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Navigating the intersection of developers, domain experts and disruptive Al:

An identity work perspective

Abstract: This developmental paper reports a work-in-progress study that aims at exploring
how Al, seen simultaneously as the product of, and a threat to, an interprofessional
collaboration between developers and domain experts, can influence the identity work of its
creators. Through semi-structured interviews, we plan to conduct an inductive qualitative
study among developers and domain specialists designing and implementing Al in their daily
practice and analyse the data with grounded theory approaches. The purpose of this paper is
to contribute to identity work and Al literatures by understanding how Al, as a unique,
‘quasi-social’ agent and source of identity threat, can disruptively interact with developers
and domain experts and induce their identity work in a collaborative circle of creation.
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1. Introduction

Over the past decades, technologies have advanced at an exponential rate leaving almost
no parts of humans’ lives untouched (Byrnjolfsson & Macafee, 2014). Among these
technologies, artificial intelligence (Al) is considered one of the most disruptive, and one that
is likely to radically change the world of work. Defined as a machine that can perform
functions attributed to human intelligence (Byrnjolfsson & Macafee, 2014), Al is able to
produce knowledge based on data input by developers and independent from domain experts
(van den Broek et al., 2021). Due to its independence, Al is claimed to even surpass domain
experts’ insights by producing knowledge free of human bias, discovering new information,
and working at an unattainable speed (van den Broek et al., 2021). However, what seems like
Al’s greatest advantage, i.€., an objective, up-to-date and fast-accessible knowledge, can turn
into its greatest disadvantage, since the produced knowledge can lack relevance to its users,
i.e., the domain experts (Amershi et al., 2014; Holzinger, 2016; van den Broek et al., 2021).
Hence, designing a useful Al tool for complex knowledge work requires interprofessional
collaborations on behalf of both software developers and domain specialists and/or experts
(Gonzéalez-Gonzalo et al., 2022; van den Broek et al., 2021).

The dynamics of interprofessional collaborations have been well studied in relation to
individuals’ identities and identity work (Ahuja, 2022; Barbour & James, 2015; Caldwell et
al., 2017). Individuals possess multiple identities that reflect various social aspects of their
lives (Ramarajan, 2014) and provide them with meanings and expectations that drive their
behaviours (Brown, 2017; Ashforth & Schinoff, 2016). Hence, an individual’s identity has
been defined as a person’s answer to the question ‘who am I?” with the aim of maintaining a
coherent sense of self (Alvesson et al., 2008). To maintain such a unique and coherent sense
of self, individuals engage in identity work, the process of constantly making changes,
revising or trying to strengthen their identities (Sveningsson & Alvesson, 2003). Identity
work is particularly important during interprofessional collaborations since such
collaborations can draw the identities and values of the different professions together.
Although some research has shown that such collaborations could also lead to identity
enhancement (Ramarajan et al., 2017), other studies have underlined how working with other
professionals may trigger some conflicts and tensions (Brown, 2017; Horton et al., 2014)
These tensions may result from discrepant professional values within the same identity or
between different identities (Carminati & Héliot, 2021; 2022), or even from identity threat, a
feeling of “potential harm to the value, meanings, or enactment of an identity” (Petriglieri,
2011, p. 644).

The literature acknowledges three main sources of identity threats that can induce identity
work: the individual, the social world and the material world (Petriglieri, 2011).
Collaborations with other professionals could be considered as threats from the social world
since these collaborations take the form of interpersonal interactions in which professional
identity values and beliefs from different social groups may clash. If there is inconsistency
between individuals’ actions and the meanings that the individual associates with a specific
identity, a threat could emerge (Anteby, 2008). Nevertheless, when software developers and
domain experts collaborate on a professional level to design Al, then the impact of Al
implementation itself could become another threat to, mostly, domain experts. Software
developers inscribe their values and norms into Al which, as a source of power (Orlikowski,
1992), enables them to impose their (alternative) worldview onto domain experts, creating
potential identity conflicts. In a sort of vicious, iterative cycle, who helped co-developing Al
could then be threatened by Al itself (Jussupow et al., 2022), especially if Al outcomes start
questioning the professional judgment, values and principles of the domain experts.

However, not only we still know little of this ‘Al-driven identity conflict’, but it is also
difficult to classify Al into one of the three sources of threat mentioned above due to three
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main reasons. Firstly, Al may appear as a quasi-social third actor to professionals due to its
self-learning capacities and autonomous deployment (Selenko et al., 2022). It is thus neither
an object from the material world —since it has the possibility to interact with individuals—,
nor can it be fully treated as another person. Secondly, the complex nature of its underlying
algorithms may cause Al to be perceived as a “black box” especially by domain experts
and/or specialists. Not being able to understand how the Al generates knowledge or verify its
decisions, may lead to uncertainty and mistrust, and thus amplify the experienced identity
threat by domain experts, and potentially, software developers too (Selenko et al., 2022;
Strich et al., 2021). Lastly, since Al has the potential to substitute human work processes
when fully developed (Strich et al., 2021), the identity threat may be continuously reinforced
through the iterative cycle and nature of Al design. The more frequently an experience is
encountered by an individual, the more likely identity threat is to occur, urging professionals
to perform identity work to revise and strengthen their professional identity (Petriglieri,
2011).

