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Abstract of Dissertation 
 
 

Processes of Chorister Organizational Identification 
During a Choral Director Transition 

 
This qualitative case study explored the organizational identification (OID) 

processes of volunteer members during a leadership transition in a nonprofit organization. 

The study investigated the OID processes of choristers in the context of an overlapping 

leadership transition and was guided by one research question: What are the OID 

processes of choristers during a leadership transition from a long-term choral director to 

a new director? 

Data (public records, audio and video recordings, artifacts, repertoire lists, 

interviews, and observations) were initially analyzed to establish the characteristics of 

Emmanuel Senior Choir organizational identity (OI) at the time the transition began. 

Choristers’ OID processes during the director transition were then categorized in 

relationship to this identity. Four Emmanuel Senior Choir OI characteristics emerged 

associated with (1) the purpose of the choir, (2) the musicianship and musical 

expressiveness of the choir, (3) the relationships within the choir, and (4) the choir’s 

organizational learning style. Supporting features of these overarching OI characteristics 

were also noted. Six OID processes surfaced and were catalogued: (1) manifest and 

externalize personal identity; (2) assess with information and preparation provided by the 

leadership transition team; (3) prioritize OI characteristics and their supporting features to 

assess OID; (4) apply life lessons; (5) engage through chorister feedback; and (6) choose 

not to engage. 
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The study found that personal identity grounded in early life experiences was a 

significant influence on OID processing; that OID processes are dynamic, fluid, flexible, 

and complex (active or passive, in the moment or over time, and ongoing, sequential, or 

single point); that OID processes operate in multiple dimensions (cognitive, affective, 

embodied, spiritual, and behavioral), which synergistically strengthen identification; and 

that in an organization of volunteers, there is a fluid and mutually influential relationship 

between OID and an evolving, yet reasonably enduring, OI. Models for an overlapping 

director leadership transition, an OI-OID cycle, and an OI-OID feedback cycle also 

emerged. 
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CHAPTER 1: 

INTRODUCTION 

Statement of the Problem 

For many years, my family has attended a yearly holiday choral concert. Living in 

a large metropolitan area with multiple semiprofessional choruses, we have been 

fortunate to have several performance choices every year. Each fall, we choose a 

particular concert based on the program, the guest artists, and our complicated schedules. 

Several of these choruses recently made the transition from a founding or long-term 

choral director to a new maestro, and my family subsequently observed that each choir 

was smaller. An internet search indicated that within the first 5 years after the transition, 

one choir seemed to have made a significant modification in scope and purpose, one 

disbanded, and the others experienced a noticeable loss of membership despite no major 

changes in their organizational structure or purpose. Acknowledging these changes, I 

wondered: What happened? What affected so many people that some left their 

organization, some stayed in an organization that made minor changes, and others 

remained in an organization that significantly altered its mission? 

For organizations where leader-member interactions are intensely personal 

(Dollhopf & Scheitle, 2013) or where the transition is intertwined with Albert and 

Whetten’s (1985) organizational identity (OI) and cognitive and affective attachments 

(Balser & Carmin, 2009) through identification, leadership transitions may be especially 

challenging (Balser & Carmin, 2009; Dollhopf & Scheitle, 2013). Often educational 

institutions, religious organizations, or arts and community associations, these groups are 

classified in Katz and Kahn’s (1966) open system organizational theory as serving the 
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genotypic activities of social maintenance, adaptation, or leisure. Approaching the study 

of organizations through the lens of open systems theory, Katz and Kahn (1966) 

recognized, studied, and analyzed the social phenomena of organizational structures 

through “an integration of the so-called macro approach of the sociologist and the micro 

approach of the psychologist” (p. 9) and noted that organizational parallels exist in 

activity and purpose within similar functional classifications. This suggests that research 

in one organization might enhance theory and practice across other organizational 

platforms despite superficial differences in genotypic purpose and function. 

Since leadership transitions may be especially challenging in maintenance, 

adaptive, and leisure organizations because of changes in personal relationships, OI, and 

organizational identification (OID) (Balser & Carmin, 2009; Dollhopf & Scheitle, 2013), 

identification research in these areas might have organizational implications for a variety 

of groups across multiple levels and disciplines. Albert and Whetten (1985) defined OI as 

a set of statements that satisfies “the criterion of claimed central character,” “claimed 

distinctiveness,” and “claimed temporal continuity” (p. 265)—in other words, that which 

organization members perceive to be “central, distinctive, and enduring” (p. 265) to their 

organization. This definition of OI has been adapted in more recent research to be “those 

characteristics deemed to be central, distinctive, and reasonably enduring about the 

organization” (Ashforth et al., 2020, p. 30) or “more or less enduring” (Ashforth, 2016, p. 

361). Ashforth and Mael (1989) defined OID as “the perception of oneness and 

belongingness to an organization” (p. 104). Despite the absence of a single widely 

accepted definition of OID (He & Brown, 2013), He and Brown suggested there is a 

consensus conceptualization for OID that has developed around the social identity 
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perspective. Based on Ashforth and Mael’s (1989) work, He and Brown (2013) suggested 

that OID “occurs when employees perceive oneness with an employing organization and 

feel that they belong to it” (p. 14). Lee et al. (2015) described OID as involving a sense of 

oneness with the organization as the individual adopts the organization’s “prototypical 

traits” (p. 1050). Current theory suggests that the processes of identification are fluid, 

waxing and waning as they are shaped by the organizational situation (Bednar et al., 

2020; Kreiner et al., 2006; Petriglieri, 2015; Van Dick et al., 2005). 

Considered within the context of overarching broad constructs, the leadership 

literature implies a broad relationship between leadership transition and organizational 

subtheories, particularly those associated with members’ perspectives, behaviors, and 

affect such as OID, organizational commitment, OI, relational identification, 

organizational learning, organizational memory, and organizational citizenship behavior. 

Organizational members may serve in formal, designated roles, positions often referenced 

in contemporary research as “leader” or “follower.” They may be employees who are 

paid by the organization or they may be volunteers who provide unpaid services with no 

financial incentives. Most leadership research has focused on the perspective of 

employees in for-profit organizations (Boezeman & Ellemers, 2014; Gonzalez & 

Chakraborty, 2013). These may be leader-members or follower-members. This 

dissertation focused on the OID processes of volunteer follower-members in a nonprofit 

organization during a leadership transition from a long-term leader to a new leader, 

specifically examining volunteer choristers during the transition from a long-term choral 

director to a new choral director.  
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Background 

Organizational Identification: The Individual and the Organization  

Ashforth and Mael (1989) cited numerous references acknowledging the 

significance of OID to the “satisfaction of the individual and the effectiveness of the 

organization” (p. 20). OID positively correlates with a member’s work motivation, task 

performance, extra-role behavior, job involvement, organizational satisfaction, and 

attrition rates, as well as enhanced organizational functioning (Lee et al., 2015; Mael & 

Ashforth, 1995; Riketta, 2005; Van Knippenberg, 2000). A member’s OID processes 

shape the behaviors and attitudes of the member’s relationship with the organization. 

These are reflected in decisions to remain with the organization, to withdraw from the 

organization, and to participate in and support the organization with enthusiasm, 

indifference, or opposition (Ashforth, 2016). Understanding these OID processes can 

help organizations maximize excellence in performance, foster organizational 

sustainability, and increase membership retention.  

In contrast to the common research view that OID is a positive influence on 

individuals and organizations, a recent approach to OID research has begun to address the 

possible negative side of OID (Conroy et al., 2017). Conroy et al.’s (2017) review of the 

literature addressing OID’s “dark side” suggested that OID “can lead to unethical 

behaviors, resistance to organizational change, lower performance, interpersonal conflict, 

negative emotions, and reduced well-being” (p. 184).  

In the closing paragraphs of his distinguished scholar essay, Ashforth (2016) 

addressed the issue of whether OI and OID are passing fads. Citing their significance as 

root constructs that bridge “levels of self, and multiple disciplines” (p. 369), he suggested 



 

5 

that identity and identification are continuing to “generate a dizzying array of exciting 

and important research avenues, which are associated with an equally dizzying array of 

research methods” (p. 369). Observing the choruses whose membership participation 

changed following the departure of the long-term director raised questions about the 

individual member’s identification processes. What effect does the management of the 

transition and the change in director have on chorister processing of identification? What 

OID processes shape the volunteer chorister’s assessment of the transition, the new 

leader, and the organization’s identity during the events, procedures, and policies effected 

during the transitional period? In line with Ashforth (2016), these questions suggest the 

need for OID research into expanded contexts, such as with volunteers; into fields beyond 

business, such as Katz and Kahn’s maintenance, arts, and leisure organizations; into 

different forms of attachment, such as identification, disidentification, ambivalent 

identification, reidentification, neutral identification, indifferent identification, 

overidentification, or narcissistic identification (Ashforth et al., 2013; Kreiner & 

Ashforth, 2004; Pattnaik & Tripathy, 2017; Petriglieri, 2015); and into the individual’s 

OID “strength, type, and quality” (Harquail & Wilcox King, 2010, p. 14). 

Although most OID research has focused on the perspective of the employee, 

several researchers have begun to study OID from the viewpoint of the volunteer 

organizational member and have recommended further study through this lens 

(Boezeman & Ellemers, 2014; Gonzalez & Chakraborty, 2013). Definitions of OID and 

most research studies have been positioned in the for-profit organizational context, 

including the literature reviews of He and Brown (2013) and Edwards (2005) and the 

model of OID and the work environment of Dutton et al. (1994). Given this past 
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emphasis, Boezeman and Ellemers (2014) suggested broadening OID research horizons 

to include nonprofit organizational contexts and both paid employees and nonpaid, 

volunteer organizational members.  

In summary, a need exists for further OID research from additional perspectives 

which will deepen and broaden understanding of the construct’s definition, processes (the 

series of actions or operations conducing to an end [“Process,” n.d.]), and dimensions 

(components of the construct of group identity [Jackson, 2002, based on Tajfel, 1981]). 

In addition to research into the definition, clarification, and measurement of the 

dimensions of OID (Johnson et al., 2012), other areas of study might include OID and the 

volunteer organizational member (Boezeman & Ellemers, 2014); OID in different 

leadership contexts (He & Brown, 2013; Petriglieri, 2015); OID in organizations with 

distressing negative outcomes (disruption and instability of the organization, disturbing 

emotional, physical, and time pressures on the members); OID in organizations with 

positive outcomes (successful continuity, stability, and sustainability) (Cocklin & 

Wilkinson, 2011); OID in different systemic structures such as nonprofit, mission-

oriented organizations (Boezeman & Ellemers, 2014); OID and its dark side; and OID in 

motion over time (Bednar et al., 2020). 

Organizational Identification and the Leadership/Followership Dyad 

At the end of the 20th century, increasing attention was given to the 

member/follower, the role of power (shared, including follower influence; distributed, 

decision responsibility dispersed; informal, emergent without formal authority) 

(Hollander & Offermann, 1990), and the importance of emotion, knowledge, learning, 

and socialization in the leadership transition process (Ballinger et al., 2009; Hollander & 
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Offermann, 1990; Manderscheid, 2008; Peet, 2012). Sidani and Rowe (2018) suggested 

that “an authentic person’s behavior cannot be labeled as ‘leadership’ unless it is 

embraced by a follower who grants moral legitimacy to the leader” (p. 623). As such, 

leadership transitions are functions of the leader and the environmental players’ 

constantly changing interactions. These studies suggest an affective influence on the 

transition process and raise questions about what influences members’ identification 

processing when an organization is experiencing a change in leadership.  

