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Abstract of the Dissertation 

Understanding Organizational Identification Processes of Women 
Employed in National Security Agencies in the United States 

 
Much has been written in the last 25 years on organizational identification and 

social identity theory, or how one may see himself or herself in relation to a specific 

group (Ashforth & Mael, 1989). Much is still to be learned, however, about the process 

through which identification occurs. This study advances the understanding of the 

organizational identification process by expanding upon a current process model of 

organizational identification (Ashforth, Harrison, & Corley, 2008). This study examined 

the process of women’s identification with a national security organization where secrecy 

is a key component of the organization’s mission. The research methodology was 

portraiture, which allowed for the authentic voice of the participants to be heard as well 

as an opportunity for the researcher to creatively express the participants’ lived 

experiences. Three women were interviewed three times regarding their backgrounds, 

their choice of employment paths, and their coming to a sense of identification with their 

national security organization. The study confirmed that antecedents to public service 

(personal history and prosocial values) influenced the participants’ employment 

decisions; that similarly experienced organizational identity claims (image, core values, 

mission) contributed to the organizational identification process; that job fit and 

satisfaction were the most influential factors in their organizational identification process; 

and that the requirement of secrecy had no influence on the identification process. The 

process model was expanded to include the influence of antecedents, the role of conflict 

resolution, and the participants’ frame of reference from within the organization. 
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CHAPTER 1: 

INTRODUCTION 

“The value of identity is that it so often comes with purpose.”  
—Richard R. Grant 

The 21st century, like the 20th century, is fraught with events that highlight the 

value of contributions of both men and women in support of national security. In the 

United States, World War II brought women into public service roles in record numbers; 

history books document the unique roles that women undertook outside of the home to 

support the war effort (Crawford, 1979). The call to support national security was once 

again heralded with the events of 9/11—the al-Qaeda terrorist attacks on New York and 

Washington on September 11, 2001.  

 After 9/11, numerous publications such as the New York Times, the Washington 

Post, and the Los Angeles Times called for a new patriotism to rise against the threat of 

terrorism. Washington, DC’s Newseum and the Poynter Institute have kept visual and 

written records of this call for patriotism. The American Society for Public 

Administration website (www.aspanet.org) published numerous papers calling for a 

reawakening to public service and celebrating the values of the anonymous American 

heroes whose stalwart execution of duty resulted in lives saved and bodies recovered. The 

events of 9/11 were a reminder to many of the need for a life in public service and the 

national security arena. 

As in World War II, women in the 21st century rose to the occasion and sought to 

support national security through employment in U.S. Department of Defense and 

national security agencies. Though the “statistics on civilian women in specific 



2 

government positions are not easily accessible” (Shoemaker & Park, 2010, p. 15), the 

Civilian Personnel Management Service produces reports on general workforce 

demographics (2006, 2010). Indeed, according to Department of Defense reports on 

general workforce demographics, in 1999 women constituted 17% of the workforce; by 

2010, the percentage had increased to 35%. Women’s leadership positions have increased 

as well. In 2006, female executives comprised 20% of the national security workforce, 

and by 2011, 23% (Department of Defense, 2011).  

 The importance of women’s presence in national security efforts has been made 

paramount by the current White House administration. In December 2011 President 

Obama signed an executive order directing that the nation’s first U.S. National Action 

Plan on Women, Peace, and Security be implemented immediately (White House, 2011). 

This plan draws a roadmap that will guide the United States as it seeks “to increase 

women’s participation in security forces in order to prevent conflict and build peace in 

areas affected by war, violence, and insecurity” (White House, 2011, p. 17). Given that 

“war is a regular and recurring feature of the human experience” (White House, 2011, p. 

26), we must recognize that the war on terrorism presents more possible threats against 

the country and the well-being of U.S. citizens than ever before. Consequently, there is a 

critical need for public servants who serve in roles dedicated to maintaining peace and 

security.  

It is useful to understand the perspectives of women in these roles. How have 

these women arrived at identifying with their national security employer? In today’s 

world, individuals are able to enjoy a breadth of career choices, including occupation and 

employing organization (Ibarra, Kilduff, & Tsai, 2005), yet some have sought 
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employment in the national security arena and remained in that employment for a number 

of years. How did their sense of identification with their organization occur?  

This study explored the process of organizational identification of women in a 

national security organization. Organizational identification is defined as “the degree to 

which a member defines him- or herself by the same attributes that he or she believes 

define the organization” (Dutton, Dukerich, & Harquail, 1994, p. 239). This chapter 

provides a statement of the research problem, a statement of the purpose of this study, 

targeted research questions, the significance of the study, the theoretical foundation/ 

conceptual framework upon which this study is built, a synopsis of the research 

methodology, assumptions and limitations, and key terms and definitions. 

Statement of the Problem 

Often, in selecting a place of employment, a person seeks to answer the question, 

“Who am I?” Once embedded in the employing organization, that same person may ask, 

“Who are we?” Responses to these questions give clues to the “rich and challenging 

nuances of identity and identification in organizational life” (Albert, Ashforth, & Dutton, 

2000, p. 17). Indeed, organizational identification is a compelling construct where the 

individual is deeply rooted in the organization and closely linked to other employees, so 

that the collective whole influences the identities and identification of multiple 

individuals at once (Ashforth, Harrison, & Corley, 2008). For the purposes of this study, 

identification is defined as “viewing a collective’s or role’s [work role’s] defining 

essence as self-defining” (Ashforth et al., 2008, p. 329). 

Identities may be situated in the individual, group, or organizational realms, with 

meanings along each dimension. As Burke and Reitzes (1981) stated, “An identity is like 
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a compass helping us steer a course of interaction in a sea of social meaning” (p. 91). By 

joining our work roles and interpreting others’ responses in group and organizational 

situations, we construct our self-concepts and identities within the organization (Albert et 

al., 2000; Burke & Reitzes, 1981). Organizational identification, then, is the link between 

the organization and the self, where individuals may find meaning between their self-

concepts and the organizational attributes that represent elements of the group’s identity 

(Lane & Scott, 2007). The result is “socially constructed and socially meaningful 

categories that are accepted by individuals as descriptive of themselves or their group” 

(Ashmore, Deaux, & McLaughlin-Volpe, 2004, p. 81). The formulation, then, of either an 

individual’s identity or his or her identification with an organization is a fluctuating 

process. As Ashforth et al. (2008) pointed out, “To understand identification, one must 

first understand identity” (p. 327).  

Ultimately, identification has to do with the “fundamental connectedness of 

human beings to each other” (Dutton et al., 1994, p. 260). The questions of “Who am I?” 

and “Who are we?” are answered by this connectedness. The self-concepts that contribute 

to one’s identity and subsequent alignment with the organization during the 

organizational identification process link the members of the organizational group 

together to serve a common mission or goal.  

For some, the notion of identification with an employer may seem curious; 

however, for national security organizations, an employee’s identification with that 

organization may be viewed as mission critical. Scholars and practitioners have 

recognized that “understanding the social identification of organizational members with 

their organization has become an important goal . . . because of its posited role in 
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influencing employee turnover, creating superior employee selection processes, 

determining employee motivation, and designing appropriate human resource programs 

and policies” (Lane & Scott, 2007, p. 175).  

Scholars on identification, such as Ashforth et al. (2008), have cited the need for 

additional study of the dynamic process of constructing organizational identification. 

Little has been written about the process and the factors that influence it. From a practical 

standpoint, understanding the identification process and influences upon it could 

contribute to more meaningful indoctrination of organizational members as well as the 

design of human resources processes—which may include recruiting, onboarding and 

orientation, training, benefits, and retention (Barney & Wright, 1997). Associated with 

human resources processes is the extensive planning associated with organizational 

staffing, which is key to meeting organizational objectives. Therefore, this study focused 

on the process of identification in order to contribute to an expanded process model of 

identification.  

Specifically, this study addressed the process by which women come to identify 

with their national security employing organization. Gender was not the primary focus of 

the study, but was a lens through which to examine the identification process. This lens 

served to focus on the particular experiences of a restricted population in order to better 

understand the identification process from the individual’s perspective. The search for an 

understanding of the identification process as experienced by women is not in response to 

feminist literature and is not intended as support for radical change. Further, the goal is 

not to examine whether “the differences of women and men make a difference in the 

workplace” (Kelly, 1991, p. 286); rather, it is expected that the gendered nature of 
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experience may present differing recollections of the identification process. After all, 

what a woman experiences and subsequently pays attention to may, in fact, be very 

different from what captures a man’s attention, and this unique perspective has 

contributed to women becoming a formidable influence in the nation’s changing 

workforce (Guy, 1993). Additionally, there is a belief in public administration that 

empirically supported research can influence positive change in the lives of others, and 

understanding the gendered nature of experience is one way to influence this positive 

change (Bearfield, 2009). Finally, it is important to recognize that “a diverse public sector 

is important not only for symbolic reasons, but because governmental decisions are 

expected to be more responsive to the public when the workforce ‘looks like America’” 

(Dolan, 2004, p. 300). Though this paper did not focus specifically on gender as its 

primary topic, gender is deeply embedded in organizational processes and behaviors and 

influences the interpretation of organizational events (Kelly, 1991). Utilizing gender as a 

lens for this study served to shape the examination of identification as an organizational 

process.  

From a practical standpoint, the study of identification processes in the national 

security context may serve to influence the human resources processes associated with 

such employment. For example, in national security employment, the recruiting process 

is extensive. The Questionnaire for National Security Positions (U.S. Office of Personnel 

Management, 2010) is 127 pages long and is only the start of the lengthy employment 

process. After a job offer is made, actual employment is predicated upon multiple layers 

of employee vetting, which includes extensive background investigations, interviews, 

polygraph tests, and drug testing months before the onboarding process can begin. This 
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vetting can take more than a year and is extremely costly. Naturally, a national security 

employer would wish to retain these employees, and the perceived identification 

employees have with a national security organization may influence their retention.  

The challenges associated with organizational identification (Ashforth & Mael, 

1989) may be greater in national security agencies due to the mandate of confidentiality. 

It is also possible that this unique mandate, as a binding tie between group members, may 

influence these identification processes. The nature of this influence may accelerate or 

impede the identification process with the organization. This tie may also impact the 

psychological fulfillment related to being associated with distinctive groups (Todd & 

Kent, 2009). Hogg and Terry (2000) found that distinctiveness serves as an 

organizational identification motive, so it would stand to reason that the sense of 

distinctiveness or exclusivity derived from mandated secrecy might also influence 

identification processes. 

The nature of national security employment is indeed challenging. The element of 

confidentiality, and at times strictly mandated secrecy, is a powerful element that serves 

two sides of the national security coin. Confidentiality protects both the public good and 

the person responsible for intellectual capital. Balon (1995) outlined the need to protect 

information and organizational secrets while seeking a balance that reflects “a resolution 

of the needs of citizens’ personal rights and freedoms such as privacy on the one hand 

and the law enforcement and national security needs on the other” (p. 26). Therefore, it is 

important that an individual be aware of both the professional self and the organizational 

mission at all times. Though an ideology that mandates confidentiality may seem to have 

negative connotations, Dufresne and Offstein (2008) concluded that in certain contexts, 
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such as national security, there is indeed virtue in secrecy. This virtue might also be an 

influential element contributing to identification with the organizational mission.  

Multiple constructs are associated with identification (Ashforth & Dutton, 2000), 

several of which are applicable to national security employment: psychological 

attachment (Todd & Kent, 2009), distinctiveness (Hogg & Terry, 2000) and virtue 

(Dufresne & Offstein, 2008). The Questionnaire for National Security Positions informs 

the applicant that employing organizations seek individuals who are loyal to the United 

States (psychological attachment), who have distinguished themselves through good 

conduct and character (distinctiveness), and who are reliable and trustworthy (virtue). 

The employee is thoroughly vetted for these characteristics. This vetting means that 

employees seeking national security employment begin their employment tenure with a 

similar foundation. Additionally, this would give insight into Cooper and Thatcher’s 

(2010) hypothesis that certain types of employment may indeed attract individuals with 

similar foundations. 

Other studies have discussed antecedents to organizational identification. As part 

of their empirical study on healthcare workers, Fuller, Marler, Hester, Frey, and Relyea 

(2006) presented a list of identification antecedents and identified two variables 

(construed external image and need for esteem) on which to build their measurement tool. 

The correlation between the two variables was intended to test participants’ relationship 

with organizational identification. They showed that an organization’s construed external 

image had a positive relationship with organizational identification. This study was built 

upon Dutton et al.’s (1994) study on organizational image and prestige, which showed 
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that employees’ image of their organization and perceptions of what others thought about 

that organization influenced their identification with that organization.  

In addition, Ashforth and Mael (1989) cited the need for belonging as an 

antecedent to organizational identification. They contended that when one thinks of 

oneself as aligned with a salient group, that membership and the associated sense of 

belongingness reinforce organizational identification. Cooper and Thatcher (2010) cited 

the link between self-concepts, profession, gender, and culture, concluding that certain 

professions tend to attract employees with certain self-concept orientations, and these 

orientations are driven by gender and culture.  

The literature reveals a substantial amount of information on these and other 

topics that have made understanding organizational identification “an important goal of 

organizational scientists” (Lane & Scott, 2007, p. 175) because of the potential to 

influence human resources design. However, the need for further research on process has 

long been observed. Pratt (1998) pointed out that of “all the central questions of 

organizational identification, the one that has probably received the least attention by 

organizational scholars has been, ‘How does organizational identification occur?’” (p. 

192). Ten years after Pratt’s assertion, Ashforth et al. (2008) observed that most research 

on organizational identification has focused on the consequences and not the process of 

organizational identification. Practitioners would benefit from having a clearer 

understanding of the identification process so as to influence and better predict the 

outcome of their human resources programs and processes.  
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Purpose and Research Questions 

The purpose of this study was to understand the organizational identification 

processes of women employed in national security organizations. There was one primary 

research question:  

What is the nature of the organizational identification processes of women 

employed in national security organizations, where secrecy is a key component of 

the mission? 

Scott and Lane (2000) defined organizational identification as “the processes, 

activities, and events through which organizational identity becomes specified in the 

minds of organizational managers and stakeholders” (p. 45). Through a thematic and 

interpretive analysis of interview data, this study sought to identify some of these 

processes, activities, and events that contribute to the organizational identification 

process. It is believed that this examination adds clarity to the construct of organizational 

identification.  

Significance of the Study 

This study has implications for both theory and practice. For theorists, the 

potential significance of this research lies in the examination of the identification process 

and the influences that organizational mandates may have on such processes, so that 

Ashforth et al.’s (2008) model (Figure 1.1) may be expanded to consider such influences. 

Indeed, Ashforth et al. (2008) considered “research on the process of identification [as] a 

low-hanging fruit for future research” (p. 346). The authors further considered process to 

be a key construct in the understanding of organizational identification as a “behavioral 
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sensemaking process” (p. 358) that perhaps may provide greater insight into 

organizational behavior.  

 

 
Figure 1.1. A process model of identification (Ashforth et al., 2008). 

 

Ashforth et al.’s (2008) model of the organizational identification process 

considers “the process of identification as an interplay between individuals and 

organizations” (p. 340), showing a continuum representing the construction of one’s 

identity narrative through episodes of identification. The individual’s process of 

identification with the organization involves enacting identities perceived to be aligned 

with the organization and then interpreting the responses of others to those enactments. 

The organization, through its membership, allows for a cycle of sensebreaking (a 

comparison of the current self with the organizational identity) and sensegiving (a 

response to manifesting the organizational identity) that provides the feedback from 

which the responses are interpreted by the individual in order to construct the identity 
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narrative. The continuous cycle of sensebreaking and sensegiving provides continuous 

opportunities for episodes of identification to take place. The identity narrative is 

constructed through remembered experiences and by accommodating new episodes of 

identification. The model proceeds along a continuum, as expressed through the 

horizontal arrows at the bottom. However, the factors that contribute to the episodes of 

identification are not addressed.  

Gibson and Papa (2000) commented that “the process of identification is both 

hastened and strengthened for newcomers who are already familiar with an organization” 

(p. 84), opening the possibility that other factors associated with that familiarity may 

influence the identification process as well. The question then arises as to whether 

mitigating circumstances, such as organizationally mandated confidentiality and/or 

secrecy, may accelerate or impede the identification process. By examining the 

identification process on the individual level of analysis (the unshaded area of Ashforth et 

al.’s model), this study contributed to a greater understanding of the identification process 

while allowing for the possibility of identifying influencing factors that arise from the 

organizational context.  

For practitioners, this study presents the opportunity to examine elements that can 

influence human resources designs, processes, and practices. Cooper and Thatcher (2010) 

indicated that “some professions tend to attract individuals with a particular self-concept 

orientation” (p. 534). Employment in national security may be one such field: Since 

“organizational identification is one form of psychological attachment that occurs when 

members adopt the defining characteristics of the organization as defining characteristics 

of themselves” (Dutton et al., 1994, p. 242), it stands to reason that one’s self-concept 
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orientations would align with these defining characteristics. Further, Dutton et al. (1994) 

recognized organizational identification as a reliable source of self-definition:  

Public knowledge that a person is affiliated with an organization creates 
expectations about how he or she is likely to behave and the types of attitudes he 
or she is likely to hold. The expectations, and members’ awareness of them, 
encourage members to take on the qualities embodied in the perceived 
organizational identity. (p. 252) 

Individuals engaged with a psychological group tend to take on the values and 

perceptions associated with that group (Mael & Ashforth, 1995), including what they 

believe is distinctive and central to the organization’s defining characteristics (Dutton et 

al., 1994). This is important for practitioners because “strong organizational identification 

may translate into desirable outcomes such as intraorganizational cooperation or 

citizenship behaviors” (p. 240).  

Scott and Lane (2000) asserted that identification is “relative to a frame of 

reference” (p. 47). As a “frame of reference,” the distinctive nature of employment in the 

national security field may contribute to a sense of exclusivity regarding the organizational 

collective, yet this same distinctiveness may serve as a barrier to impede the narrative for 

one’s social identity, which according to Hogg, Terry, and White (1995) is associated 

with group membership and behavior. Therefore, it is important for practitioners to 

understand factors such as employment mandates and exclusivity and their roles in the 

identification process because of the possibility of influencing human resources design. 

Theoretical Foundation 

The framework for this study is presented in Figure 1.2. Social identity theory is a 

starting point for this study’s examination of organizational identification. Ashforth and 

Mael (1989) explored the concept of social identity theory, identification, and belonging 
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to a social group. They found that individuals tend to define themselves in terms 

associated with their group memberships. The resulting formulated identity may reflect 

the shared values, beliefs, mission support, and processes observed in the organization. 

These shared values and beliefs, which once defined the organization, come to define the 

individual and cement the individuals’ identification with the organization.  

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 1.2. Conceptual framework for the study. 

 

An individual may reveal what Albert and Whetten (1985) described as a shared 

understanding of what is central, distinctive, and enduring about the organization, that is, 

the organization’s identity. Identification then occurs when the individual aligns his or 

her identity with the identity of the organization. Ashforth and Mael (1989) contended 

that “social identification is a perception of oneness with a group of persons” (p. 20) and 

that ultimately this identification “leads to activities that are congruent with the identity” 

(p. 20) of the group. 

Ashforth et al. (2008) used social identity theory and the individuals’ personal 

orientation toward social groups as a starting point for understanding the process of 

organizational identification. As indicated earlier in the chapter, their process model of 

identification includes cycles of sensebreaking and sensegiving to foster the construction 

of identity narratives along a continuum of episodes of identification. Ashforth et al. 
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(2008) provided insight into the identification process and how it occurs (through 

episodes of identification); however, they did not incorporate contingency factors that 

may influence both the strength and speed of organizational identification. By exploring 

the possibility of incorporating contingency factors into their model, it is hoped that a 

better understanding of the identification process will occur.  

Summary of Methodology 

A brief synopsis of the research components of this study is presented in Figure 

1.3. This qualitative, phenomenological study was undertaken from a constructionist 

point of view at the individual level of analysis. Three women employed in the national 

security field for at least 5 years were purposefully selected and participated in three 

interviews. The interviews were transcribed, reviewed by the participants, thematically 

organized, and portraits were developed for each participant. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1.3. The components of the study (as defined by Maxwell, 2005, p. 9): goals, conceptual 
framework, research question, methods, and trustworthiness. 
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The participants were employed in the U.S. national security community. With 

confidentiality a strict requirement in this arena, the specific agency in which this 

research took place, like the names of the participants, was kept confidential.  

Assumptions and Limitations 

There are two key assumptions in this research. The first assumption is that 

women, who possess a multiplicity of self-concepts and identities, develop a sense of 

organizational identification through a unique set of processes, thus bringing to 

discussion the gendered nature of experience. The second assumption is that this 

organizational identification with one’s employing organization may be influenced by 

elements distinctive to the employing organization—in this case, employer-mandated 

secrecy. 

As with all studies, there are limitations to this research. First, it was somewhat 

difficult to gain access to participants who have been employed by a national security 

organization for a minimum of 5 years. Second, to come to a thorough understanding of 

the identification process and to relay this understanding through the use of portraiture as 

a methodology rich with meaning, it was necessary to limit the number of participants to 

the manageable number of three. One may perceive that such a small study is not 

generalizable; however, it was anticipated that though the elements of organizational 

identification may be unique to each individual, the process itself would resonate with 

many. 

As a professional in the national security field, I possess certain biases regarding 

the context in which this study took place: national security employment. I agree with 

Cooper and Thatcher (2010) that “some professions tend to attract individuals with a 
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particular self-concept orientation” (p. 534). Further, it is my belief that the field of 

national security attracts individuals with a predisposition to public service who possess 

self-concepts in alignment with the values associated with such communities.  

Key Terms and Definitions 

To fully understand the subject matter that is the focus of this research, it is 

important to understand key terms and definitions that are utilized throughout this 

dissertation. Table 1.1 provides a synopsis of these terms and their definitions as well as 

the source from which they derive.  

 
Table 1.1 
Definitions of Key Terms 
 
Term Definition Source 
Assimilation “The process of receiving new facts or of responding 

to new situations in conformity with what is already 
available to consciousness” 

Merriam-
Webster.com 

Commitment “The relative strength of an individual’s identification 
with and involvement in a particular organization” 

Mowday, Porter, 
& Steers, 1982, p. 
27 

Construed external 
image 

“A member’s beliefs about how people outside the 
organization are likely to view the member through 
his or her organizational affiliation . . . [and] a 
powerful reflection of public opinion” 

Dutton et al., 
1994, p. 250 

Enculturation “the process by which an individual learns the 
traditional content of a culture and assimilates its 
practices and values” 

Merriam-
Webster.com 

Human resources 
processes 

Those organizational activities, programs, policies, 
and practices that relate to the employees who staff an 
organization 

Adapted from 
Barney & Wright, 
1997 

Identification “Viewing a collective’s or role’s defining essence as 
self-defining” 

Ashforth, 
Harrison, & 
Corley, 2008 

Identity “Meanings one attributes to oneself” Burke & Reitzes, 
1981, p. 84 

National security “A corporate term covering both national defense and 
foreign relations of the U.S. It refers to the protection 
of a nation from attack or other danger by holding 
adequate armed forces and guarding state secrets . . . 
and relates only to those activities which are directly 
concerned with the nation’s safety” 

http://www. 
intelligence.gov/ 
about-the-
intelligence-
community/ 
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Term Definition Source 
National security 
organizations 

The 17 agencies of the intelligence community, which 
“gather the intelligence necessary to conduct foreign 
relations and national security activities” 

http://www. 
intelligence.gov/ 
about-the-
intelligence-
community/ 

Organizational 
citizenship 
behavior 

“Behavior that is beneficial to the organization but not 
formally required by the job” 

Organ, 1988 

“The degree to which a member defines him- or 
herself by the same attributes that he or she believes 
define the organization” 

Dutton et al., 
1994, p. 239 

Organizational 
identification 

“The processes, activities, and events through which 
organizational identity becomes specified in the minds 
of organizational managers and stakeholders” 

Scott & Lane, 
2000, p. 45 

Organizational 
identity  

“That which is central, distinctive and enduring about 
an organization” 

Albert & Whetten, 
1985 

Organizational 
reputation 

“Outsiders’ beliefs about what distinguishes an 
organization” 

Dutton et al., 
1994, p. 249 

Self-concept “The general tendency to think of the self in terms of 
individual characteristics, role relationships or group 
memberships; . . . knowledge structures that consist of 
beliefs about the self, including one’s attributes, social 
roles, and goals” 

Cooper & 
Thatcher, 2010, p. 
519 

Social 
identification 

“A perception of oneness with a group of persons” Ashforth & Mael, 
1989, p. 20 
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CHAPTER 2: 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

“Research is formalized curiosity.”  
—Zora Neal Hurston 

This chapter reviews the literature on five topics relevant to the research question: 

antecedents to organizational identification, psychological outcomes of organizational 

identification, social identity theory and organizational identification, models used to 

explain organizational identification, and methods for researching organizational 

identification. This discussion moves through the life cycle of organizational 

identification from the things that precede it, to its outcomes, to the understanding of 

what it is and how it works, to methods utilized to gain an understanding of it. The 

chapter closes with suggestions from the literature for broadening the knowledge base 

and implications for the current study.  

For this literature review, the following databases were used: ProQuest Research 

Library Plus, Academic Search Premiere, Web of Science Citation Index, Military and 

Government Collection, and Google Scholar. A variety of terms associated with 

identification were searched, including identity, identification, social identity, self-

concept, women + identification, gender + identification, organizational identification, 

gender, national security, women + national security, secrecy, privacy, confidentiality, 

government + secrecy, government + confidentiality, and government + privacy. The 

reference lists of the articles identified were also reviewed. The goal was to limit the 

review to a 20-year timeframe, that is, from 1990 forward. While several articles that 
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shed light upon the identification topic were outside of this timeframe, most pertinent 

studies were published after the turn of the 21st century.  

In this chapter, the articles that influenced the direction of the research are 

highlighted. They are not reviewed chronologically but according to the categories of 

relevance for the research.  

Antecedents to Organizational Identification 

For many, organizational identification begins with an organization’s image. 

Fuller et al. (2006) provided a path for understanding the influence of an organization’s 

external image on the individual who has developed a sense of belongingness to an 

organization. They identified antecedents to organizational identification as drawn from 

the literature, which include construed external image, need for self-esteem, participation 

in decision making, tenure, education, gender, and occupation. All of these antecedents 

can influence the process of organizational identification as well as the strength of that 

organizational identification.  