And yet, perhaps due to the “black box” and threats surrounding Al design and
implementation, it is still unclear how Al interplays with the identity values of professionals
and influences their identity work. Existing studies have shown that Al may be perceived as
an identity threat (Jussupow et al., 2022), but have mostly overlooked how professionals
respond to this threat in form of identity work. Furthermore, studies have centered around
domain experts in the role of Al users, but not also in the role of co-designers (Mirbabaie et
al., 2021; Strich et al., 2021). However, scholars have advocated shifting the focus away from
purely the use of technology more towards the ideology and values of the professionals
involved in its design and creation (Bailey & Barley, 2019). Understanding how the values of
developers shape Al design may help to overcome common issues associated with
technology, such as ethical problems or user resistance (Bailey & Barley, 2019), especially
since in a broader definition design not only involves creating and shaping complex systems,
but also their implementation and ongoing adjustments (Freeman & Hart, 2004). Therefore,
exploring how Al can be seen as the product of, and a threat to, an interprofessional
collaboration between developers and domain experts and influence their identity work
remains unique. Hence, since how professionals forge Al through their own process of
identity work has been rather overlooked, this developmental paper aims at answering the
following research question: How does designing (and implementing) Al influence
developers’ and domain experts’ identity work in their interprofessional collaborations?

By answering this research question, this paper aims to contribute to the literature on
identity work and Al in two ways. Firstly, by approaching Al through the lens of a
collaborative design process, we shed light on the identity work that both developers and
domain experts need to enact when creating Al. Secondly, by considering Al as a unique
quasi-social agent, we extend our current knowledge on the theorizing on identity threat by
illuminating how Al implementation may induce further identity work in those very same
professionals who designed it.

2. Methods

2.1. Research design
For this paper we aim at conducting an inductive, qualitative study using grounded theory
approaches (Strauss & Corbin, 1990) for two reasons: (1) given that the purpose of grounded
theory approaches is to extend current, or develop new, theoretical insights into how
individuals understand and make sense of reality subjectively, they are particularly
appropriate for studying deeply subjective phenomena like identity work and identity threat
(Suddaby, 2006); (2) grounded theory approaches are often well-suited when the focus of the
research is to unpack processes and patterns in human behaviours related to the experience
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under examination (Suddaby, 2006). Through an interpretive discursive lens (Miles &
Huberman, 1994), our purpose is thus to produce a rich account of participants’ perspectives
by interpreting and giving meaning to their voices and narratives in order to extend current
theories on identity work through the emergence of novel themes (Strauss & Corbin, 1990).

2.2. Sampling & Data Collection

To investigate how Al influences the identity work of professionals, we plan to select a
sample of software developers and HR specialists and/or domain experts that design Al for
human resource management (HRM). Since Al is gaining increasing importance in HRM
practices and is already used for tasks such as recruitment and selection of personnel, this
choice was deemed particularly suitable (Charlwood & Guenole, 2022). Moreover, research
has shown that Al-based HRM requires a tight interplay and collaboration between software
developers and HR specialists, with each group acting on different sets of values, norms and
worldviews (Van den Broek et al., 2022). This implies that Al-driven identity conflicts may
arise in these inter-professional collaborations.

2.3. Research Instruments
We aim at interviewing roughly 30 participants between developers and HR
specialists/domain experts during the period April-June 2023. The interviews are semi-
structured and conducted whenever possible face to face, but we are open to have video
conferencing interviews if necessary. We chose semi-structured interviews since, whilst
facilitating the identification and comparison of the emerging themes through a standard set
of questions (Miles & Huberman, 1994), they also allow the interviewer to tailor the
questions according to the interviewee’s answers (Silverman & Marvasti, 2008). This is
deemed particularly important to reach a greater depth of content and to uncover people’s
sense of self and identity (Miles & Huberman, 1994). Interviews are planned to last about one
hour, to be audio recorded and transcribed verbatim, concealing any personal information or
details from participants. Ethical approval to conduct the research is obtained from the
University Ethics Committee.

2.4. Data Analysis

We plan to analyse the data in an iterative way, constantly comparing the data and the
previously coded texts with new coded sentences and the emerging structure of themes
(Strauss & Corbin, 1990; Miles & Huberman, 1994). Through discarding some schemes,
merging similar codes, and adapting others, this process allows us to gather stronger evidence
in our data any time we see a new conceptual category emerging. In this phase, it is important
that we engage in deep and long discussions regarding the potential interpretations and
structure of the data to establish a strong inter-rater reliability. Furthermore, we will make
sure to rely strictly on the language used by the participants to frame issues and concepts in
our findings to maintain a connection with the raw data. When no new codes emerge, this
will give us confidence that we have reached saturation, the point at which further data will
yield redundant insights (Strauss & Corbin, 1990).

3. Results

This paper is a work in progress as part of a Master thesis project. At the point of the
submission, data collection has not yet started, but it is likely to happen between April and
May 2023 with the data analysis planned between June and July 2023. Although we
acknowledge the possibility of further refinements in the theoretical background, the focus of
the next steps is on gathering our corpus of data and understanding it. This is likely to allow



us —had the paper to be accepted— to have some preliminary results to present during the
BAM Conference round-table discussions through which we hope to get valuable feedback
for the development of the full paper.
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