Hollander and Offermann (1990) discussed the problems, possibilities, and 

challenges of empowering subordinates. Recognizing leadership as a process in a world 

of diverse workforce demands, Hollander (1992) proposed more follower participation 

and a more proactive role as accompaniment to the traditional directive mode of 

leadership. Acknowledging that the newer approach considers “leadership to involve a set 

of relationships which includes the leader, follower and their situation” (p. 45), Hollander 

(1992) argued for mutual responsiveness through a reciprocal system of leadership and 

followership.  

In their 2014 review and proposed research agenda for followership theory, Uhl-

Bien et al. (2014) acknowledged that “until recently little attention has been paid to 

followership in leadership research” (p. 83) despite recognition that leadership is a 

process requiring the interaction of both leaders and followers. In their formal theory of 

followership, they defined followership as “the study of the nature and impact of 

followers and following in the leadership process” (p. 96). It is “the characteristics, 

behaviors and processes of individuals acting in relation to leaders. It is not general 

employee behavior” (p. 96). Member behavior in response to management directives or 
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to organizational change may reflect acceptance, subordination, or resistance, whether 

constructive negotiation or dysfunctional disruption (Tepper et al., 2006).  

Leadership Transition: Intersection of the Individual and the Organization 

In recent years, a seemingly small but dynamic field of researchers have been 

studying leadership transitions by engaging a broad view of the complex interactions 

between the leader, the members, and the organization (Ballinger et al., 2009; Balser & 

Carmin, 2009; Dollhopf & Scheitle, 2013; Peet, 2012). They recommended “additional 

rigorous research” (Levin, 2010, p. 70) into how leadership transitions are implemented, 

including both successful and unsuccessful processes (Cocklin & Wilkinson, 2011; 

Manderscheid, 2008; Manderscheid & Ardichvili, 2008b) and into how the transition 

shapes the overarching organization and the responses of its members (Balser & Carmin, 

2009; Hearld et al., 2015; Santora & Sarros, 2001; Signorovitch, 2004). Research has 

been focused primarily on how to prepare leaders as change agents (Balser & Carmin, 

2009; Bunker, 2008; Dollhopf & Scheitle, 2013; Levin, 2010; Manderscheid & 

Harrower, 2016; Peet, 2012), with little consideration for how the leadership transition 

will affect the organization and its members or how leaders, members, and the 

organization influence and interact with each other. Until recently, most leadership 

transition studies have focused on the leader’s (both the outgoing and incoming leader) 

mental and emotional preparation, behavior, strategy, and skills (Bunker & Wakefield, 

2005; Githens, 2009; Joyce, 2008; Manderscheid & Ardichvili, 2008a). Half of 

leadership transitions fail (Robinson, 2021): a new leader is pushed out or quits within 18 

months (Levin, 2010), or the new leader fails to understand the business itself, the culture 

of the organization, the appropriate skills needed by team members, or the expectations 
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of other stakeholders (Robinson, 2021). Given that many leadership transitions fail, a 

broader view of the macro/meso/micro contextual notions of leadership suggests value in 

focusing on more than the leader (behavior, personality, education, and training). With 

focus on the organization and its non-leader members, in contemporary research often 

referred to as followers, numerous researchers suggest additional areas for study:  

• How members/followers make sense of the leadership transition (Kutz, 2008) 

• Causes of organizational mortality after the departure of a founder (Santora & 

Sarros, 2001) 

• Organizational knowledge generation during leadership transition (Peet, 2012) 

• Benefits and costs of a leadership transition for the organization and for the 

members (Hearld et al., 2015) 

• Influence resulting from the quality of members’ relationship with leadership, 

both outgoing and incoming (Hearld et al., 2015) 

• Leadership transitions in multiple cultural and social contexts (Dollhopf & 

Scheitle, 2013; Hunt & Peterson, 1997) 

• Effect of time on members’ perceptions during the transitional period from a prior 

leader to a new leader (Hearld et al., 2015) 

• Study of psychometrics for measurement of other targets of identification within 

the organization (such as occupational ID) and comparisons of identification, 

disidentification, ambivalent identification, and neutral identification (Ashforth et 

al., 2013)  
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Nonprofit Succession 

During a 2016 panel for the Alliance for Nonprofit Management, Tebbe et al. 

(2017) discussed “the gap between ideals and practice” (p. 338) in nonprofit leadership 

turnover, with focus on the conflict between board actions and board knowledge of 

leadership transition research and recommended practice. In their 2017 article 

considering the disruptive effects of a nonprofit leadership transition on the 

organization’s operations, Tebbe et al. acknowledged that it initiates what Gibelman and 

Gelman (2002) described as “organizational instability and uncertainty” (p. 66). Herman 

and Heimovics (1990, 1994) advanced “the notion of the chief executive as the single 

most critical factor underlying nonprofit effectiveness” (p. 4), one who occupies a central 

psychological position within the organization as well as responsibility for both positive 

and negative outcomes. Their work followed that of Newman and Wallender (1978), who 

found that charismatic leaders have “potent influence on the direction and performance of 

the nonprofit organization” (Froelich et al., 2011, p. 4). 

Froelich et al. (2011) found that continuity of business activity was a primary 

reason for nonprofit/cooperative organizations to engage in succession planning, although 

their study found that few nonprofit boards take concrete actions toward that goal, despite 

awareness of the impact such change could have on the organization. Referring back to 

Gilmore (1988, p. 4), Santora and Sarros (2001) suggested that a leadership change 

“destabilizes the alignment of stakeholders” (p. 56). For those stakeholders who are 

“devoted” to their organization, as Schieman et al. (2009) suggested, their identification 

may be threatened. Although researchers and practitioners have endeavored to describe, 

explain, and predict the executive turnover event and to suggest factors that might 



 

11 

mitigate the disruptions, few researchers have focused on nonprofit executive transitions 

and nonprofit leadership succession planning (Tebbe et al., 2017, p. 340). 

In their 2005 review of the succession literature, Giambatista et al. concluded that 

an organization’s board should recognize that leadership succession is complex and 

should give consideration to timing of events in addition to leadership skill sets and 

organizational structures. They recommended further study on the effectiveness of 

overlapping leader transitions in addition to, and in comparison to, a competitive leader 

succession search. This case study contributes to the limited knowledge of nonprofit 

succession planning and leader transitions. 

Santora and Sarros’ (2001) case study research of long-term founders of 

community-based nonprofits recommended further examination into the transfer of 

followers’ allegiances to a new leader after the departure of a paternalistic leader who had 

strong affective ties to the organization and its followers. Ballinger et al. (2009) 

suggested further study into followers’ “patterns of attitude and behavior change” after 

the succession of a new leader as well as research into what events and actions might 

“alter or heighten the affective reactions of group members and impact the formation of 

new leader-follower relationships” (p. 231). Ballinger et al. (2009) recommended that 

“understanding how the reactions of individuals to succession events can be combined to 

improve [the] ability to predict group-level changes after succession events” (p. 220) 

would also be helpful to the leadership transition process literature. This study provides 

further insight into these suggested areas for further research. 
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Choral Directing Transitions: Little Empirical Research 

Although the departure of a choral director and the arrival of a new director is an 

expected organizational event for a choir, little empirical research has addressed the 

transitional episode from one choral director to another. The most relevant journal 

articles include reflections on an individual musician’s experiences and suggestions 

toward effecting a positive, constructive transition that minimizes the stress on the 

organization and its individuals, as well as interviews with retiring directors, reflections 

on life after retirement, or announcements of retirement concerts or of the first concert for 

a new director. One example of such an approach is “The Baton Pass” (2009) from 

Choral Director, which is an interview with both the long-term retiring high school 

director and the incoming director, a colleague from a feeder school choir. Both 

individuals independently offered their perceptions on the anticipated change, with 

occasional interjections by the other. Such interviews with retiring conductors sometimes 

provide indirect information about organizational and transitional practices, although 

these are not the primary focus of inquiry. Perry’s (2012) article about Norman Scribner’s 

final concert with the Washington Choral Arts Society included biographical information 

that alluded to organizational development and transition planning. Choral Journal 

interviews with retiring directors have offered a glimpse into the style and management 

practices of a variety of retiring conductors (Adkins, 2006; Jennings et al., 1990; Kaplan 

& Klemme, 2005).  

In an interview for The Voice of Chorus America (Rowan, 2019), the long-tenured 

retiring Cantate Chamber Singers music director, the incoming director, and the chorus 

board chair discussed their approach to and take-aways from an overlapping director 
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transition. Giving 2 years notice, the outgoing director hoped the organization would 

have time for a successful search process and for the incoming director to have time to 

provide planning input for the upcoming seasons. For the incoming director: 

It was fantastic. When I was in graduate school, one thing that I’ll never forget 
my professor saying is “We build our careers on the bones of our predecessors.” 
What usually happens is you step into a situation where the organization has 
basically no relationship with you and is very sad that this person that they love 
has left. And you have to kind of step in and make your mark. (p. 1) 

Referencing the downside of many such transitions, the new director 

acknowledged the complications faced coming into the director’s role as a virtual 

unknown. In support of both directors and their overlapping transitional process, the 

chorus commissioned a new work for the retiring director’s last concert, requesting that 

both directors have a role in its performance. The outgoing director explained the 

thinking behind the project: 

I had requested a piece be written for my last concert that would be in part for two 
conductors, [the new director] and I were doing it as a team, which I thought gave 
just the right impression that I’m completely in support of the future. (p. 1) 

Although the chorus followed a common search process, which involved focus 

groups with singers, the advisory board, and donors and was followed by auditions with 

the choral director candidates, the chorus implemented an overlapping transition that 

allowed the outgoing director to begin the “gentle process of enabling people to let go” 

(p. 1) and the new director “a year to ease into the group” (p. 1), already acquainted with 

the choir members, the board members, and the donors. 
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Music as Human Expression  

Artists, theologians, and neuroscientists acknowledge that music touches the 

human experience deeply. Swiss theologian Bernard Reymond (2001) maintained that 

“all music, at its origin, is linked to the sacred” (p. 86) and that music “is part of the 

rituals that accompany the various phases of our lives. It expresses our sentiments and at 

the same time engenders them” (p. 84). Musician and professor Swee Hong Lim (2014) 

summarized and expanded upon Reymond’s philosophy: “It is a fact of culture where 

music addresses itself to the listener and therefore elicits subjective participation. It is an 

integral part of life” (p. 306). In “The Neuroscience of Music,” Lehrer (2011) 

acknowledged that music “manages to touch us deep” (p. 1). 

