Dancing with Wolves in the Wake of Crisis: 
A Tale of Navigating Work Alienation Toward Identity Transformation in the Post-COVID Era




Abstract: Global and disruptive events, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, have profoundly altered traditional work dynamics, leading to major changes that may affect individuals' work-related identities and perceptions of work alienation. This work-in-progress, two-wave qualitative study explores the role of identity work in navigating the challenges and opportunities presented by the pandemic, such as work alienation and identity transformation, particularly in the context of remote work in Small and Medium Enterprises. By interviewing 16 participants during and after the pandemic, this developmental paper aims to understand how individuals, through identity work, can overcome work alienation by reframing such an experience in a positive light, thus leading to potential (positive) identity transformation. Therefore, this research seeks to enrich the discourse on work alienation and identity work, by highlighting the significance of personal agency in fostering adaptive transformations amidst disruptive circumstances.
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1. Introduction
Does “what doesn’t kill you makes you strong” hold the ultimate truth about how adversity breeds resilience and transformation? Disruptive crisis-inducing change events like the COVID-19 pandemic can catalyse profound shifts in individuals’ professional and personal domains. During the pandemic, for instance, individuals and organisations have faced various experiences of moral injury, detachment, and disorientation (Kok et al., 2023; Song et al., 2021; Testoni et al., 2023), which led to the phenomenon of the “great resignation” (Formica & Sfodera, 2022; Liu-Lastres et al., 2022). Furthermore, initially enforced as responses to the public health crisis, the emergence of non-traditional ways of working, such as remote working or the gig economy, has precipitated deep-seated transitions in global work dynamics and lasting impacts on work environments, especially in the professional, social, and personal domain (Juntunen et al., 2022; Kakkar et al., 2022). These non-traditional ways of working, or "workplaces without walls" (Cameron, 2022, p. 231), have instigated a revaluation of traditional work modalities, and fundamentally reshaped workplace structures, policies, boundaries, and interactions, as well as how people make meanings of their work identities and foster work and organisational commitment (Cameron, 2022).
As a result of these workplace changes, potential alterations in work-related identities and the emergence/experience of work alienation may happen (Juntunen et al., 2022; Lagios et al., 2022b). Work alienation (WA) refers to a deeply individual experience of estrangement between one's self-concept and work, relationships, or inner truth that can evolve over time (Liu et al., 2023). The interaction between the “self” and “others” (i.e., self-other dialectic) is critical to the onset of WA. This dialectic is characterised by its ongoing, dynamic, multifaceted, and temporal nature, often triggered by significant life events. Emerging evidence suggests that individuals faced with alienating situations do not immediately resort to defensive or disconnecting behaviours. Instead, they embark on an internal journey of recalibrating, negotiating, readjusting, or refocusing before experiencing more profound WA symptoms (Bailey & Madden, 2019; Juntunen et al., 2022). Moreover, feeling alienated in one aspect of life, such as work, may lead individuals to seek fulfilment in other areas, potentially forming new identities. For example, Zhang et al. (2017) noted that WA could indirectly prompt individuals to explore new identities (e.g., backpackers), thereby sustaining their life meaning. Beigi et al. (2019) highlighted that adapting one’s identity is key to sustaining a sense of continuity and belonging among constant environmental changes. However, existing WA literature not only predominantly treats WA as a static state of mind rather than a complex, in fieri construct, thus overlooking its multifaceted nature (Liu et al., 2023); but also, often regards WA and identification with work as antithetical, as the opposite sides of the same continuum (Curchod et al., 2014; Dong et al., 2022). Consequently, studies have seldom investigated WA through the lens of “self” or “identity work”, nor have they thoroughly explored the continuous (re)formation or transformation therein (Liu et al., 2023). This lack of attention thus calls for a better understanding of the underlying process of identity work vis-à-vis WA.
Identity work is a continuous effort individuals make to construct and manage their sense of self and their relationships with others (Winkler, 2016). This process involves deliberate actions to shape, uphold, negotiate, and regulate their self-perception across various roles and social contexts (Tyskbo & Styhre, 2022). Influenced by social norms, cultural expectations, and personal values, this self-perception significantly affects behaviours, decisions, and social interactions. Hence identity work is a dynamic, continuous endeavour as individuals navigate through various social situations, aiming to create a cohesive and authentic self-identity. Research indicates that identity work includes cognitive (e.g., sensemaking), emotional (e.g., emotional labour) behavioural (e.g., gaming), relational (e.g., power dynamics), and moral (e.g., signalling, or moral injury) dimensions (Ashforth & Humphrey, 1993; Collins et al., 2020; Kociatkiewicz et al., 2020; Kok et al., 2023). However, this body of work often focuses on one or two dimensions of identity work at a time, rather than its comprehensive nature comprising multiple and simultaneous aspects. Acknowledging the multifaceted nature of identity work is essential to fully understand how individuals adapt to complex and challenging situations, such as WA, especially during times of crisis or significant organisational changes. 
Furthermore, research suggests that negative work experiences (e.g., WA) from disruptive events are not purely destructive; they can also act as a catalyst for significant personal growth and provide insights into self-resilience (Thorpe et al., 2023; Bailey & Madden, 2019). These experiences may activate personal resilience mechanisms, and spark creativity or transformation via the sensemaking process (Carminati & Gao Héliot, 2023; Yuan, 2022). In work contexts, these transformations may prompt individuals to adopt new roles, responsibilities, or even different organisational cultures, reshaping their work identities (Ibarra, 1999). More broadly, identity transformation involves evolving one’s identity in response to significant life challenges, fostering personal growth (Erikson, 1968). Such transformative events often lead individuals to tackle existential questions that are usually absent from the everyday workplace (Sweeney, 2008). Nonetheless, while there is consensus on WA as a negative and disruptive workplace phenomenon (Bauwens et al., 2019; Fauzan, 2019), the potential positive or transformative outcomes of WA and its mechanisms remain underexplored. 
Therefore, this study explores how we can make sense of WA and its influence on identity transformation through identity work, especially in the post-COVID-19 era. We undertake an explorative, inductive qualitative approach to examine how individuals engage in dynamic identity work to navigate the complex experiences of alienation spurred by the pandemic's disruptions, which may lead to identity transformation and resilience. We aim to contribute to the identity and WA literature in three ways. Firstly, we unpack the complex interplay within identity work processes accompanying the occurrence of WA by integrating a new conceptualisation of WA (Liu et al., 2023) that underlines its self-identity nature with the idea that identity is fluid and perpetually reshaped through social narratives and identity work (Azambuja & Islam, 2019; Tyskbo & Styhre, 2022). Secondly, we bring forth the multifaceted nature of identity work processes, which do not only embody the cognitive sensemaking components, but also emotions, behaviours, relations or even morals– in relation to WA. Thirdly, we unravel how the negative experiences such as WA can lead to resilience, personal growth and even identity transformation through identity work.