Fuller et al.’s (2006) research findings indicated that an organization’s “construed 

external image was positively related to organizational identification” (p. 711) but that it 

is was moderated by the need for self-esteem, which is not a state shared by all 

individuals. The results indicated that enhancing an organization’s construed external 

image may benefit the organization if a targeted approach is taken, but Fuller et al. (2006) 

contended that additional research is needed to identify additional factors that may 

influence one’s organizational identification as well as the outcomes of that 

organizational identification, which may include citizenship behavior and retention.  
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Cooper and Thatcher (2010) shed more light on the antecedents to organizational 

identification. After a clear and thorough examination of the literature, where they 

confirmed that the literature concerning organizational identification is largely found in 

the social identity arena, they proposed a framework in which “the combination of an 

individual’s self-concept orientation and his or her identification motives influences 

identification with targets at different levels—coworker, workgroup, and organization” 

(p. 532). They outlined three self-concept orientations—individualist, relationist, and 

collectivist—and noted the link between these orientations and gender and culture. They 

then described six identification motives: self-enhancement, self-consistency, 

personalized belongingness, depersonalized belongingness, self-expansion, and 

uncertainty reduction.  

Cooper and Thatcher (2010) asserted that a greater understanding of “self-concept 

orientations and identification motives adds value for both practitioners and academics” 

(p. 517). By understanding the links between identification motives and self-concept 

orientations, it may be possible to better predict the influences of identification motives 

on the targets of identification as well as behavioral outcomes of organizational 

identification. While the authors have provided a framework for further exploration of the 

topic, this framework remains to be tested. 

Perry (1997) targeted his study of antecedents to those that are associated with 

and are motivators to public service. Perry administered a survey to public servants that 

resulted in 295 responses usable for his regression analysis. If Cooper and Thatcher 

(2010) are correct that some professions tend to attract individuals with certain sets of 

self-concepts, then Perry’s (1997) targeted study of public servants is certainly a 
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predecessor of this idea. Perry’s (1997) study found that one’s public service motivation 

was different from that of private employment motivation and that this motivation 

developed as a result of exposure to a variety of experiences associated with childhood, 

religion, and professional life or work roles. Perry (1997) focused on five correlates of 

public service motivation: parental socialization, religious socialization, professional 

identification, political ideology, and individual demographics.  

Perry (1997) found that the parent/child affective relationship initiated higher 

levels of altruism for the child and that “two dimensions of public service motivation, 

compassion and self-sacrifice, are closely aligned with altruism” (p. 183). He also found 

that a very important influence on public service motivation was the child’s exposure to 

religious experiences. Religious experiences are associated with one’s obligation to 

others, civic duty, and compassion. Professional identification is also associated with 

public service due to clear-cut work roles, education requirements, and lifetime career 

commitments. Perry (1997) quoted Mosher (1982, p. 142), who stated that for “better and 

worse—much of our government is now in the hands of professionals” (p. 185). To the 

extent that political ideologies reflect distinct positions on governmental issues, Perry 

(1997) posited that one’s high levels of liberalism would be positively related to one’s 

public service motivation but found very limited confirmation of this position. Perry 

(1997) also collected information on four demographic characteristics, gender, age, 

education, and income, but found that the only significant correlation with public service 

motivation was education. Ultimately, Perry (1997) found that there were significant 

correlations between religious, parental, and professional experiences and public service 

motivation suggesting “an individual’s formative experiences are significant for 
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inculcation of public service motivation. This indicates the importance of experiences 

within the family, schools, and profession for subsequent development of public service 

motivation” (p. 192).  

Though Perry’s (1997) research found that public service motivation was related 

to the antecedents he identified, it illustrated the need for further in-depth examination of 

the relationship between these factors. Many questions arose which are still unanswered, 

such as how parental modeling influences public service motivation, the extent to which 

different educational experiences influence public service motivation, the extent of 

continued public service motivation after entering public service, the influence of 

leadership practices on public service motivation, and behaviors associated with public 

service motivation.  

Psychological Outcomes of Organizational Identification 

The concept of organizational identification is often seen as similar to 

organizational commitment. Mael and Tetrick (1992) conducted an empirical study 

exploring “identification with a psychological group or organization” (p. 813) and found 

that identification with a psychological group is distinctly different from the concept of 

organizational commitment. Mael and Tetrick (1992) saw the antecedents and 

consequences of organizational identification as more closely related to job satisfaction 

and job attitudes. However, psychological connection with a group can be seen as 

identification with that group, as it involves the “perception of shared prototypical 

characteristics, virtues, and flaws” (p. 814). Mael and Tetrick (1992) clarified that 

identification with psychological groups is perceptual in nature; this distinction is 
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important for this study, in which participants’ perceptions of belongingness to an 

organization are of primary interest.  

Riketta (2005) carried the study of the distinctions between organizational 

identification and organizational commitment into the 21st century. Riketta presented a 

meta-analysis of 96 studies related to organizational identification. His results  

indicate that (a) OI [organizational identification] is correlated with a wide range 
of work-related attitudes, behaviors, and context variables, (b) OI is empirically 
distinct from its closest conceptual neighbor, attitudinal organizational 
commitment (AOC), and (c) the two most common OI measures (the Mael scale 
and the Organizational Identification Questionnaire) produce very different 
results. (p. 358) 

Riketta noted that organizational identification correlates strongly with job 

involvement, whereas attitudinal organizational commitment correlates strongly with job 

satisfaction. Job involvement can be seen to overlap with intrinsic motivation, which 

could serve as a predictor of job involvement.  

Though research on the process of organizational identification has been limited, 

Riketta pointed out that many other research topics continue to be addressed, and the data 

from these studies provide a greater understanding of the broader topic of organizational 

identification. The value of Riketta’s meta-analysis is considerable, as it gives insight into 

the correlates of organizational identification including organizational satisfaction, work 

group attachment, and organizational prestige. Additionally, Riketta explained why 

operationalizing organizational identification should matter and noted the increase of 

research studies on the various aspects of organizational identification over the past 20 

years, at both the individual and organizational levels of analysis, which indicates the 

significant interest in this construct.  
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Riketta’s earlier study with Landerer also delved into the concept of 

organizational commitment. In 2002, Riketta and Landerer reported the results of a study 

of 63 employees. Though the study is limited due to its size and the nature of self-

reporting, the contents of the article are valuable. The authors utilized Mowday, Porter, 

and Steers’ (1982) definition of attitudinal organizational commitment, “the relative 

strength of an individual’s identification with and involvement in a particular 

organization” (p. 653). Riketta and Landerer (2002) asserted that organizational 

commitment could have a significant impact on organizational citizenship behaviors. 

While organizational commitment can be seen as the level of an individual’s 

identification with an organization, it can also be seen as an important consequence of 

organizational identification. Pratt (1998), however, distinguished between organizational 

identification and organizational commitment, in that “identification explains the 

individual-organization relationship in terms of an individual’s self-concept; 

organizational commitment does not” (p. 703). 

To further the understanding the psychological impacts and dynamics of the 

identification process, Press and Arnould (2011) examined organizational sensegiving 

and sensemaking through a series of interviews in a consumer organization. Press and 

Arnould (2011) stated: “Sensemaking is about meaning construction among constituents 

as they attempt to develop a framework for understanding their organizational 

environment through informal channels; . . . sensegiving flows primarily from the 

organization to constituents” (p. 652) through a variety of internal devices intended to 

influence the individual’s meaning construction and to provide answers on corporate 

behaviors, values, and goals. Sensemaking occurs through informal conduits such as 
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feedback loops, coworker conversation, and information sharing, while sensegiving 

occurs through formal conduits such as websites, training, and publications.  

Press and Arnould (2011) found three paths for the process of organizational 

identification: epiphany, emulation, and exploration. “Epiphany happens instantly” (p. 

658), such as when one walks in the door of an organization for the first time and feels a 

connection to the organization due to the “atmosphere” and physical surroundings or 

during the first few days when personal encounters first occur. Emulation is a more 

gradual process that is the result of multiple events of sensegiving and sensemaking 

where organizational values are gradually adopted. Exploration also forms gradually over 

time. Exploration involves both the sensegiving and sensemaking process, but it also 

involves a comparison of the organizational values against the individual’s core values.  

Press and Arnould (2011) emphasized that these paths to identification should not 

be seen as mutually exclusive, but that when considered within the sensegiving/ 

sensemaking process individuals may experience all three paths. It is the sensegiving/ 

sensemaking process that is most informative during the organizational identification 

process and indeed may facilitate the degree of identification. Press and Arnould’s (2011) 

contribution to the understanding of the organizational sensegiving/sensemaking process 

is insightful and furthers the understanding of both the cognitive and affective aspects of 

organizational identification. Their research context was valuable in that it would seem to 

indicate that a values-driven organization provides for more opportunities of sensegiving 

and sensemaking within the organization. It is safe to say that further exploration of the 

influence of organizational values upon the identification process would be beneficial to 

further the understanding of organizational identification.  
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Social Identity Theory and Organizational Identification 

Social identity theory is centered upon the belief that an individual’s social 

behavior is influenced by perceived membership in a social group (Tajfel, 1982). 

Intergroup behavior can also drive the individual’s perceived status within the group, 

thereby leading to adjustments in his or her behavior. Where there is a distinctiveness or 

prestige associated with the group, the behavior can also drive the strength of 

identification with that group.  

Just as self-categorization is a factor for the strength of one’s identity, it also 

influences one’s identification with a group. Stets and Burke (2000) compared identity 

theory and social identity theory. They found that these two theories have many 

similarities and, in fact, have substantial overlap that will eventually result in the theories 

being linked. Stets and Burke (2000) associated two different bases for the theories: 

groups for social identity theory and roles for identity theory. For both theories, however, 

an identity is formed through self-categorization processes. Stets and Burke (2000) 

acknowledged that each person maintains a unique combination of social identities that 

contributes to his or her individual identity. The social identity allows one to feel part of a 

group and “see things from the group perspective” (p. 226), while the role identity allows 

one to take on the characteristics necessary to fulfill the expectations of the role. This has 

significant meaning for those employed in national security organizations, where the 

organizational identification is important, as is the perception of the role one fulfills. Stets 

and Burke (2000) made this point clear: “Not only can we not easily disentangle group 

identities from role identities; we also cannot easily separate the group and the role 

identity from the person identity” (p. 228).  
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Social identity allows one to see oneself as the embodiment of the group, while 

identity theory allows one to find self-verification in terms of the adopted role. Stets and 

Burke (2000) gave an effective example of this duality: “Whether one is a teacher or 

wife, she is at once in a role and in a social category” (p. 228). Stets and Burke (2000) 

tied these concepts together and suggested “that being and doing are both central features 

of one’s identity” (p. 234). This very useful overview of identity theory and social 

identity theory is a good foundation for the understanding of the process of organizational 

identification in the national security arena.  

According to Ashforth and Mael (1989), social identity theory strongly informs 

the research on organizational identification processes. Ashforth and Mael (1989) 

indicated that social identity theory “reinforces the antecedents of identification” (p. 20). 

Since people tend to categorize themselves into various social groups, which produces a 

sense of oneness or identification with the group, organizational memberships such as 

those found in employing organizations should produce the same result. For Ashforth and 

Mael (1989), social identity theory can be seen as core to the concept of identification 

with social groups in general: 

According to SIT [social identity theory], the self-concept is comprised of a 
personal identity encompassing idiosyncratic characteristics . . . and a social 
identity encompassing salient group classifications. Social identification, 
therefore, is the perception of oneness with or belongingness to some human 
aggregate. (p. 21) 

Since employees can spend 8 or more hours per day involved in work-related tasks, 

organizational identification can be seen as a significant part of that individual’s personal 

identity that arises out of self-concepts connected to a sense of belongingness.  
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From Ashforth and Mael (1989), it is apparent that a sense of belongingness could 

be further broken down into salient groups associated with the employing organization 

which, for the individual, possess a distinctiveness similar to that of the organization. 

These salient groups could include work groups, departments, task forces, and age and 

gender cohorts. Truly a myriad of possibilities arise for the employee in contemporary 

society; however, the core sense of belongingness—that associated with the organization 

itself—is the starting point for this research. The organization binds together all of the 

salient group categories from which individuals begin to form their organizational 

identities. Eventually, individuals view themselves “as an exemplar of the group” 

(Ashforth & Mael, 1989, p. 35) with which they have developed a sense of identification.  

Though identification can result in strong feelings of commitment to the 

organization, it has other consequences as well. Ashforth and Mael (1989), however, 

suggested that not every employee will have a sense of belongingness to all aspects of the 

employing organization. They offered the possibility of role conflict, double standards, 

unfair comparison, and even hypocrisy. Ashforth and Mael’s 1989 article offers valuable 

contributions to the understanding of the link between social identity theory and the 

organization, which are paramount to the foundations of this research. 

In a later study, Mael and Ashforth (1995) hypothesized “that certain 

characteristics and life experiences captured in biodata may predispose one to identify 

with a given organization” (p. 313), and they explored this through a survey administered 

to 2,535 army recruits. Biodata is data derived from previous experiences, with the 

understanding that “every experience that conceivably categorizes a person has the 

potential to shape the person” (p. 311). Herein lies the limitation of the study: that a very 
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restricted population may hold similar cognitive and affective biodata that may 

predispose them to a selection of employment. The categories of self-concept orientations 

utilized to determine the biodata in their study (i.e., hunting, car repairs, fishing, hiking, 

camping, country music, competitive sports, etc.) may not be generalizable to a broad 

spectrum of employing organizations.  

Models Used to Explain Organizational Identification 

Dutton et al. (1994) developed a model that they asserted would “explain how 

images of one’s work organization shape the strength of his or her identification with the 

organization” (p. 239). This article not only explains the strength of member 

identification, but also provides propositions derived from the model “about how 

organizational identification affects members’ patterns of social interaction” (Dutton et 

al., 1994, p. 239). Dutton et al. (1994) covered numerous areas distinctive to the study of 

identification that have subsequently become singular topics of research, including 

linking images to self-concepts, organizational identification, perceived organizational 

identity, construed external image, and consequences of organizational identification. 

Dutton et al. (1994) defined organizational identification as “the degree to which 

a member defines him- or herself by the same attributes that he or she believes define the 

organization” (p. 239). Throughout the literature on organizational identification, this 

critical definition has served as a solid foundation for understanding the antecedents of 

organizational identification and the corresponding shared beliefs about those things that 

are distinctive, central, and enduring about the organization (Albert & Whetten, 1985). 

What is distinctive, central, and enduring influences employee behavior in the 

organization, allows for a both a cognitive alliance and an affective attachment to the 
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organization, and ultimately contributes to the employee’s sense of self. Dutton et al. 

(1994) asserted that “people find a perceived organizational identity more attractive when 

it matches their own sense of who they are” (p. 244), and the level of this relevance to the 

self helps to define something that is central, enduring, and distinctive about the 

individual.  

Dutton et al. (1994) explained that when the attachments between individuals and 

their employing organization are strong, the individuals’ sense of self is reaffirmed. 

Additionally, individuals will “gain distinctiveness from their own sense of what 

uniquely characterizes their work organization” (p. 251). This article has been a seminal 

work for theory and research on organizational identification, and it provides a strong 

foundation for the current research.  

Kreiner and Ashforth (2004) presented an updated exploration of organizational 

identification following a survey of 330 employed adults. This survey focused on 

individuals’ perceptions, which is a natural avenue for variance with identification 

research but one that offers the possibility for greater understanding of the individual. 

The survey itself was limited by its reliance on self-reported data without the use of 

feedback loops, but the study is important in calling for the consideration of an expanded 

model “which would include a more thorough treatment of the ways an individual could 

derive his or her identity from the organization.”  

Kreiner and Ashforth (2004) contended that “social identifications are self-

descriptions based on a perceived overlap of individual and group identities” (p. 1). 

Members of an organization may find that they align their self-concepts and define 

themselves in part by what they believe the organization to represent, thus resulting in a 
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desirable attachment to the organization. Though strong identification with an 

organization may result in strong commitment and good citizenship behaviors, not all 

employees possess the strong organizational identification that may produce these 

desirable qualities. Kreiner and Ashforth (2004) produced a model which, in addition to 

the state of identification, presented the possibilities of disidentification (when an 

individual does not possess the same attributes as the organization), ambivalent 

identification (when an individual simultaneously identifies and disidentifies with the 

organization), and neutral identification (when an individual is neutral toward the goals, 

values, and mission of the organization).  

Kreiner and Ashforth (2004) predicted antecedents for these states of 

identification: identification strength, organizational reputation, intrarole conflict, 

psychological contract breach, and need for organizational identification. They then 

endeavored to link the states of identification with identification outcomes: 

We predict that positive affectivity will be positively associated with 
identification, whereas negative affectivity and cynicism will be positively 
associated with disidentification. If positive affectivity predisposes individuals to 
look for and find the ‘best’ in an organization, negative affectivity and cynicism 
predispose them to look for and find the ‘worst.’ (p. 9) 

Lane and Scott (2007) offered another possibility for a greater understanding of 

organizational identification. They contended that “organizational identification is 

interconnected within a reciprocal network of mutual causality” (p. 175), involving “an 

attribute sub-network that includes self-concept and organizational identity and . . . a 

valance sub-network that includes organization based self-esteem and attitudinal 

commitment” (p. 175). Their model sought to clarify the process by which organizational 

identification develops. Both the organization and the individual can possess the 
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attributes of values, goals, and actions. The linking of these values, goals, and actions 

through the elements of self-concept, self-esteem, and attitude creates a link between the 

self and organization that produces a sense of organizational identification.  

Lane and Scott (2007) summarized their neural network model by suggesting that 

organizational-based self-esteem is “influenced by organizational identification and 

attitude toward the organization (including affective commitment)” (p. 181), while also 

recognizing that organizational-based self-esteem “is a causal factor in determining 

organizational identification” (p. 181). Thus, Lane and Scott (2007) left room for the 

cognitive construct of organizational identification to be joined with the affective 

construct of attitude toward the organization, which is both influenced by and influences 

organizational identification. The authors emphasized “that attribute influenced 

identification (i.e., cognitive) has no superiority to valence influenced identification (i.e., 

affective)” (p. 187).  

Though Lane and Scott (2007) asserted organizational identification as the link 

between self and organization through attribute and valence networks, they also discussed 

the concept of dissonance with the organization. They conceded that the form of 

employment may not always be freely chosen by workers and that although employees 

may benefit (e.g., a paycheck, prestige, nearby location, convenience, etc.), they may also 

be compromising important aspects of their self-concept while being aware of the need to 

remain in that employment situation. The result is “that not all people, perhaps few 

people, have the freedom to leave an organization because their self-concepts are at odds 

with the organizational identity” (Lane & Scott, 2007, p. 183). This discussion provides a 

pointed presentation of the reality and nature of employment; a strong organizational 
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identification may be beneficial to both the individual and the employer, but sometimes 

employment is just a job. 

In 2008 Ashforth et al. provided a thorough examination of the literature 

regarding organizational identification, followed by an outline of their model. Their 

review was structured based on four questions that address critical aspects of 

organizational identification: (1) What is identification? (2) Why does identification 

matter? (3) How does identification occur? and (4) One or many [identifications]?  

Ashforth et al. (2008) contended that identification illustrates “the high value one 

places on membership” (p. 328) in the organization. To achieve membership, an 

individual thinks, feels, and acts his or her way to membership in the group. They 

indicated that cognitive linking to an organization also involves feeling and provided an 

explanation of behaviors and cues that support the process of group membership. 

Individuals’ identity and subsequent identification captures “the essence of who people 

are and, thus, why they do what they do—it is at the core of why people join 

organizations and why they voluntarily leave” (Ashforth et al., 2008, p. 334).  

In their review, Ashforth et al. (2008) discussed several important topics, 

including commitment, outcomes, self-related motives, and basic human needs. Their 

literature review guided their model (illustrated earlier in Figure 1.1), which serves as a 

promising beginning to understanding the process of organizational identification. They 

stated that “individuals construct an identity narrative as a way of . . . generating a story 

that integrates ‘who I am now’ with ‘who I have been,’ while suggesting ‘who I might 

become’” (Ashforth et al., 2008, p. 340). Their process model indicates that there are 
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periods of emulation and affinity and episodes of sensebreaking and sensemaking that 

result in an episode of identification.  

With their untested model as a starting point, Ashforth et al. (2008) encouraged 

other researchers “to develop more parsimonious models of identification that incorporate 

multiple loci” (p. 360) and commented, “It is precisely because individuals seek situated 

moorings in each of their social domains that it is important to understand the dynamics, 

risks, and potential of identification in today’s organizations” (p. 360). The current study 

aimed to begin to fill that gap by seeking further clarification of the process of 

identification and possible elements that influence it. 

Methods for Researching Organizational Identification 

The two most common methods for studying organizational identification are 

interviews and surveys. Interviews allow the investigator to have an in-depth 

understanding of the research topic, whereas surveys and questionnaires present the 

opportunity to reach a broad number of participants. Organizational identification surveys 

and questionnaires use Likert scales to assert agreement or disagreement with the 

statements or questions presented to the participant.  

Pentland (1999) created a framework for understanding the narrative process of 

interviews. He summed up the importance of narratives and the desired outcome of 

interviews succinctly:  

Explanation is essential to theory and practice. . . . An explanation is a story that 
describes the process or sequence of events. . . . Stories help explain the 
relationships between events in a narrative. . . . Narrative text contains indicators 
for an underlying process theory. (p. 711) 
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Stories told by interview participants help the participants make sense of their 

experiences, help them find meaning in their actions, and help to explain their values 

through their perspective and their narrative voice. The interview process allows the 

participant to tell the story of antecedents to events and allows the researcher to explain 

the connections between those antecedents and the resulting consequences. Isolating 

portions of the interview narrative relays the sequence of events that defines a process. 

Pentland (1999) made an excellent case for the use of interviews to understand process 

theory.  

There are several well-known survey tools for gathering information on 

organizational identification. The Mael Scale, developed by Mael and Tetrick (1992), 

presents 10 statements intended to measure an individual’s identification with a 

psychological group. Mael and Tetrick (1992) utilized the tool to ascertain loyalty and 

attachment to psychological groups (including employing organizations). The tool can 

also be utilized as a measure of job involvement and a predictor of extrarole behavior. 

Mael and Ashworth (1992) reduced the number of statements in the Mael Scale to six in 

an updated version of the instrument, thus making it more accessible to a broader variety 

of studies. These six statements are as follows: 

1. When someone praises my organization, it feels like a personal compliment. 

2. When someone criticizes my organization, it feels like a personal insult.  

3. I am very interested in what others think about my organization. 

4. When I talk about my organization, I usually say “we” rather than “they.” 

5. My organization’s successes are my successes. 

6. If a story in the media criticized my organization, I would feel embarrassed. 
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Cheney (1983) developed the Organizational Identification Questionnaire. This 

questionnaire is somewhat more cumbersome than the Mael Scale, as it contains 25 

statements to which study participants must respond. However, researchers and 

organizational consultants can reduce the number of survey statements to address their 

specific needs. Like the Mael Scale, the Organizational Identification Questionnaire 

utilizes a Likert scale to determine the range of agreement with the provided statements 

from very strong agreement (7) to very strong disagreement (1). Some sample statements 

are as follows: 

• I am very proud to be an employee of _____. 

• ______’s image in the community represents me well. 

• We at _____ are different from others in our field. 

• In general, I view _____’s problems as my own. 

• I become irritated when I hear others outside _____ criticize the company. 

• I find that my values and the values of ______ are very similar. 

More recently, Edwards and Peccei (2007) modified these organizational 

identification measurement tools further. Their tool also contains six statements for 

participants to respond to with agreement or disagreement: 

• My employment in the organization is a big part of who I am. 

• I consider myself an organization person. 

• What the organization stands for is important to me. 

• I share the goals and values of the organization. 

• My membership in the organization is important to me. 

• I feel strong ties with the organization. 
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As a related topic, organizational commitment has also been researched as a 

measure of an individual’s job involvement. Allen and Meyer (1990) developed the 

Affective Commitment Scale to study the link between attitudes and identification with 

organizations. They asserted that there are three related factors between organizational 

commitment and organizational identification: acceptance of goals and values, 

willingness to work hard for the benefit of the organization, and a desire to remain with 

the organization. Mowday, Steers, and Porter (1979) had previously developed an 

Organizational Commitment Questionnaire that also measured similar organizational 

commitment and identification factors: emotional attachment, involvement, value 

congruence, and desire to remain with the organization.  

The work of numerous organizational identification researchers using various 

study methods has been utilized for this study. Gibson and Papa (2000) utilized in-depth 

interviews to study the adoption of ideas, values, and organizational culture by blue collar 

workers based on their pre-existing socialization experiences. Riketta and Landerer 

(2002) utilized a questionnaire to study attitudinal organizational commitment, 

organizational norms, and organizational citizenship behavior among health care 

workers. And Fuller et al. (2006) utilized a survey to study the correlation between 

construed external image and organizational identification among health care employees.  

Conclusion 

After a thorough review of the literature, it is clear that much has been written on 

antecedents of identification (Fuller et al., 2006), the need for belonging (Ashforth & 

Mael, 1989), organizational image and prestige (Dutton et al., 1994; Mael & Ashforth, 

1992), identity as a precursor to identification (Ashforth et al., 2008), motives and self-
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concepts (Todd & Kent, 2009; Fuller et al., 2006; Hogg & Terry, 2000; Cooper & 

Thatcher, 2010), cultural influences (Dutton et al., 1994), human resources design (Lane 

& Scott, 2007), biodata (Mael & Ashforth, 1995), and other relevant areas in the study of 

organizational identification. 

However, there are still areas rich with possibility for future research. As noted 

earlier, Fuller et al. (2006) contended that research is needed to identify additional factors 

that may influence employees’ organizational identification as well as the outcomes of 

that identification, which may include citizenship behavior and retention. Riketta (2005) 

left the door open for further research on the overlap between organizational 

identification and attitudinal organizational commitment. Mael and Ashforth (1989) 

offered the possibility of further exploration of role conflict, while Mael and Ashforth 

(1995) only began to touch upon the use of biodata. Cooper and Thatcher (2010) 

indicated the possibility of further research to understand the links between motives and 

self-concept orientations and targets of identification.  

Since most research has been focused on the outcomes of organizational 

identification, Ashforth et al. (2008) encouraged further research on the process of 

organizational identification along multiple loci. Therefore, the focus of this research 

study was the process of organizational identification. The methods for the study are 

outlined in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER 3: 

METHODOLOGY  

 “A man should look for what is, and not 
for what he thinks should be.” 