Judd and Pooley’s (2014) study of Australian choirs found that choristers value 

not only the social bonds and family aspect of the choir but also “the symbiotic nature of 

choral singing, [as] the quality of the sound created is greater than the individuals that 

make up the group” (p. 278). Choral music facilitates social settings where the choir 

develops a set of characteristics related to a “collective group of individuals that form a 

unique organism and include the general feeling of the group, its spirit and values” 

(p. 276). Whether in a workplace, school, nursing home, community, or church choir 

(Moss et al., 2018), the act of singing as a group produces positive benefits: 

psychological, physical, and social (Clift & Hancox, 2001; Judd & Pooley, 2014; Kessel, 

2009; Moss et al., 2018). In addition to these positive benefits, faith-based engagement 

may be reflected by members of a church choir who feel singing offers spiritual benefits 

and an opportunity for service (Langston & Barrett, 2008). 
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Social Capital 

Social Capital and Choirs 

Data from the Chorus America (2018) Impact Study found that more than 54 

million adults and children participate in choral groups in the United States. This number 

includes more than one in six Americans over the age of 18. The percentage of 

Americans who sing has increased from 14% in 2008 to 17% in the 2018 study. An 

earlier Impact Study (Chorus America, 2009) found that 270,000 choruses operate 

nationally (professional, community, school, and religious). Data from both the Impact 

Study 2018 and the Impact Study 2009 found that adults who sing in a chorus are civic 

minded, volunteering in the community and exhibiting civic leadership (voting regularly, 

reading books and newspapers regularly, contributing to political parties or candidates, 

and serving as officers of civic organizations) more than the average citizen. In addition, 

“a large majority of choristers credit chorus experience as key to their team participation 

or team leadership abilities and with helping them to socialize better in other areas of 

their lives” (Chorus America, 2009). Data from the 2018 study suggest that singers not 

only are active participants in their communities, but are also more adaptable, tolerant, 

and better collaborators and listeners. The 2018 study noted: 

Compared to the general public, choral singers rank themselves more reliable and 
are less likely to prefer electronic communication to face-to-face interaction. . . . 
Almost two-thirds of singers (63%) believe participating in a chorus has made 
them more open to and accepting of people who are different from them or hold 
different views. . . . Nearly eight in 10 older choristers [65+] credit their choral 
participation with helping to keep their mind sharper. (Chorus America, 2018, 
p. 4) 

The 2018 study also found that “nearly three quarters of singers say choral 

singing helps them feel less alone or lonely” (p. 3).  
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Drawing on Putnam (1993, 1995, 1996, 2000), Langston and Barrett’s (2008) 

case study of a community choir in Tasmania described social capital “as consisting of 

patterns of social norms, networks and trust that encourage cooperation for mutual 

benefit, and serve to support major democratic organizations and economic growth.” 

Putnam (2017) defined social capital as “a wide variety of quite specific benefits that 

flow from the trust, reciprocity, information, and cooperation associated with social 

networks. Social capital creates value for the people who are connected and often for 

bystanders as well” (p. 1). That is, social networks have both internal and external 

consequences. Citing numerous studies on social capital theory from 1997 to 2004, 

Langston and Barrett (2008) listed indicators of social capital which “have emerged from 

this body of literature and have been grouped in a variety of ways” (p. 120):  

• Participation, interaction, and civic involvement 

• Networks and connections 

• Families and friends 

• Reciprocity and obligations 

• Trust 

• Norms and values 

• Learning 

• Membership of faith-based organizations  

These indicators may be present for an individual or for a community and may be 

used for the advancement of the individual’s personal causes or be pooled for the benefit 

of organizations and communities (Langston & Barrett, 2008). Even when primarily used 

for an individual’s purposes, social capital still “inheres in the structure of relations 
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between actors and among actors” (Coleman, 1988, p. S98) and “is still a collective 

phenomenon requiring interaction” (Langston & Barrett, 2008, p. 120). Langston and 

Barrett (2008) summarized the range of indicators as including “trust, community and 

civic involvement, and networks” (p. 118). Their qualitative, interpretive case study 

“employed multiple data-generation methods including survey, field notes, and artefact-

elicited [sic], semi-structured interviews” (p. 118) and their data analysis “suggests that 

choirs and similar organizations are strong community resources, crucial in the creation 

of social capital that benefits the whole community” (p. 133).  

Based on a study of music, youth, Basque identity, and the meaning of Basque 

songs during the 1960s, Jauregiondo (2019) found that significance was derived “from 

the circumstances in which these songs were produced, performed, and appropriated by 

audiences. Attention thus shifts towards the role of ordinary people as active agents in the 

process of interpreting and reproducing collective identities” (Jauregiondo, 2019, p. 

1281). Though focused on the civic role of the listeners and performers in response to the 

music and lyrics, Jauregiondo’s study also approached the issue of the emotional side of 

music and the extent of its influence on feelings. The body of literature regarding social 

capital and civic involvement aligns with the survey results from the Chorus America 

Impact Study 2009 and Impact Study 2018 regarding the correlation between choral 

musicians and civic engagement. 

Social Capital and Leisure Activities 

In his 1999 essay, Hemingway discussed social capital in relationship to leisure 

activities and democratic citizenship, referencing the work of sociologist Coleman (1990, 

1988) and political scientist Putnam (1993, 1995, 1996, 2000). Hemingway (1999) 



 

18 

proposed that “as a social relation, the basic forms of social capital are obligations, 

expectations, and knowledge” (p. 155) and offered parents, choir members, and Red 

Cross volunteers as examples of individuals who have entered into a relationship role 

with “legitimate expectations” (p. 155) about the roles of others in the relationship. A 

parent might legitimately expect the other parent “to act in the best interest of the child” 

and expect a teacher “to care for their child’s well-being at school, just as that teacher 

may legitimately expect parents to involve themselves in the child’s education” (p. 155). 

“Choir members may legitimately expect each other to attend rehearsals faithfully” (p. 

155).  

Knowledge of these social role-based obligations and expectations makes 
appropriate social action possible by understanding the norms attaching to social 
roles. This knowledge is part of a person’s social repertoire, enabling her/him to 
deal with specific aspects of social relations. (Hemingway, 1999, p. 155) 

The Blurring of Work-Home-Leisure Domains 

Schieman et al. (2009), who defined the contemporary nonwork environment as 

one’s “home, family and leisure domains” (p. 966), suggested that workers devoted to 

their job may blur work-home borders intentionally, not always in stress-free 

arrangements. This may also imply that when individuals are mentally and emotionally 

focused on their adaptation to change in an organization with which they have significant 

identification, they may be less focused in the other domains of their lives—whether at 

home, at work, or in the community. Theory and practice suggest that a substantial 

number of people who sing in choirs are active every day in social activities in the work, 

school, neighborhood, community, and religious environments and that their experiences 

are interwoven and overlapping as events in one domain affect interactions within other 

spheres of influence. 
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Purpose and Research Question 

The initial announcement of a leadership transition begins a destabilizing 

organizational event. For a choir, whose director sets the organizational tone and 

establishes the philosophy and norms involved in learning, rehearsing, and performing 

choral music within the environment of the group’s dynamics, a change in leadership 

influences choristers’ processing of OID. 

A new leader brings a variety of uncertainties for an organization and its 
members. He or she may alter the structures and routines to which others have 
become accustomed. A new leader may also change the social and relational 
dynamics of an organization. (Dollhopf & Scheitle, 2013, p. 675) 

The purpose of this case study was to explore the OID processes of the chorister 

members of a choir during a leadership transition. This study investigated the OID 

processes of choristers during a leadership transition from a long-term choral director to a 

new director. The study was guided by one research question: What are the OID 

processes of choristers during a leadership transition from a long-term choral director to 

a new director? 

Statement of Potential Significance  

With its focus on an organization’s members rather than on the leader, this case 

study of OID during the phases of a leadership transition extends the OID literature 

through the perspective of choir members and their OID processes rather than through the 

lens of the leader’s perspective (the choir director in this case) or the common approach 

of leadership development (leader preparation, behavior, strategy, or skills). This study 

expands the research literature comprising identification and attachment processes, 

individual identity and OI, nonprofit leadership succession, and the leadership/ 
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followership dyad by offering a different lens, that of the choristers’ processes of 

identification with the organization during the phases of a leadership transition. The study 

focused on the individual, micro level of choristers and their OID processes and has 

implications for theory, research, and practice. 

Significance for Theory 

This study adds to the literature on OID, including member OID processes (a 

series of actions or operations leading to an assessment of OID), the dimensions of OID 

(components of the construct of group identity), the interweaving of OID and OI, and the 

interrelationship of OID and time. It also augments the literature on volunteers and the 

organization, on nonprofit organizations, on leadership in different leadership contexts 

(leadership succession in this case), and on the leadership/followership dyad, which may 

inform the complexity theory of leadership as process (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007) and 

advance the development of followership theory in relationship to the 

leadership/followership dyad (Uhl-Bien et al., 2014).  

This dissertation study furthers theoretical understandings of the processes 

organizational members actively, or sometimes passively, use to manage their 

attachment and identification, their perceptions of the organization’s identity claims or 

characteristics, and the ongoing relationship between their OID and the OI of the 

organization in transition. It contributes to theory by examining evidence in support of 

multiple dimensions of identification, including and in addition to the two commonly 

accepted ones: cognitive and affective. Referencing the unique perspective of 

choristers/choir members and their processes of identification, this study suggests there 

is a strong connection between OID and the embodied experience of group/ensemble 
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singing, between OID and spiritual identity and oneness, and between OID and 

behavior. The study supports a feedback cycle of OI/OID including the interplay of 

choir member feedback and leader adaptation, which influences both the choir 

members’ identification and the organization’s identity.  

The study also contributes to nonprofit leadership succession theory by providing 

a view of transition through the lens of the volunteer choir member rather than through 

the director. The study highlights both the value of preparation for members, including 

transparency of procedures, and the significance of mutual learning on the part of both 

the members and the new leader during the phases of the leadership transition. In this 

case, the choir members navigated the transition from a former director to the new 

director/leader and the new director/leader adjusted to a different group of singers with 

their unique skills, musical perspective, and group identity. 

Significance for Future Research 

While this research explored choir member OID processes during a choral 

director leadership transition, it offers intriguing implications for future research in 

related areas such as the dimensions of OID beyond cognitive and affective—especially 

embodied and spiritual connections—the dynamic relationship of OID over time, and the 

intersection of OID and relational identification, of OID and OI, of OID and shared/ 

distributed/complexity leadership, of OID and the active role of followership, and of OID 

within the complex processes of leadership and organizational transitions.  
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Significance for Practice 

Research in one subsystem, such as music and musicians in churches and schools, 

may inform practice within other maintenance organizations such as elementary schools 

with principals and parents or universities with presidents, faculty, alumnae, and students 

(Katz & Kahn, 1978).  

This study offers insights for nonprofit organizations that may expand the 

possibility for positive outcomes, including greater stability and energized continuity 

without excessive disruption and trauma, for members and for the organization during a 

leadership succession. By recognizing influences of and on the organizational members, 

their processes of OID, and their interactions with the extended social community, the 

study provides a background for the development of practices that can augment the 

structures of a leadership transitional process, such as this study’s overlapping leadership 

process. These enriched practices may include greater transparency of procedures and 

more extensive preparation of the members. 

This study acknowledges the presence and insights of members as “followers” 

through the data gathered from the choir members and, by implication, the value of their 

understandings for practice in terms of the further development of effective 

leadership/followership processes and procedures.  

Theoretical Foundation  

This research combined current OID research with a time frame based on 

Bridges’ transition model (1986), as illustrated in Figure 1.1. 
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Figure 1.1 
The Study’s Conceptual Frame 

 
 
 
 

In his 2016 overview and commentary on identity and identification research in 

organizations, Dr. Blake Ashforth, a Lifetime Achievement Award honoree from the 

Organizational Behavior Division of the Academy of Management, acknowledged the 

breadth of study across the identity/identification field from “the diverse perspectives that 

have invoked it” (p. 369). Ashforth (2016) suggested that “identity refers to the central, 

distinctive, and more or less enduring qualities of an actor . . . (Albert & Whetten, 1985), 

while identification refers to viewing those qualities as self-defining” (p. 361). Despite 

the absence of a single widely accepted definition of organizational identification, He and 

Brown (2013) suggested that a consensus conceptualization for OID has developed 

around the social identity perspective based on Ashforth and Mael’s (1989) work. The 

construct of organizational identification was approached as described by Cheney 
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(1983b): “Identification—with organizations or anything else—is an active process by 

which individuals link themselves to elements in the social scene” (p. 342). It was further 

defined by Mael and Ashforth (1992) as “the perception of oneness with and 

belongingness to an organization” (p. 104).  