2. Methodology

2.1 Research Design and Setting
A two-wave qualitative study suing a retrospective approach was conducted to capture the evolution of employees’ WA experiences and the dynamics of identity work processes amid unexpected workplace disruptions (Usman et al., 2020; Armstrong-Stassen, 2006). This study focused on remote work settings of Small-Medium Enterprises (SMEs) during the pandemic, given the insufficient attention to mental health issues and WA risks in SMEs (Arensman et al., 2022), despite their large representation in the global workforce (IFAC, 2019) and their vulnerability to stressors that impact job satisfaction and employee engagement (Kim et al., 2020; Rasool et al., 2021; Yeh et al., 2018). The transition to remote work has been linked to both improvements in work-life balance and increases in conflicting role demands (Kakkar et al., 2022; Pulido-Fuentes et al., 2022), which, while challenging, has also been associated with personal growth opportunities (Carminati & Héliot, 2022, 2023).

2.2 Data Collection, Sampling & Research Instrument
We chose purposive sampling among employees from a scale-up company to focus on how WA experiences in SME organisations unravelled during the pandemic, particularly its crisis-inducing nature and extensive life impacts (Eisenhardt, 1989). Semi-structured interviews ensured a consistent focus on the research question while engaging participants to share insights into the complex interplay between WA and identity work during significant workplace changes (Gioia et al., 2012). For the first-wave interviews in August 2021 (Table 1), 16 out of 34 employees participated, with non-participants due to non-response, sensitivity, or maternity leave. Follow-up interviews, planned for March-May 2024, two years after the COVID-19 restrictions were lifted, re-engaged initial participants for identity shifts and included new interviewees to ensure data saturation. Interviews from both waves are conducted online and last about 45-60 minutes.

[image: A table of numbers and text

Description automatically generated]

2.3 Data Analysis
For the first round of interviews, we started coding by moving back and forth between the data, emerging codes, and the literature (Miles & Huberman, 1994), whilst merging, discarding, and adapting themes (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). Furthermore, we tried to stay as faithful as possible to participants’ words to frame concepts and maintain a connection with the raw data. Although we engaged in long discussions on the potential emerging themes, we have not finalised the codes/themes of the first wave since some of our interpretations may slightly change in light of the new data of the second round of interviews. Overall, when no new codes emerge out of the complete dataset, we will be confident that saturation of concepts is reached (Strauss & Corbin, 1990).
Bottom of Form

3. Findings
As of this submission, we have completed the first wave of interviews, with the second round underway. Initial findings highlighted how remote work altered the relational aspects of WA, with many participants reporting feelings of insecurity or fear. These emotions stemmed largely from the challenges of establishing normal work relationships in an unconventional work setting—often necessitating extra efforts for assistance, clarification, or sustaining connectivity. Consequently, participants’ work identity, previously anchored in consistent work routines (e.g., a regular work schedule, clear work-life separation) or direct work interactions, began to erode. 

“I didn’t want to just call someone for a small question—I would have done so if in the office…and (in a small company) there was not much procedure (to rely on), also that our supplier office was shut down during the pandemic, so it was almost impossible to do my job… I felt my job was pointless, which made me doubt about myself... 

However, not everyone exhibited WA symptoms as expected when working remotely, especially those who were able to maintain personal bonds or team connections.

“I did not experience much alienation when the pandemic started, since I was lucky enough to continue working with a small team in the office. The alienation however caught up when my business partner moved to Singapore, and suddenly we couldn’t maintain that connection anymore, which was worrying.”

This identity threat at work triggered compensatory efforts in social or self-searching activities.

“I chatted (online) with my colleagues who helped take away some self-doubts; I also tried some distractions like playing video games or making music. It was hard to distance myself from this situation because I wanted to connect to my work, and I needed that self-validation.”

Adapting to remote work was fraught with uncertainties and fluctuations, exuberated by the absence of clearly established policies. The contrast between those who struggled with remote work and those who found it manageable or even beneficial points to the significant role of personality characteristics in coping with the changes brought by the disruption. 

“Working three days in the office was quite a good mix, but lately the rule has shifted to fewer office days. I miss the interaction with people, and it gets my mood down and sometimes I feel a bit worn out.”

“It turned out that I enjoy working from home. It’s quiet around me especially when I need to focus […] it gives you the freedom to eat what you want for lunch or just run a quick errand. It feels like a bit more freedom.”

Participants emphasised that the dynamics of workplace relationships could profoundly influence their existential experiences, including WA, potentially prompting them to re-evaluate their work identity. Initial observations also indicated that cognitive skills and individual differences were critical in how individuals adapt to workplace changes, emphasising the importance of tailored coping strategies for individual employees. 
 
This paper, part of a PhD thesis project, is a work in progress. Anticipating further theoretical refinements, we aim to present preliminary findings from the second wave of interviews by September. If accepted, this timeline allows for the sharing of more robust results at the BAM Conference round-table discussions. We look forward to receiving valuable feedback from these discussions to significantly inform the full paper development.
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Table 1 First-wave Participants

Total Interviews 16

Age Group Finance Logistics Marketing Operations Sales Total
20-30 1 5 6
30-40 2 3 4 9
50-60 1 1
Gender

F 1 3 2 1 7
M 1 2 2 1 3 9
Tenure

0-1 1 3 2 6
1-2 1 2 2 5
2-3 1 1 2
3-4 1 1
4-5 1 1 2
Location

The Netherlands 2 2 5 3 2 14
United States 1 1
Australia 1 1
Total 2 2 5 3 4 16