—Albert Einstein 
 

There are more opportunities than ever for women in the 21st century to make 

valuable contributions to home, family, and society in a broad variety of areas. These 

contributions are not necessarily assigned to any period of life, since individuals 

experience continual development across a lifespan (Pasupathi, Mansour, & Brubaker, 

2007). Based on that continual development, it becomes clear that “in its entirety, the life 

story is too complex and cumbersome to assess” (Pasupathi et al., 2007, p. 86), and so we 

examine life experiences isolated in time and grounded in the context that contributes to 

the life story. Due to the internal nature of the life story (Pasupathi et al., 2007), in-depth 

exploration is required to gain insight into the events that may have shaped even just a 

small part of one’s experience, and such is this examination of organizational 

identification. 

 This study examined the process of organizational identification for women 

employed in the national security field. This study approached the topic of identification 

as a process and examined individual perceptions of the development of identification 

with a national security organization. Thus, from a constructionist viewpoint, this study 

answered the following question:  

What is the nature of the organizational identification processes of women 

employed in national security organizations, where secrecy is a key component of 

the mission? 
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 This chapter reviews the research design, including its epistemology, 

phenomenological approach, and focus on portraiture; the study context and participant 

selection; and procedures for data collection and data analysis. The chapter closes with a 

discussion of the study’s limitations and ethics precautions.  

Research Design 

To answer the research question, this qualitative study was conducted from a 

constructionist point of view at the individual level of analysis. The specific methodology 

used was phenomenology, with a focus on portraiture. 

Epistemology 

This research study was undertaken from a constructionist point of view—

allowing the examination of organizational identification in terms of each participant’s 

perceived internal construction of the reality of her experience. The individual’s 

viewpoint was critical, as the participants’ perceptions were drawn from their reflection 

on the experience of identification. This approach allowed for the emergence of 

similarities and differences, as “what is” and “what it means” differed from one 

participant to the next.  

Cerulo (1997) confirmed the importance of a constructionist viewpoint, as this 

approach “implies categories built through interactive effort” (p. 391), and particularly 

noted that “social constructionism informs much of the work on gender identity” (p. 387), 

which makes it appropriate for this study.  
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Portraiture 

The methodological approach to the examination of this study was portraiture. 

The portraiture method of inquiry grows out of the phenomenological tradition. Like 

phenomenological inquiry, the portraiture methodologist is interested in everyday 

experiences as perceived by the people who have lived those experiences. Portraiture 

utilizes interviews to gather data and to capture the “richness, complexity, and 

dimensionality of human experience” (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997, p. 3). 

Additionally, the portraitist uses an authentic narrative voice derived from interview data 

to express an understanding of the phenomenon being studied. In sum, “portraiture is a 

method of qualitative research that blurs the boundaries of aesthetics and empiricism” in 

an effort to “capture the richness, complexity, and dimensionality of human experience in 

social and cultural context conveying the perspectives of the people who are negotiating 

those experiences” (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997, p. xv, 3). Lawrence-Lightfoot 

and Davis (1997) explained that the creation of the portrait born from engaging in 

conversation regarding the re-creation of a life event “is rich with meaning and resonance 

and becomes the arena for navigating the empirical, aesthetic, and ethical dimensions of 

authentic and compelling narrative” (p. xv). 

The portraiture methodology particularly appealed to me due to my extensive 

background in the visual arts. Both my Bachelor’s and Master’s degrees are in Art 

History. I have a deep and powerful attraction to aesthetically pleasing paintings, 

sculpture, and constructions. Over my lifetime, my profound love of the visual arts, as 

well as the performing arts, has not lessened. My training as an art historian taught me to 

enjoy the whole of a work while looking for artistic components. I learned to analyze 
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paintings, such as portraits, with a trained eye on composition, background, line, color 

and shadow. Thus, as an art historian who once taught art history on the college level and 

as a former arts administrator, I found the creative and aesthetic aspects of portraiture 

particularly appealing. For me it was easy to see why Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis 

(1997) referred to their methodology as “portraiture.” When comparing the portraiture 

methodology to the creation of a portrait by a painter, certain comparisons seemed to 

arise in my interpretation of the portraiture methodology. It made perfectly good sense to 

me with my visual arts experience to see the context of the portrait as a comparison to the 

background one finds in a painter’s portrait. Further, as I reflected upon the portraiture 

process, it was easy for me to relate the emergent themes to the delineation of 

composition one may find in a painter’s portrait, the participant’s voice and expression as 

the subtle nuance one finds in the shadows of a two-dimensional face, and the narrative 

details that make the research participant’s portrait so real as compared to the texture of 

paint with which the strokes of a brush characterize the person who sits for a portrait. 

Whether a portrait crafted with words or a portrait crafted with brush and paint, the 

similarities are undeniable; for me, the term portraiture holds meaning in both realms.  

Through careful investigation, the documentation of the essence of a lived 

experience was conveyed without the assumption that “there is a singular definition 

shared by all” (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997, p. 9). By fitting together the narrative 

of life events, this portraiture was aimed at “maintaining the integrity and complexity of 

human thought, feeling and action . . . [rather than] . . . identifying broad categories of 

behavior” (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997, p. 191). The texture of the narrative that 

resulted from the exploration of the process of organizational identification conveyed 
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messages that are distinct to each study participant. For any individual, “narratives are 

constantly being rewritten to incorporate evolving perceptions of self, but where a new 

self is a natural outgrowth of past selves, [thus] promoting a sense of continuity” 

(Ashforth et al., 2008, p. 345). As surely as self-reporting may be an economical method 

of data collection, it is also the method closest to the participants’ perceptions of reality. 

The experience of engaging in an in-depth conversation regarding the process of 

organizational identification was not undertaken as a mere observation of another’s 

singular journey; rather, it was viewed as a shared journey between researcher and 

participant. This made for a more trusting confidence in the participant’s discourse 

regarding the organizational identification experience. The conversations resulted in a 

greater understanding of the organizational identification process and may have some 

application to the experience of other individuals, thus possibly confirming that “as one 

moves closer to the unique characteristics of a person or a place, one discovers the 

universal” (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997, p. 14).  

In conveying the participants’ narratives as they resonate from the particular to 

the universal, the intention was to make clear the weight of the words of the participants 

in order to answer the question: “Whose words matter?” (Ravasi & van Rekom, 2003, p. 

125). For me as the researcher, it was the words of the participant that both matter and 

tell the story of the individual process of organizational identification. This is in keeping 

with the constructionist viewpoint where a single perspective is deemed valid. Many 

identification scholars have referenced the importance of individual perceptions 

necessary to understand identification events and the process that led the individual to 

that identification (Riketta, 2005; Mael & Tetrick, 1992; Ashforth & Mael, 1989; Mael & 
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Ashforth, 1995; Dutton et al., 1994; Ashforth et al., 2008; Cooper & Thatcher, 2010; 

Kreiner & Ashforth, 2004). A faithful and authentic representation of the participant’s 

experience was paramount to the effectiveness and validity of this research study as “the 

story we tell of ourselves . . . is the essence of identification” (Mael & Ashforth, 1995, p. 

305). 

Portraiture was indeed an appropriate methodology to utilize for an exploration of 

the lived experience of the process of organizational identification. Portraiture brings 

value to the process by allowing the focus to remain on the essences of the experience 

from the perspective of the participant: 

In summary, portraiture is a method framed by the traditions and values of the 
phenomenological paradigm, sharing many of the techniques, standards, and goals 
of ethnography. But it pushes against the constraints of those traditions and 
practices in its explicit effort to combine empirical and aesthetic description, in its 
focus on the convergence of narrative and analysis, in its goal of speaking to 
broader audiences beyond the academy (thus linking inquiry to public discourse 
and social transformation), in its standard of authenticity rather than reliability 
and validity (the traditional standards of quantitative and qualitative inquiry), and 
in its explicit recognition of the use of the self as the primary research instrument 
for documenting and interpreting the perspectives and experiences of the people 
and the cultures being studied. (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997, pp. 13-14) 

Context 

The context for this study is employment in the U.S. national security community. 

Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis (1997) asserted the importance of context: “Context 

becomes the framework, the reference point, the map, the ecological sphere; it is used to 

place people in action in time and space and as a resource for understanding what they 

say and do” (p. 41). The portraitist researcher sees the experience being studied as being 

shaped and framed by the contextual setting. The unique context of this study is 

important because the number of women employed in the Department of Defense (and 
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the associated secrecy-mandated world of national security) is larger now than ever 

before and, in light of the nation’s first U.S. National Action Plan on Women, Peace, and 

Security (White House, 2011), holds the possibility of increasing in the future. 

Participant Selection 

The selection process for participants was purposeful. I developed a list of seven 

individuals whom I believed would be interested in participating in the research study. I 

then reached out to three individuals I knew in the national security arena via telephone 

calls and I explained my study as well as the participant criteria outlined below. I asked if 

they might recommend two or three women who they believed might be interested in 

being participants and would meet the described criteria. I followed up my telephone call 

with an e-mail describing my research interest and the participant criteria. I was 

especially focused in my communications with my acquaintances to address the 

willingness of the participant to share life narratives and to speak openly about her 

organizational identification experience. All three of my acquaintances made 

recommendations, and one person to whom I had not reached out, but who had heard of 

my research, recommended two women. Ultimately, I ended up with a list of 16 women 

from which to choose my participants. As it so happened, I was familiar with the 

reputations of all of the women on my final list and had the occasion to briefly work with 

most of them. I was personally acquainted with five of the women who were 

recommended to me. Being aware of the individuals on my list was helpful to me, as I 

had hoped to select participants whom I knew to be sincerely interested in my research 

and with whom I felt I could build a bond of trust as we participated in the research 

together. In the end, I selected one woman from my original list and chose two other 
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women to participate from the list of recommendations. These three individuals were 

invited to participate in this study. All three accepted. The study was limited to three 

participants in order to come to a rich description of each individual’s organizational 

identification process. To be included in the study, individuals were required to meet 

three criteria: 

• Be a woman 

• Have been employed in the national security field for at least 5 years 

• Be accessible for interviews, willing to “share” and willing to follow-up 

The gender requirement related to the research question, and a minimum of 5 

years of tenure was required to ensure that participants had time to form an identification 

with the employing organization. Though the events of 9/11 can be seen as a defining 

moment in the national security employment sector, the post 9/11 employment period 

was not the focus of this study. The participants were selected from three different 

employment terms: 5 years, 10 to 15 years, and 20 to 25 years. It was anticipated that by 

examining the diversity of experiences with the identification process across this length 

of time, the evolution of organizational identification across the years might present some 

common threads that speak to the identification process and perhaps contribute to 

retention and employee satisfaction. The last criterion on accessibility was discerned 

through the initial contact interview, which was intended to explore the individual’s 

willingness to participate in this study and the depth of rapport needed to discuss the 

identification process. 
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Data Collection 

The primary methodological tool used for data collection was interviews. Kvale 

(1996) commented that “interviews are particularly suited for studying people’s 

understanding of the meaning in their lived world, describing their experiences and self-

understanding, and clarifying and elaborating their own perspective on their lived world” 

(p. 105). Through the interview process, detailed, thick, rich description (Geertz, 1973) of 

the participant’s perceptions helped to gain insight into the process of organizational 

identification. 

To wholly engage in the interview process, it was important to establish a 

foundation of trust. Recognizing that “identifications can be extremely personal and 

specific to a moment” (Woodward, 2003, p. xii), I established a communications 

foundation that helped to form a partnership so that the participants felt sufficiently 

assured of the confidential environment and the study purpose to generously contribute to 

the study’s intent. Finding shared ideologies, demographics, or circumstances helped to 

build trust. These bonds of trust were further cemented through the guarantee of 

confidentiality (especially necessary in this context of national security), along with the 

understanding that the purpose of the interview was to gain insight into a lived 

experience, not the participant’s organizational tasking. 

The participants responded by engaging in the telling of a small portion of their 

“life story.” That small portion of their life story was centered on the perceived 

identification process with their employing organization. They were free to engage in 

natural language regarding their identity narrative and the socially contingent aspects of 

that identity. In this storytelling research experience, the narratives that were presented 
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were autobiographical recollections (Callero, 2003) of events that took place while in the 

employ of a national security agency. These self-narratives were seen to develop in 

episodes (or chunks as it were) of life-scripts that represented “a series of events that 

takes place in a specific order and represents a prototypical life course” (Ribin & 

Bernsten, 2003, p. 2) which followed a thematic or temporal organization for women in 

national security employment. Life scripts are the elements or building blocks of a life 

narrative. Ribin and Bernsten (2003) pointed out that “though a life script might help to 

structure individual life narratives, the two concepts are distinct: Life scripts are generic, 

whereas life narratives deal with the individual life as actually lived, reconstructed, and 

narrated by the individual” (Ribin & Bernsten, 2003, p. 2). The purpose of this research, 

and indeed the purpose of interviews, was to draw out a specific life story from the 

participants through the narrative reconstruction of past events. While the participants 

endeavored to make sense of their world through their narrative, that narrative presented 

indicators of the underlying process being studied (Pentland, 1999).  

Interview Protocol 

The interview process was preceded by a screening interview to engage the 

participant, provide a brief overview of the study, and ascertain whether she was willing 

to commit the time necessary to fully participate in the study. If the individual agreed to 

participate in this research, she was asked to state so at the beginning of the first 

interview session. Consent forms requiring a signature were not utilized in order to 

maintain the anonymity of the participants. The screening interview questions allowed 

me to engage with the participant as well as to ascertain interpersonal rapport, mutual 

understanding, and a trusting exchange. After the participant and I agreed that the 
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screening interview was successful, we set up a time and meeting place for the second 

interview to address the research topic. The screening interview was not recorded so as to 

give the participant a sense of bonding and comfort in open discussion, but I took notes 

throughout the engagement.  

A series of three interviews was conducted with each participant. After the first 

screening interview, a second interview took place. The second interview was intended to 

explore the participant’s background and education (her prior sense of self), her 

employment history, and her coming to a sense of identification with her employing 

organization. The early portion of this interview allowed the participant to engage with 

me as a researcher to further my understanding of her worldview as well as any 

influences she may have experienced which led her to public service and national 

security employment. This portion of the interview was intended to build rapport and 

make the participant feel comfortable when talking about past experiences and 

perceptions.  

Ultimately, the second interview explored the participants’ perceived process 

toward organizational identification, thus engaging in the “narrative reconstruction of 

their past” (Pasupathi et al., 2007, p. 90). Ashforth et al. (2008) confirmed the reflective 

aspect of narrative reconstruction, stating that “constructing a narrative is always 

retrospective . . . as individuals draw on remembered experiences” (p. 345). This was a 

loosely structured conversational interview that made use of a basic interview guide. At 

the end of the interview, I asked the participant to respond to five of the six questions of 

the Mael Scale of Organizational Identification. I had eliminated the sixth question that 

addressed media coverage of their employing organization, as media coverage of their 
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employer at the time was very rare. Still, I felt that the other five questions had a 

connection to the story of identification and I utilized the shortened questionnaire. The 

second interview was the longest interview in the research process and was recorded. I 

used two digital recording devices; one device was the primary and a second was utilized 

as a back-up in case of technical failure.  

I transcribed all of the recorded interviews. After the transcript of the second 

interview was completed, it was reviewed by the participant for accuracy, and each 

participant had an opportunity to add details or elaborate on the transcript. This transcript 

then served as the basis for the individual portrait. 

 The third and final interview, which took place after the participant reviewed the 

transcript of the second interview, allowed the participant to expand upon any thoughts, 

ideas, and perceptions from the second interview. This interview utilized a loosely 

structured interview guide. Two participants participated in the third interview via 

telephone and one via e-mail due to inaccessibility during travel. Additional contact was 

later made with the participants for further clarity of their narrative experience; the areas 

requiring clarity are bracketed in the portraits. 

After all three interviews had been completed with the first participant, the 

analysis of that participant’s transcript and portrait development took place before 

moving on to the second participant. The process for the interviews, transcription, data 

analysis, and portrait development for the second and third participants followed the 

same protocol as with the first participant.  

The interview process was minimally structured with the intention of achieving 

maximum narrative depth. In addition to revealing process experiences or influencing 
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factors, the interviews revealed information regarding factors affecting the degree and 

speed of identification. These factors served to inform a greater understanding of the 

influences on organizational identification. The portraiture methodology “is an 

intentionally generous and eclectic process” (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997, p. 9) 

that documents the perspectives of the participants, and it was those perspectives that 

truly interested me.  

All interviews were documented through note taking and recording and took place 

off site from the employing organization in an environment agreed to by both parties. 

Recording devices are not permitted at the employing organization site. As a 

generalization, it was noted during the interview process that engaging in discussion with 

those employed in national security is just as difficult outside of the confines of the 

physical structure in which the employment takes place as it would be inside the structure 

because even though tasking was not discussed, the participants were not accustomed to 

talking about their employment perspectives. It was easy to set up an interview location 

outside of the employment structure, but difficult to identify times that were sufficiently 

flexibility.  

Additionally, in relaying the identification process, it was important for 

participants to address the “fit” of the tasking, and at times the work role (i.e., analysis, 

teaching, managing people, etc.) was addressed by the participant, but was not in any way 

a central focus of the research. No details of participants’ assigned tasking were discussed 

at any time. Instead, I focused on searching for those events that shaped the participant’s 

identification with the organization, and the participant was focused on relaying her life 

narrative and her perceptions of events that made her “feel” a sense of belonging. It was 
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clear that the participants equated their identification with their work role with their 

identification with the organization; throughout the interviews, it was necessary to 

reconfirm that their references to their identification with their employment or job was 

actually intended to reference the organization.  

 Though the outcome of the interviews could not be predicted, it was anticipated 

that certain outcomes would result. These expectations reached back to the intent of the 

study. It was expected that each participant would recall certain experiences and factors 

that led to her identification with the organization. Each resulting portrait conveyed the 

story of each woman’s individual experience. Although it was anticipated that there 

would be diversity in the individual experiences, they were expected to have common 

factors that, when looked across the experiences of each, apply to all.  

Data Management 

 After a participant’s interview was complete, I listened to her interview several 

times before transcribing the recorded interview session. I listened carefully for tone of 

voice and inflection or emphasis that indicated a deep sense of meaning across the 

discussion topics. In preparing for the transcription process, I had anticipated utilizing a 

transcription software such as “Dragon Dictate” to ease the transcription process as much 

as possible. However, I quickly found that the process of correcting the resulting 

transcription was more cumbersome than transcribing the entire recording myself, so I 

decided against the transcription software. The transcriptions were executed slowly and 

carefully and repeatedly reviewed for accuracy. In addition to the recorded and 

transcribed interviews, researcher notes made during the interviews and in response to 

hearing the recordings and reviewing the transcripts were maintained. All recordings, 
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transcripts, and notes were stored in a locked file cabinet in my home. All of the 

transcripts were reviewed by the participants and confirmed as accurate before data 

analysis began.  

Data Analysis 

The review and analysis of data was completed for the first participant before 

continuing on to the second participant and then finally proceeding to the third 

participant. Prior to analyzing any data, I read through the participant’s transcript at least 

twice. After I was certain that I understood the perspective of the participant, I searched 

the transcript for key words or phrases that revealed categories of topics that were 

associated thematically. I then created a chart onto which I cut and pasted phrases that 

related to emerging themes for each participant. I focused on topics that were expressed 

multiple times during an interview. Once each participant’s chart was prepared, I then 

aligned the themes to determine emerging commonalities of experience.  

Reading across the themes that emerged from each transcript allowed me to 

isolate common factors and experiences among the participants, from which I was 

ultimately able to draw common threads. I believe that from the synthesis of these 

common elements the universal story of organizational identification in the national 

security arena emerged. 

Patton (2001) stated that data analysis should involve “identifying, coding, 

categorizing, classifying, and labeling the primary patterns in the data” (p. 463). For the 

portraitist, however, the process of data examination involves the daily utilization of 

“synthesis, reflection and analysis” (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997, p. 189) to come 

to a deeper level of understanding. For me, the data analysis was a thoughtful process that 
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arrived at emergent themes interpreted through multiple reviews of the participant’s 

narrative. The emergent themes were drawn from elements found through the data 

analysis: repetitive refrains; resonant metaphors; cultural and institutional rituals; 

triangulation of conversation, factual evidence, and observation; and patterns of 

expression or experience (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997). These elements were 

categorized under topic headings that applied to the lived experience of organizational 

identification. 

Once data analysis was complete, the process of constructing the individual 

portrait began. I utilized the words of the individual to build the portrait narrative of the 

lived experience as perceived by the individual. Among the elements considered in the 

construction of the portrait were point of view, context, sequence of events, influencing 

factors, and rich description. Portraits were developed through the use of selected 

interview language formulated into expressive prose that distinguished each individual’s 

experience.  

The transcripts of the interviews revealed the conversational nature of the 

interview experience. Topics often crossed several pages, disappeared and reappeared 

later in the conversation. Themes from the past emerged strongly in one statement and 

vaguely in others. The conversational nature of the transcripts is important to point out 

because it meant that ultimately the portrait story did not flow in a chronological series of 

events, but had to be pulled from varying parts of the interview transcript. Before 

beginning the portrait, I read the transcript several times and allowed time for reflection 

between readings in order to feel that I understood the essence of the participant’s story. I 

then highlighted areas of the transcript that I decided to focus upon before beginning the 
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portrait. Each portrait was crafted in three distinct sections aimed at telling the story of 

the participant’s background, employment, and organizational identification. 

After completing the formal portrait, I once again read the transcript and the 

framed portrait before beginning the poetic interpretation of the story. To craft my poetic 

interpretation, I once again went back to the transcript and highlighted phrases that struck 

me as critical to the story. From these selected phrases, I crafted the poetic interpretation. 

No wording in the phrases was altered from the transcript. After completing the first 

portrait, I moved to the next and followed the same system with that portrait as well as 

the third and final portrait.  

Naturally, the real names of the participants are not stated in this dissertation. 

Each participant was offered the opportunity to select an alias that would serve as her 

moniker and to give some clues into why her name was chosen. When asked how to 

select a name, I advised the participants to consider someone they knew, a popular 

personality or a person from history that they admired. That guidance seemed to have 

been sufficient in identifying an alias. The individual with the least amount of time in the 

national security field received the name “Tina” because she exhibited the qualities of a 

once dear friend: the exuberance and directness of youth and a bubbling personality full 

of energy. The next participant received the name “Grace” as she possessed the educated 

manners, dignity and grace of the one-time Princess of Monaco—and she is known to 

some family members as “The Princess.” The final participant selected the name “Kate” 

as she felt connected to the young Kate Middleton whom she observed as seeming to 

survive well under the pressures of her very public position.  
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From this portrait process, the resulting sense of understanding of the process of 

organizational identification served to inform both the individual and myself as the 

researcher of the importance of organizational identification. Still, it is important to keep 

in mind that as the research proceeded from participant to participant, the identification 

process and the associated individual meanings often seemed to be “as imprecise as the 

threshold that divides identification from identity” (Woodward, 2003, p. ix).  

Each participant reviewed the analyzed data derived from her transcript as well as 

her final portrait. This resulted in a thorough review of transcript data by both the 

researcher and the participant so that an accurate portrayal of the experience could be 

reflected in the research conclusions. Once the reviews and data analysis were complete, 

I summarized the data to conclude how it may or may not inform the organizational 

identification process. The trustworthiness of the study lies with the exchange that took 

place between the participants and me. The most important element regarding this 

validity is whether or not the participants agreed that the portraits resembled them and 

that I accurately produced a representation of who they are and the nature of their 

identification experience. As a confirmation of my belief in the process, all of the 

participants agreed that the portraits accurately resembled them and their experiences.  

To be sure, my focus was never intended to support the feminist approach to 

research. I do not identify as a feminist and did not seek to bring about any social change 

or search for an informative position that may impact women as a subordinated group. 

The purpose for selecting women participants in this research was specifically to delimit 

the research project. Nonetheless, any in-depth examination of women, no matter how 

small the group, may be seen to resonate with the feminist approach to study and 
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particularly here because the context involves a traditionally patriarchal setting. This, 

however, was not my intent. Though I was an observer, there is no doubt that I felt a 

connection with these women on many levels, including gender, values, beliefs, and 

experience. In reflecting upon the interview process, I now sense that because they have 

shared their stories, there is an unspoken knowing and understanding of shared 

experience. 

Limitations of this Study 

The most apparent limitation for this study was the small size of the participant 

group, with only three participants being interviewed. However, the participants’ 

narratives provided some rich data that helped to identify the sequence of lived events 

that led to their sense of organizational identification. Although the focus of this study 

may be very narrow, it nonetheless contributed information on the process of 

organizational identification.  

Another limitation of this study is the national security context in which it took 

place. Due to organizational restrictions, it was impossible to discuss specific tasking 

from which the participants derived significant meaning. As all of the participants found 

that job fit and satisfaction were key factors in arriving at identification with their 

organization, it would have been beneficial to be able to discuss the nature of the work 

role to learn exactly why so much satisfaction was derived by executing that work role, 

but this was not possible. 
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Human Participants and Ethics Precautions 

The interview protocol was reviewed by the Institutional Review Board and found 

to be acceptable both in terms of the protocol and the approach to the confidentiality 

regarding the participants. The name of the organization, as well as the participants, has 

been kept confidential. The interview protocol may be viewed as Appendix A. 

With institutional review board approval, the participants were deemed willing 

participants by consenting to be interviewed and participating in the interviews after the 

research purpose was explained; no consent forms requiring names or signatures were 

utilized. The participants chose pseudonyms to be used in their portraits and the name of 

the participants’ employer has been kept confidential; the pseudonym of United States 

Security Agency (USSA) has been utilized. Additionally, there were not any questions 

specifically directed at any tasking undertaken on behalf of their employer. My biases or 

perceptions were not revealed to the participants during the interview process. I was and 

am, after all, most interested in how their process of organizational identification in the 

world of national security occurred.  
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CHAPTER 4: 

PORTRAITS 

“In the end we are all separate: our stories, 
no matter how similar, come to a fork and diverge.  

We are drawn to each other because of our similarities,  
but it is our differences we must learn to respect.” —Goethe 

 
 

The Portraitist as Researcher 

As a Department of Defense employee and as a woman observing the national 

security field, it has seemed to me that after the occurrence of 9/11, there was a rise in the 

number of women serving in defense and security agencies. The 1999 Department of 

Defense Report on General Workforce Demographics showed that in 1999 women 

comprised 17% of the workforce at Department of Defense agencies, but that by 2010 

that percentage had grown to 35% (Department of Defense, 2011).  

Being one of those women who joined the Department of Defense after 9/11, I 

was confronted with the sense of identification that I felt with my agency. I could not 

help but attribute some of what I perceived in my process of identification to be 

analogous to what others experienced. I began to wonder about the identification process 

that other women experienced at differing lengths of tenure within this field. This 

dissertation is my exploration into the experiences of three women who have served as I 

now serve. Their stories, however, are their own. Though I found similarities in 

background with these women, the identification process that they experienced was as 

unique as their stories articulated in their narratives.  
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 The purpose of this chapter is to share the portraits of these women as they share 

their story of identification with their national security organization and to answer the 

questions that I had regarding the nature of the identification process, where one “lives a 

job” that requires complete confidentiality of information. The principal research 

question was as follows: 

What is the nature of the organizational identification processes of women 

employed in national security organizations, where secrecy is a key component of 

the mission?  