Johnson and Morgeson (2005) referenced Tajfel’s early work in support of both 

cognitive and affective dimensions of OID, citing his definition of social identity as “that 

part of an individual’s self-concept which derives from his knowledge of his membership 

of a social group (or groups) together with the value and emotional significance attached 

to that membership” (Tajfel, 1972, p. 292). Dutton et al. (1994) proposed, “When a 

person’s self-concept contains the same attributes as those in the perceived OI, we define 

this cognitive connection as organizational identification” (p. 239). Johnson and 

Morgeson (2005) proposed that Tajfel’s work (1978) suggests that the “emotional 

experience of identification also reflects the ‘value significance’ of the social identity, in 

the sense that individuals evaluate their membership positively or negatively” (Johnson & 

Morgeson, 2005, p. 2).  

Suggesting that most social identification research in organizational settings “has 

ignored the affective dimension of social identification” (p. 1157), Johnson et al. (2012) 

“developed measures specifically designed to measure both the cognitive and affective 

dimensions of identification,” which were “adaptable to both large and small social 

referents” (p. 1157). Their measures were “shown to be reliable [and] empirically 

distinct” in the examination of both cognitive and affective dimensions of social 

identification.  
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In the development of their identification measure, Johnson et al. (2012) included 

the evaluative process as part of the affective dimension. Boros (2008) offered support 

for a three-dimensional OID (cognitive, affective, and evaluative). Van Dick, Wagner, 

Stellmacher, Christ, and Tissington (2005) suggested that the inclusion of a fourth 

dimension (behavior) deserves consideration given that “identification is a very flexible 

concept that is linked to the situational context” (p. 189). In their literature review, 

Pattnaik and Tripathy (2017) described the fourth identification dimension of Van Dick et 

al. as “exhibiting organizational supportive behaviors and standing up for the 

organizational cause” (p. 37).  

Bridges’ (1986) phases of organizational transition model proposes a three-stage 

model that focuses on and describes the individual’s passage through a leadership 

transition and that includes “a three-part psychological process that extends over a long 

period of time” (p. 25). In discussing his phases, Bridges (1986) acknowledged that the 

three phases may overlap with “no clear division” (p. 29) and described a process of 

disengagement, disidentification, or disenchantment in the process of letting go.  

Decades after this model appeared, Petriglieri (2015) found that the OID of 

executives after the 2010 Gulf of Mexico oil rig explosion fluctuated through a range of 

identification and reidentification in a process of ambivalence resolution. 

While scholars have investigated the nature, importance, and necessity of 
organizational identification, research has thus far privileged understanding the 
process of identification at organizational entry and exit. We still know little 
about ‘how identification waxes and wanes as individuals and their contexts 
evolve’ (Kreiner, Hollensbe, and Sheep, 2006: 32). (Petriglieri, 2015, p. 519) 

Bridges’ 1986 model, Albert and Whetten’s 1985 discussion of OI, and Tompkins 

and Cheney’s 1985 discussion of OID were published within a year of each other. In light 
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of more recent research, such as that of Petriglieri’s theory of fluctuating OID repair 

(2015), Kreiner and Ashforth’s (2004) expanded model of identification (identification, 

disidentification, ambivalent identification, and neutral identification), Ashforth et al.’s 

(2013) extension of Kreiner and Ashforth’s expanded model of OID, and Gutierrez et 

al.’s (2010) study of split identification, Bridges’ discussion of disidentification 

foreshadowed current research.  

In combination, these theories suggest the existence of a variety of attachment 

identifications and applications across different organizational and individual contexts.  

Summary of the Methodology  

This exploratory qualitative study employed case study methodology to answer 

the research question. A single case study was appropriate because a choir’s transition is 

(1) a bounded system of organizational members in a current, specific time frame, which 

can be studied to answer a (2) “How?” question about (3) the complex social 

phenomenon of a leadership transition as it shapes chorister OID.  

The specific study site was recommended to me by colleagues. In the site, the 

director of an adult choir in a liturgical church was retiring after over 40 years as music 

director and organist, and the organization was executing a choir director transition 

through an overlapping leadership succession process, sometimes referred to as a relay 

succession. This transition process was considered successful by numerous individuals in 

the church community. Access to the site was gained, and 17 choristers agreed to be 

interviewed. To address issues related to the organization’s identity as a church choir 

rather than a community choir, the interview protocol included questions about the 
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choristers’ previous musical experiences and what they thought made the Emmanuel 

Senior Choir distinctive. 

Data were collected through individual semi-structured interviews following an 

interview protocol. Data were also collected through observations of the facility and a 

rehearsal; review of a variety of documents, classified as public records, popular culture 

(digital), visual, artefact, and researcher generated; and over 100 memos on the research 

process. Data analysis consisted of an iterative process of coding and merging and 

combining codes, using Atlas.ti software.  

All study participants provided informed consent, and efforts were made to 

protect their confidentiality. To ensure trustworthiness, strategies were employed 

including triangulation, prolonged engagement, member checks, peer debriefing, and use 

of thick, rich description. 

Delimitations and Limitations  

The study was delimited to choristers who were members of an adult volunteer 

choir in a nonprofit choral organization within a liturgical church during an overlapping 

(relay) leadership transition. Although this study expands the knowledge base relative to 

a specific leadership transition structure, practices, and processes, it did not provide 

explicit data about other transitional procedural configurations that are common. The 

number of choirs studied (a single case) and, therefore, the number of participants was 

limited to accommodate the time allowed for the dissertation process.  

As this was a retrospective study, recollections were affected by the element of 

individual memory loss over time and by the individual’s ongoing reconstruction of events 

over time. Since the participants volunteered to participate in the study of a transition 
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openly regarded by several as positive and constructive, others who had negative 

opinions may not have chosen to participate. Those who chose to volunteer might have 

been more engaged with the choir than those who did not participate, so some 

perspectives may not be included in this study. All choir members were invited to 

participate, and snowball sampling to identify participants with different voice parts, 

perspectives, and points of view may have helped to alleviate some aspects of these 

limitations.  

Because the study was set within the context of a single choir with members who 

live within close proximity, the sample population was limited to a geographic area 

influenced by the social and environmental culture of its setting. This may have been a 

factor in shaping the impressions of the transitional processes. Furthermore, musicians 

receive specialized training in the physical production of sound, in techniques for reading 

music, and in the ability to hear and aurally connect with other singers. Consequently, 

choristers are uniquely musically and socially trained and may have had a different 

perspective from other nonprofit volunteers. In addition, because the choir was nested 

within a church congregation, chorister responses might be different from choir members 

of a stand-alone chorus. 

OID research has been conducted primarily within organizations whose mission is 

profit based, where the members are paid employees. OID research of volunteers in 

nonprofit organizations and arts organizations has been limited. While this modest body 

of research provides opportunities to further expand and understand the processes of 

OID, it also influences the literature review on which the study design and analysis is 

based. 
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Definition of Key Terms 

Change: “When something starts or stops, or when something that used to happen in one 

way starts happening in another” (Bridges, 1986, p. 25); to be differentiated from 

transition. 

Choir member: A singer who identifies as belonging to a choir. The term is used 

interchangeably with chorister when the meaning is specifically related to 

membership in the choral organization. 

Choral director: An individual who “conducts vocal music groups, such as choirs and 

glee clubs: Auditions and selects members of group. Selects music to suit 

performance requirements and accommodate talent and ability of group. Directs 

group at rehearsals and performance to achieve desired effects, such as tonal and 

harmonic balance, dynamics, rhythm, tempo, and shading, utilizing knowledge of 

conducting techniques and music theory. May schedule tours and performances 

and arrange for transportation and lodging . . . transcribe musical compositions 

and melodic lines to adapt them to or create particular style for group . . . conduct 

group with instrumental accompaniment” (“Choral Director,” n.d.). 

Chorister: A singer in a choir (Dictionary.com, n.d.). The term is used interchangeably 

with choir member when the meaning is musical and not specifically related to 

membership in the choral organization. 

Destabilize: To upset the stability or smooth functioning of (“Destabilize,” 2020). 

Dimensions of organizational identification: Components of the construct of group 

identity (Jackson, 2002, based on Tajfel, 1981). 
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Employee: An individual who works part-time or full-time under a contract of 

employment, whether oral or written, express or implied, and has recognized 

rights and duties (Business Dictionary, n.d.). 

Follower: A 21st century label for the role of an organizational member, whether 

employee or volunteer, particularly one who participates in the processes of 

leadership. It is a role in dyadic relationship with a leader. These “individual roles 

(leadership-followership dyad) within the organization cannot be conceptualized 

without the other—it is a relationship that must exist for the roles to exist, that 

must flourish if the organization is to advance” (Gilstrap & Morris, 2015, citing 

Hurwitz, 2008). “Followership is a relatively newer area of research which Goffee 

and Jones (2006) believe to be in its infancy” (Kutz, 2008, p. 2).  

Followership: “A group of individuals who accept the goals and enable goal achievement 

for their organizations and organizational leaders” (Gilstrap & Morris, 2015, 

p. 154). 

Identity stewards: “Formally sanctioned individuals who act on behalf of the organization 

to create and promote a positive view of its identity” (Bednar et al., 2020, p. 205). 

Leadership succession: “The planned or unplanned change of the formal leader of a 

group or organization” (Gordon & Rosen, 1981, p. 227). 

Leadership transition: The period from the announcement of the current leader’s 

departure until the new leader conveys a new organizational vision, based on 

Bridges’ (1986) phases of organizational transition. 

Nonprofit sustainability: “A nonprofit that is able to sustain itself over the long term, 

perpetuating its ability to fulfill its mission. Sustainability in the nonprofit context 
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includes the concepts of financial sustainability, as well as leadership succession 

planning, adaptability, and strategic planning” (“Nonprofit sustainability,” n.d.). 

Open-systems typology: Katz and Kahn’s (1978) organizational typology proposing that 

the genotypic societal activities of production, maintenance, adaptation, and 

management are interconnected and interdependent, exerting pressure and pull on 

one another through an open system as it attempts to survive and thrive. The 

typology includes five subsystems: productive (business), maintenance (societal 

education and training through schools and churches), adaptive (research 

systems), art and leisure (self-expression), and political (government).  

Organizational identification: “The perception of oneness with or belongingness to an 

organization” (Mael & Ashforth, 1992, p. 104). Johnson and Morgeson referenced 

Tajfel’s early work, “that part of an individual’s self-concept which derives from 

his knowledge of his membership of a social group (or groups) together with the 

value and emotional significance attached to that membership” (Tajfel, 1972, p. 

292), in support of both cognitive and affective OID dimensions, suggesting that 

the “emotional experience of identification also reflects the ‘value significance’ of 

the social identity, in the sense that individuals evaluate [emphasis added] their 

membership positively or negatively” (Johnson & Morgeson, 2005, p. 2). Kreiner, 

Hollensbe, and Sheep (2006) acknowledged the fluctuating nature of 

organizational identification. 

Organizational identity: A set of statements that organizational members perceive to be 

central, distinctive, and enduring to their organization (Albert & Whetten, 1985). 

More recently: “Those characteristics deemed to be central, distinctive, and 
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reasonably enduring about the organization” (Ashforth et al., 2020, p. 30) or “the 

central, distinctive, and more or less enduring qualities of an actor” (Ashforth, 

2016, p. 361). 

Process: A series of actions or operations conducing to an end (“Process,” n.d.). 

Processes of organizational identification: The series of actions or operations leading to 

identification with an organization. 

Relay succession: A strategy “when an organization selects an individual who has no 

prior service within the organization, employs him, trains him alongside the 

outgoing leader for at least 2 years, and then promotes him to the leadership 

position” (Giambatista et al., 2005, p. 975). 

Rote learning: “A method of instruction based on imitation and repetition” (Danyew, 

2021). For singers, this involves echoing what they have heard rather than sight-

reading a musical score. 

Sensemaking: “The process through which individuals work to understand novel, 

unexpected, or confusing events . . . to clarify what is going on by extracting and 

interpreting cues” (Maitlis & Christianson, 2014, p. 38, as cited in Ashforth et al., 

2020). 

Transition: An ongoing process of “reorientation from an old to a new way of being” 

(Bridges, 1986, p. 26); to be differentiated from change. 

Volunteer: “A person who voluntarily undertakes or expresses a willingness to undertake 

a service: such as a: one who enters into military service voluntarily, b: one who 

renders a service or takes part in a transaction while having no legal concern or 

interest” (“Volunteer,” n.d.).  
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CHAPTER 2: 

LITERATURE REVIEW  

This literature review examines the scholarly literature associated with the 

intersection of organizational identification (OID) and leadership transition. It reviews 

history, definitions, findings, and suggestions for further research.  

The George Washington University Library’s comprehensive online search tool 

Summon by ProQuest (which includes 584 library databases, abstracting and indexing 

resources, and open access collections) and Google Scholar provided electronic databases 

and online resources. Empirical studies, theoretical papers, and literature review articles 

from peer-reviewed, academic journals, academic books cited in journal articles, theses, 

and dissertations were included. Seminal materials in print, retrieved through the 

interlibrary loan service, were also included.  

Since organizational identity (OI) was first proposed by Albert and Whetten in 

1985 and OID was proposed by Cheney in 1983 and clarified by Cheney and Tompkins 

in 1987 (pioneers in the field of organizational communication for whom Google Scholar 

credits approximately 300 publications between the two), the literature search for OI and 

OID, which He and Brown (2013) suggested are closely associated, was bounded from 

1983 to the present. Search terms included organizational identity, organizational 

identification, and stem variations. Citations of significance from publications prior to 

1983 were also included.  

The search terms for leadership transition included leadership transition, 

leadership succession, and related stem combinations. The search was limited to the 
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period of 1976 to 2018 to capture the historical and theoretical developments of the late 

20th century to the present.  

Identity: Personal, Social, and Organizational 

From their earliest interactions, humans have grappled with the interactive 

dynamics of personal and group identities. “Who am I?” and “Who are we?” are 

questions that form the foundation of this intersection. Burke and Reitzes (1981) 

described identity as “meanings one characteristics to oneself” (p. 84), while Dutton, 

Roberts, and Bednar (2010) defined identity as “the meaning that individuals attach to 

themselves” (p. 266). In practice, identity serves as an outcome (noun) and a process 

(verb), both mutually derived from the question “Who am I?” (Blight, 2014; Pratt, 2012).  

Defining identity as a self-referential description that is contextually appropriate, 

Ashforth et al. (2008) suggested that three conceptual approaches influenced late 20th 

century organizational studies:  

• Personal (role) identity: “Parts of a self-composed of the meanings that persons 

attach to the multiple roles they typically play in highly differentiated 

contemporary societies” (Stryker & Burke, 2000, p. 284). 

• Social identity: “That part of an individual’s self-concept which derives from his 

knowledge of his membership of a social group (or groups) together with the 

value and emotional significance attached to that membership” (Tajfel, 1978, 

p. 63), 

• Organizational identity: The organizational characteristics that are central, 

distinctive, and enduring (Albert & Whetten, 1985). 
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Van Knippenberg (2000) described the relationship between social group 

membership and one’s self-concept: 

Central to the approach is the proposition that through social identification, the 
perception of oneness with or belongingness to a group (see Mael & Ashforth, 
1992), individuals define themselves in terms of their group membership and 
ascribe characteristics that are typical of the group to the self. The concept of 
social identity, ‘that part of an individual’s self-concept which derives from his 
knowledge of his membership of a group (or groups) together with the value and 
the emotional significance attached to the membership’ (Tajfel, 1978, p. 63), 
reflects this internalization of group membership as part of ‘who you are’ 
(Ashforth & Mael, 1989; Steffens, Schuh, Jetten, van Dick, 2016). Identification 
leads individuals to perceive themselves in terms of the characteristics they share 
with other members of their ingroups—their shared social identity—rather than in 
terms of the idiosyncratic characteristics that differentiate them from other 
individuals—their personal identity (Turner et al., 1987). Identification thus blurs 
the distinction between self and group, and turns the group, psychologically, into 
a part of the self (Smith & Henry, 1996). (p. 358) 

Citing Ashforth and Mael (1989), Dutton et al. (1994), and others, Van 

Knippenberg (2000) further suggested that the more the individual identifies with the 

group, the more likely the individual will act in agreement with the heart of the group’s 

“perceptual, attitudinal, and behavioural” (p. 358) collective, social self, acting in “group-

typical ways” (p. 358) by displaying the beliefs, norms, and values of the group. It is 

from this perspective that Albert, Ashforth, and Dutton (2000) proposed that identity and 

identification are “root constructs in organizational phenomena” (p. 13). 

OI has important consequences for organizational members (Balser & Carmin, 

2009). It can influence the cognitive and affective mechanisms that enhance member 

attachment and commitment (Dutton et al., 1994; Hatch & Schultz, 2000; Rindova & 

Schultz, 1998), serve as a guide for member behavior and suggest how the external 

environment should define and interpret the organization (Haslam, Postmes, & Ellemers, 

2003; Ravesi & Schultz, 2006), and offer implications for managing the multiple 
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organizational identities of individuals within subunits having different interests and 

expertise (Albert & Whetten, 1985; Pratt & Foreman, 2000). 

“An identity threat occurs when some members interpret events or situations as 

challenges to or violations of what they believe are the organization’s central and 

distinctive features” (Balser & Carmin, 2009, p. 187). Threats can arise from external 

sources, internal events (Glynn, 2000), environmental atmosphere (Golden-Biddle & 

Rao, 1997), or the transition of a leadership succession (Balser & Carmin, 2009). 

Subcultures’ distinctive lenses (Ashforth & Mael, 1989; Tajfel & Turner, 1986) may 

reflect different views of OI, functional practices, and purpose (Trice & Beyer, 1993). As 

a result, “occupational culture may shape interpretations of organizational identity,” such 

that the leadership transition of a succession is viewed either “as a threat or an 

opportunity” (Balser & Carmin, 2009, p. 189). Interpretations of identity in the context of 

a new leader can pose an internal threat that can be hidden, unexpected, and unanticipated 

as members’ identification is reshaped by changing circumstances. 

Organizational Identification 

In their 2008 review, Ashforth et al. suggested that “glimmers of the construct 

now known as organizational identification” appeared as early as Chester Barnard 

(1938/1968), who “discussed the ‘coalescence’ between the individual and the 

organization that generates a sense of individual conviction and a willingness to devote 

increased effort to the organization” (p. 239). Frederick Taylor, although a proponent of 

human efficiency processes often described as being from “the point of view of the 

engineer rather than the natural scientist” (March & Simon, 1958, p. 19), “argued that the 

interests of individuals and organizations should become ‘identical’ through the ‘close, 
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intimate, personal cooperation between the management and the men’ (Taylor, 1911: 10, 

26)” (Ashforth et al., 2008, p. 239). Simon (1947) is credited as the “first management 

scholar to give the construct some theoretical teeth,” and March and Simon (1958) began 

the process of formalizing the construct, “articulating among other things its multilevel 

nature, antecedents, and outcomes” (Ashforth et al., 2008, p. 326). The construct became 

mainstream during the last 15 years of the 20th century after key publications by Albert 

and Whetten (1985), Cheney and Tompkins (1987), Ashforth and Mael (1989), and 

Dutton et al. (1994). 

During the late 20th century, the approach to OID “has seemed to be to 

conceptualize the strength of the psychological relationship between the individual and 

the organization in terms of individuals’ commitment to the organization (Mathieu & 

Zajac, 1990; Meyer & Allen, 1997; Mowday, Porter, & Steers, 1982)” (Van Knippenberg 

& Sleebos, 2006, p. 572). The OID construct has been framed across “relatively broad 

formulations” with its focus and research being primarily twofold: (1) “on cognition (I 

am A)” and (2) on “the high value one places on membership” (Ashforth et al., 2008, 

p. 329). Wide-ranging approaches have included “value congruence, goal congruence, 

other shared characteristics, an identity-related ideology, and identity consistent 

behaviors (e.g. Brown, 1969; Lee, 1971; Patchen, 1970; Schneider et al., 1971; van Dick, 

Wagner, Stellmacher, Christ, & Tissington, 2005)” (Ashforth et al., 2008, p. 329). 

With the introduction of Tajfel and Turner’s (1979, 1986) seminal social identity 

theory (SIT) as a lens on bias and group conflict, Ashforth and Mael’s (1989) classic 

application of SIT to organizational studies introduced a different way to approach OID 

(Haslam & Ellemers, 2005). Tajfel et al.’s (1971) studies on in-group/out-group 
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discrimination found that random in-groups rewarded each other even when maximum 

profit could be achieved with a mutually beneficial choice that included the out-group. 

Based on their findings, Tajfel and Turner’s SIT (1979) offered a new perspective on 

organizational behavior as the concept of “internalized group membership” (Haslam & 

Ellemers, 2005, p. 42). Grounded in the field of European social psychology, the main 

predictions of SIT (Tajfel & Turner, 1979, p. 40) were summarized by Van Dick, 

Wagner, Stellmacher, Christ, and Tissington (2005, pp. 190-191): 

• People strive for the establishment or enhancement of positive self-esteem. 

• A part of the person’s self-concept—his or her social identity—is based on the 

person’s group memberships. 

• To maintain a positive social identity, the person strives for positive 

differentiation between his or her in-group and relevant out-groups. 

Following Ashforth and Mael’s (1989) application of SIT to OID, there was an 

upsurge of interest in conceptualizing the relationship between the individual and the 

organization in terms of social identification processes (Van Knippenberg & Sleebos, 

2006, p. 572, citing Terry et al., 2000; Haslam, van Knippenberg, et al., 2003, 2014; 

Riketta, 2005; Van Dick et al., 2004).  

In conjunction with social categorization theory (SCT) (Turner et al., 1987), 

where individuals categorize themselves as “I” or in comparison with others, “we/they,” 

(Van Dick et al., 2005), SIT has become foundational to OID research as the social 

identity approach (Hodgkinson, 2013). This approach suggests that members categorize 

themselves into perceived groups that affect their sense of self-image (Edwards, 2005). 

With these developments, and as apparent from the definitions listed below, 
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understanding of OID has largely coalesced around a few key concepts within the social 

identity approach (Ashforth, 2016; He & Brown, 2013; Hodgkinson, 2013).  

Definitions of Organizational Identification 

Based on the broad range of early conceptual ideologies, Edwards (2005) 

provided several definitions for OID. Early definitions from Edwards’ (2005) review are 

summarized in Table 2.1. 

 
Table 2.1 
Early Definitions of Organizational Identification 

Source Definition 
Kelman, 
1958 

“Identification is a self-defining response, set in a specific relationship,” and an 
individual “accepts influence because he wants to establish or maintain a 
satisfying self-defining relationship to another person or group.” Here 
identification involves a relationship between the employee and the organization 
through which the organization influences the individual and helps define the 
individual’s self-concept (Edwards, 2005, p. 209). 

Brown, 1969 Reflects the potential complexity of OID as it “must include four aspects of 
involvement: attraction to the organisation, consistency of organisational and 
individual goals, loyalty, and reference of self to organisational membership” 
(p. 349, as cited in Edwards, 2005, p. 210). 

Patchen, 
1970 

Envisioned as a three-pronged construct: “(1) a perception of shared 
characteristics, where the individual possesses shared interests and goals with 
other organizational members; (2) a feeling of solidarity, where the individual 
feels a sense of belongingness to that organization; and (3) support of the 
organization, where the individual supports and defends the organizational goals 
and policies” (as cited in Edwards, 2005, p. 210). 

Lee, 1971 Linked three concepts: OID involves a sense of belongingness, loyalty, and 
shared characteristics (Edwards, 2005, p. 210). 

Cheney, 
1983a, 1983b 

“An active process by which individuals link themselves to elements in the social 
scene” (as cited in Edwards, 2005, p. 211). 

Cheney & 
Tompkins, 
1987 

Based on a communications background, argues that identification can be seen as 
a process of the appropriation of identity involving “the development and 
maintenance of symbolic linkages salient for the individual/group” (as cited in 
Edwards, 2005, p. 211). 
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Despite the absence of a single widely accepted definition of OID (He & Brown, 

2013), He and Brown (2013) suggested that there is a consensus conceptualization for 

OID, with most describing a perception of oneness with and belongingness to the 

organization. With Ashforth and Mael’s application of SIT to organizational theory, 

recent definitions focus on the collective interaction of the social influence (Table 2.2). 

 
Table 2.2 
Definitions of Organizational Identification Since 1989 

Source Definition 
Ashforth & 
Mael, 1989  

“The perception of oneness or belongingness to some human aggregate” (p. 21). 

Mael & 
Ashforth, 
1992  

“Perception of oneness with or belongingness to an organization, where the 
individual defines him or herself in terms of the organization(s) in which he or 
she is a member” (p. 103). 

Dutton et al., 
1994  

“When a person’s self-concept contains the same attributes as those in the 
perceived organizational identity. . . . Organizational identification is the degree 
to which a member defines him- or herself by the same attributes that he or she 
believes define the organization” (p. 239). 

Petriglieri, 
2015 

“The process by which the attributes people perceive to constitute their 
organization’s identity become self-referential,” based on “a well-established 
body of scholarship” (p. 519; derived from Dutton et al., 1994 and Pratt, 1998). 

He & Brown, 
2013 

“The extent to which an organizational member defines himself/herself with 
reference to his/her organizational membership” (p. 14; based on their 
understanding of Ashforth & Mael, 1989). 

Ashforth et 
al., 2008  

“The perception of oneness or belongingness to some human aggregate” (p. 329; 
based on Ashforth & Mael, 1989, p. 21). 

Bednar et al., 
2020 

“Oneness with or belongingness to some human aggregate”; composed of inputs 
from both “an individual’s self-concept and his or her sense of an organization’s 
identity” (p. 200). 

 
 
 
With the explosion of applications of OID theory and research over the past 20 

years (Haslam & Ellemers, 2005), Mael and Ashforth’s (1992) explanation of OID, 

developed from Tajfel and Turner’s SIT (1979), has influenced the mainstream consensus 

definition as “the perception of oneness with or belongingness to an organization” (Mael 

& Ashforth, 1992, p. 104). OID occurs when an individual perceives oneness with an 
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organization such that the individual feels a sense of belonging and defines him/herself 

with references to organizational membership (Ashforth & Mael, 1989; Edwards, 2005; 

He & Brown, 2013; Lee, 2015).  

Dimensions of Organizational Identification 

In their classic application of SIT to OID, Ashforth and Mael (1989) defined OID 

as a cognitive process. Recognizing OID as a single dimension, Rousseau’s (1998) 

invited essay suggested that sociologists (Coleman, 1990; Etzioni, 1961; Parsons, 1951) 

have long “maintained that the basis for corporate actions are cognitive processes 

whereby individuals expand the way they think about themselves to include larger and 

larger sets of social objects” (p. 229). Although Ashforth and Mael’s (1989) classic 

article (as cited by Haslam & Ellemers, 2005) seems to identify OID as only a cognitive 

process, numerous other theorists and researchers have suggested that a closer reading 

implies additional affective and evaluative processes (Edwards, 2005). Following Tajfel’s 

(1978) original definition of social identity as “that part of an individual’s self-concept 

which derives from his knowledge of his membership of a social group (or groups) 

together with the value and emotional significance attached to that membership” (p. 63), 

Boros’s (2008) review of conceptualizations of OID noted that Ellemers, Kortekaas, and 

Ouwerkerk’s (1999) definition of social/group identification includes three dimensions: 

cognitive, affective, and evaluative (a positive or negative value connotation attached to 

this group membership—group self-esteem) (p. 372). 

Boros (2008) further suggested that the debate between a one-dimensional OID 

model and a three-dimensional conceptualization could be resolved through a mediational 

model (Bergami & Bagozzi, 2000; Ellemers et al., 2004) that includes the cognitive 
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process as a trigger for subsequent affective and evaluative processes. Johnson et al. 

(2012) examined two dimensions of OID—cognitive and affective (Table 2.3). They 

suggested that the affective dimension includes an evaluative process that “reflects the 

‘value significance’ of the social identity” (Johnson & Morgeson, 2005, p. 2). 

 
Table 2.3 
Component Loadings of the Items of Cognitive and Affective Identification 

Item 
Affective 
identification 

Cognitive 
identification

I feel happy to be a student in the university.  .91 .40 

I am proud to be a student in the university. .88 .36 

It feels good to be a student in the university.  .84 .44 

If I were forced to leave the university, I would be very 
disappointed.  

.77 .20 

My self-identity is based in part on my membership in the 
university.  

.41 .86 

My membership in the university is very important to my sense of 
who I am.  

.29 .85 

My sense of self overlaps with the identity of the university.  .39 .82 

If the university were criticized, it would influence how I thought 
about myself. 

.23 .70 

Eigenvalue  3.97 1.58 

% of variance  49.64 19.77 

Note: The bold values indicate the factor on which the items loaded most strongly. 
Reprinted from Johnson et al. (2012) with permission from Wiley. 

 
 
 
Van Dick et al. (2005) suggested that Phinney’s (1991) and Jackson’s (2002) 

inclusion of a fourth behavioral dimension deserves consideration, given that 

“identification is a very flexible concept that is linked to the situational context” (p. 189) 

and has both dimensions (cognitive, affective, evaluative, and behavioral) and salient foci 

(self/personal career, subunits/workgroup, and organization/occupational group or 

corporation). 
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Significance of Organizational Identification 

Ashforth and Mael (1989) cited numerous supporting references acknowledging 

the significance of OID for both the “satisfaction of the individual and the effectiveness 

of the organization” (p. 20). Fuller and Marler (2006) drew from Pratt (1998) and 

Tompkins and Cheney (1985) in his explanation that organizations enhance OID so that 

members “will act in ways that are perceived to benefit the organization” (p. 702). A 

“growing body of literature” (Fuller & Marler, 2006, p. 207) has suggested that OID is 

significant in its influence on staff to work toward the best interests of the organization 

despite a lack of clarification on issues related to the conceptualization and 

operationalization of OID (Edwards, 2005). Perhaps one of the best summations and 

descriptions of OID and its significance is that of Lee et al. (2015): 

As a salient social domain in modern society, organizations provide a significant 
social identity (Haslam, 2004; Hogg & Terry, 2000). Organizational identification 
thus roots individuals in the organization, leading organizational attributes such as 
espoused values, goals, and norms to become salient and self-defining for 
individuals; through organizational identification, the identity boundary between 
individual and organization becomes blurred. In turn, an organizationally 
identified employee, as a ‘microcosm of the organization’ (Ashforth, Harrison, 
and Corley, 2008, p. 333), is likely to have attitudes and take actions that benefit 
the whole organization rather than benefitting individual self-interest (Ashforth & 
Mael, 1989; Haslam & Ellemers, 2005; Pratt, 1998; van Knippenberg, 2000). 
(p. 1050) 

OID has become particularly important since the turbulent environment of rapid 

change began in the late 20th century (Ashforth et al., 2008; He & Brown, 2013; 

Rousseau, 1998). With constant technological advances, cultural diversity, job-hopping 

employees, and virtual offices, OID may become a more significant factor for the 

individual and the organization (Rousseau, 1998). 
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In his closing paragraphs, Ashforth (2016) addressed the issue of whether identity 

and identification are passing fads. Citing their significance as root constructs that bridge 

“levels of self, and multiple disciplines” (p. 369), he suggested that identity and 

identification are continuing to “generate a dizzying array of exciting and important 

research avenues, which are associated with an equally dizzying array of research 

methods” (p. 369). Attributing the idea to Van Maanen (1995) and describing the current 

energy of the field in terms of a botanist tending and nourishing a budding garden, 

Ashforth (2016) urged identity and identification researchers to continue creating 

thousands of blooms. 

Studies of Organizational Identification 

OID is “not fixed and unchangeable” (Van Dick, Wagner, Stellmacher, Christ, 

& Tissington, 2005, p. 213), as it consists of different dimensions and foci (self, 

group, organization) (Van Dick, Wagner, Stellmacher, Christ, & Tissington, 2005; van 

Dick et al., 2004). Common with early theory development (Blaikie, 2000), the 

establishment of measurement tools and testing has been an early and primary focus of 

OID. An ongoing research focus has been the relationship (whether independent or 

interdependent) of OID and organizational commitment (OC). Findings seem to 

indicate that OID and OC are different constructs; OID may lead to OC, or OID may 

be a subpart of OC (Edwards, 2005; Stinglhamber et al., 2015; Van Knippenberg & 

Sleebos, 2006). Survey tools, literature reviews, and key empirical studies related to 

OID are outlined in Table 2.4. 
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Table 2.4 
Studies of Organizational Identification 

Study Findings 

I. Survey measurement tools: Gnam (2014); Boros (2008) 

OID • Mael Scale (Mael & Tetrick, 1992) 
• Organizational Identification Scale (Mael & Ashforth, 1992) 
• Organizational Identification Questionnaire (Cheney, 1983) 
• Six-item measure comprising three main subcomponents and supporting 

a three-component conceptualization of OID: self-categorization and 
labeling, sharing of organizational goals and values, a sense of 
organizational belonging and membership (Edwards & Peccei, 2007) 

• Component Loadings of the Items of Cognitive and Affective 
Identification (Johnson et al., 2012) 

OC • Affective Commitment Scale (Allen & Meyer, 1990); “studies the link 
between attitudes and with organizations” (Gnam, 2014, p. 38). 

• Organizational Commitment Questionnaire (Mowday et al., 1979); 
measures emotional attachment, involvement, value congruence, and 
desire to remain with the organization (Gnam, 2014, p. 39) 

II. Cited literature reviews 

Van Knippenberg, 
2000 

• Applied social identity approach (SIT and SCT) to OID 
• “Identification is positively related to work motivation, task 

performance, and contextual performance to the extent that (a) social 
identity is salient, and (b) high performance is perceived to be in the 
group’s or organisation’s interest” (p. 357). 

Riketta, 2005 • OID correlates with a “wide-range of work-related attitudes, behaviors, 
and context variables” (p. 359) including extra-role behavior, job 
involvement, and organizational satisfaction. 

• OID is distinct from OC. 
• Mael Scale and Organizational Identification Questionnaire produce 

different results. 

Edwards, 2005  

 

The concept of OID has been linked to 
• Belongingness (Lee, 1971; Patchen, 1970) 
• Loyalty (Brown, 1969; Lee, 1971; Patchen, 1970) 
• Involvement (Brown, 1969) 
• Attraction to the organization (Brown, 1969) 
• Consistency of organizational and individual goals (Brown, 1969) 
• Reference of self to organizational membership (Brown, 1969) 
• Shared characteristics (Brown, 1969; Lee, 1971; Patchen, 1970) 
• Perceived similarity of characteristics (Dutton et al., 1994) 
• Individuals’ acceptance of the organization’s goals and values 

(Schneider et al., 1971) 
• Integration of the organizational goals and values as the individual’s 

own (Hall et al., 1970)  
• Emotional commitment (Schneider et al., 1971) 
• Emotional attachment (Van Dick, 2001) 
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Study Findings 
• Self-categorization or social identification (Ashforth & Mael, 1989) 
• Self-referential or self-defining beliefs (Pratt, 1998) 
• A cognition of self in relationship to the organization (Rousseau, 1998) 
• A feeling of solidarity (Patchen, 1970; Rotondi, 1975) 

Ashforth et al., 
2008 

• Differentiated between organizationally situated identification/deep 
identification and OID/OC to develop a process model. 

• OID and OC are “strongly correlated” and “empirically discriminable” 
(p. 333), although OC has a component of identification within it. 

He & Brown, 2013 • Overview of four major approaches to organizational identity: 
functionalist, social constructionist, psychodynamic, and postmodern. 

• The hegemonic approach of SIT has prompted consensus in recent OID 
research. 

• Leader-member exchange is an antecedent of OID. 
• OID and social exchange are not completely separate with “profound 

implications for research on the employee-organization relationship” 
(p. 19). 

Pattnaik & 
Tripathy, 2017 

• Timeline of OID conceptualization and operationalization 
• Reviews present research 
• Provides directions for future research 

III. Empirical articles, 2000–2015 

Van Knippenberg 
& van Schie, 2000 

• Studied multiple foci of organizational identification. 
• Work group OID is stronger than identification with the overall 

organization. 

Van Dick et al., 
2004 

 

• Distinguished between OID (referring to the extent to which aspects of 
the organizational membership become part of the individual’s self-
concept) and OC (attitudes held toward the organization). 

• OID is a multidimensional construct that focuses on different foci and 
dimensions. 

Jones & Vople, 
2010  

• OID is positively related to individuals’ affective OC, job and 
organizational satisfaction, job involvement, organizational loyalty, 
occupational and work group attachment, and extra-role behavior. 

• OID is negatively related to individuals’ intent to leave the 
organization. 

• Drew on Adler & Adler, 1988; O’Reilly & Chatman, 1986; Riketta, 
2005; Riketta & Van Dick, 2005. 

Johnson et al., 2012 

 

• Cognitive and affective identification are distinct forms of social 
identification. 

• Across three studies, developed a measure for cognitive and affective 
identification . 

• Found that since “neurotic individuals are highly motivated to reduce 
perceived uncertainty, they will tend to identify cognitively with 
groups. Extraverted individuals, on the other hand, are highly motivated 
to enhance how they feel about themselves and thus identify affectively 
with groups” (p. 1142). 
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Study Findings 

Petriglieri, 2015 Identification has been shown to  
• Enhance performance (van Knippenberg, 2000; Yurchisin, 2007) 
• Decrease attrition rates (Mael & Ashforth, 1995) 
• Increase employee loyalty (Adler & Adler, 1988) 

Lee et al., 2015  • OID is positively and significantly correlated with (a) attitudinal 
outcomes—job involvement, job satisfaction, and affective OC; (b) 
behavioral outcomes—in-role performance and extra-role performance. 

• Offered theoretical implications for the classic psychological model of 
attitude-behavior relations by positioning OID in the nexus of 
attitudes/behaviors in organizations (p. 1061). 

• This relationship is also important to organizational functioning. 
Identification has been shown to enhance performance (van 
Knippenberg, 2000; Yurchisin, 2007), decrease attrition rates (Mael & 
Ashforth, 1995), and increase employee loyalty (Adler & Adler, 1988). 

Stinglhamber et al., 
2015 

• OC is defined as affective OC. 
• “Favorable work experiences operate via OI to increase employees’ AC 

that, in turn, decreases employee turnover” (p. 1). 
 
 
 
Although there continues to be research regarding the antecedents and outcomes 

of OID, examining the relationship of OID to OC/affective OC, and investigating OID as 

measured by OID measurement tools, several OID researchers have extended OID 

research to consider a more comprehensive understanding of the processes of OID 

(Ashforth & Johnson, 2002; Ellemers, 2002; Haslam & Platow, 2002; Pratt, 2002; van 

Knippenberg & van Leeuwen, 2002), assess the various states of organizational 

attachment (Ashforth et al., 2013), analyze OID in volunteers (Boezeman & Ellemers, 

2014), and explore the impact of OID on the health and well-being of organizational 

members beyond its effects on satisfaction and intention to stay (Avanzi et al., 2015; 

Steffens et al., 2016).  

A considerable number of OID research studies have been conducted by 

European university professors and their students who continue to reflect the SIT 

perspective as a primary focus. These include Tavares et al. (2016) in Spain and 
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Germany; Steffens et al. (2016) in Australia, China, and Germany; Avanzi et al. (2015) in 

Italy, China, and Germany; Boezeman and Ellemers (2014) in the Netherlands; Aghaz 

and Hashemi (2013) in Iran; Tasdan (2015) in Turkey; and Stinglhamber et al. (2015) in 

Belgium. Research from faculty and students based in the United States and the United 

Kingdom, while reflecting the SIT perspective, seems to be more broadly focused, with 

calls for a variety of perspectives and processes with which to study OID. U.S. 

researchers include Ashforth (2016), Petriglieri (2015), Lee et al. (2015), and Jones and 

Volpe (2011); U.K. researchers include He and Brown (2013) and Hodgkinson (2013).  

An example of more recent approaches to the study of OID is Petriglieri’s (2015) 

qualitative study of executives who were working for BP during the Gulf of Mexico oil 

rig explosion. Rather than focusing on OID at the point of entry to or exit from an 

organization, Petriglieri studied how BP executives resolved their destabilized OID when 

the company’s OI seemed to have change. Did the company still define itself as 

representing technical excellence and environmental consciousness after such an 

cataclysmic event as the oil rig explosion? Exploring the link between (1) an ambivalent 

view of relationship and (2) processes for resolution, Petriglieri examined “whether and 

how the relationship between an organization and its members can be repaired once 

damaged” (p. 518). With the alignment between their personal identity and that of the 

company destabilized, the executives were ambivalent about the company and their role 

within its structure. Those executives who actively participated in company-sanctioned 

opportunities to work on the response, using their technical excellence to resolve the 

problems of the catastrophe, engaged in a process of co-creating the repair of their OID. 

Working through their ambivalence toward BP resulted in executives becoming a 
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(re)identified member, a weakly identified member, or a deidentified member. Based on 

her research, Petriglieri proposed a model for repairing damaged OID relationships after 

an organizational transgression and strongly suggested that organizations should provide 

positive social reinforcement by involving members in active, organizationally work-

related responses—not just passive observation. She also recommended further research 

into the processes of attachment/detachment. 

Similar areas of research associated with types of attachment are OC and 

relational identification (RI). Recognizing that confusion over the relationship between 

OID and OC remains, Stinglhamber et al. (2015) suggested that “favorable work 

experiences operate via OI to increase employees’ AC [affective organizational 

commitment] that, in turn, decreases employee turnover” (p. 1). A similar area of 

research concerns the process of identification through the relationship of the individuals 

rather than through the collective identification of the organization. Zhang et al. (2014) 

indicated that both “(1) relational identification, which arises from connections and 

relationship with other members in a workgroup, and (2) collective identification, which 

arises from the shared characteristics of a workgroup as a whole” are ways in which 

members attach to their organizations. Zhang et al. (2014) found that individual RI and 

collective OID are distinct constructs. Sluss et al. (2012) found that through the 

sensemaking mediating mechanisms of affective, cognitive, and behavioral influences, RI 

can be transferred to OID. They also found that multiple identifications are more 

integrative and can affect a more personalized membership experience than has been 

“previously assumed in the extant research” (Sluss et al., 2012, p. 949). 
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Aghaz and Hashemi’s (2013) survey-based study of employees in the Iranian 

Ministry of Science, Research, and Technology investigated the influence of personality 

traits. Using Kreiner and Ashforth’s (2004) expanded model of identification 

(identification, disidentification, ambivalent identification, and neutral identification) in 

an environment where some workers spoke enthusiastically about their organization and 

others were neutral or spoke with reluctance, Aghaz and Hashemi (2013) found a 

“significant positive relationship between personality and OID, a significant negative 

relationship between personality, disidentification and neutral identification, and no 

relationship between personality and ambivalent identification” (p. 148). Agreeable 

extroverts identified with the organization more than neurotic employees who were more 

disidentified, neutral, or ambivalent.  

Ashforth et al.’s (2013) survey of customer service representatives extended their 

2004 model to study the relationship of OID to the occupational level of self-

identification, finding that “occupational identification, occupational disidentification, 

ambivalent occupational identification, and neutral occupational identification are 

empirically differentiable” (p. 2426). Lee, Park, and Koo’s (2015) meta-analysis found 

that OID has a direct effect on general behavior beyond its effect on attitude. Their study 

supports the proposition that OID has a unique value in “explaining individual attitudes 

and behaviors in organizations” (Lee et al., 2015, p. 1049). These effects, however, are 

moderated by national culture. In testing the integration of social exchange theory with 

social identity perspectives in a cross-sectional survey of financial services employees, 

Tavares et al. (2016) found that distinctive levels of OID use different currencies of 

exchange to reciprocate the organizational support received. Avanzi et al. (2015) studied 
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the relationship of OID and employee stress/burnout to find that employees with strong 

OID are likely to be more socially supported by their colleagues; this promotes a sense of 

“collective efficacy” (p. 1) with a negative relationship to burnout. 

Organizational Identification, Volunteers, and Nonprofits 

Although OID research has primarily focused on employee attachment to the 

organization, several researchers have studied OID from the perspective of the volunteer 

leader and follower (Boezeman & Ellemers, 2014; Gonzalez & Chakraborty, 2013). 

Gonzalez and Chakraborty’s (2013) survey-based study of a professional business 

association’s local volunteer members examined self-expression and social cohesion as 

related to OID and leadership involvement. Their study used structural equation modeling 

to assess how self-expression and social cohesion are related to OID and emergent 

leadership involvement. Gonzalez and Chakraborty (2013) found that, independent of 

pay, allowing individuals “to express their values, interests, and other aspects of their 

authentic selves” (p. 14) increased their OID, which stimulated volunteers to develop 

leadership processes.  

Suggestions for Future OID Research 

Brown (2017) articulated a perspective advocated by several prominent, long-term 

scholars (Ashforth, 2016; Hodgkinson, 2013) as he cautioned researchers not to remain 

“fixated on SIT/SCT.” Citing Brown (2017) and Ashforth (2016, p. 316), he stated:  

I believe that SIT/SCT may have been too successful. My concern is that the more 
SIT/SCT is seen to dominate the quantitative OB literature on identity and 
identification, the more SIT/SCT assumes the institutional force of a paradigm, as 
if identity/identification questions can only— and should only—be addressed via 
SIT/SCT. (p. 296) 
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As frequently occurs when a theoretical construct moves toward the middle stage 

of development (Blaikie, 2000), researchers have begun to call for a broader and deeper 

approach to the study of OID. This includes the employment of a wider range of 

disciplines (social science, applied psychology, organizational behavior, management, 

organizational studies), perspectives (functionalist, social constructionist, 

psychodynamic, and postmodern), and theoretical constructs (such as social exchange 

theory) (Ashforth, 2016; He & Brown, 2013; Hodgkinson, 2013; Petriglieri, 2015). By 

engaging these singly and through cross-fertilization, the synergies between them may be 

more fully developed, thus stimulating further understanding (Ashforth, 2016; He & 

Brown, 2013; Hodgkinson, 2013; Petriglieri, 2015). Although there is a need for 

continued testing of OID measurement tools and the appropriate uses for each, 

investigations of the connections between antecedents and outcomes, and examination of 

OID relationships in other settings, contexts, levels, and foci (Aghaz & Hashemi, 2013; 

Avanzi et al., 2015; Tavares et al., 2016), a more comprehensive and wide-ranging 

approach is recommended with a focus on the processes of OID (He & Brown, 2013; 

Jones & Volpe, 2011; Petriglieri, 2015); on the different types of attachment including 

identification, disidentification, reidentification, ambivalent identification, neutral 

identification, and dysfunctional identification (Ashforth, 2016; Ashforth et al., 2013; He 

& Brown, 2013; Jones & Volpe, 2011; Petriglieri, 2015); and on the relationships with 

other constructs (leadership/followership, change, organizational behavior) (Boezeman & 

Ellemers, 2014; Gonzalez & Chakraborty, 2013; Tavares et al., 2016).  

Recent published research is replete with ideas for further study on a broad array 

of issues and from a variety of methodological approaches (including field work and 
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longitudinal studies) (Ashforth, 2016; Avanzi et al., 2015; Gonzalez & Chakraborty, 

2013). In follow-up to her research with BP oil executives whose OID fluctuated in a 

process of identification and reidentification, Petriglieri (2015) called for a broader 

research approach to the dynamic processes of OID and to the nature of various forms of 

attachment: 

While scholars have investigated the nature, importance, and necessity of 
organizational identification, research has thus far privileged understanding the 
process of identification at organizational entry and exit. We still know little 
about ‘how identification waxes and wanes as individuals and their contexts 
evolve’ (Kreiner, Hollensbe, and Sheep, 2006a: 1032). (p. 519) 

Rather than looking at OID with a snapshot view, Bednar, Galvin, Ashforth, and 

Hafermalz (2020) asked, “How then can we move the conversation beyond its emphasis 

on snapshot images of the current degree of organizational identification and create an 

expanded understanding of the member-organization relationship?” (pp. 201-202). 

Looking at OID as a dynamic, ongoing, and ever adapting relationship with the 

organization, they proposed a view of OID that considers broader time horizons. “In 

other words, we hope to be able to supplement our understanding of where a member’s 

sense of identification is ‘at’ by also understanding the member’s sense of where it has 

been and where it is going” (Bednar et al., 2020, p. 202).  

With the changing work world of the technological age, Pattnaik and Tripathy 

(2017) suggested further study of the relationship of OID and the virtual workplace. They 

also raised questions about “the non-alignment of the multi-dimensional OID approach 

with the seminal OID definition that claimed it to be a purely cognitive construct” (p. 45) 

and called for research into how to integrate the literature regarding both approaches.  
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Conroy et al. (2017) called for further OID research to “better understand the 

situational and individual influences that contribute to the dark side outcomes” (p. 199). 

Acknowledging that the study of the dark side of OID is “still in its infancy stage” (p. 1), 

Irshad and Bashir’s (2020) study of employees in the service and hospitality sectors 

added to the existing literature by proposing psychological entitlement, unethical pro-

organizational behavior, and pro-social rule-breaking as outcomes of OID.  

Guo et al. (2018) identified underlying psychological mediators that influence 

OID. Individualist and collectivist self-concept orientations were mediators of the 

relationship between self-concept and OID. In addition to further research into the 

relationship of OID and other psychological concepts such as self-preservation needs or 

the relationist self-concept orientation, they recommended giving serious consideration to 

the practical application of self-concept orientation on OID and “important organizational 

outcomes” (p. 368). 

In different types of articles—Ashforth’s (2016) distinguished scholar invited 

essay, Hodgkinson’s (2013) epilogue to the special issue of Group & Organization 

Management, He and Brown’s (2013) literature review of OI and OID, and Petriglieri’s 

(2015) empirical qualitative study—each recognized the importance of identity and 

identification as root constructs and called for research that (1) emphasizes the definition 

of self in terms of the target, (2) advances the understanding of OID processes and types 

of organizational attachments, and (3) adds and intermingles other lenses and 

perspectives beyond the social identity approach of SIT/SCT. The OID research 

suggestions are summarized in Table 2.5. 
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Table 2.5 
Summary of Organizational Identification Research Suggestions 

Topic Details 

The dynamic and fluid processes of OID (Bednar et al., 2020; He & Brown, 2013; Jones & 
Volpe, 2011; Petriglieri, 2015). 

The perspectives and interactions of different dimensions (cognitive, affective, evaluative, 
behavioral) and multiple foci (group, profession, organization) (Edwards, 2005; Johnson et al., 
2012; Lee et al., 2015). 

The integration of OID and affective OC (Stinglhamber et al., 2015).

Field research and longitudinal studies (Aghaz & Hashemi, 2013; Ashforth et al., 2013; Jones & 
Volpe, 2011; Lee et al., 2015; Stinglhamber et al., 2015; van Dick et al., 2005). 

The 
interrelationship of 
OID with other 
constructs  

 Leadership (He & Brown, 2013; Petriglieri, 2015) 
 Context to include volunteers and nonprofit organizations (Boezeman & 

Ellemers, 2014) 
 Organizational change (He & Brown, 2013; Petriglieri, 2015) 
 Health and wellness as affected by OID (Avanzi et al., 2015) 

Other perspectives 
on aspects of 
organizational 
behavior 

 Attachment issues: destabilized OID, ambivalent and reidentification 
OID (Pattnaik & Tripathy, 2017; Petriglieri, 2015); dysfunctional OID 
(Boros, 2008) 

 The dark side of identification (Conroy et al., 2017; Irshad & Bashir, 
2020) 

 Symbolic interactionists’ social networks, communication, and 
feedback (Jones & Volpe, 2011; Petriglieri, 2015) 

 Attitude-behavior relations (Lee et al., 2015) 
 Effects of organizational responses (Petriglieri, 2015) 
 Organizational context (size and length of membership) (Tasdan, 2015)  
 OID and organizational change (He & Brown, 2013; Petriglieri, 2015) 
 Effects of national culture (Lee et al., 2015)  
 Leadership/followership (Ashforth, 2016; He & Brown, 2013) 
 Motivation and in-role/extra-role behaviors (He & Brown, 2013) 
 Bridging the management and the marketing literatures on OID 

(Cardador & Pratt, 2006) 

Further studies on 
individual and 
collective 
identification 
 

 The relationship of self-concept to OID (Guo et al., 2018) 
 The integration of relational and collective identification (Zhang et al., 

2014)  
 The proportions of RI and OID in situ (Sluss & Ashforth, 2008) 
 Research models of identification that incorporate multiple loci (i.e., 

RI/OID/career/occupation/team/workgroup/subunit) (Ashforth et al., 
2008) 

 Social identity complexity (Ashforth et al., 2008) 
 Identification convergence/integration (Ashforth et al., 2008; Gonzalez 

& Chakraborty, 2013) 
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Leadership Transition 

The Three-Step Process of Change 

Following Lewin’s (1948) work on the three-step macro process of organizational 

change (unfreeze, transition, and refreeze), theoretical works in the subfield of leadership 

transition have been published (Bridges, 2009; Bridges & Bridges, 2017; Ciampa & 

Watkins, 1999; Farquhar, 1989; Gabarro, 1987; Gilmore, 2015), with each theorist 

projecting several transitional stages, ranging from two to eight. All the theorists included 

a stage of unease and unrest and ended with some form of organizational stabilization.  

Bridges’ (1986) phases of organizational transition is a three-stage model 

describing an individual’s passage through a leadership transition. Bridges (1986) 

distinguished between change and transition: 

Change happens when something starts or stops, or when something that used to 
happen in one way starts happening in another. It happens at a particular time, or 
in several stages at different times. Organizational change is structural, economic, 
technological, or demographic, and it can be planned and managed on a more or 
less rational model. . . . Transition, on the other hand, is a three-part psychological 
process that extends over a long period of time and cannot be planned or managed 
by the same rational formulae that work with change. (p. 25) 

The model recognizes three stages that may have “no clear division” (p. 29) and 

may overlap. The transition includes an ending phase (where the individual lets go of the 

past and which may include disengagement, disidentification, and disenchantment), a 

neutral zone (uncertainty between the old reality and a new reality), and a new beginning 

(built on an orientation to the new reality or “vision”) (Bridges, 1986, p. 31). The model, 

which focuses on the micro process of individuals who must work through a transition, 

has become commonly accepted as the theoretical process of change within an 
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organization (Brisson-Banks, 2010) and is widely referenced for its emphasis on the 

transitional period required of individuals (Brisson-Banks, 2010; Dym et al., 2011).  

Significance of Leadership Transition 

One of a leader’s primary responsibilities is to nurture the organization’s vision, 

the sense of purpose and mission that is shared by the members (Fiegener et al., 1994, 

p. 315). Although periods of top management transition may offer the opportunity to 

break from the past and establish a new vision within the current environment, they are, 

instead, often accompanied by an organizational loss of focus, as the leader who 

articulated the organization’s vision may be replaced by someone with different “values, 

abilities, and drives” (Fiegener et al., 1994, p. 313).  

Leadership transitions occur for many reasons, including resignations and routine 

promotions, repurposing/refocusing structural reorganizations, or merger and 

acquisitioned integrations, and can be costly in terms of hiring, training, and loss of 

productivity (Levin, 2010; Manderscheid & Ardichvili, 2008b). Leadership transitions 

affect the primary leader and the individual members, known sometimes in contemporary 

research as followers—whether employees or volunteers—at the micro level, 

organizational subgroups at the meso level, and the overall organization at the macro 

level. All interplay with each other and with the external environment (Dannar, 2012). 

Leadership transitions are disruptive to the members of the organization as they try to 

make sense of and adapt to the changes around them. These members may develop 

uncertainty about their personal future roles as well as concern for the identity of the 

organization itself (Balser & Carmin, 2009) and may experience anxiety, confusion, 
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frustration, irritation, excitement, anticipation, cognitive conundrums, exhaustion, stress, 

and/or elation (Balser & Carmin, 2009; Bunker, 2008). 

A leadership transition that produces a positive outcome by continuing or creating 

a thriving organization can be identified in terms of the quality of the process and 

experience for the stakeholders, involving assessments of the individual’s “distrust, 

resentment, tensions, and intention to leave” and “in terms of the effectiveness of the 

succession, meaning organizational performance” (Serra & Borzillo, 2013, p. 13). 

Gordon and Rosen (1981) defined leadership succession as “the planned or unplanned 

change of the formal leader of a group or organization” (p. 227). A succession plan may 

be simple and informal or formal with specified rules and procedures (Huang, 1999). 

This may include plans for top management succession, systematic internal talent 

development, leadership development and general workforce planning, strategic human 

resources management (Dym et al., 2011; Froelich et al., 2011), and intentional interims 

with specialized leadership and defined transitional periods (Tebbe et al., 2017).  

Research Recommendations for Leadership Transition 

A leadership transition begins with an ending (the resignation of a departing 

leader), passes through a period of organizational adaptation, and concludes with the 

stabilization of skills and attitudes within the organization after the new leader has 

engaged with the organization (Bridges, 2009; Brisson-Banks, 2010; Dym et al., 2011). 

Perhaps seemingly self-evident, change in leadership is inevitable (Jones, 2011) and the 

transition affects the leader, the members, and the organization through the interplay of 

each with the others (Dannar, 2012). Although a leadership transition includes a variety 

of stressors—physiological (Wisse & