Middle managerial work as a 

source of emancipation and alienation. Human Relations, 72(3), 534-564. 

Beech, N. (2008). On the nature of dialogic identity work. Organization, 15(1), 51-74. 

Beech, N. (2011). Liminality and the practices of identity reconstruction. Human 

relations, 64(2), 285-302. 

Beech, N., Gilmore, C., Cochrane, E., & Greig, G. (2012). Identity work as a response to 

tensions: A re-narration in opera rehearsals. Scandinavian Journal of Management, 28(1), 

39-47.  

Beech, N., Gilmore, C., Hibbert, P., & Ybema, S. (2016). Identity-in-the-work and musicians’ 

struggles: the production of self-questioning identity work. Work, employment and 

society, 30(3), 506-522. 

Biddle, B. J. (1986). Recent developments in role theory. Annual Review of Sociology, 12(1), 67-

92. 

Billett, S. (2007). Exercising self through working life: Learning, work and identity. In Identities 

at work (pp. 183-210). Springer, Dordrecht. 



81st Annual Meeting of the Academy of Management 2021 

32 

Brown, A. D., & Coupland, C. (2015). Identity threats, identity work and elite 

professionals. Organization Studies, 36(10), 1315-1336. 

Brown, A. D., Stacey, P., & Nandhakumar, J. (2008). Making sense of sensemaking 

narratives. Human relations, 61(8), 1035-1062. 

Budtz-Jørgensen, J., Johnsen, C. G., & Sørensen, B. M. (2019). Against boundarylessness: The 

liminal career of the flexible employee. Organization, 26(6), 917-935. 

Corbin, J., & Strauss, A. (2014). Basics of qualitative research: Techniques and procedures for 

developing grounded theory. Sage publications. 

Costas, J., & Grey, C. (2014). The temporality of power and the power of temporality: Imaginary 

future selves in professional service firms. Organization Studies, 35(6), 909-937. 

Creed, W. D., & Scully, M. A. (2000). Songs of ourselves: Employees’ deployment of social 

identity in workplace encounters. Journal of Management Inquiry, 9(4), 391-412. 

Currie, G., & Brown, A. D. (2003). A narratological approach to understanding processes of 

organizing in a UK hospital. Human Relations, 56(5), 563-586. 

Czarniawska, B. (2010). The uses of narratology in social and policy studies. Critical policy 

studies, 4(1), 58-76. 

Dukerich, J. M. (2001). Role transitions in organizational life: An identity-based perspective. 

Eisenhardt, K. M. (1989). Building theories from case study research. Academy of management 

Review, 14(4), 532-550. 

Elliott, C., & Stead, V. (2018). Constructing women’s leadership representation in the UK press 

during a time of financial crisis: Gender capitals and dialectical tensions. Organization 

Studies, 39(1), 19-45. 

Ellis, N., & Ybema, S. (2010). Marketing identities: Shifting circles of identification in inter-

organizational relationships. Organization studies, 31(3), 279-305. 



81st Annual Meeting of the Academy of Management 2021 

33 

Fahy, K. M., Easterby-Smith, M., & Lervik, J. E. (2014). The power of spatial and temporal 

orderings in organizational learning. Management Learning, 45(2), 123-144. 

Fugate, M., Kinicki, A. J., & Ashforth, B. E. (2004). Employability: A psycho-social construct, 

its dimensions, and applications. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 65(1), 14-38. 

Fuller, A., Hodkinson, H., Hodkinson, P., & Unwin, L. (2005). Learning as peripheral 

participation in communities of practice: a reassessment of key concepts in workplace 

learning. British Educational Research Journal, 31(1), 49-68. 

Garsten, C. (1999). Betwixt and between: Temporary employees as liminal subjects in flexible 

organizations. Organization studies, 20(4), 601-617. 

Gioia, D. A., Corley, K. G., & Hamilton, A. L. (2013). Seeking qualitative rigor in inductive 

research: Notes on the Gioia methodology. Organizational Research Methods, 16(1), 15-

31. 

Gotsi, M., Andriopoulos, C., Lewis, M. W., & Ingram, A. E. (2010). Managing creatives: 

Paradoxical approaches to identity regulation. Human Relations, 63(6), 781-805. 

Gross, J. J., & John, O. P. (2003). Individual differences in two emotion regulation processes: 

implications for affect, relationships, and well-being. Journal of Personality and Social 

Psychology, 85(2), 348. 

Guo, K. H. (2018). The odyssey of becoming: Professional identity and insecurity in the 

Canadian accounting field. Critical Perspectives on Accounting, 56, 20-45. 

He, H., & Brown, A. D. (2013). Organizational identity and organizational identification: A 

review of the literature and suggestions for future research. Group & Organization 

Management, 38(1), 3-35. 

Ibarra, H. (1999). Provisional selves: Experimenting with image and identity in professional 

adaptation. Administrative Science Quarterly, 44(4), 764-791. 

Ibarra, H., & Barbulescu, R. (2010). Identity as narrative: Prevalence, effectiveness, and 

consequences of narrative identity work in macro work role transitions. Academy of 

Management Review, 35(1), 135-154. 



81st Annual Meeting of the Academy of Management 2021 

34 

Ibarra, H., & Obodaru, O. (2016). Betwixt and between identities: Liminal experience in 

contemporary careers. Research in Organizational Behavior, 36, 47-64. 

Kahn, W. A. (1990). Psychological conditions of personal engagement and disengagement at 

work. Academy of Management Journal, 33(4), 692-724. 

Kärreman, D., & Alvesson, M. (2004). Cages in tandem: Management control, social identity, 

and identification in a knowledge-intensive firm. Organization, 11(1), 149-175. 

Kornberger, M., & Brown, A. D. (2007). Ethics' as a discursive resource for identity 

work. Human Relations, 60(3), 497-518. 

Kreiner, G. E., Hollensbe, E. C., & Sheep, M. L. (2006). Where is the “me” among the “we”? 

Identity work and the search for optimal balance. Academy of Management Journal, 49(5), 

1031-1057. 

Kyratsis, Y., Atun, R., Phillips, N., Tracey, P., & George, G. (2017). Health systems in 

transition: Professional identity work in the context of shifting institutional logics. 

Academy of Management Journal, 60(2), 610-641. 

Ladge, J. J., Clair, J. A., & Greenberg, D. (2012). Cross-domain identity transition during liminal 

periods: Constructing multiple selves as professional and mother during pregnancy. 

Academy of Management Journal, 55(6), 1449-1471. 

Lee, C. S., & Chao, C. W. (2013). Intention to “leave” or “stay”–the role of internship 

organization in the improvement of hospitality students’ industry employment intentions. 

Asia Pacific Journal of Tourism Research, 18(7), 749-765. 

Levinson, D. J. (1978). The seasons of a man's life. Random House Digital, Inc.. 

Li, J. B., & Piezunka, H. (2020). The Uniplex Third: Enabling single-domain role transitions in 

multiplex relationships. Administrative Science Quarterly, 65(2), 314-358. 

Maitlis, S., & Christianson, M. (2014). Sensemaking in organizations: Taking stock and moving 

forward. Academy of Management Annals, 8(1), 57-125. 



81st Annual Meeting of the Academy of Management 2021 

35 

Maurer, T. J., & London, M. (2018). From individual contributor to leader: A role identity shift 

framework for leader development within innovative organizations. Journal of 

Management, 44(4), 1426-1452. 

Noble, C. H., & Walker, B. A. (1997). Exploring the relationships among liminal transitions, 

symbolic consumption, and the extended self. Psychology & Marketing, 14(1), 29-47. 

Parker, I. (2010). Psychosocial studies: Lacanian discourse analysis negotiating interview 

text. Psychoanalysis, Culture & Society, 15(2), 156-172. 

Petriglieri, G., & Petriglieri, J. L. (2010). Identity workspaces: The case of business 

schools. Academy of Management Learning & Education, 9(1), 44-60. 

Petriglieri, J. L. (2011). Under threat: Responses to and the consequences of threats to 

individuals' identities. Academy of Management Review, 36(4), 641-662. 

Pratt, M. G., Rockmann, K. W., & Kaufmann, J. B. (2006). Constructing professional identity: 

The role of work and identity learning cycles in the customization of identity among 

medical residents. Academy of Management Journal, 49(2), 235-262. 

Raelin, J. A. (2007). Toward an epistemology of practice. Academy of Management Learning & 

Education, 6(4), 495-519. 

Rhodes, C., & Brown, A. D. (2005). Narrative, organizations and research. International Journal 

of Management Reviews, 7(3), 167-188. 

Santos, G. G. (2020). Career boundaries and employability perceptions: an exploratory study 

with graduates. Studies in Higher Education, 45(3), 538-556. 

Schabram, K., & Maitlis, S. (2017). Negotiating the challenges of a calling: Emotion and enacted 

sensemaking in animal shelter work. Academy of Management Journal, 60(2), 584-609. 

Scheuer, C. L., & Mills, A. J. (2016). Discursivity and media constructions of the intern: 

Implications for pedagogy and practice. Academy of Management Learning & 

Education, 15(3), 456-470. 



81st Annual Meeting of the Academy of Management 2021 

36 

Shortt, H. (2015). Liminality, space and the importance of ‘transitory dwelling places’ at work. 

Human Relations, 68(4), 633-658. 

Sillince, J. A., & Brown, A. D. (2009). Multiple organizational identities and legitimacy: The 

rhetoric of police websites. Human Relations, 62(12), 1829-1856. 

Sobral, F., & Islam, G. (2015). He who laughs best, leaves last: The influence of humor on the 

attitudes and behavior of interns. Academy of Management Learning & Education, 14(4), 

500-518. 

Sonenshein, S. (2010). We're changing—Or are we? Untangling the role of progressive, 

regressive, and stability narratives during strategic change implementation. Academy of 

Management Journal, 53(3), 477-512. 

Stead, V., & Elliott, C. (2013). Women’s leadership learning: A reflexive review of 

representations and leadership teaching. Management Learning, 44(4), 373-394. 

Sturdy, A., Brocklehurst, M., Winstanley, D., & Littlejohns, M. (2006). Management as a (self) 

confidence trick: Management ideas, education and identity work. Organization, 13(6), 

841-860. 

Suddaby, R. (2006). From the editors: What grounded theory is not. Academy of Management 

Journal. 49(4): 633-642 

Sveningsson, S., & Alvesson, M. (2003). Managing managerial identities: Organizational 

fragmentation, discourse and identity struggle. Human relations, 56(10), 1163-1193. 

Swan, J., Scarbrough, H., & Ziebro, M. (2016). Liminal roles as a source of creative agency in 

management: The case of knowledge-sharing communities. Human Relations, 69(3), 781-

811. 

Thomas, R., & Davies, A. (2005). Theorizing the micro-politics of resistance: New public 

management and managerial identities in the UK public services. Organization studies, 

26(5), 683-706. 

Turner, V. (1967). Betwixt and between: The liminal period in rites de passage, in the forest of 

symbols. Cornell University Press, Ithaca: NY 



81st Annual Meeting of the Academy of Management 2021 

37 

Van Gennep, A. (2019). The rites of passage. University of Chicago press. Chicago: IL 

Vough, H. C., & Caza, B. B. (2017). Where do I go from here? Sensemaking and the 

construction of growth-based stories in the wake of denied promotions. Academy of 

Management Review, 42(1), 103-128. 

Vough, H. C., Caza, B. B., & Maitlis, S. (2020). Making sense of myself: Exploring the 

relationship between identity and sensemaking. In Brown A. (eds.) The Oxford Handbook 

of Identities in Organizations. Oxford: Oxford University Press 

Watson, T. J. (2009). Narrative, life story and manager identity: A case study in autobiographical 

identity work. Human Relations, 62(3), 425-452. 

Weick, K. E., Sutcliffe, K. M., & Obstfeld, D. (2005). Organizing and the process of 

sensemaking. Organization science, 16(4), 409-421. 

Wenger, E. (2001). Supporting communities of practise. A survey of community-oriented 

technologies.  

Wieland, S. M. (2010). Ideal selves as resources for the situated practice of 

identity. Management Communication Quarterly, 24(4), 503-528. 

Yanow, D., & Tsoukas, H. (2009). What is reflection‐in‐action? A phenomenological 

account. Journal of Management Studies, 46(8), 1339-1364. 

Ybema S, Keenoy T, Oswick C, Beverungen A, Ellis N, Sabelis I. (2009). Articulating identities. 

Human relations, 62(3), 299-322. 

Ybema, S. (2020). Bridging self and sociality: construction and social control. In Brown A. 

(eds.) The Oxford Handbook of Identities in Organizations. Oxford: Oxford University  

 

 

 

 



81st Annual Meeting of the Academy of Management 2021 

38 

Table 1: Overview of the Dataset 

COHORT OF 

ACADEMIC 

YEAR  

(code name)* 

 

STUDENT 

PARTICIPANTS 

(code name)** 

GENDER (MALE, 

FEMALE) 

DISTRIBUTION 

MONTHLY 

(X12) LOGS 
SIZE OF 

DATASET 

(WORDS & 

 PAGES) 

2014-15 (c14) 36 (s) 53% M; 47% F 288 123348 Words 

(206 Pages) 

2015-16 (c15) 61 (s) 56% M; 44% F 488 280551 Words 

(445 Pages) 

2016-17 (c16) 57 (s) 64% M; 36% F 456 162988 Words 

(256 Pages) 

  

3 Years 

  

154 student-interns 

  

58% Males; 42% 

Females 

  

1232*** 

 

566,887 

Words 

(907 Pages) 

* Code name for cohort is C along with the year. For example, C14, C15 or C16 
** Code name for students is S along with their participant number. For example, S1, S2 or S3… 
***As monthly logs are voluntary, non-assessed pieces, we account for non-submissions, delayed submissions and data-loss 
(corrupted log files); The frequency of submitting monthly logs or the rate of response was 67%; 
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Table 2: Analytical Framework 

LEVEL OF 

ANALYSIS 

ANALYTICAL 

FOCUS 

NARRATIVE FRAMING 

(QUERYING DATA) 

ANALYTICAL 

TECHNIQUES 

KEY ACTIVITIES OUTCOME 

  

 

 

Stage One  

  

 

Role 

Meanings 

 

What are students saying about 

their internship role and how do 

they implicate themselves? How 

are they constructing this 

narrative? 

 

Content and 

Frequency of 

occurrence using 

CAQDAS 

Reading and 

deconstructing 

accounts of the 

individual; identifying 

initial concepts; 

 First Order 

Codes & 

Provisional 

Categories 

(Feed-forward) 

 

  

 

Stage Two  

 

  

Role 

Representations 

 

Keeping in view textual meanings 

associated with their role, what 

claims are students making about 

their representation as interns? 

How do students see themselves 

and what do they make of others? 

  

Plot identification 

using First Order 

Codes; Using 

representative 

cases 

 

Re-reading and 

piecing together 

individual accounts 

across time; Refining 

initial concepts; 

 

Second Order 

Codes & 

Theoretical 

Categories 

(Feed-forward) 

  

 

 

Stage Three 

  

 

 Role 

Performance 

 

Keeping in view representations, 

how do students enact their role? 

Are there any difference, 

similarities or competing 

discourses about interns in host 

organisations? How do they refer 

to their work environment?  

  

Comparative 

Analysis (across 

cases) using 

CAQDAS; 

  

Re-reading and 

identifying variations 

across accounts; 

  

Aggregate 

Dimensions 

(Grand 

Narrative) 
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FIGURE 1: Data Structure and Findings 

 

 

• is it my duty to try to meet all 

expectations on a team? 

• my boss’ expectations; 

• seen colleagues being redundant but 

not me, I’m a temp; 

• the temporary nature of my role; 

• as if I was not a valued member of 

the organisation; 

• don’t know much about what I was 

doing; 

• my manager is not interested in my 

work;  

• my supervisor doesn’t know how to 

coach me; 

• cultural differences; 

• I really wasn’t in a position to 

network;  

• I could have done more socializing 

to get a bit more personal; 

• Having a professional attitude; 

• Treated like a permanent employee;  

• My teammates value my 

knowledge; 

• Effective and efficient learner in the 

eyes of my boss; 

• I need to make sure that I use my 

position as a placement student; 

• Managerial desires; 

• Forced to take up something that I 

don’t want to do 

• Feeling positive; 

• Need to change my ways; 

• It took time and additional work, but 

I came around to perform the job 

and take one for the team; 

Stakeholder 

Expectations 

Role Precarity and 

Temporality 

Lack of Direction and 

Knowledge 

Social-Situated 

Positioning 

Worker vs Learner 

Positioning 

Regulation and 

Control 

Coping and Self-

Alignment 

Subjective and 

Performative Role 

Dynamics 

Organisational 

Control and Self-

Coping 

Relational dynamics 

and the reciprocal 

positioning 

First-order Concepts 

(Illustrative Quotes) 

Second-order Concepts 

(Themes) 

Aggregate Dimension (Grand 

Narratives) 