This study addressed the nature of the identification process by examining 

experiences that shaped the participants’ identities (their backgrounds), the experiences 

that brought them to national security employment (their employment desires), and the 

experiences that helped them to align their attributes with those of the organization, thus 

developing a sense of belonging with their national security organization (their 

organizational identification). The attributes of national security organizations include 

some of the personal or individual-level attributes identified in the National Security 

Employment Questionnaire, such as being loyal or reliable, but also the organizational 

attributes of mission excellence, accountability, respect for the law, transparency, and so 

forth identified in organizational core values.  

The narratives of the participants helped to explain their process of organizational 

identification. Their stories are filled with reflections on personal interactions and 

influences as well as events that shaped their identities and their organizational 

identification. Their stories include the influences of parents, relatives, friends and 
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coworkers intertwined with events such as deaths, changing locations, marrying, 

changing careers, previous employment, and terrorist attacks.  

The interviews in this study allowed the participants to focus on relaying their life 

narrative, their perceptions of events, and the events that made them “feel” a sense of 

belonging. During the interview process, I was focused on the participants’ expression of 

remembered events. During the data analysis process, I was focused on identifying events 

that described the participants’ process of identification with the organization. Along the 

way, I could not help but reflect upon Mael and Ashforth’s statement that “the story we 

tell of ourselves . . . is the essence of identification” (1995, p. 305). 

The Portrait Process 

 To answer my research questions, I chose the portraiture methodology 

(Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997), as “narrative text contains indicators for an 

underlying process theory” (Pentland, 1999, p. 711) and it was process that interested me. 

The portraiture methodology requires at least two participants: the participant who 

recollects the perceptions of life stories and constructs a narrative to share that story 

through her own sometimes carefully chosen words and the portraitist who, as an 

observer and interpreter, constructs the portrait of the participant. 

The portraiture methodology (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997) was reviewed 

in chapter 3, but I feel it important to address the data gathered to frame the portraits. 

Participants were asked to contribute stories of their lived experience, their self-

constructed reality, and their personal and professional histories that led to their sense of 

identification with a national security organization. As an observer of the interviews, I 

noted many different transitions as the topics flowed, the sincerity and pride in action, the 
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fierceness of voice, and the quiet reflection on the past. I took their words, prefaced by 

my observations, from their transcripts to craft an aesthetic whole and to fulfill that 

search for goodness in action (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997) that portraitists seek. 

To that end, I have provided a section on context so that the nature of the employment 

environment is understood. This section includes a brief description of the general 

physical architecture of the places of national security employment and their 

organizational missions and core values. Over the past 15 years, core values have become 

an important form of messaging created by the organization to communicate the values 

that all employees are expected to demonstrate. They serve as an extension of the 

Questionnaire for National Security Positions, which expects employees to be loyal, of 

good conduct and character, reliable, and trustworthy.  

The Context 

 In portraiture, the context refers to the physical, cultural, and geographic setting in 

which the action takes place. “It is used to place people and action in time and space and 

as a resource for understanding what they say and do” (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 

1997, p. 41). The examination of this human experience of identification is shaped by the 

setting described below. This description offers insight into the physical environment in 

which each participant was employed. It also offers insight into the critical nature of 

national security and provides a description of the culture aiming to influence a values-

oriented workforce.  

Examining events in the Department of Defense and, in particular, the national 

security environment can be a challenging endeavor, as secrecy is a key component of the 

mission in these organizations. The necessary state required to maintain essential secrecy 
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is the protection of classified, as well as unclassified, critical information through 

traditional security measures and a heightened awareness of potential threats (Department 

of Defense, 2006). The heightened awareness of potential threats requires Department of 

Defense organizations to have requirements for practicing good operational security. 

Operational security is defined as 

a process of identifying critical information and analyzing friendly actions 
attendant to military operations and other activities to identify those actions that 
can be observed by adversary intelligence systems; determine indicators and 
vulnerabilities that adversary intelligence systems might obtain that could be 
interpreted or pieced together to derive critical information in time to be useful to 
adversaries, and determine which of these represent an unacceptable risk; and 
select and execute countermeasures that eliminate the risk to friendly actions and 
operations or reduce it to an acceptable level. (Department of Defense, 2012a, p. 
11) 

The Department of Defense provides for policy and oversight of critical 

information throughout the Department of Defense and national security agencies 

(Department of Defense, 2008a). Critical information is defined as 

specific facts about friendly intentions, capabilities, and activities vitally needed 
by adversaries for them to plan and act effectively so as to guarantee failure or 
unacceptable consequences for friendly accomplishment. (Department of 
Defense, 2012b, p. 71) 

U.S. government agencies frequently produce lists of critical information that is 

required to be protected by agency employees. This information may include employee 

names, unpublished addresses, telephone numbers, organizational processes, detailed 

descriptions of facilities, rotational security, etc. From the first day of duty forward, each 

employee is responsible for maintaining the security of this critical information. To 

ensure that all employees are aware of the requirement for operational security, all 

agencies of the Department of Defense are required to provide operational security 
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training to new employees along with annual refresher training (Department of Defense, 

2012a). 

In short, all of operational security is intended to prevent adversaries from taking 

advantage of publicly available information that may indicate U.S. capabilities, 

operations, activities, or intentions (Department of Defense, 2008). So how then does a 

study involving the Department of Defense describe the environment in which the 

workforce operates? The answer is quite simple: with general, nondistinctive descriptions 

that will give you a “feel” of the environment without giving specific information an 

adversary may piece together for a full picture of even the smallest part of that 

environment. It is, however, the “feel” of the environment that is important when 

studying the nature of the identification process experienced by women in national 

security employment. 

The nature of national security employment is a world completely unknown to 

many. We learn from television, movies, and nightly news that it is a world well known 

to be shrouded in secrecy for the good of the American people. “The truth is many 

thousands of exemplary Americans toil with great patriotism” (Trento, 2005, p. ix) for the 

Department of Defense and national security agencies, and the roles that these 

organizations play are vital. “The intelligence service has more to do with how the United 

States behaves around the world than any other government agency. . . . Its analysis of 

the world is crucial in determining the weapons we develop and in defining the threats to 

which we respond” (Trento, 2005, p. xii). That being said, there are indeed thousands of 

men and women who have gone through lengthy background investigations that can take 

up to 2 years to support national security organizations, and today there are more women 



66 

involved in this employment than at any other time in history. What made these women 

identify with this type of organization? What identification process made those who have 

been employed for some time stay with or depart from these organizations? Secrecy is a 

critical aspect of any national security organization’s identity and therefore was projected 

to play a role in the identification process with the organization.  

At the risk of seeming too general, there are some statements that apply to the 

physical environment for all national security organizations; an examination of the USGS 

Physical Security Handbook 440 (U.S. Geological Survey, 2005) gives guidance that 

should be observed by any significant security organization. Details regarding any 

specific physical environment are not possible to describe, but the following guidance 

from the USGS Handbook 440 applies to the general environment.  

As described in the USGS Handbook 440 (U.S. Geological Survey, 2005), facility 

protection is planned to “ensure both the integrity of operations and the security of assets 

(Section 3 A)” and “protection may include guards, access control, intrusion detection 

(alarms), closed circuit television surveillance (CCTV), inspection of packages (Section 

5), . . . the facility’s location, size and configuration, exterior lighting, presence of 

physical barriers (Section 5 A), . . . approach routes, traffic patterns, and nearby 

transportation” (Section 7 A 2) in addition to interior “access controls, alarms, [and] 

guard services” (Section 8 A, 5 F). 

A quick online review of national security facilities (such as those often seen in 

theatrical productions) reveals a consistency of facility appearances. Oftentimes, national 

security organization facilities are at a distance from a city environment and do not 

present an easy commute, particularly those associated with a military component such as 
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the Army or Navy intelligence agencies. They are surrounded with fences and razor wire. 

The gated entrances are manned with armed security and require the first of several 

confirmations of identity before entrance is granted to the building or complex. The 

neatly manicured grounds display large American flags, an artifact that is frequently seen 

throughout the interior of national security buildings. For some employees, their 

buildings are old and the furnishings inadequate, but the floors are finely polished to a 

striking gloss and the empty corridors are clean. The halls are lined with doors that 

possess multiple identity confirmations (badge readers, key pads, tumbler locks) before 

access is granted and, once opened, block out any view that passersby may have when the 

doors are opened ever so briefly to allow an employee passage to his or her desk. Many 

national security organizations, having outgrown their buildings due to the increased 

staffing after 9/11, are updating their buildings with fresh architectural designs allowing 

for open floor plans that are thought to be more conducive to sharing knowledge in a 

world where the historical practice of “need to know” has transformed to the “need to 

share”—though they still have the sharpness of military polish.  

In conjunction with the push to modernize buildings, update facilities, and 

increase staffing came the push to market agency core values to the elite employees 

chosen among applicant pools of tens of thousands. Between September 11, 2012, and 

October 5, 2012, “the CIA says it received 15,000 job applications . . . up from the pre-

attack average of about 500 to 600 a week. . . . It seems clear that in a time of newfound 

peril, new numbers of Americans are willing to commit themselves to intelligence work 

as a way of life” (Dizikes, 2012). These extraordinary numbers speak to the highly 

competitive nature of national security employment as well as the distinctive values of 
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the national security workforce. The previously mentioned Questionnaire for National 

Security Positions makes it clear that agencies are looking for employees who “are loyal 

to the United States, have distinguished themselves through good conduct and character 

and who are reliable and trustworthy.”  

Within the past 15 years or so, each agency that serves national security has 

identified a mission statement and core values as part of its branding and marketing 

strategies. These values are supposed to be reflected in employee behaviors. To support 

their marketing efforts, many agencies have placed their mission statements and core 

values on their websites (Table 4.1). The required personal qualities identified in the 

Questionnaire for National Security Employment seem to be an extension of the core 

values of these agencies, but whether these core values represent those of the employees 

or how they might play a role in the organizational identification process of the women is 

within the focus of this study.  

Structure of the Portraits 

 At the beginning of each portrait is a section entitled “My observations.” At the 

end of the first interview, after the participant had departed, I picked up one of my 

recording devices and began an “in the moment” description of my observations of the 

participant and the event. Upon hearing these observations in preparing my first 

transcript, I decided to follow the same process with my next interviews. My descriptions 

are transcribed verbatim from the recordings.  
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Table 4.1 
Mission Statements and Core Values of Selected National Security Agencies 
 
Agency Mission statement  Core values  Website 
NSA The National Security Agency/Central 

Security Service (NSA/CSS) leads the 
U.S. Government in cryptology that 
encompasses both Signals Intelligence 
(SIGINT) and Information Assurance 
(IA) products and services, and enables 
Computer Network Operations (CNO) 
in order to gain a decision advantage 
for the Nation and our allies under all 
circumstances. 

• Respect for the 
law 

• Honesty 
• Integrity 
• Transparency 

http://www.nsa.gov/ 
about/values/core_ 
values.shtml  

NGA The National Geospatial-Intelligence 
Agency provides timely, relevant, and 
accurate geospatial intelligence in 
support of national security. 

• Excellence  
• Accountability 
• Respect 
• Teamwork 
• Honesty 

https://www1.nga.mil/ 
about/Pages/default.aspx 

DIA The Defense Intelligence Agency is 
first in all-source defense intelligence 
to prevent strategic surprise and deliver 
a decision advantage to warfighters, 
defense planners, and policymakers. 
We deploy globally alongside 
warfighters and interagency partners to 
defend America's national security 
interests. 

• Teamwork 
• Excellence 
• Integrity 
• Service 

http://www.dia.mil/ 
about/strategic-plan/ 

CIA The Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) 
is an independent U.S. Government 
agency responsible for providing 
national security intelligence to senior 
U.S. policymakers. 

• Service 
• Integrity 
• Excellence 

https://www.cia.gov/ 
offices-of-cia/ 
clandestine- 
service/code-of-
ethics.html 

NRO The National Reconnaissance Office: 
Innovative overhead intelligence 
systems for national security 

• Integrity and 
accountability 

• Mission 
excellence 

• Teamwork 
built on respect  

• Diversity 

http://www.nro.gov/ 
about/nro/mission.html 
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I titled the sections of each portrait with quotes from participants’ interviews to 

frame their portrait sections and crafted poetic portraits at the end of each portrait that 

represent my interpretation of the essence of their lived experience of identification. The 

process of joining the narrative with a poetic expression fits well within the portraiture 

methodology, as portraiture has both empirical and aesthetic dimensions. Portraits are 

formed entirely of the participants’ words, carefully extracted from various parts of the 

transcripts and arranged to tell their story in three parts because their words—the words 

they chose—express their experiences better than any portraitist ever could. These are 

their stories—and their stories (and the voice with which they relayed them) are 

important to me as an engaged researcher seeking to understand their perceptions of their 

world and the factors that influenced their process of identification. No words have been 

added to the phrases used to form the portrait or the final poetic expression of the 

participants’ lived experience. However, in areas where I felt that clarity may be required, 

I contacted the participants for further explanation and subsequently inserted brackets 

with comments to clarify a statement.  

 The portraits that follow are ordered by length of tenure. The age of the 

participants did not correspond to their length of tenure. The shortest tenure (8 years) is 

presented first through Tina’s portrait, a moderate tenure (14 years) is presented through 

Grace’s portrait, and a lengthy tenure (29 years) is presented through Kate’s portrait.  

Tina 

Tina’s alias was chosen for remembrances of an exuberant friend. She had 8 years 

of tenure. 
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My Observations 

Tina came to meet me for the interview and greeted me with a huge “so good to 

see you” smile. I’m thrilled that she agreed to be a participant. She is young, very 

attractive, and hugely gifted in her profession. Her analytical work allows her to see what 

others can’t see, and I wonder if that applies beyond her knowledge of the scientific 

phenomenology she practices. Tina is bursting with joy and has a generous way about her 

that makes you want to engage in conversation. Tina is neatly dressed from head to toe—

a textbook example of a successful professional. She says that the focus on attire is new, 

but she wears it well and you would think that it’s always been that way. She is armed 

with her cell phone, which she says is the first item she picks up in her car at the end of 

the day. Tina is married and has two children, and she and her husband (who works 

elsewhere) are committed to being accessible (to the extent possible) whenever the 

children are concerned. I think about the inability to carry a cell phone into a national 

security building and I wonder how hard it would be for me to be out of touch with such 

a young family. I don’t like the idea. Tina settles comfortably onto the sofa and I think of 

how proud her parents must be. 

Tina’s Portrait 

We just loved our country; I still do. I guess I would say we were middle 

class—it was kind of like a white middle class town. It got more diverse probably by the 

time I was in high school, but people are born there, they live there, and they die there. A 

lot of my friends, high school buddies, are still there. It’s 1 square mile, 18,000 people, 

everybody knows everybody.  
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 I lived there until I was 18. My dad died when I was 15 and my mom used some 

of the money from the life insurance to buy a house in the Poconos and she waited until I 

graduated until she sold the house. She let me graduate high school there though. My 

mom and dad always wanted to move there [the Poconos] when they retired. And she still 

wanted to live there so she bought the house. She married someone else; she married the 

guy who helped my dad put up our flagpole. She married his best friend. They suffered 

the loss together. It took time for me to accept that. I didn’t accept that at 16 years old. 

But I got over it. 

 My mom’s dad served in World War II—a small-town boy from a chicken farm 

in Missouri. He joined the war efforts in 1942 or something like that. He was at an 

armory in Paterson, New Jersey, and getting ready to ship out—and he met this woman 

. . . and they eloped. They knew each other about a week and they got married and he 

shipped off and then he came back and he stayed in New Jersey.  

 My father was an engineer for AT&T. He was a veteran though and he did about 

4 years of active duty. I want to say 1968 to 1972. He joined voluntarily; he was not 

drafted. His friends were being drafted and he felt like he should and he always wanted to 

be in the military and serve his country. They gave him an option that he could drop 

Officer Candidate School and get his sergeant and be guaranteed stateside for 2 years. 

My mom said that if he took his lieutenant and shipped out, she would not marry him. He 

wanted to marry her, so he took the E5. He took the sergeant and did his time at Fort 

Campbell, Kentucky. And he reminded my mom for the rest of his life of the luxurious 

officer’s life that we could have had if she hadn’t held him back. He got out after his first 

enlistment contract because my mom just didn’t want to live that kind of life—traveling 
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all the time and having to worry about her husband being deployed and all that. I don’t 

know how she got the upper hand in that decision.  

 My dad was very patriotic, but my dad died when I was 15 and the family just 

kind of fell apart. He was the one who was very enthusiastic and he was very much a go-

getter. We had block parties and we had big barbecues and we had all of these people 

over all the time. He was the center of everyone’s social universe. He organized all the 

activities, all the vacations, everything with family. Once he was gone, just nobody 

picked it up. Not even like an aunt or uncle or grandfather—nobody from any other 

family either. We really didn’t do much after. We just kind of all didn’t really see each 

other anymore. He died when I was 15 and I went crazy; I was off raising hell wherever I 

could.  

 After my dad died, everything just kind of went to shit. I just went nuts. I was 

going to New York all the time, drinking and fighting. I went to this alternative school for 

kids that something bad had happened—my dad died, right?—and kids were there for 

many, many tragic reasons. But these were people that something bad happened and it 

was affecting their schoolwork or their lives or whatever. These were people that the 

system felt were smart enough to go on to college, so there were different types of 

schooling. There were schools for drug addicts; there were live-in jail schools. I went to 

the school for the kids that something was keeping them from succeeding. And we 

actually had the opportunity to go to community college at night. So I got some college 

out of the way when I was in high school. But I had a college ID. So I would cut school 

and go to New York and when the truancy officer saw me, I would say: No, I’m in 

college. We would cut school; one of them had a jeep. We would go up to Bear Mountain 
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and we would drink up in the mountains. We were crazy; we just did whatever we 

wanted. But at some point, I just felt like I had to do something else. Something clicked 

and I thought: I can’t do this anymore. Some of us make that decision to grow up and 

some people you have to cut from your life. [Tina was 19 years old when she decided she 

needed to change the direction of her life to seek education and employment.] 

 My dad was a good, strong, positive influence. I look back on him as a strong, 

hardworking, patriotic influence—very strict—very strict on etiquette and manners. He 

always had a lot of pride in the time that he served. And we always had a lot of American 

flags all over the house, a big eagle—we had a bar in the middle of our living room and 

we had a big eagle over it. And him and his friend put together this giant flagpole in our 

front yard with the biggest flag—probably in our whole town. We saluted it when we put 

it up and we had Reveille and all that—and that is just what we did. We just loved our 

country; I still do.  

I was mobilized. I was working at a warehouse at Rutgers—just inventorying 

uniforms, couches, and I was in the housing department, so furniture in the dorms, 

uniforms and equipment for cleaning and maintenance employees, maintenance on the 

vehicles that supported housing. I met a woman who was a janitor and she had a master’s 

degree and I said: What are you doing? And she said: My kids go to school for free 

because I work here. I’m going to get my doctorate for free because I’m cleaning toilets. 

My mortgage is paid off. What do I have to lose? I said, I’m not paying tuition to 

anybody—somebody else is going to pay for this. So, I worked at Rutgers so I could go 

for free. [Tina entered college in 1999 and she entered the U.S. Army Reserves in 2000.]  
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I wasn’t ready for college. I realized that the first year. I did ROTC because I 

thought I’ll go be an officer. Everybody was enlisted; nobody was an officer in my 

family. So, I thought I’m going to be the first female and I’m going to be an officer. I just 

thought that someone from my generation should continue to serve. That didn’t really 

work. College didn’t really work. But I liked the ROTC part of it, so I joined the reserves 

thinking I’m not going to commit to full time and that way, if I have nothing else going 

on, I could always switch to active. But I always felt like if something happened—

everyone’s going to want to join the Army, but if you’re already in the reserves, then you 

already know how to do something to help. You’re not going to be learning how to help; 

you’re going to be helping.  

 I was in college and I guess I was thinking this isn’t really working. So, I went to 

the recruiter’s office and I said, I’ll give you three zip codes, just find me an Intel job. I 

wanted to be intelligence. [From our discussion and from my engagement with her as a 

national security professional, it is clear to me that Tina felt—and still feels—that 

accurate intelligence gathering and analysis is the key to national security strategy and 

protecting Americans at home and abroad. For Tina, her ROTC activities were related to 

tactical action, but her analytical intelligence position is related to the strategic.] So, I 

gave them Boston and my mom in Pennsylvania and my New Jersey zip code and I said 

find me a reserve unit somewhere within those three that has intelligence. I was always 

concerned that somebody was going to attack us—and then 9/11. I was glad that I knew 

how to do something and they called us up. I was mobilized. 9/11 happened so I didn’t 

finish school.  
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I wanted to be like some CIA super spy, you know, and everything looks really 

cool on TV, but once you’re in it—well, I just liked what I was doing and I was like: This 

is fine; I don’t need to be some secret agent assassin or anything. I said: This is cool 

enough for me. I really liked what I was doing—this is really interesting and I’m good at 

it, so this is where I need to be. Once I got into it, I really loved it, so I stayed. [At the 

time Tina became employed in a national security work role, a woman in her position 

was a rarity. Her position was considered to be highly technical and required very strong 

mathematical skills and knowledge of technology. Recent advancements in computer 

technology and software programming have lessened these requirements.] 

 I remember when I got to Analyst Intel Training [Tina was the only woman in her 

training group] and they said: We have 18 desks, and five of you will graduate. There 

was an 85% fail-out rate. They said reservists have priority and they put 18 people in the 

class. Well, 24 of us showed up for class and they kicked out six of us and so there were 

18. I said: I’m in the reserves, I need to be in this class. So I was actually number 19 in 

the class, and they had to double up on a desk because they only had 18 desks. But 

somebody flunked out soon enough. It was a hard class. We didn’t have computers to 

measure things; I mean you had to use your brains—now we just do it with a computer. 

And you need to think about just how hard the class was when you look at what we have 

now. This was something that I really had to try and it was hard and I kept at it. I was top 

of my class. And I thought that I finally did something because I quit a lot of things—a 

lot of things. I was just bursting with pride. I was the only girl. And I was just so proud. I 

finally felt like I could do something.  
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A greater good, some kind of purpose. I remember swearing in to the military 

after being called into active duty. First, getting notification that my clearance was 

granted, it was like this is real, I have a top-secret clearance—wow. I’m going to be one 

of those people that knows things and can work with our nation’s sensitive data and do 

something good with it. And maybe no one will ever know what I did, but I’m doing 

something, and that is just awesome. Even if you don’t ever get recognition, it’s just nice 

to know that you have made a difference in protecting people and the nation.  

There is an appeal to knowing government secrets. But when you get in there, you 

go: Oh really? There is definitely that appeal of knowing what other people don’t know 

and other people can’t know. But you know, I don’t even want to know anymore, I don’t 

care. We always have our annual security refresher training—don’t forget, you can’t tell 

people anything. Every year, you still can’t tell anybody. [Tina later clarified these 

statements. The desire of her youth to “know a secret” and “doing something special that 

others cannot do” is now gone; the mature seriousness of her work and maintaining 

confidentiality remain.] 

The government trains and grooms and grows their employees; contractors come 

in to fill the gaps. We’re not paying to train you, we’re paying you for what you already 

know. Because 9/11 happened, it was like you [reservists] go to work. Just do it. When 

there is a disaster, we can do something about it. I can do something that no one else can 

do. And that’s cool.  

It’s also about looking for and tracking bad guys. It’s not about how are we going 

to kill the enemy, it’s about how we are going to keep our guys alive. It’s about how can I 

provide information that can prevent somebody from getting killed. That is so 
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important—that is huge. Everybody has a sense of purpose for their job—a dental 

hygienist helps you keep your teeth clean, that’s important; every job is important. But 

my job—keeping people alive—that’s huge. It’s also feeling like you can do something 

that means something. Somebody’s kid is out there, somebody’s husband, somebody’s 

dad or mom. These are people.  

I was the only E4 who ever went to Army Instructor School. [Tina explained that 

she had learned much in acquiring her intel technical skills and during practice 

discovered that she was good at explaining tasking to others. As a result, she decided to 

become certified to teach her work role to others and so entered Army Instructor School 

in 2003.] You had to be an E5. I don’t know why they let me through. But I wanted to 

teach because I felt I could explain things to people—to help them understand. I finally 

found my place. I could show people how to do things. And the sense of belonging—

even among all the other personalities, I had that sense of belonging. But [my mentor] 

Roger pushed me to grow. And I really did start changing and becoming more 

professional and more adult—dressing more professional also, and you know how you 

dress does affect how you carry yourself. And that was only in the last 2 or 3 years of all 

my time here. I’ve always felt like I was kind of off on my own.  

In the Army, you’re here for 3 years or you’re here for 2 years then move—and 

even though you are in one place for 3 years, people come and go; everyone’s tour is 

different. In the reserves, you are with the same people for your whole career. And so 

when we went down South, we were all from New York City, we were all very close; 

there was very much a family thing there. If you talk about a sense of belonging, it was 

like that there. So there was a sense of belonging. When we finally got there, we could 
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show the government: Look how amazing we are. Look at how much we’ve helped out or 

look at how much we can do or look at what we’re worth. And we all stand together.  

I’m at another national security agency now and I feel lost. [Tina explained that 

her sense of being lost is due to the fact that her current position does not allow for her to 

have significant interaction with other specialists in her area and she is temporarily 

serving at a national security organization in which her very technical work role is not 

readily exploited; she will be returning to her “home” organization in 2013.] I really feel 

lost not being there, and now I’m going to take another pay cut to go back. But I feel 

that’s where I belong. For me, that’s where I need to be. That’s what I try to tell people—

I just need to be there. I was very proud of the stuff that I did there. This is what we do; 

this is what our people do. Every time I leave there, I end up going back.  

Here, you feel like you’re really doing something. There’s a lot of meaning and I 

feel that’s how there’s belonging. There are people that have this common goal. I think I 

need to have something—something like a greater good, some kind of purpose. 

I finally found my place.  

I guess I would say we were middle class 
We just loved our country; I still do 

My dad died when I was 15 
And the family just kind of fell apart 

She married his best friend 
But I got over it 

 
I didn’t have any money for school 
So I went to the recruiter’s office 

I wanted to be intelligence 
I need to be in this class 

Five of you will graduate 
You had to use your brains 

I kept at it 
We have to work for the things that we have 

I needed to have something 
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I never finished anything 
I quit a lot of things—a lot of things 

I don’t want anybody telling me what to do 
Of us 19, four made it to graduation 

I was top of my class 
I finally felt like I could do something 

I was just bursting with pride 
 

My dad was very patriotic 
My dad died when I was 15 

I went crazy 
Freedom isn’t really free 

I thought I can’t do this anymore 
And then 9/11 

You go to work 
Just do it 

 
I do this, I can help 

I can do something that no one else can do 
That’s where I need to be 

Finally having somewhere I could contribute 
This common goal 

Everybody has a sense of purpose 
But my job 

Keeping people alive 
That’s huge 

 
I finally found my place 

I had this sense of belonging 
And we all stand together 
That’s where I need to be 

To do great things 
This is what we do 
What our people do 

Somebody’s kid is out there 
Somebody’s husband 

Somebody’s dad or mom 
These are people 

This is what we do 
What our people do 
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Grace 

Grace’s alias was chosen due to her nickname of “Fairy Princess” and her 

gracious manner; she has 14 years of tenure. 

My Observations 

I saw her coming down the walkway from the parking lot. She was wearing her 

red overcoat. She told me she had decided long ago that her winter coat would always be 

red. That was so like her—with a splash of color, a splash of intellectual humor, and a 

twinkle in her eye. She was the oldest of the participants, though not the longest in 

tenure. She was finely dressed—as always—and on her jacket lapel was a blue and white 

porcelain St. Nick, very elegant. She said that she bought it at a market when she lived in 

Munich. I grew up in Munich. I have always been happy to see her; she has so much 

wisdom to share. She’s intimidating at times, who wouldn’t be—having attended the 

University of Chicago—but she has a generosity of spirit. She’s not as formal as she 

appears, though she uses correct language and she chooses her words carefully—precise 

descriptions—elegant phrases from an elegant woman. 

Grace’s Portrait 

Valuable experience. I grew up in a small town in North Dakota. We were 

churchgoers. My father was a letter carrier and my mother was a teacher. They had 

married in the 30s and they both had 2 years of college. They were supportive of me, but 

we had no money so I lived at home when I went to college. I majored in English and 

German. I spent a year at the University of Munich. Then one of my instructors thought I 

should go to graduate school and she took it upon herself to write to the head of the 
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English Department at the University of Chicago and said that she felt that I would be a 

good student there. So, I was sort of led into this arena and it turned out very happily. 

When I left, I taught for a year in Eau Clair, Wisconsin—again, a very nice experience, 

but it was a family community and I was single. They rolled up the sidewalks at six 

o’clock every night and I was looking for, let’s say, company of my own age.  

I went back to Chicago. I got a job with [a publishing] company where I was one 

of the editors of some of the textbooks that were used in high school and college. I was 

naïve and stupid and there were people who took me aside and told me what was going 

on [with office leadership that played favorites among the workers] and I thought, you 

know, I’m never going to be caught [politically] blind-sided again. I had to be aware of 

the dynamics of the office and how I could find people I could trust. So I learned how to 

negotiate my way through troubled waters, so to speak. That helped in many a case. My 

immediate supervisor committed suicide—that goes to show you how negative it was. I 

didn’t know what was going on; I was clueless. I wasn’t aware that people skills are just 

as important as academic skills. It was my first lesson, let’s say, in that kind of 

understanding. [Grace married while living in Chicago and shortly thereafter found that 

her life and career would move in another direction both geographically and 

professionally.] 

We moved to Iowa City and it was there that I got a job that I really liked very 

much. It was with the Iowa Testing Programs. I wrote test passages and items—test 

items—in the areas of English literature, grammar, use of reference sources and so on. So 

I spent 3 years doing that and we moved to Washington, DC, because my husband had 

gotten a job with the Census Bureau.  
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I continued to write for the Iowa Testing Programs while I was at home. I did two 

or three projects a year. I did those projects for 6 or 8 weeks twice a year. I contributed 

to, I think, five or six editions of that test during that time.  

My mother came to live with us and I had two small children, so it was hard for 

me to commit to a job outside of the home. I took care of her. I felt that what we did set a 

good model for my daughters, too, because what they saw me and my husband doing for 

my mother was good for them to see. They say cast your bread on the waters and it will 

come back to you—and I felt that taking care of somebody who was less able kind of 

helped me see my own focus in a little bit different light. Work was not all that there was. 

It was a valuable experience. I wouldn’t have told you so at the time, but looking back.  

I took some courses at the University of Maryland and I decided to go back to 

teaching. I taught at community colleges in Prince Georges County and Charles County. 

One of my students told me that I should apply to the Professional Writing Program at the 

University of Maryland because one of the courses I taught was technical writing and 

they offered a technical writing course in their program. I was hired and then I taught at 

the University of Maryland in the Professional Writing Program [throughout the 1990s].  

An epiphany. I decided I needed a change in my life. I had always done for my 

family first and fit my job around what they needed and I sort of had an epiphany. I 

thought, I need to find something else to do because I could not see myself correcting 

papers in an English class for the next 20 years. So, I was in my 40s when I replied to an 

ad for editors at a national security organization. What would I have to lose? It was a 

funny story because the advertisement wanted somebody who was good in grammar and 

they spelled it grammER—which I thought was humorous—so I clipped it out and wrote 
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a letter to them. I said that I would like to apply for the position of editor and I see in your 

advertisement that there is a spelling mistake and I said, if this is a test of whether I 

would be a good editor or not I would like to point out this error. So, I pasted it in the 

letter and I circled it with a red pen and sent it off. And I guess they got a good laugh out 

of that, but they asked me in for an interview. It took forever to hire somebody—about a 

year and a half. So, I continued to teach at the University of Maryland, then I got called 

into the job interview and they wanted me to start in December. I said, can I start in 

January and they said yes. And the rest is history. 

It looked as if it was a job that would be interesting. It looked as if it was suitable 

to my background and my talents. I knew nothing about it. It was just one of the areas I 

applied. I went into it blind; my eyes were opened very quickly and it changed my life in 

many ways. I think it was exactly the right thing for me to do.  

I was supervised by people who were just terrible. When I first started, I was in 

my 40s and they (my supervisors) were 28 and 32, respectively. The 28-year-old didn’t 

know quite what to do with me; we didn’t see eye to eye really. I was not used to being 

managed so closely because I had taught before and I was a writer and I was pretty much 

left alone. She was ambitious. She was on her way up and she didn’t want anything to 

interfere with that. You can be competitive without putting anybody else down. You can 

be successful and enjoy other people’s success, too. But some people can’t—they have to 

be successful at the expense of other people. That I find most difficult to deal with. I 

should have maybe been a little bit more understanding that she was in a difficult 

position—she was new. 
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I was always used to working with colleagues who were kind of my own age and 

in the same field and so on and so forth. I got to the edit shop and here were all these 20-

year-olds just out of college —and then there was me. But you know, we had a good 

time. We had a good time because I got to know them and they got to know me. 

They (my supervisors) didn’t know quite what to do with me and so I thought, 

you know, if I’m ever in a position, I’m not going to treat people like that. I got out of 

that particular office and moved into another one. I was given the skills and opportunity 

to learn something about myself and other people and I always tried to manage by 

consensus instead of by dictating. I said I will stand behind you.  

In my program, we gave them the freedom to shine, to do what they thought was 

best. They knew that somebody cared about what they did and was interested in quality 

and wanted to provide the best. For the most part we, that is the director and deputy 

directors, were very successful—and my direct reports were very successful. I let them 

know that; I told them that I appreciated what they did. I was sent several people that I 

didn’t ask for but who had been really bullied in a previous job or marginalized. So I had 

to talk them down off of the ledge sort of because they were frightened. I understood 

where they were coming from; they were defensive at first and hesitant. But they finally 

kind of relaxed into their role and performed and that’s all I wanted. They were in a safe 

place and it did not matter to me what their previous experience had been. You have to 

have a continuing presence in their life when they come to work, somebody they know 

they can come to talk to. [Grace explained the importance of this experience to her as 

having the opportunity to lead in an organization where she was “trusted to lead” and 

“be accountable for my own decisions.” This made her feel a part of the “bigger 
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organizational picture.” As she believes that loyalty and trust are important 

characteristics to model, it is important to her that she model these qualities through 

trusted supervision of her direct reports.] 

A common purpose. Well, they all blossomed, they really did [her direct 

reports]. They showed up, did their job well, and that was all I could ask for—and 

respect—and not being dismissive. I said they need to talk—and they need to be heard. 

They would talk and they learned from each other and they helped each other. We were a 

team and it was a pleasure for everybody. I tried to build bridges through them and 

throughout the agency. I built bridges, or let’s say networks, myself and encouraged them 

to do that, so I felt that we did a service to the agency as much as within the office, 

though we built a bridge there, too. [Grace worked in a “communications shop” which, 

prior to her arrival, had struggled to gain a strong foothold in the organization; she 

credited “building bridges or networks across the agency” as making her feel a part of 

the “bigger picture.”] 

I did have to get used to the language of security—and I had to get used to the 

language of intelligence so to speak—some of the ways words were used. There are 

nuances, you see, and I had to learn all of that. I didn’t know what they heck they were 

talking about sometimes. It was a big learning curve for me in the first year. 

After I moved on to teaching at the agency, I realized I was teaching people what 

they needed to know to do their job. That was important to me. It was different from an 

academic situation where you were just teaching them information. I felt kind of good 

about that. They gave me a position with a good fit, where I could share with others—and 

that means a lot, you know, when you feel you fit the organization.  
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After I got to work with different people, I felt they respected me and I felt that 

they liked me and I felt I liked them. If you’re going to be successful here, you have to 

know what you’re doing, like what you’re doing, and like them. I liked them and I think 

they responded. They appreciated the skill that I gave and my interest in them and my 

respect for them. I felt comfortable with the community that I could meet—and not just 

with people in our agency, but other agencies, too. I felt like I had done what I needed to 

do. 

We’ve come up with these core values and we want you to teach them in your 

classes. I don’t know how much value there was—I don’t know that people understood 

what was meant by some of them because I thought that a couple of them were 

duplicative—they said the same thing. I don’t know, you always think that people will 

operate honestly, but you can’t assume that they’re going to. I don’t know how much 

those words are going to deliver. 

9/11 was certainly galvanizing for everybody. I was already in place [at the 

agency], so that was perfect for me—it reaffirmed my belief that I was doing what I 

should be doing. They (my staff) felt that they were in the right place, to be able to do 

what was needed to be done for national security. The year I was hired here [1998] and 

became staff, I felt that I really did belong. I had come a long way. I think if you find 

your niche and you’re successful at it, then you feel good about going on. I felt that 

people trusted me—which is important to me. I felt that they trusted my judgment and 

they trusted my abilities. We had a common purpose, a common language, and a 

common understanding of what the issues were. 
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I will stand behind you.  

There are nuances you see 
Opportunity to learn something about yourself 

My father was a letter carrier 
My mother was a teacher 

We had no money 
Then I went to Chicago 

Go with my blessing 
I didn’t go back 
North Dakota 

Wisconsin 
Iowa 

Washington, DC 
 

My mother came to live with us 
It was hard for me to commit to a job 
I had always done for my family first 

I was in my 40s 
I needed a change in my life 
What would I have to lose? 

 
They asked me for an interview 

I was hired 
I knew nothing about it 

Suitable to my background and talents 
I could find people I could trust 

 
I built bridges 

It worked both ways 
Respect 

Not being dismissive 
They need to talk 

They need to be heard 
They learned from each other 

They helped each other 
We were a team 

I said I will stand behind you 
They knew that somebody cared 

We were very successful 
 

9/11 was certainly galvanizing 
I was already in place 

They felt they were in the right place 
To do what was needed to be done 
We gave them the freedom to shine 
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To do what they thought was best 
It mattered to them 

 
They trusted my judgment 
They trusted my abilities 

They respected me 
My respect for them 

We had a common purpose 
A common language 

A common understanding 
I felt that I really did belong 

 

Kate 

Kate chose this alias because of Kate Middleton’s handling of private affairs in a 

very public life. She had 29 years of tenure. 

My Observations 

Kate always seemed to me to be full of energy, so pleasant, so professional, and a 

natural leader. She has a bright and genuine smile and comforting eyes. She’s a very 

attractive woman today and it’s easy to imagine how pretty she was as a young woman 

starting out at the agency. She carries herself extremely well, is neatly dressed, and 

always presents a generous and professional spirit. She is well mannered, even in 

temperament, and animated in storytelling. It is more than hard for me to believe that she 

ever lacked confidence—she oozed it in the hallways.  

Kate’s Portrait 

As unmilitary as they come. I was raised in Arlington. Dad was a lieutenant 

colonel in the Air Force. He was just perfect for the Air Force. Dad was military, but he 

was as unmilitary as they come—he was not Army. He said: Those Army people, they’re 
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crazy. And I couldn’t believe my father was saying that because my father never said 

anything bad about anybody. 

 I went to public schools; kindergarten was Catholic, but public school all through. 

My mother was as un-Catholic as my cat. She was raised Catholic and made sure that her 

children had all of the sacraments and went to Mass every Sunday and went to CCD [a 

religious education class] every Saturday or Sunday, but I never once saw her take 

Communion. I never once saw her go to Confession. She went in, she would read the 

bulletin during Mass, you know, and then nothing. She stopped going to Mass when I 

was probably 15. But I kept going and my dad would drive me over there and he would 

usually read a book and wait in the car for me and then we would leave. I went to 

Confession every 3 weeks because that’s what they said you were supposed to do. And he 

would drive me over there, read a book in the car, and then take me home. I don’t know 

that I could say that I liked it, but I didn’t dislike it. In college . . . I sort of stopped, but 

that only lasted a few months and I thought, you know, if I don’t go, I’m afraid I’m never 

going to go again. It wasn’t until I was 18 that I really got it. When we got married, we 

never went and I stopped going. Then when I was 44, I had an epiphany and I said if I’m 

going to be Catholic, I’m going to be Catholic. And now I never, ever miss. I could say 

that I did grow up with strong moral values; I didn’t know that’s what they were at the 

time, but my parents were very moralistic.  

 Our family was not very close at all. My father was an introvert. My mother was 

an extrovert. My mother was very self-absorbed. I don’t know if that’s polite, but that’s 

the truth. There was never a doubt that the children just existed in the house. There was 

never a support system for the children. We were never supported in anything we did. I 
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had no confidence; I had never had a support system. Even my guidance counselor 

wasn’t a support. When I went in, I said that I wanted to go to college and that I always 

wanted to go to college. The next question was: Do you have a boyfriend? Well, I did and 

he was at Virginia Tech. He said, you can get into Radford, so why don’t you apply 

there? You’ll be near to him. 

 My self-esteem was extremely low. My self-confidence was nonexistent. And it 

made for a very frightening adulthood. Everything is questioned—you know I’m 

questioning myself. I went to Radford University, graduated and from there I started 

working. And it was 1975; there were no jobs to be had—it was difficult. I stomped the 

pavement and there was nothing until a friend said, hey we’ve got an opening. Forty 

bucks a week, a part-time job at a nursery school. But then I went to work in June of 76 

and I was a draftsperson. At least, it was sort of in my field. I had majored in geography 

and minored in geology and I loved maps and wanted to do something with mapping. I 

was doing flood mapping. I was there about 3 months when I got a job at AAA as a 

cartographer, well, cartographic technician, actually.  

Not a lot of good at first. Then I went to work at the agency in 1983. I was 

interviewed in November and I got the job and I said, can I just start after the first of the 

year and get through the holidays and they said yes. So, they did a background on me. 

They hired you and then did the background on you after; today it’s not like that. But 

mine was pretty easy; I had never moved, lived in the same house most of my life, and 

Dad was military. I had my clearance and had been in the office a few months and my 

boss came to me one day and said there’s a 12-week class and it was a training analysis 

course. Do you want to take it? I said yes, and my eyes were opened. [Kate later 
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explained this phrase as meaning her eyes were opened to a male-dominated, 

chauvinistic world where women were allowed to “exist but not succeed.” There were 

approximately 30 men in her analysis course and three women.] 

 I did not see a lot of good at first. I really didn’t. For one thing, during the first 

year I was working there, on the average of about once a month, there was an ambulance 

pulled up in front and they were wheeling somebody out. They would have a heart attack 

or a stroke. I would see this time after time. I would be walking in—or sometimes it 

would be during the day—but oftentimes when I was walking in in the morning and I 

would have this look on my face because I would be thinking: Oh my gosh, where am I 

working that all these people are being taken out and going to the hospital? It was a little 

frightening. The stress was very high and the morale was very low.  

 The building was depressing and old. There were all the drafting tables there and 

everything and all the electric cords went up and plugged into the lamps. I thought: Oh, 

my gosh, that’s so horrible. This is not what it should be and the equipment was old; it 

was just not that fun. And there weren’t a lot of good things that I liked about it. But it 

was a good, stable job, a steady job and there were some very nice people. It was still 

chauvinistic. When I went into analysis [for the agency], there were 25 in the office and 

there were five of us who were women. It was mainly men. There were quite a few 

passes made at me—which I did not appreciate. This was just what it was like. And some 

of these people were in positions where I couldn’t really rat on them because my career 

would have been over completely. And I hate to say that I didn’t, but I didn’t. They used 

to call it the map factory. It was a factory mentality and morale was low. It was not like it 
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is now. It was a factory environment. [Kate clarified the “factory environment” as: “We 

didn’t belong to something, we punched a clock and got a paycheck.”]  

 Finally, morale started getting higher in the late 90s. It took a long time. 

Eventually we got the new building and the whole atmosphere changed. The core values 

came out. Before that, they didn’t have anything like that. They didn’t have mission 

statements either. We didn’t have a world in turmoil, so there was no mission statement, 

there was no vision. We knew what our mission was, but it wasn’t like it was stated. 

When that (core values) came out, I thought that’s kind of a good thing to have, because 

we had never heard of it before. Now, of course, it’s backbone and I think that’s 

wonderful. The agency changed so much. It is like night and day now from what it used 

to be, and I think it’s fantastic now. I cannot say that for the first 20 years. The 

atmosphere of work changed. Also, I think that women started being taken more 

seriously and women were being given more opportunities. [Kate saw her employing 

organization as changing considerably (and positively so) around the time that “women 

started being taken more seriously.” She saw that women were given promotion 

opportunities (she herself was promoted in 2009), she saw advances in equal opportunity, 

she saw expanded work roles and associated pay advances becoming more frequent, she 

observed Equal Employment Opportunity complaints being seriously addressed, and she 

saw the agency addressing proper behavior across the workforce. She said, “It’s hard to 

identify with an employer you don’t like because people aren’t being treated as they 

should and it’s not addressed, but if you do like the employer and your job, it’s easy to 

identify with that.”] 
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Legacy of all the thousands. We were patriotic. We didn’t have a big flag at the 

house; Dad had a bunch of little flags and it was my job to put them in. I would line the 

sidewalk of our house and we had 8 or 10 of these little flags and I got to do that every 

holiday—or every flag holiday. And now we have a flag at our house. I want to get a 

flagpole in the front yard, which my husband will not allow. So we have a flag on the 

side of the house and there’s a light on it. So, it’s up all the time. [Patriotism as expressed 

by the flying of American flags, particularly after 9/11, seems to be a recurring theme 

with individuals who identify with national security organizations. Kate feels strongly 

about expressing her “Americanism” and says that her flag will fly the rest of her life.] 

 In the early 90s, I was the VIP tour coordinator, and that was a cool job. I enjoyed 

that a lot. And I had to coordinate all of the tours for all of the dignitaries that would 

come. I really liked that job a lot. I learned a lot about the agency then and got to meet 

new people. I had to make up the calendar or tour schedule, but then—and I loved this—I 

would take it out to everybody. I got to meet all of these people. I had a name with a face, 

they got to know me and I got to know them. And then they would help me do things. 

Now, I mean e-mail is a fabulous thing—don’t get me wrong—but you don’t know who 

you’re talking to. You see them in the hall and you don’t know you know them—and you 

know them well in many cases. [Just as Grace’s sense of “bridge building” and 

“networking” gave her a sense of belonging to the “bigger organizational picture,” Kate 

felt that her expanded presence where she encountered a variety of people employed in 

differing aspects of her agency made her feel a part of the organization as if “we are all 

part of this great effort that goes on inside this building and around the world every 

day.”] 
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 [During our second interview Kate confided that she had felt unhappy in a late 

career work role.] Every Monday afternoon, I was on looking for jobs with the new job 

announcements—every single Monday afternoon. And then the position opened [in our 

office]; I thought this is the same job I applied for a year ago and didn’t even get called 

out for an interview. Sometime, like December 17 or something, he called and gave me 

his name and I thought: Gosh, that name is familiar. And he said it was about the job; you 

are the most suited for the job and I’m calling to offer you the position. And I said yes 

immediately. It was the promotion that I had never had and I had been fighting for for 

years and years and years. So it was my dream job. I got it. So, I continued working and I 

stayed there for 4 years. The agency had changed. It gave us opportunities we had not 

previously had before, and that made me feel like my agency appreciated me and I 

wanted to continue to be a part of it. Like I said, if you like your job, you feel you belong. 

 It really makes me sick that I was here so long and I always felt like I was wasting 

my time just getting a paycheck because I had to have a good job and I knew this was 

probably the best-paying job that I could get and still have that security. I was divorced 

during part of it and I needed that stable paycheck to raise my family. I didn’t get the job 

that I wanted until I was nearing retirement. I stayed because I loved the job and, yes, I 

loved the agency; so that’s okay because it kind of made up for the other years, you 

know. I learned a lot in there, and it was the best thing that could happen for me and I 

really believe that God was looking out for me. It was the best job I ever had in my life 

and I absolutely loved it. It was the first time at work that I really had confidence because 

I knew exactly what I was doing and I knew how to do it. Finally, I held the belief that if 

somebody had a question, I had an answer and I knew I was right. I never felt that before. 
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I felt great in it, and I knew what I was doing and I felt that if anyone questioned me, I 

certainly was listening to them and taking into consideration what they were saying. And 

sometimes they would change my opinion, but overall I knew that I was doing the best I 

could do and I knew what I was doing. So I was happy. I loved the people. We are all 

serving the same mission that we all believe in, or I’m assuming we all believe in, and 

only one organization lets us do that. Why would you not identify with the organization? 

Sure, it was lousy to begin with, but then a lot of things were the same way back then. 

Now, we [women] have equal opportunity, much better pay, and an agency that wants to 

make sure we feel like even the smallest work role is part of the mission. Who wouldn’t 

feel that way? I feel that way. 

 I stayed because of the job—but had it not been because of the job, had I had the 

opportunity to retire a year or so earlier, I wouldn’t have. I would have stayed just to go 

to the new building. I think most people [at the agency] identify with the agency. I still 

feel a part of it. You know, the agency has the people that work for it and then the legacy 

of all the thousands of people who have retired or left. And look at what we’re doing 

today.  

 I always wanted to work for the government; ever since I was in high school I 

knew I wanted to work for the government. I was always glad because it was a nice, 

secure, and stable job. It wasn’t until I had been there quite a while and I realized really 

what it meant and that—in my opinion—that it is an honor to work for the government 

and in particular for an organization that has such a commitment to people all over the 

world. And I was just so, so, so proud of the fact. The new building meant so much to me 

that finally Congress understood that we were doing something really important. I never 
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had the impression that they got that. But they appropriated all of this money and we got 

the building and it’s a fabulous building. I would drive up to the guard’s gate and I would 

see the sign right there by the front gate and I would think to myself that I am so proud to 

be working here. It’s impressive and I felt it was second to nothing. It’s like a real place 

to work—it’s not this awful warehouse building with electrical cords hanging down from 

the ceiling. I realized just how happy I was to be working for the government. I’m proud 

to say I worked there—for the agency—for the government and for the people of the 

United States.  

God was watching.  

Is there more you want to know? 
Dad was in the Air Force 

Mother was as un-Catholic as my cat 
I was terrified 

I never had a support system 
I am not a quick learner 

I’m not that good 
Self-esteem was extremely low 
Self-confidence was nonexistent 

 
Where am I working? 

I did not see a lot of good at first 
This is just what it was 
Stress was very high 
Morale was very low 

The building was depressing 
The equipment was old 

This is not what it should be 
It was a factory environment 

A paycheck 
A stable job 

I’ve got to raise my family 
 

If I’m going to be Catholic 
I’m going to be Catholic 

 
This is defense 

I help defend the country 
That’s what I’m good at 



98 

What I’d like to do 
To see the positive in people 

I knew how to do it 
I knew I was right 

I knew what I was doing 
So I was happy 

 
We got the new building 
Morale started going up 
I got to learn new things 
Got to meet new people 
They got to know me 
I got to know them 

It’s like a real place to work 
It changed so much 

Look at what we’re doing today 
The legacy of all the thousands of people 

I was very proud 
I stayed because I loved the job 

 
There’s the question 
Here’s the answer 

I really believe that God was watching out for me 

Conclusion 

As the researcher, I used the portraits of the participants as the basis for answering 

the research question: What is the nature of the organizational identification processes of 

women employed in national security organizations, where secrecy is a key component of 

the mission? Having reviewed the transcripts multiple times, I pulled direct quotes from 

the transcripts to formulate their portraits and identified the factors and a sequence thread 

that ultimately led to their coming to a sense of identification with their employing 

organization. To identify the “nature” of their identification process, I isolated themes 

that were determined to be important to them in their personal histories and employment 

experiences. These themes became clear to me through emphasis in their voices and 

stories, repetition of topics and direct declaration. Mine was an etic approach to 
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understanding these themes. While I listened to the participant’s stories, I identified those 

areas that I felt were important to convey in the story of the identification process. As it 

happened, many things that were important to the participant as they recited the history of 

the experience became important to me as I endeavored to interpret their stories and 

provide an understanding of their identification process. As stated by Lawrence-Lightfoot 

and Davis (1997), “Ethnographers listen to a story while portraitists listen for a story” (p. 

13). And within the stories of the participant’s, I believed that I might find some aspects 

of their tale that would resonate with others in the national security culture being studied. 

It was important to me as the researcher to utilize the participant’s voice as an 

authentic expression of their experience. Though my etic interpretation was intended as 

the researcher’s end goal, I felt that the portraits would not have the impact I intended 

without the authenticity of utilizing the participant’s words to tell their stories. 

Ultimately, the portraits were rich sources from which to draw data for my conclusions. 

However, their presence is intended to be both a source of data for the reader and a 

finding from which my conclusions were drawn. The use of the poem at the end of each 

portrait section was intended to be a purely aesthetic expression of the individual journey 

to organizational identification, as Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis (1997) may posit, a 

marriage of aesthetics and empiricism. Like the portraits, each poem was reviewed and 

approved by the participant.  

The portraits in this chapter represent hours of interviews, listening to recordings, 

transcribing the recordings, and reviewing transcriptions. They represent the story of 

coming to employment with a national security organization and how one comes to 

identify with that organization. They represent the perceptions of the participant and the 
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aesthetic license of the portraitist. They are, however, the story of a lived experience 

verified by the participants and repeated here in a direct and succinct manner. One cannot 

but be moved by the stories of personal and professional struggles. And one cannot but be 

moved by the determination and dedication of people that rise above personal adversity. 

The factors that led them to identify with their organization are unique to them but reveal 

themes drawn from similarities in their experiences. The analysis of these interviews is 

left to the next chapter.  
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CHAPTER 5: 

FINDINGS 

“People react not to an objective world, 
but to a world fashioned out of their own perceptions, 

assumptions and theories about what the world is like.”  
—Edgar Schein 

 
This chapter presents the findings resulting from qualitative research utilizing the 

portraiture methodology (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997) undertaken to answer the 

research question: What is the nature of the organizational identification processes of 

women employed in national security organizations, where secrecy is a key component of 

the mission? Identification is seen as “viewing a collective’s or role’s defining essence as 

self-defining” (Ashforth et al., 2008, p. 329), and this dissertation explored the process of 

assimilating a collective’s defining essence so that it is self-defining for the individual. 

Merriam-Webster.com states that to assimilate is “to absorb into the culture or mores of a 

population or group” and that assimilation “is the process of receiving new facts or of 

responding to new situations in conformity with what is already available to 

consciousness.” In this instance, the process of “receiving new facts” to absorb into a 

culture must be joined with the activities of enculturation— defined by Merriam-

Webster.com as “the process by which an individual learns the traditional content of a 

culture and assimilates its practices and values.” Both processes are enjoined and allow 

the individual to “receive new facts” and “enact the values, beliefs and norms of that 

collective” (Ashforth, et al., 2008, p. 338) thus taking on the characteristics of the group. 

This process is seen here as a contributing factor to the identification process as the 

individual adapts to the cultural environment of the national security organization. 

Further, Ashforth, Harrison and Corley (2008) give an explanation of these processes 
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through incorporating sensebreaking (where one compares the current self with the 

organizational identity) and sensegiving (a response to manifesting the organizational 

identity) into their model. 

The portraiture methodology (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997) was addressed 

in chapter 3. The use of this methodology resulted in the creation of portraits derived 

from interviews designed to address the research question. Like the portraits, the findings 

presented in this chapter are the result of an analysis of the participants’ interview 

transcripts to identify themes that emerged from their narratives of their lived experience. 

The themes are supported by evidence from the interviews. In addition, information on 

the national security context was gathered through publicly available, unclassified 

information available on the Internet. 

Though the narrative may have been different for the three participants, their 

generosity of spirit in storytelling resulted in a richness of dialogue and information. 

Their stories spanned their lifetimes through an examination of their backgrounds, their 

employment desires, and their process of organizational identification. These are the 

stories of who they were (their being), who they chose to be as they endeavored to belong 

to an organization (their becoming), and their process of assimilating the attributes of the 

organization by “viewing the collective’s or role’s defining essence as self-defining” 

(Ashforth et al., 2008, p. 329) (their belonging—or identifying).  

 Self-concepts are formed as a result of one’s life experiences. In this study, the 

participants’ attraction to national security employment grew from life experiences. All 

of the participants had similar life experiences in their formative years. The importance of 

personal history through experiences with family, relationships, values, and education, 
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though not identical for each individual, seemed to draw a common thread through the 

participants. Ultimately, the common threads that drew the individual to the idea of 

public service resulted in their enacting their public service at a United States Security 

Agency (USSA). The themes revealed through this study would seem to support the 

hypothesis that certain types of employment tend to attract certain types of employees 

(Cooper & Thatcher, 2010).  

Table 5.1 notes two basic themes that emerged from this study: (1) Public service 

employment motivated by personal history and prosocial values and (2) organizational 

identification triggered by situational experience. Each of these overarching themes 

consisted of subthemes that revealed common threads in the identification process of the 

research participants. 

Table 5.1. Emergent Themes  
Themes Tina Grace Kate 
1. Theme: Public service employment motivated by personal history and prosocial values 
1a. Paternal influences “Father was a 

veteran” 
“Father was a letter 
carrier” 

“Father was retired 
Air Force” 

1b. Higher education Rutgers 
American 

Sentinel 

Univ of Notre Dame 
Univ of Chicago 
Univ of Iowa 
Univ of Maryland 

Radford 
George Mason 

1c. Religious practices — “Churchgoers” “Catholic” 
1d. Family values (Perry, 
1997) 

“A good, 
strong, positive 
influence” 

“They say cast your bread 
on the waters and 
it will come back to you” 

“I did grow up with 
strong moral values” 

2. Theme: Organizational identification triggered by situational experience  
2a. Perceived 
organizational identity 
(Albert & Whetten, 1985) 
perceived through identity 
claims and image 

“They do great 
things [for the 
nation]” 

“It [the mission] changed 
my life in many ways” 

“We were doing 
something really 
important [in 
keeping people 
secure]” 

2b. Rapid response in 
times of crisis 

“We all stand 
together” 

“9/11 was certainly 
galvanizing” 

“A commitment to 
people all over the 
world” 

2c. Job fit and satisfaction 
(Weiss, 2002) 

“I can do 
something that 
no one else can 
do” 

“I felt like I had done 
what I needed to do” 

“It was the best job I 
ever had in my life” 
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The following two sections discuss the two themes. The chapter closes by 

reviewing how the participants arrived at identification and belonging and presenting 

results of their completion of the Mael Scale of Organizational Identification. 

Theme 1: Public Service Employment Motivated by Personal History 

and Prosocial Values 

All of the participants had a strong sense of their identity as described through the 

self-concepts and roles that they shared in their initial interviews as well as follow-up 

engagements. For the purposes of this study, self-concept is defined as characteristics and 

traits one attributes to self, which may include psychological, emotional, and physical 

attributes as well as personal history (Bergner & Holmes, 2000; Marcic & Kobal-Grum, 

2011; Kinch, 1963). Self-concept, however, is not a static entity and can change over 

time in accordance with one’s experiences (Gore & Cross, 2011). An individual’s 

identity, however, can encompass both self-concepts and the roles enacted, such as 

mother, sister, athlete, engineer, etc.  

Participants disclosed connections between their self-concepts and their 

upbringing. Their strong foundation was evident in the reflections on what their 

upbringing had come to mean to them as adults. The act of reflection involves looking 

back on experiences or events and assigning a meaning to those occurrences. Each 

participant reflected upon similar experiences that served as antecedents, or precursors, to 

public service and, eventually, to employment at USSA. The value of the meaning 

associated with each participant’s upbringing rose in direct proportion to the salience of 

the experience; the richer the experience, the deeper the meaning and the greater the 

value and influence of that experience. These experiences served as motivators to public 
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service; after all, one has to be motivated to public service and has to determine a public 

service goal before determining the method by which to achieve that goal.  

All participants reported educational experiences and family values that 

influenced their employment decisions (Lane & Scott, 2007). Religious practices were 

also identified as a factor that influenced their behaviors. Similarly, Perry (1997) posited 

that educational, family, and religious experiences are public service motivators. Though 

they each took different paths, all of the participants chose an employment role that 

served national security. 

Every participant referenced relationships (particularly with their fathers), their 

education (and struggles/determination to acquire education), and family values instilled 

in them as children (morals, integrity, etc.). Two of the three participants recounted with 

certain conviction the value of their family’s religious practices in developing the 

characteristics cited as desirable in the Questionnaire for National Security Positions. 

Participants had a well-established self-concept and a sense of identity before entering 

public service. The motivation to public service found in each participant’s background 

triggered her desire for public service employment and ultimately contributed to her 

identification with USSA.  

1a. Paternal Influences 

Pride in father’s public service. Each of the participants had strong paternal 

influences. Each of their fathers was employed in a public service capacity at one time in 

their lives, and their father’s pride in public service influenced the participant’s self-

concepts sufficiently so as to serve as a motivating factor for public service. Their fathers 

were both leaders of their households and positive professional role models who 
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demonstrated a public servant image. It should be noted that when each participant 

reflected on her father’s influence upon her life, there appeared to be a respect for both 

the man and the service that he performed. Indeed, the shared experiences of parents in 

public service could be seen as a thread that ran across the different lived experiences of 

the three participants. But it is only one of several motivators that surfaced in this study 

that led to public service in USSA. 

All of the research participants noted that their fathers possessed a pride in 

serving the public. Two of the three participants had fathers who served in the armed 

forces (a capacity with which their fathers identified all of their lives), and the third 

participant’s father served in the U.S. Postal Service. For all of the participants, however, 

it was the service of the individual that made an impact and not the particular position 

held. The participants in turn all exhibited a pride in acknowledging their father’s public 

service. 

Father as role model. Each participant described her father as a good role model. 

Though Tina lost her father at the age of 15, her memories of her father’s commitment to 

and pride of public service through the military was galvanizing. Her father served for 

only 4 years of active duty, yet always “saw” himself as a military man who had 

volunteered to undertake a service commitment. It was important to Tina that her father 

volunteered to serve in the military and was not conscripted to do so. Though he was 

enlisted, her father saw the life of a military officer in service to his country as a path to a 

better life:  

He reminded my mom for the rest of his life of the luxurious officer’s life that we 
could have had if she hadn’t held him back. They used to drive around Fort 
Campbell’s officer’s quarters and my father would tell her that we could be living 
there. This is the life we could have had. 
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This, however, was not the life that the family ended up experiencing, as her 

father was to leave the military at her mother’s insistence: “He got out after his first 

enlistment contract because my mom just didn’t want to live that kind of life—traveling 

all the time and having to worry about her husband being deployed and all that.” Tina’s 

father later worked as an engineer for AT&T in New Jersey but forever identified with 

and exhibited pride that he had served his nation as a military man. Eventually, Tina 

followed her father’s model and also volunteered to serve in the military. The word 

“serve” was used repeatedly throughout her transcript and naturally drew one’s thoughts 

to the public service that Tina pursued after her own military career ended. 

The thread of public service through the military also carried throughout Kate’s 

interview. Her father, however, retired from the military after achieving the rank of 

lieutenant colonel. It was obvious to me that Kate drew great pride from the fact that her 

father was a retired military officer. Somehow the attention to public service was also 

deeply ingrained in Kate’s core values, as she was quick to point out that she “always 

wanted to work for the government” as her father had in the military and in retirement 

after his military service. Throughout her interview, she also repeatedly used the word 

“serve” or “service.”  

Grace’s father took a different route to public service and neither served in the 

military nor was employed by the Department of Defense. She described him very simply 

as “Father was a letter carrier” but noted that he did his duty for both his profession and 

his family. Being raised in rural North Dakota, Grace reflected that a letter carrier 

position was most likely as close to public service employment as one could get, but it 

was a position that required stout dedication; she noted that, as the saying goes, through 
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wind and hail, rain and snow, he was there. Grace’s was the only interview where the 

word “serve” was not repeated multiple times. However, it is not surprising that Tina and 

Kate used the term repeatedly as military members (past and present) refer to their tenure 

as “service.” In the government community, one often hears the phrases “Were you in the 

service?” “Where did you serve?” and “Thank you for your service.” Though the U.S. 

Postal Service does indeed provide a service, it appears that the term “service” is not 

frequently associated with postal employees.  

The participants shared their stories of their relationships with their families and, 

particularly, their father’s influence. Their stories reflected their fondness for the 

memories and the love of their parent as well as the pride they felt in the role model that 

they ultimately followed. Two of the fathers were lifelong civil servants—Kate’s father 

in the Air Force and Grace’s father in the postal service. For Tina’s father, and for Tina, 

her father’s brief experience in the Army carried a strong sense of identification with that 

branch of service and pride for having served his country in the military. The influence of 

each father had its patriarchal foundation, but each father also modeled a public service 

example in which each daughter found a common value and pride in service. 

1b. Higher Education 

Higher education was a targeted goal of all three participants. Drawing from our 

discussions, it was very clear that higher education for each participant meant better job 

opportunities in general and at USSA. Naff and Crum (1999) executed a study of 10,000 

federal government workers to examine the relationship between education and public 

service motivation. They found that those employees who had completed a bachelor’s 
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degree possessed a higher motivation to public service than those who did not possess a 

4-year degree. 

Higher education—commitment and sacrifice. For each of the participants, the 

road to education was not an easy one, but the determination and commitment that each 

demonstrated in deciding that education would be an essential element of their lives also 

reflected their similarities of focus. The pursuit of higher education would seem to 

support the concept that some professions will attract individuals with certain 

characteristics (Cooper & Thatcher, 2010) and supports the finding that education can be 

a public service motivator (Perry, 1997).  

All of the participants noted the difficulty of not having sufficient funds to attend 

the college of their choice. Each drew upon her own resources to identify different 

methods to finance college so that she could benefit from an educated path in deciding on 

an area of employment. Additionally, each participant sought education and training as a 

mature adult: Kate and Grace sought master’s degrees later in life and after completing 

highly technical training in the military, and Tina decided in her 30s to finish her 

bachelor’s degree and is currently working on that degree. 

With limited options, each participant still found a way to go to college. Tina was 

resourceful and determined that “I’m not paying tuition to anybody—somebody else is 

going to pay for this.” She took a job at Rutgers so that she could attend classes for free 

and she joined the Reserved Officer Training Corps (ROTC). Today, Tina continues to 

work on completing her bachelor’s degree but, true to her word, her employer pays the 

tuition.  
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Kate was limited to an in-state school so that the tuition would be affordable for 

her parents; attending to higher education at Radford gave her the opportunity to major 

and minor in subjects that would eventually give her an entrée into national security 

employment at USSA. Later in life, Kate would receive a master’s degree in education. 

Grace, too, had suffered from limited resources for her education, but education 

was strongly encouraged by her parents and has truly been a lifelong pursuit. Grace’s 

intellect served her well and she was able to study abroad and attend a year at the 

University of Munich before one of her professors recommended her to the English 

department at the University of Chicago, where she received scholarship assistance. From 

there, she attended the University of Iowa—and the famed writer’s workshop—and later 

continued her education at the University of Maryland while taking a few “affordable” 

classes at a time and raising her family. 

Education as a contributing factor toward a productive life. Tina’s story of 

seeking education was particularly interesting in that she stated without hesitation that 

she was headed down the proverbial wrong path until “something clicked.” “My dad died 

when I was 15 . . . and I went crazy, . . . just did whatever I wanted. . . . But I don’t know, 

something clicked and I thought: I can’t do this anymore.” Tina expressed that she 

realized that she needed to move beyond the “crazy” of her adolescence and she 

confessed that “it took 19 years to figure out that you have to practice and work towards 

things” in order to have a productive life.  

For both Kate and Grace, the continued pursuit of higher education meant that 

they would be able to pursue work roles at USSA that fulfilled their desire to help others 

in their career development pursuits. To that end, their advanced degrees not only 
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benefited them in being able to obtain new work roles, but also benefited those whom 

they were able to assist with career development, as they had insight on external 

education and training opportunities. Kate was later able to use her master’s degree in 

early childhood education in a postretirement teaching position. 

In decades past, the pursuit of higher education may have been seen as a lofty 

goal that required sacrifice to attain (like the financial sacrifice seen here) and 

commitment to complete. Higher education would also seem to speak to the lofty goals 

that accompany employment in the national security realm where commitment to public 

service is contrasted against frequently occurring sacrifices such as the loss of family 

time and limited pay potential. Added to this is the high standard of commitment to 

protect others and to serve the public good. Kate indicated that she set high standards and 

“expects more of herself,” and seeking higher education was an example of that 

expectation. Tina and Grace also followed these high standards. Each participant set high 

expectations for herself in education, finding a way to accomplish it, as well as at USSA 

and in achieving her employment goals.  

1c. Religious Practices  

Religious practices can be seen as an extension of the idea of expecting more of 

oneself through the practice of established paradigms of moral virtue as defined in moral 

religions. In Western cultures, “Religious participation appears to provide the basic 

elements of deliberate ‘moral practice’” (Rossano, 2008, p. 169). The habitual practice of 

weekly church attendance demonstrates Aristotle’s premise that the practice of moral 

virtues occurs as the result of habit (Nicomachean Ethics, n.d., Book 2, Chapter 1). 

Common moral virtues in Western religions include empathy, social reasoning, courage, 
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and justice (Rossano, 2008). Many of the world’s religions have some adaptation of the 

“golden rule” (Do unto others as you would have them do unto you), and all follow some 

form of “rules” such as Christianity’s ten commandments outlined in the Bible (Exodus 

20:1-17; Deuteronomy 5:4-21). These “rules” advocate the paradigms of integrity and 

ethics by which one should craft one’s life and character and also outline worship 

practices. These character paradigms are not too distant from those outlined in the 

National Security Questionnaire. 

Both Grace and Kate volunteered their association with religious practices. For 

Grace, she offered that she and her family were “churchgoers” and several times in the 

interview made religious references such as her own extension of the Golden Rule, “They 

say, cast your bread on the waters and it will come back to you.” Her well-known 

reputation in her organization cemented that philosophy of giving and receiving, and she 

is known to be a person of integrity with high expectations of herself and others.  

Kate volunteered her religious preference and said that she has been a practicing 

Catholic all of her life. But she explained that her commitment to her faith was cemented 

in mid-life when she determined, “If I’m going to be Catholic, I’m going to be 

Catholic”—meaning that she felt a calling to start consistently practicing her religious 

affiliation and she said that she hasn’t missed Mass since. She even attended Mass when 

she was on vacation, and she used a mobile app to locate nearby Catholic churches, much 

to the chagrin of her children. It appeared to me that Kate’s commitment to her religious 

practices in her private life extended to the integrity and commitment she displayed in her 

professional life.  
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Both Kate and Grace aligned their religious practices with a foundation of family 

values that extended to the altruistic. Following what many religious organizations 

profess in their doctrines, both felt that one lives one’s faith by setting the example and 

sharing those values with others. Kate taught a Sunday school class, and both Kate and 

Grace continued to attend church. According to Rossano, “Empirical evidence supports 

the notion that religious practice facilitates the acquisition of moral expertise” (2008, p. 

170). The perception of “churchgoers” as being moral individuals of good character 

would align with the values of national security organizations who seek individuals of 

good conduct and character who are reliable and trustworthy. Additionally, Perry (1997) 

found that the spiritual value of closeness to God was a strong public service motivator. 

All of the study participants found strong motivations to public service at USSA through 

their foundational values, but of the three participants, Tina was the only one who did not 

mention any religious affiliation or attending religious events.  

1d. Family Values  

Following on the practice of attending religious services or events is the theme of 

family values. One can assume that most people who grew up attending church did so 

with their immediate or extended families; this assumption is based on the fact that young 

children rarely have the capability of transporting themselves to religious functions. Both 

Kate and Grace attended church with their parents and other family members in their 

youth and they observed their parents modeling the behavior they wanted their own 

children to emulate. The behavior being modeled by their parents in attending church 

with their families was perceived by the participants to be a demonstration of family 

values that represented togetherness and the strong foundations of moral values and 
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character. Perry (1997) found parental modeling to be a very strong public service 

motivator. All of the participants in this research study confirmed that they felt their 

families, particularly their mother and father, modeled good moral character. The 

participants focused on the values modeled by their fathers as working hard, 

demonstrating morality, and doing the “right thing.” Rossano (2008) held that morality is 

motivational in that it inspires one to do what’s “right.”  

Long after her father died, Tina continued to remember him as “a good, strong, 

positive influence” on her life and noted how strongly he identified with his military 

service. Tina’s behavior was influenced by her father’s modeling; she ceased the “crazy 

time” in her life and sought a better path to education and employment. She said that she 

looked back on him as a “strong, hardworking, patriotic influence—very strict on 

etiquette and manners.” She said that he instilled a philosophy of working for what’s 

“right” and that “freedom isn’t really free. . . . We have to work for the things that we 

have.” The ethic of working hard to provide for a family was modeled by Tina’s father 

and was now modeled by Tina for her family. Ultimately, she modeled the career that 

meant the most to him: service in the U.S. Army and, then, at USSA. 

Kate and Grace also had similar stories of observing the modeling of family 

values. Those values carried through Grace’s life, and she felt that she and her husband 

“set a good model” for their daughters in taking care of Grace’s aged mother as Grace’s 

mother had previously cared for Grace’s grandmother. She expressed that “what they saw 

me and my husband doing for my mother was good for them to see”; in other words, they 

were doing the “right” thing. Grace and I discussed the ethic of caring and how that can 

positively influence children as a learned behavior. Grace’s caring for her mother was an 
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offshoot of her religious practices and the modeling she saw in her own parents in caring 

for her grandmother.  

Kate, too, felt that her “parents were very moralistic” and that she “could say that 

[she] did grow up with strong moral values.” Like many children, she said that she 

“didn’t know that’s what they were at the time,” but that she reflected on the modeling 

that she observed in her parents, particularly her father, as being a positive influence. 

Ultimately, all of the participants felt that as children they had observed the positive 

aspects of their parents’ values that they observed in their parents’ behaviors and felt that 

they subsequently modeled those behaviors as adults.  

Pride in country. Each of the participants commented about the pride their 

fathers had in serving the United States of America and how they never forgot the bond 

of patriotism. Each participant commented on their parents flying American flags at their 

homes, flying those flags year round, in the case of one participant (Kate) putting a 

spotlight on the flag, and in another case (Tina), displaying multiple flags on national 

holidays. Their fathers’ pride in country and pride in service were reflected in their 

identities, their storytelling, and their public displays of patriotism. This public display of 

the fathers’ patriotism influenced their daughters, and all three of the participants stated 

that they displayed American flags at their homes today. 

Theme 2: Organizational Identification Triggered by Situational Experience 

All of the participants drew upon their self-concepts and identities to formulate an 

idea of employment that suited their personal characteristics (Ashforth et al., 2008). Self-

concepts were defined earlier as an informational summary of one’s characteristics and 

traits that one attributes to self, which may include psychological, emotional, and 
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physical attributes as well as personal history (Bergner & Holmes, 2000; Marcic & 

Kobal-Grum, 2011; Kinch, 1963), whereas identities are the “meanings one attributes to 

oneself” (Burke & Reitzes, 1981, p. 84). Over the course of their various employment 

tenures with USSA, each participant found meaning in her association with her employer 

and ultimately came to view that organization’s defining essence as self-defining 

(Ashforth et al., 2008).  

For the participants, the influence of parental relationships, the value of education, 

religious practices, and family values modeled by parents contributed to their own self-

concepts and identities. All of the participants believed themselves to be educated, moral, 

and hardworking public servants who had been positively influenced by their parents, 

particularly their fathers. Believing these common self-concept orientations to be 

antecedents to their employment at USSA, this section focuses on the motivators that 

influenced the process of organizational identification in employees who joined the 

USSA workforce.  

Just as each person’s experiences may be different but hold a thread of 

connectivity with others, the same is true with employment. Each individual has unique 

employment experiences, but to better understand the process of organizational 

identification I sought threads of connectivity between the participants. Organizational 

identification is a compelling construct that requires the individual to be closely linked to 

other employees as well as the nature of the organization as defined by the organizational 

identity claims. For USSA, the organizational identity claims included a national security 

agency, secrecy, and job security. In this section, I look at those organizational factors 

that allowed employees to assimilate the identity claims and values of the organization so 
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as to view the organization’s defining essence as self-defining (Ashforth et al., 2008) and 

ultimately served to bring them to a sense of identification with the organization. These 

three factors are (a) perceived organizational identity and identity claims, including 

status, a national security agency, mission, organizational image, secrecy, core values, 

job security, and development opportunities; (b) rapid response in times of crisis; and (c) 

job fit and satisfaction.  

2a. Perceived Organizational Identity and Identity Claims 

An organization’s identity is defined by those claims that are central to the 

organization and make the organization distinct from others in its field. Identity claims 

may include formal and informal statements and descriptions made by official 

spokespersons regarding the organization (Ran & Dulmering, 2007). Identity claims can 

then be divided into subcategories that further define the organization and reflect its 

actions and interactions with internal and external stakeholders (Ran & Dulmering, 

2007). The portraits indicated that after some experience with USSA, each participant felt 

that she had come to work for a unique organization that played a significant role in the 

security of the nation and those who serve it—that is, each participant could recognize or 

understand the identity of her organization. Though there are a number of identity claims 

that could be attributed to any government agency (such as job security), the focus of this 

research was on the process of organizational identification at USSA, which has secrecy 

as one of its identity claims. 

Organizational identity claim: a national security agency. National security 

organizations are charged with the protection of a nation from attack or other danger. The 

world of national security is very exclusive and includes the 17 member agencies of the 
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intelligence community as well as military defense organizations (www.intelligence.gov/ 

mission/). The important public service mission of any national security agency is to 

safeguard the nation, its citizens, and its secrets. With this exclusive security objective as 

well as the broad scope of public-sector missions in general, it is necessary for national 

security organizations to attract and retain employees who are seeking to fulfill altruistic 

needs by participating in important public-sector service.  

Mission. Wright (2007) indicated that “the importance of an organization’s 

mission increases employee work motivation in the public sector by making the job more 

important” (p. 54). Mission is, in fact, one of the primary attractors to those aspiring to 

employment where they can “fulfill higher order needs and altruistic impulses by 

performing public service” (Wright, 2007, p. 54). As public agencies are generally 

charged with promoting the general social welfare and the protection of society at large 

(Baldwin, 1984), it stands to reason that one could fulfill altruistic and prosocial impulses 

through serving in the USSA.  

Each of the participants spoke to her sense of contributing to a greater good 

through national security employment. However, Tina expressed the collective feeling 

best: “They do great things” [for the nation, like support the warfighter]. She said, “These 

are people that have this common goal” of keeping Americans safe at home and abroad 

and where “you can do something that means something.” The tone of her voice, cadence 

of her speech, and facial expressions made it obvious to me that Tina found value in 

serving in a work role that had a meaning beyond her work role description and was 

essentially executed for the broader public good. She said, “Maybe no one will ever know 

what I did, but I’m doing something and that is just awesome.” For some, organizational 
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distinction was associated with recognition for their work role accomplishments; for 

Tina, it was enough to enact her responsibilities. Indeed, at USSA, it is recognized that 

most employees will never be publicly recognized for a job well done. The famous wall 

of stars in the lobby of the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) headquarters building has 

103 stars which serve as a silent tribute to CIA employees “who gave their lives in the 

service of their country” (CIA, 2008). There are no names on the wall and no stories.  

Organizational image. According to Dutton and Dukerich (1991), organizational 

image is the way members feel their organization is viewed by others outside the 

organization; it is how others interpret what they perceive about “who” the organization 

is. Hatch and Schultz (1997) stated: “Who we are is reflected in what we are doing and 

how others interpret who we are and what we are doing” (p. 356). The intelligence 

community is a critical element of the national security arena, and the 2012 rankings of 

Best Places to Work in Washington, DC ranked the intelligence community as #2 

(Partnership for Public Service, 2013). This is a result of analyzing the performance of 

various agencies against employee satisfaction and commitment. Among the scoring 

categories were pay, mission, empowerment, teamwork, work/life balance, diversity, and 

training and development. With the positive correlates of these scoring categories, it is 

understandable that the image of the national security field (including USSA)—that is, 

how others perceive it—may be very positive.  

Still, this ranking does not mean that USSA was always among the best places to 

work. In examining Kate’s assessment of her past experience in comparison to her 

current experience, she felt that her organization had gained prestige in the national 

security arena that was years in the making. Much of this prestige, she pointed out, was 
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due to advances in technology, the rapid response to 9/11, and the increase in employee 

population after 9/11. For Kate, the job well done went beyond the “in group” 

acknowledgment that USSA employees were working for a common purpose as well as a 

steady paycheck. It was important to her that USSA be recognized for its unique 

contributions: “Congress . . . understood that we were doing something really important 

. . . and I would think to myself I am so proud to be working here.” The support that Kate 

saw Congress giving USSA and the resulting prestige of expanded organizational identity 

claims that included a world presence and a federal funding priority increased both her 

sense of prestige and the strength of her identification. Kate emphasized that she felt that 

she worked in a “cool place” that was viewed as “impressive” by those outside of her 

agency. 

Secrecy. National security organizations require their employees to commit to 

protecting classified and sensitive information.  

The government secrecy agreement, whereby employees contractually bind 
themselves not to disclose classified information, is the primary device utilized by 
the United States government to achieve this end. Before an individual may be 
employed in a position that affords access to sensitive material, he must sign a 
secrecy contract pledging not to release any classified information. (Rau, 1979, 
pp. 395-396) 

However, as regards this research, the participants did not cite secrecy as 

influential upon their identification process or that the defining characteristic of secrecy 

for national security organizations influenced determining USSA as the target of 

employment. Still, committing to protecting government secrets was a required element 

of employment at USSA. 

Tina found that she was intrigued by the prospect of knowing what others did not 

know and how that information could be utilized for the protection of the nation. Grace 
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noted that there were nuances to being employed at USSA and admitted a significant 

learning curve when it came to learning about USSA practices, particularly the language 

of national security. “Some of the ways words were used,” she said, “I had to learn all of 

that. I didn’t know what the heck they were talking about sometimes.” Though secrecy 

has a certain allure in “knowing things” and the language and processes require a learning 

curve of new employees, it is a necessary aspect of working at USSA. Still, when asked 

about the required commitment to safeguard USSA secrets, not one of the research 

participants felt that secrecy and holding nonpublic knowledge played any role in their 

developing a sense of identification with USSA. 

As stated previously, none of the participants saw secrecy as being impactful on 

the identification process, but why this was the case was not specifically articulated by 

any of the participants. Perhaps this may be the result of the secrecy agreement signed 

upon entry into the organization. The participant simply understood that entry into the 

organization required a limitation on the discussion of their work with those who are 

associated with the organization and the national security community. It may also be the 

result of the fact that much of their external social activity involves engagement with 

others who are employed by their employing organization or other national security 

organizations.  

Core values. Identity claims can also be expressed through the core values of an 

organization. For USSA, these core values are related to those character values espoused 

in the Questionnaire for National Security Positions. These values can include honesty, 

integrity, and respect, among many others related to mission execution and teamwork 

(see Table 4.1). These values are necessary for those charged with safeguarding the 



122 

secrets of an organization and can be seen as being attractive to persons whose personal 

values mirror an agency’s core values. 

 Kate felt that the establishment of core values at USSA was a turning point and 

was impressed by the willingness of the organization to espouse those values. Kate also 

felt positively about the effort to establish and promote core values across the agency and 

thought it was “kind of a good thing to have.” Kate felt that she could relate to the 

organizational mission statement of supporting national security and appreciated the core 

values of honesty, teamwork, and respect. 

Every coin, however, has two sides and, unlike Kate, Grace did not see the 

establishment of core values as a worthwhile effort. Grace felt that the core values should 

be naturally exhibited in one’s actions and that USSA need not place “words on a poster” 

to try to get the workforce to buy in to such values as honesty and integrity. She further 

felt that applicants were sufficiently screened during the employment vetting process so 

as to find the marketing of core values unnecessary. Tina did not see the establishment of 

agency core values as broadly useful; she felt that you either had the core values already 

or you didn’t. Ultimately, while core values may have a connection to the characteristics 

identified as desirable in the Questionnaire for National Security Positions, the necessity 

of publishing these values was not heralded as influencing the identification process.  

Organizational identity claim: job security. The U.S. federal government is 

well known for being an employer that provides a degree of job security once mandatory 

probationary periods have passed. As USSA is part of the federal government, it, too, 

offers a degree of job security. Like all national security agencies, the probationary 

period at USSA is 2 years. Camilleri (2007) discussed the expectations of public service 
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employees; among these expectations is job security. Additionally, Houston (2000) 

reported that those employed in the public sector place greater importance on job security 

than on higher income or performance pay. Job security is thus rendered one of the 

central tenets of employment at USSA.  

During the interview process, the USSA identity claim of employment security 

arose. Kate was attracted to the idea of job security at USSA and took a pragmatic view 

of her public service employment; she repeatedly stated that hers was “a nice, secure, and 

stable job. . . . Ever since I was in high school I knew I wanted to work for the 

government.” Kate was keenly aware that USSA as a government agency offered 

opportunities for a secure job with a steady paycheck that was not always available in 

private industry. She was also well aware of the long-term value of her employment 

because USSA offers a “great retirement.”  

Tina learned through her military service that a life of service to national security 

with USSA would be far more secure (both financially and in terms of tenure) than 

anything she could achieve in military service. Military service generally has a limited 

period of service before retirement occurs, generally 20 to 25 years. Service at USSA as a 

national security organization, however, can go far beyond those limits with many 

employees—Kate, for example, serving well beyond 25 years. Grace also referred to 

being secure in her employment, but did not ambitiously pursue public service 

employment as a matter of job security. While the claim of job security may not be 

unique to USSA, it is an identity claim of the federal government of which USSA is a 

part.  
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Development opportunities. USSA offered a myriad of developmental and 

training opportunities to employees. In addition to training offered directly through 

USSA’s training unit, training opportunities were available through the General Services 

Administration and the Office of Personnel Management. Tina mentioned that USSA 

“grows its employees.” All participants referred to the training that they received through 

USSA, and two (Grace and Kate) referred to the fulfillment they felt in taking on work 

roles to train and develop other members of the USSA workforce.  

2b. Response in Times of Crisis  

Among the organizational identity claims of USSA and national security 

organizations is the rapid response in times of crisis. The effectiveness with which these 

organizations reach out to devastated communities has been demonstrated in the 

Oklahoma City bombing, the events that occurred on 9/11, and the recent Boston 

Marathon bombings. A rapid response to crisis is part of the underlying purpose or 

identity claim of USSA. The personnel of this rapid response organization respond to 

their national security mission by rallying their support for those in the impacted areas 

and heightening their security efforts. A good example of this identity claim is the timely 

response by national security employees to these national disasters when they rise to the 

occasion and selflessly serve the nation. After all, “those with strong prosocial values 

motives care deeply about the welfare of those around them . . . [and] are motivated to act 

as good citizens [within the organization] by fulfilling their organizational 

responsibilities” (Kim, van Dyne, Kamdar, & Johnson, 2013, pp. 232-233), including 

rapid response in times of crisis. 
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Organizational citizenship behavior was defined earlier in this study as “behavior 

that is beneficial to the organization but not formally required by the job” (Organ, 1988, 

p. 4). This would indicate that one’s behavior may not be required of a specific work role, 

but is discretionary in nature and can reflect attitudes and actions that are above and 

beyond the call of duty (Konovsky & Pugh, 1994)—for example, rapid response in times 

of crisis. Along with going beyond mere work role descriptions to execute tasks in times 

of crisis is the propensity to set an example others may want to follow and heighten the 

awareness of others’ contributions to the mission. Wright (2007) affirmed this premise: 

“Public employees are more motivated to perform their work when they have clearly 

understood and challenging tasks that they feel are important” (p. 60). Oftentimes, 

colleagues come to find meaning in the relationships that are developed by serving side 

by side in a time of national disaster. A strong bonding results that includes admiration, 

respect, compassion, and support for others. Building relationships and strengthening 

networks within an organization to make mission execution effective and efficient are 

examples of good organizational citizenship behavior at USSA. 

All of the participants found that the events of 9/11 impacted and influenced their 

identification with USSA. Tens of thousands seek employment in the national security 

arena, with a selective few entering USSA. The participants in this study made it clear 

that the events of 9/11 cemented their belief in USSA’s national security mission. Grace 

aptly described the response to those events: “9/11 was certainly galvanizing for 

everybody. . . . [We] were in the right place to be able to do what was needed to be done 

for national security.” As Konovsky and Pugh (1994) described attitudes and actions that 

are above and beyond the call of duty as elements of good organizational citizenship 
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behavior, the response to 9/11 by all of the participants demonstrated those attitudes and 

actions. Grace described it best as a “galvanizing” experience, but Kate and Tina also 

supported this viewpoint.  

I think that it can be said without hesitation that most Americans were shocked by 

the events of 9/11, but my observations and interviews with this study’s participants led 

me to conclude that those who serve in this unique and distinctive agency have since that 

time proudly endeavored to meet their singular mission of keeping Americans safe. Rapid 

response in a time of crisis is the type of identity claim that best exemplifies what is 

expected by USSA, where employees are continuously engaged in “attempting to live up 

to the ideals embodied in the organization’s mission and values” (Ashforth et al., 2008, p. 

337). 

2c. Job Fit and Satisfaction  

Employees who identify with an organization are more likely to remain employed 

with that organization (Dutton et al., 1994). In addition, job satisfaction and identification 

mutually affect each other (van Knippenberg & van Schie, 2000). Tuzun (2009) studied 

this premise and found that job satisfaction positively improves identification and vice 

versa. For the participants in this study, it was clear that job satisfaction influenced their 

identification with USSA.  

For each participant, job satisfaction and fit played an important role in her USSA 

identification experience. Van Dick, van Knippenberg, Kerschreiter, Hertel, and Wieseke 

(2008) confirmed that there is a strong correlation between job satisfaction and 

organizational identification. Very early in her career, Tina found that she could “do 

something that no one else can do,” and the vital nature of her work seemed to bring 
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clarity of mission to her. She saw her work not only as one built for her highly 

specialized tasking at USSA, but one that impacted others on the individual level. She 

understood the nature of her work very well: “My job, keeping people alive, that is 

important, that is huge.” I am sure that those she impacted would agree—if they knew. 

Seeing her enthusiasm for her job, there is no question that Tina felt a perfect fit with her 

work role. “I finally found my place,” she said. “I was very proud of the stuff that I did. I 

felt like it was important.” 

In reflecting upon her satisfaction with her work role, Grace seemed to reflect 

more upon her relationships with colleagues at USSA. The greatest strength she found in 

the agency came in the form of forging relationships that contributed to meeting the 

mission. Grace identified with her unique work role, which she felt helped strengthen her 

identification with USSA.  

For Grace, it was important to “build bridges” with team members and across the 

agency by modeling good citizenship behaviors and providing opportunities for 

mentoring and engagement. “You have to have a continuing presence in their life, 

somebody they know they can come to talk to. They knew that somebody cared about 

what they did and was interested in quality and wanted to provide the best.” In providing 

“the best,” Grace realized that it was important to give her direct reports “the freedom to 

shine, to do what they thought was best,” with her assurance that she would support their 

decisions. Grace found significant satisfaction in her work role and felt that she had 

settled into a position that was “suitable to [her] background and talents.” Having 

discussed her work role with her, it was clear to me that though Grace found a position at 

USSA that seemed to have suited her, she never expected it to present the level of 
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satisfaction that she found in it. For both Grace and Tina, their feeling that they executed 

their jobs well and found meaning and satisfaction in that execution contributed to their 

sense of “fitting in” and identifying with USSA.  

Kate’s final work role with USSA positively influenced her experience with 

organizational identification. In her position, she was able to aid the development of 

others. She felt that she “came away with a very important lesson—that everyone is a 

leader in some capacity.” This philosophy of leadership was one of the elements that 

made her feel as if she “finally belonged” and truly identified with USSA. As Kate 

neared the retirement age, she was given an opportunity for a new position that clearly 

changed her professional life and her level of satisfaction with her work role. Along with 

the new work role came a mentor who directed her development for the new position. 

The new position suited her very well and gave her the opportunity to experience new 

situations. “I learned a lot in there, and it was the best thing that could happen for me, and 

I really believe that God was looking out for me.” Kate found that she had increased 

confidence in her tasking and performance: “I really had confidence, I knew how to do it, 

I knew I was right.” During her interview, Kate expressed her extreme satisfaction with 

her work role. “It was the best job I ever had in my life and I absolutely loved it. It was 

my dream job.” Though she was eligible for retirement, once she received her promotion, 

Kate chose to remain at USSA, stating, “I stayed because I loved the job.” Indeed, she 

was very satisfied with her job, but she credited that satisfaction to the changing 

organizational environment and the mentoring that she received in the post-9/11 

environment. For all of the participants, the sense that they did their job well and that it 
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“fit” the organizational mission contributed to the strength of their organizational 

identification.  

Arriving at Identification and Belonging 

Each of the participants felt that she had come to a sense of identification (often 

described as “belonging)” with the organization. However, the period of time that it took 

to come to this sense of identification varied greatly with each participant. According to 

Ashforth and Mael (1989), “Social identification . . . is the perception of oneness with or 

belongingness to some human aggregate” (p. 21), but that sense of “belonging” can occur 

over a varied period of time from near instantaneous to over a period of years. This 

research covered a varied length of participant tenure, but rested upon whether or not the 

participant ultimately viewed the collective’s defining essence as self-defining (Ashforth 

et al., 2008).  

Tina said that she needed to feel that she “fit” the organization before identifying 

with it. “I wanted to do something military,” she said, and along with a commitment to 

the military comes certain behaviors that are routine in a military environment. Identity 

cues such as clean, pressed uniforms and symbols of respect, such as salutes, were 

required in the military, but it took some time for this to transfer to the USSA 

environment. Though “identity cues can momentarily heighten otherwise deep and stable 

identifications” (Ashforth et al., 2008, p. 332), Tina found none of the identity cues that 

she had experienced in her active-duty military position while employed at USSA.  

Only in her last 2 to 3 years had Tina felt that she had that sense of belonging and 

identified with USSA. She confided that her team was not always easy to work with, but 

that “even among all the other personalities, I had that sense of belonging.” 
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“Personalities” or not, Tina was good at her job and she knew it. She affirmed, “I think 

that sense of belonging was finally having somewhere I could contribute. . . . There are 

people that have this common goal. . . . There’s a lot of meaning and I feel that’s how 

there’s belonging.” Humans are, after all, meaning seekers (Weick, 1995). She succinctly 

explained the pride in her job and the value she found in being able to assist others while 

working at USSA: “I finally found my place.” Tina made it clear that the “place” she 

found was the essence of her identification journey. She felt she needed to serve and she 

felt that she had a special skill, but the “place” she expressed was a sense of identification 

that was strengthened by her experiences with USSA.  

Kate’s organizational identification process had taken quite a lot longer to achieve 

and continued to strengthen with time and additional experience. She didn’t see a lot of 

good in USSA at first and suffered through some work roles that were little more than “a 

paycheck and a stable job.” Though Kate had some challenging experiences while at 

USSA, she felt positively about the people and several of the positions that she held. For 

the most part, her positive experiences at the agency could be summed up fairly 

succinctly: “This is defense. I help defend the country, and that made me feel good.” Kate 

was nearing retirement—almost 29 years with her agency—when the “right job” made 

her feel as if she had come to a sense of identification. Though she felt a strong alignment 

with USSA’s mission after 9/11, Kate felt that the right job fit significantly influenced the 

strength of her identification with the organization. “I’m proud to say I worked there, . . . 

so very proud to have worked there.” 

Within her first year of working for USSA, Grace said that she had a sense of 

identification with the organization. She had difficulty with supervisors who were her 
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junior, but she resolved any issues by “building bridges” and resolving conflicts. She felt 

that building trust and respect and “not being dismissive” contributed to her sense of 

identification with the organization. She felt that people trusted her, trusted her judgment 

and trusted her abilities, all the while respecting and liking her. To properly build bridges, 

Grace felt that “you have to know what you’re doing, like what you’re doing, and like 

them [coworkers].” Grace felt that the sense of teamwork was very valuable in terms of 

being successful and “feeling like you belonged.” Grace summed up the sense of 

identification as being tied to the agency’s mission.  

Following Tuzun’s (2009) research, the interviews with Tina, Kate, and Grace 

made it clear that a positive relation exists between job satisfaction and organizational 

identification. van Knippenberg and van Schie (2000) were correct as well in that job 

satisfaction and organizational identification mutually affect each other.  

Mael Scale of Organizational Identification 

After completing the first interview, I drew upon the Mael Scale of 

Organizational Identification (Mael & Ashforth, 1992) to determine the extent of the 

participant’s identification with USSA. The Mael Scale is “the most frequently used 

measure of identification” (Tuzun, 2009, p. 732). It has frequently been modified to suit 

the needs of different researchers, including language change modifications by Van Dick 

et al. (2008), language changes by Feather and Rauter (2004), and an increase in survey 

statements by Miller, Allen, Casey, and Johnson (2000), without any significant concerns 

over the perceived loss in validity of the measure. The Mael Scale contains six items that 

address the extent of one’s organizational identification with an organization. At the time 

of the participant interviews, there was very limited coverage of national security 
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organizations in the broad media arena, so I chose to leave out the media question: “If a 

story in the media criticized my organization, I would feel embarrassed.” This resulted in 

a modified Mael Scale with only five questions to wrap up my interviews with the 

participants. I felt that these questions had a direct connection to the story that I was 

trying to tell about organizational identification, as they addressed perceived 

organizational identity, work role satisfaction, and belonging. I also wanted to see how 

the participants responded to their reflections on the story that they were relaying 

regarding their organizational identification experience. The results of the participant 

responses appear in Table 5.2.  

 
Table 5.2 
Participant Response to the Modified Mael Scale 
 
Mael Scale Question Tina Grace Kate 
When someone criticizes my organization, it feels like a personal insult. Yes No Yes 
I am very interested in what others think about my organization.  No Yes Yes 
When I talk about my organization, I usually say “we” rather than 
“they.” 

Yes Yes Yes 

My organization’s successes are my successes. Yes Yes Yes 
When someone praises my organization, it feels like a personal 
compliment. 

Yes No Yes 

Percentage of positive responses 80% 60% 100% 
 
 

Surprisingly, Kate, who had been vocal about the length of time it took her to feel 

as if she really identified with the organization, offered a positive response to each 

statement on the scale. Though it may have taken her 29 years to find a job that she felt 

really “fit,” based on this scale, she obviously identified with the organization. Her results 

showed 100% agreement with the modified Mael Scale. 

Tina also responded very positively to most of the modified Mael Scale. She 

agreed with all of the statements with the exception of any “interest in what others think” 
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about her organization. Tina disagreed with this statement saying, “I don’t really care 

what people think about it because if they think negatively of it, then they don’t really 

know all the things that are done.” Tina’s results showed an 80% agreement with the 

modified Mael Scale. 

Grace’s responses to the modified Mael Scale were somewhat surprising. In her 

interview, she had frequently talked about trust, respect, and building relationships with 

her direct reports as well as colleagues throughout USSA and was proud of these 

accomplishments. These references were always regarding the individuals with whom 

she worked and did not refer to the organizational aspects of values and relationship 

building. Further, she did not believe that the core values would have much of an impact 

on the workforce. However, when it came to giving responses to the modified Mael Scale 

statements, she offered explanations about her negative responses. When asked about 

criticisms and praises of USSA as seeming like remarks made on the personal level, 

Grace responded, “No, that’s not personal; I don’t take it personally.” Grace felt that 

criticisms were not to be taken personally because she most likely had nothing to do with 

a criticism of the organization; and, when it came to feeling like a statement about the 

organization was a compliment, she felt that it wasn’t a personal compliment for her but 

that “everybody had a part in it.” Grace scored a 60% on the modified Mael Scale, but it 

was clear that the score was not for lack of identification with USSA because these 

statements were not “personal” to her.  

The results of this brief Mael Scale inquiry, like the data from the interviews, 

show us that the process of organizational identification may be the result of differing 

degrees of experience within the organization. The utility of the modified Mael Scale is 
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that it gives us a basis for understanding differing degrees of experience based upon 

perceptions of and responses to identical statements. In understanding that the world is 

fashioned of our perceptions of it, it helps to have an equal platform from which to build 

our understanding. The next chapter discusses the conclusions of this study in relation to 

the literature. 
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CHAPTER 6: 

CONCLUSIONS 

“Perhaps work that is intrinsically rewarding 
is better for human beings than work that is 

only extrinsically rewarded.” 
—Bellah and others, Habits of the Heart 

 
This chapter presents the conclusions derived from my research regarding 

women’s identification processes with a national security organization. Much empirical 

research has been presented regarding identification (Ashforth & Mael, 1989), its 

antecedents (Fuller et al., 2006), consequences of organizational identification (Mael & 

Tetrick, 1992), process models on organizational identification (Ashforth et al., 2008), 

and paths to identification (Press & Arnould, 2011). The purpose of this study was to 

learn about the process of organizational identification. The research question was: What 

is the nature of the organizational identification processes of women employed in 

national security organizations, where secrecy is a key component of the mission? 

 Four key findings emerged from this study and have helped to illuminate the 

organizational identification process. 

The first key finding was that the participants had in common personal 

foundations that led to employment in a national security organization. The lived 

experiences of the participants through childhood and early adulthood presented the 

common experiences of strong paternal influences, a propensity toward higher education, 

engagement in religious practices, and strong family values. Although not every 

participant cited each of these foundational elements as being a strong influence 

(religious practices was absent for one participant), the elements nonetheless represent 

values held in common.  
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The second key finding was that the participants had common exposure to 

elements and experiences in their employment situations within the organization that 

influenced the organizational identification process. Participant perceptions of 

organizational identity claims such as mission, organizational image, core values, job 

security, fit and satisfaction, and rapid response in times of crisis influenced their 

identification process.  

The third key finding was that each participant found job fit and satisfaction to be 

an important factor in her organizational identification process. Though the participants’ 

past personal histories may have led to national security employment, the most influential 

factors in contributing to a sense of identification with the national security organization 

seemed to be job fit and satisfaction.  

The fourth key finding was that the factors of confidentiality and secrecy required 

in national security organizations did not influence the identification process at all. 

When asked about secrecy and confidentiality, the participants felt that these factors did 

not contribute to their sense of identification with the organization at any point in time. 

The next section presents conclusions based on these findings. That section is 

followed by a discussion of the nature of the organizational identification process, with a 

proposal for an expansion of the model of Ashforth et al. (2008). Implications for theory, 

research, and practice are presented, and the chapter closes with conclusions and 

reflections. 
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Conclusions 

The Influence of Common Personal Foundations  

 Cooper and Thatcher (2010) indicated that one’s self-concept orientations may 

drive an individual to be attracted to certain types of employment. These self-concept 

orientations can be linked to public service identification motives (Perry, 1997) and, 

ultimately, behavioral outcomes associated with organizational identification. Perry 

(1997) also found that childhood experiences can influence one’s professional life or 

work roles. Specifically, Perry (1997) found that there was a correlation between 

parent/child relationships, religious practices, and education and the propensity to be 

motivated to public service. Naff and Crum (1999) verified the relationship between 

education and public service motivation through their study of government workers.  

 As regards the participants’ personal histories and childhood experiences, it was 

clear that there was a link between these factors and public service motivation. Building 

strong relationships and observing parents who model family values gave the participants 

a solid foundation for making choices about their behaviors as adults. Mael and Ashforth 

(1995) referred to those foundational experiences as biodata and confirmed the 

correlation between biodata and choice of employment. Each of the participants had at 

least one close relative that participated in public service employment or the military. In 

this case, the close relative for each participant was her father. Each participant felt that 

there was a positive correlation between her father’s service and her own service.  

Additionally, each participant sought and found value in education. Two out of 

the three participants held degrees beyond a bachelor’s degree. Also, two out of the three 

participants cited family religious practices as being very meaningful and influential in 
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their upbringing. The pursuit of education and religious practices and associated moral 

foundations (Rossano, 2008) contributed to the participants’ self-concepts and closely 

align to the characteristics sought in individuals who fill national security positions as 

outlined in the Questionnaire for National Security Positions. All three women cited 

family values as being influential upon their adult actions, including the pursuit of 

education and employment.  

Ashforth and Mael (1989) cited the need for belonging as an antecedent to 

organizational identification, and by this measure alone, these women pass that test: Tina 

wanted to follow family history and continue to serve in the military and, thus, to belong 

to a group to which her father had once belonged. Kate knew she belonged in a 

government setting where, like her father, she could be assured steady employment. 

Grace wanted to belong in a setting in which her skill set could be utilized.  

All of the antecedents referenced here represent a starting point for the 

organizational identification process. Ultimately, it was the perception of these past 

experiences that began the identification journey for the participants and the sharing of 

those perceptions that helped me as the researcher understand the identification process. 

The Influence of Common Exposure to Elements and Experiences in the 

Organization 

The participants shared that they were motivated toward identification in their 

employment experience because of organizational identity claims, including the claim of 

being a national security organization with an image of serving the public interest and 

safety, job security, and the organizational citizenship behavior of rapid response in times 

of crisis.  
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 National security organizations are charged with maintaining the safety and well-

being of the country’s citizens. Kreiner and Ashforth (2004) noted that self-concepts and 

how one may define oneself within the organizational context are associated with what 

one believes the organization to represent. The participants’ descriptions of United States 

Security Agency (USSA) made it clear that they saw their agency as possessing 

significant distinction. The participants confirmed that USSA does “great things” and that 

it is “something really important.” The importance of image to an organizational member 

was referenced by Dutton et al. (1994), who found that one can reaffirm a sense of self 

when an organization’s image and identity are aligned with a sense of who one is. 

Building upon the link between organizational image and self-concepts, Ashforth et al. 

(2008) asserted that identification with an organization may be illustrated by the high 

value individuals associate with their organizational membership and the fact that the 

essence of who we are and why we do what we do is at our very core. This illustrates the 

connection between the characteristics cited in the Questionnaire for National Security 

Positions and the organization’s core values. The questionnaire may have been the 

employees’ starting point in the employment process; however, the characteristics 

identified in the questionnaire were valued by both the employee (as expressed in the 

interview process) and the organization (as evidenced in the core values). Press and 

Arnould (2011) indicated that a values-driven organization provides for greater 

sensemaking and sensegiving opportunities. These include behaviors associated with the 

identity claim of rapid response to crisis. While organizational citizenship behaviors may 

often refer to those behaviors that are observed on a day-to-day basis, in a national 

security organization they can also refer to those actions that are extraordinary and 
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beyond the call of duty (Konovsky & Pugh, 1994) because to a certain extent, these 

behaviors are expected of national security employees. The participants’ response to the 

crisis of 9/11 was a significant theme of unity for the participants. Each felt proud to be 

part of the response to that tragedy and felt that the events of 9/11 had somehow 

cemented her association with USSA and given meaning to serving the public good.  

Day-to-day citizenship behavior in the national security arena can involve a wide 

variety of actions, procedures, and processes. However, at USSA, the most notable 

organizational citizenship behavior cited by the study participants seemed to be building 

relationships and supporting each other. The participants offered that they felt as if they 

stood together, stood behind each other, and that colleagues knew that someone cared to 

the extent that there was mutual respect, trust, and admiration. Relationship building was 

very important to all of the participants. Not a single participant mentioned proper 

business practices, process, or accountability as a fundamental element of their 

professional behavior. Though I had assumed that the factor of secrecy would influence 

the identification process (and, to a certain extent, individual identity), it was never seen 

to influence the identification process in any way. I subsequently concluded that the 

primary organizing variables were associated with a strong mutual support system in 

which building relationships based upon reciprocated respect and trust was seen as 

essential to meeting the mission. Certainly, in terms of organizational culture, the practice 

of promoting the values of respect and trust could contribute to developing effective 

mission-related relationships. 



141 

The Influence of Job Fit and Satisfaction  

 Van Dick et al. (2008) confirmed the strong link between job satisfaction and 

organizational identification. In this study, work role satisfaction and job fit was perhaps 

the most profound contributing element to identification with USSA. Each of the 

participants cited jobs that offered opportunities to contribute, that had meaning, that kept 

others safe, that were interesting, that allowed them (and others) to “shine,” and that “no 

one else can do.” Though two of the participants noted times when their work roles were 

not very satisfying, they all eventually came to a good ‘fit’ with their jobs and ultimately 

felt that their work roles were very satisfying. 

Grace summed up the sense of identification that resulted from job fit and 

satisfaction for all of the participants when she said, “We had a common purpose, a 

common language, and a common understanding of what the issues were.” The “we” she 

used to start this sentence was universal for all of the participants. If the need for 

belonging is an antecedent to identification (Ashforth & Mael, 1989), then the perception 

of belonging is tantamount to the perception of unity, which is the essence of 

identification.  

The Nature of Women’s Organizational Identification Processes  

in National Security Organizations  

 When I began the journey to explore the nature of women’s organizational 

identification processes with a national security organization, I had two assumptions. The 

first assumption was that women as a whole or individually develop a sense of 

organizational identification through a unique set of processes. The second assumption 

was that organizational identification may be influenced by elements distinctive to the 
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employing organization; in this case, employer-mandated secrecy. The findings from my 

research did not support my assumptions. In fact, to borrow a quote from Kate, “You are 

so wrong—on every single one of those.” That is not to say, however, that much was not 

learned about the identification process.  

 The interview process was designed to explore three specific regions of 

experience: antecedents (the participant’s background story of being), employment (the 

participant’s story of coming to employment at USSA, i.e., of becoming), and belonging 

(the participant’s story of the identification process). Following on Ashforth et al.’s 

(2008) definition of identification as “viewing a collective’s or role’s defining essence as 

self-defining” (p. 329), it is clear that certain factors did indeed influence the 

identification process. It is important to note that while identification and belonging are 

related, but somewhat different, concepts, the word “belonging” is here used in the same 

sense as Ashforth and Mael (1989) used it to describe social identification, that is, the 

“perception of oneness with or belongingness to some human aggregate” (p. 21). In the 

instance of this research, the participants certainly understood the concept of 

“identification” but preferred to use the term “belonging” as a term more familiar to them 

in describing their sense of membership with an organization. 

What is the nature of the organizational identification processes of women 

employed in national security organizations, where secrecy is a key component of the 

mission? Even when identification is defined as viewing of a collective’s defining 

essence as self-defining (Ashforth et al., 2008), it is a process that is in flux (Dutton et al., 

1994), it is a constantly evolving process through which women bring the antecedents of 

their personal histories and prosocial values to join with their employment experiences 
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built around the organization’s identity claims and where one finds satisfaction in their 

work role before expanding their identity concepts to come to a sense of identification 

with the organization. 

Building on a Process Model of Organizational Identification 

Hoping to bring further clarity to the identification process and those elements 

that influence the process, I selected portraiture as my methodology for this research 

because this method involves participants telling the story of a lived experience and, 

according to Pentland (1999), “good stories are central to building better theory” (p. 711). 

Participants were asked to give a narrative account of their lived experiences with 

organizational identification. Their explanations were important because explanations can 

determine a sequence of events that lead to a description of a process and because 

“explanation is essential to theory and practice” (Pentland, 1999, p. 711). Pentland (1999) 

asserted that “to describe a process, one needs event sequences” (p. 722) and concluded 

that “process explanations that draw on narrative data are particularly close to the 

phenomena they purport to explain” (p. 712).  

If we are to tell the participants’ story of lived experience, it is important to “pay 

attention to all aspects of narrative, . . . be aware of the fact that stories may be their own 

best explanations . . . and understand that an explanation is basically a process theory” 

(Pentland, 1999, p. 721). When the participants were interviewed about their 

identification experience with USSA, it was understood that the research was aimed at 

explaining the identification process. As part of that explanation, the values of the 

individual and their alignment with the values of the organization were revealed. The 

narratives offered gave insight into the USSA culture in which employees are expected to 
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exhibit the core values of the organization. “Perhaps more than any other kind of data, 

narrative can provide a window onto the values of a cultural group” (p. 715), as was 

demonstrated in this study of a national security organization.  

Ashforth et al.’s (2008) model of the identification process contains elements 

applicable to identification in general, including the employment addressed in this study. 

It is important to recognize that their model is drawn across the continuum of a lifetime 

of experiences and that one is constantly enacting and interpreting one’s identification 

through a series of episodes where one might be exposed to different groups and/or 

experiences. It is a never-ending continuum of construction. One brings to each new 

experience the sum of all previous experiences (i.e., one’s being). Pending the 

circumstances of a new experience, one begins to enact an identity associated with that 

experience, for example, joining a new club or changing jobs (an act of becoming). Based 

upon the information one receives from the group or organization, sensebreaking (where 

one compares the current self with the organizational identity) and sensegiving (where 

one finds a response manifesting the organizational identity) (Ashforth et al., 2008) 

occur. Eventually the individual begins to interpret his or her experience and resolve past 

and current identity conflicts before constructing a new and expanded identity narrative. 

These various identities are nested or embedded together to establish the new identity, 

which forms the foundation of the identification experience with the organization or 

group (Ashforth, Rogers, & Corley, 2011).  

As constructing an identification narrative is always retrospective, the new 

identity that results is about a “categorical membership” (Ashmore et al., 2004, p. 81) 

with a particular group. The study participants clearly understood that employment in 
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their national security organization brought about a new categorical membership with 

their organization and a new identity. Each participant had taken the journey from “I am” 

to “we are” in referencing the organization. Ultimately, any new organizational 

identification is joined together with other existing identities that are also constantly 

being rewritten (Ashforth et al., 2008). The continuum, naturally, is never ending, as one 

is constantly exposed to new experiences that present additional opportunities for 

episodes of identification. And because not all human beings respond to a situation in the 

same way, the identification process may occur at differing rates of speed (Press & 

Arnould, 2011).  

Press and Arnould (2011) found three paths to organizational identification that 

they described as an epiphany (with nearly instant identification), emulation, and 

exploration (with the latter identification processes taking place gradually over time). 

These varying rates of speed may be dependent upon the ability of the organizational 

member to recognize organizational identity claims as being similar to his or her own 

identity claims (Press & Arnould, 2011). Of course, the strength of organizational 

identification can change over time with new factors being added or removed from the 

organizational situation. 

Ashforth et al. (2008) left out of their process model of organizational 

identification the ever-present (and growing) list of antecedents that precede each episode 

of identification. There may be powerful factors that influence the enacting, 

interpretation, and construction of an identity, but no influence is more powerful than the 

set of experiences that one takes with him or her into a new situation. Further, the new set 

of experiences one encounters in a new context may cause the individual to re-examine 
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past, current, or nested identities (Ashforth et al., 2011) before moving forward with a 

new identification associated with the new social, group, or organizational encounter and 

adds another aspect to the identity. This requires the resolution of any conflicts with 

previous identities and identification in order to arrive at the new identity construction 

before it is embedded as an aspect of the new identity. For example, Tina was a female 

member of the Reserved Officer Training Corps, she then became a member of the Army, 

and upon leaving the Army she became a civilian employee when she joined a new 

agency where she added her new identification with that organization to her nested or 

embedded identities (Ashforth et al., 2011). Tina did not possess just one of these 

identities as a result of her various organizational identifications; she possessed all of 

these identities. This demonstrates the cross-levels of self (Ashforth et al., 2008) that 

exist for Tina: I am a woman, I am a service member, I am a civilian, and I am a member 

of my employing organization. Naturally, the other two participants’ cross-levels of self 

may vary slightly.  

This research began with a theoretical framework (page 14) based on social 

identity theory and the work of Ashforth and Mael (1989). As the framework shows, the 

research was intended to explore the process model of identification posited by Ashforth, 

Harrison and Corley (2008). As a method of exploring the process model, the framework 

indicates that both the identification process and contingency factors (such as secrecy) 

would be explored. As a result of exploring the identification process through the 

participant interviews, follow-up contact, the crafting of the portraits and participant 

review/confirmation of the portraits, it was learned that the anticipated contingency 

factors did not contribute to an understanding of the organizational identification process. 
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Instead, it was very clear that the contingency factor portion of the theoretical framework 

should be replaced with an examination of participant antecedents. While the research 

made it clear that contingency factors were not seen as having an impact on the 

identification process, it was also clear that antecedents had a strong impact on the 

motivation for seeking employment with USSA and, ultimately, identification with that 

organization. This change to eliminate contingency factors and replace it with 

antecedents would be in line with the research findings and in line with the two 

overarching themes in the research findings: 1) Public service employment motivated by 

personal history and prosocial values, and 2) Organizational identification triggered by 

situational experience. 

Though their research considers identity conflicts as “inconsistency between the 

contents of two or more identities, such as a clash of values, goals or norms” (p. 354), 

Ashforth et al. (2008) did not include the resolution of identity conflicts as part of the 

process of organizational identification, but I felt a resolution of past and current 

identities to be elementary to the ongoing construction of one’s identity and worthy of 

note in an identification process model. I would, however, notate this resolution as an 

affirmation of the self as part of the sensemaking and, ultimately, the identification 

process where one affirms that one feels part of the organization. For the participants, the 

resolution of identification with the organization was associated with aligning their 

personal histories and characteristics (some of which are noted in the Questionnaire for 

National Security Positions) with their experiences within the organization.  

Additionally, I felt it important to note that identification occurs relative to a 

frame of reference within the organization, not just relative to the whole of the 
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organization. For example, Kate was employed at USSA for quite some time before her 

frame of reference changed both her level of satisfaction with her job and her 

identification with USSA. Ashforth et al. (2008) stated that “individuals routinely live 

with considerable identify conflict” (p. 354). Added to this is the premise that individuals 

routinely live with sensebreaking and sensegiving as well, so it seemed to me to be 

natural to include a routine identity resolution process, such as affirmation, in the process 

model. The sum of this identification experience is expressed as one’s being, one’s 

becoming, and finally one’s sense of belonging to a human aggregate (Ashforth & Mael, 

1989). Expanding the Ashforth et al. (2008) model with these factors, as shown in Figure 

6.1, is intended to reflect the findings of this study by providing an illustration of 

information that has been learned and possibly provide added insight on what has been 

previously presented.  

Here the episode of identification is presented in a cycle of internal processes that 

begins with the antecedents that an individual carries with him or her into all new 

experiences and is influenced by the sensebreaking and sensegiving that takes place 

within the organizational context or event frame of reference. Ashforth et al. (2008) 

stated that individuals may “vest their identities in multiple loci in the organization” (p. 

359), as demonstrated by Kate’s experience with a new work role or loci.  
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Figure 6.1. Expanded process model of organizational identification as adapted from Ashforth et 
al. (2008). 
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expanded process model of organizational identification gives a more comprehensive 

Enacting Identity 

Interpreting 
Identity 

Expanded Identity  
Resolution or 
Affirmation 

Construction of 
New Identity 

Sensebreaking Sensegiving 

Episode of Identification 
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picture of the process of organizational identification. Pentland (1999) made it clear that 

“people do not just tell stories, they enact them” (p. 716); the process model is their story 

of the episode of identification. The employee comes to the new organization with 

antecedents, the employee resolves conflicts between the existing and emerging 

identification, and this process is influenced by the frame of reference or context from 

which the emerging identification originates. “The individual and organizational 

processes work together as a cycle” (Ashforth et al., 2008, p. 340), a chain of events that 

links antecedents with the outcome of an episode of identification.  

Figure 6.2 provides an expanded model specifically related to the process of 

identification with USSA.  
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Being 

 Antecedents      Antecedents 
 

 

 

 
Figure 6.2. Episode of identification at USSA. 
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Implications for Theory 

Social identity theory was used as the theoretical basis of this study in order to 

better understand the participants’ sense of identification with the organization (Ashforth 

& Mael, 1989). Social identification is a multidimensional construct, and just as one may 

have multiple identities, one may have multiple identifications (Ashforth & Mael, 1989). 

Social identification can be conceptualized through a variety of social groups or proximal 

targets, including employing organizations. The purpose of this research was to develop 

an understanding of the process of organizational identification with USSA, a national 

security organization. Women were identified as the study group, and although gender 

was not the focus of the study, there was the belief that the gendered nature of experience 

may bring to light information on how women as a group come to a sense of 

identification with their national security employer and how they integrate the 

organization into their socially constructed identity.  

In order to understand the process of identification, it was important to carefully 

examine the life narratives that were shared by the participants. Narrative data were 

optimal for understanding processes drawn from understanding sequences of events 

(Pentland, 1999). Additionally, narrative data aid in the understanding of organizational 

cultures in general (Pentland, 1999) and were helpful in understanding the organizational 

identity claims of national security organizations, where secrecy is not only an 

organizational identity claim, but is also a key component of the mission.  

As social identification is a multidimensional construct, it stands to reason that a 

variety of identities exist before one enters any one organizational encounter, including 

employment. One takes all of one’s former history and antecedent elements into the new 
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organizational context. These antecedents are the foundation that exists prior to any 

episode of identification. One’s current identity must be integrated with a new identity 

through a resolution process before the construction of the new identity can begin. 

Conflicts may arise during this process as one merges former identity constructs with 

new identity constructs. This identity conflict resolution is an important part of the 

identity process, and the conflict experience “may help crystallize what identities matter 

most to the individual” (Ashforth et al., 2008, p. 356). To build upon the Ashforth et al. 

(2008) process model of identification, that model has been expanded to include 

antecedents that exist prior to episodes of identification and identity resolution or 

affirmation that must take place prior to the construction of a new identity during an 

episode of identification. This study adds information on the process of organizational 

identification drawn from the narrow context of a national security organization and 

applied to the general organizational context, thus expanding the process model of 

organizational identification.  

Implications for Future Research 

To deepen the understanding of the process of organizational identification, 

larger, more extensive studies with more participants would be valuable in understanding 

the sequence of events that define the process of organizational identification. The 

participants in this study were tracked after the fact. The varying lengths of tenure of the 

participants provided some insight into the participants’ perceptions of near and distant 

past experiences, but real-time tracking could prove informational. A longer study that 

tracked employees from initial agency contact to the point of interview, the onboarding 

process, and eventually full employment to the point of organizational identification 
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would be very useful in understanding the sequence of events that define the process of 

organizational identification. Additionally, information gathered in a larger longitudinal 

study of this kind could address factors for identifying potential national security 

employees as well as predictors of corporate citizenship behaviors. By targeting 

identification with unique work roles as a subset of a prestigious organization, 

researchers could learn more about the relationship between job satisfaction and 

organizational identification. Finally, an examination of the search for meaning in work 

roles and the sense of contributing to a greater good may be useful in understanding how 

and why individuals identify with national security employment such as that at USSA.  

As regards the research activities, perhaps the interview process could be altered 

so as to incorporate a deeper and richer understanding of the participant’s experiences. 

The first interview served its purpose very effectively as establishing a bond of trust with 

the participant, explaining the intention of the research and confirming the participant 

commitment to the process. The extensive second interview provided the largest portion 

of the data gathering for the research with the telling of life narratives rich with meaning. 

However, were this type of research to be executed again, the third interview could be 

expanded to a deeper discussion of the contents of the interview and the resulting portrait 

to include the participant’s response to the portraits, their sense of authenticity regarding 

the portrait and the meaning the participant saw in the portrait expression. The 

participants were, after all, reviewing their reflection on the past and a discussion of their 

reflection on the expression of their past may possibly present deeper and richer data.  
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Implications for Practice  

 Understanding the process of organizational identification may have implications 

for human resources practices at USSA and across the national security community. For 

those seeking national security employment, the Questionnaire for National Security 

Positions states that the government is seeking employees who are loyal to the United 

States, distinguish themselves through good conduct, possess good character, and are 

reliable and trustworthy. To the extent that it is clear from this study that these 

characteristics are indeed important to the participants, it would stand to reason that 

recruiting employees with family histories of public service employment might be 

beneficial to the recruitment process. Additionally, it would seem that employees who 

seek higher education, have strong family values, and who may have been raised with 

consistent religious practices may possess the “good character” elements for which 

agency recruitment offices search. Perhaps this is one reason why the extensive 

background checks that take place prior to national security employment are so 

invaluable in narrowing the highly competitive field of national security applicants.  

 Perceived organizational identity and distinctiveness can serve as a motivator for 

organizational identification (Dutton et al., 1994) as well as the strength of one’s 

organizational identification (Mael & Ashforth, 1992). A heightened organizational 

image, such as that found in the highly competitive (almost exclusive) world of national 

security, could be seen as an attractive organizational element to potential employees. It 

might also serve the national security community well to elevate attractive elements of 

employment with national security organizations including image, mission, public 

service, job security, etc., and thus positively influence national security recruitment.  
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To further impact practice, the fostering of social networks for women in national 

security agencies would be an additional approach to cementing jobs that “fit” and the 

importance of women’s engagement with others in similar positions. By identifying with 

others in similar employment circumstances, the identification with the organization 

could be heightened. The sharing of the employment and identification experience 

through the story telling process in social networks may also serve to heighten 

organizational identification. Policy changes that encourage this engagement would be 

beneficial to both the employee and the organization.  

Finally, the sense of having a common purpose or mission was fundamental to 

arriving at a state of identification with the organization. As public service entities, 

national security organizations are charged with the protection of citizens and society; 

since this mission is broader in scope and has a more profound impact on the nation and 

its citizens than the mission of private-sector organizations (Baldwin, 1984), public 

service employees may place higher value on contributing to the mission of the 

organization than may be found in private-sector workers (Wright, 2007). Ultimately, 

mission matters to public service employees seeking to serve the greater good of national 

security because they are motivated to perform work that they feel is important and 

achievable (Wright, 2007). To support the mission effectively, managers should 

emphasize the organization’s values that coincide with those of employees and find ways 

to allow the organization to operationalize those values (Wright, 2007).  

 Perhaps the most important motivator for organizational identification at USSA 

was finding a work role that “fit” and that was satisfying. The participants repeatedly 

referred to their work roles as being important, providing satisfaction and influencing 
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self-esteem. It would stand to reason that employers should seek to identify work roles 

that “fit” the unique skill sets and interests of national security employees. If this “fit” 

were confirmed early on in one’s career, the time period that it takes to arrive at 

organizational identification may be briefer and routine conflict resolutions easier for the 

employee to address. It appears that federal organizations are beginning to address the 

issue of job “fit.” In addition to the Office of Personnel Management identifying 

executive core qualifications, some government agencies are now identifying 

competencies associated with work roles so as to arrive at a better work role “fit” for 

employees (Office of the Director of National Intelligence, n.d.). 

Conclusions 

 This study gives insight into how organizational identification takes place. The 

research indicates that (1) antecedents such as paternal relationships, education, religious 

practices, and family values play a significant role in influencing employment choices 

and the subsequent identification with an employing organization; (2) organizational 

motivators such as organizational identity claims, values, image and distinctiveness, 

prestige, and rapid response in times of crisis play a role in the identification process; (3) 

job fit and satisfaction are important factors in the organizational identification process; 

and (4) the factors of confidentiality or secrecy in the national security arena did not 

influence or accelerate the identification process.  

 This research helped to clarify the organizational identification process such that 

Ashforth et al.’s (2008) process model of organizational identification could be expanded 

to include the following factors: frame of reference (or situational context), antecedents, 
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and conflict resolution. Adding these factors helps to further explain the sequence of 

events that take place during the process of identification.  

Concluding Reflections 

When I decided upon the portraiture process as the methodology for this study, 

one of the key factors that influenced my decision was portraiture’s focus on identifying 

the good in action. Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis (1997) gave insight into this 

methodology: “Portraiture resists the tradition-laden effort to document failure” (p. 9). 

Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis (1997) further expressed that sometimes the effort to 

uncover goodness is fraught with a search for what is good in an event, not what is ideal 

or perfect. It is not to say that in this search one uncovers only goodness; as one looks at 

the lives of the research participants, it is clear that their lives, like all lives, are filled 

with successes and failures, strengths and weaknesses. But it is to say that “the researcher 

who asks first ‘what is good here?’ is likely to absorb a very different reality than the one 

who is on a mission to discover sources of failure” (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997, 

p. 9). I did not seek to identify what negatively impacted identification; I sought to 

identify the factors that positively contributed to the process of organizational 

identification. Admittedly, however, the context of this research (a national security 

organization) was challenging at times in terms of accessing, describing, and referencing 

aspects of the organization throughout the research process.  

In documenting the perspectives of the participants, I tried to listen for their story 

rather than the story I was expecting. I listened for what the participants found to be 

“good” in their reflections on their process of organizational identification. I tried to 

listen for what was “human” in their stories, their responses to events and their reflection 
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upon those experiences. Though the portraits that resulted from the interview process 

may seem to inspire, and indeed they may, their intention is to inform the reader of the 

lived experience of the participant. For this reason, the words that were chosen from the 

transcripts were not edited; I wanted each participant’s portrait to be a composition 

crafted with her words to reflect the depth of her experience with an authentic narrative. 

The result is an aesthetic expression of a single story line where themes emerged from the 

larger life narrative. There could have been many stories for each participant, but the 

research focused only on the lived experience of their process of organizational 

identification with USSA. 

In many ways, the portraiture process found much good in the actions of the 

participants that led to their sense of identification with USSA. Though the nature of their 

experience took different routes, these experiences held similar antecedents to 

identification and similar organizational identification motivators. Seeking employment 

in public service for national security purposes was triggered by the “good” values of 

positive family relationships, a propensity to seek higher education, and the influences of 

embedded family values, including religious practices.  

This is not to say that all was perfect in the participants’ lived experience of 

organizational identification. The participants noted that they had experienced both 

negative and positive experiences in their employment. They also took varying lengths of 

time to come to a sense of identification with USSA. For Tina, it was not until quite 

recently, “the last 2 or 3 years,” that she felt she “fit.” Grace said that she came to a sense 

of identification within her first year of employment, but found much negative experience 

in troublesome supervisors. Kate was employed nearly 29 years before she felt as if she 
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belonged. How, one might ask, can a researcher find goodness in this disparate a period 

of time? The experiences of each participant were unique, so they do not follow an 

“expected” timeline for arriving at a sense of organizational identification. The research 

of Press and Arnould (2011) indicated that organizational identification can happen 

almost instantly as if an epiphany has occurred or can occur gradually over time through 

emulation or exploration of the organization. Despite the differing length of time to arrive 

at a sense of identification with their organization, I found goodness in the lived 

experience of all three participants who chose USSA as their employer and eventually 

found work roles that “fit” and were satisfying to them. I found goodness in the 

participants’ commitment to the mission and in the fact that they felt a connection to 

other USSA employees so that they would stand together and support each other. I found 

goodness in the perception of organizational identity where the participants felt that they 

were “doing something really important” because their employer’s unique mission 

allowed them to do so. And, finally, I found goodness in the sense of organizational 

identification that inspired the participants to feel committed to their employment for the 

good of a nation. The portraits that resulted were portraits of civil servants—those 

individuals who are among the “many thousands of exemplary Americans [who] toil with 

great patriotism” (Trento, 2001, p. ix) for their country and on behalf of others.  

 The opportunity to research the organizational identification process of women 

employed at USSA was also an opportunity for me to gain further insight into the world 

of public service where employees are dedicated to keeping Americans safe at home and 

abroad. The stories told by these women brought new meaning to the terms determination 

and dedication because even in times in which they did not feel appreciated, recognized, 
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or of service, they persevered for the purpose of, in Grace’s words, “doing what needed 

to be done.” There is a certain amount of patriotism in their actions, but even more basic 

than that, there was a sense of doing what was right.  

 I learned a tremendous amount in this dissertation process. I learned about the 

long, slow, lonely process of research and writing. I learned about the patience one must 

have in going from one dissertation stage to the next. I learned that listening for a story is 

critical to communication and understanding. And I learned that examining the narrative 

of a story can reveal so many more things than what one thinks one hears. Most of all, I 

learned that my belief in recording life stories is an important endeavor that brings 

richness and meaning to the lives of the research participants as well as the portraitist.  

My research question was: What is the nature of the organizational identification 

processes of women employed in national security organizations, where secrecy is a key 

component of the mission? The nature of this process is as unique as the individual who 

continuously constructs the identification narrative, all the while being exposed to more 

and more experiences each day. It is influenced by things within the context of the 

identification episodes and things that exist only internally. It is a process that is 

influenced by values, connections and reasoning, and by the internal drive that makes 

humans seek affirmation and a sense of pride in what they do. But perhaps, most of all, I 

learned that Harquail (1998) was correct when she posited that humans often identify by 

“following their hearts.”  
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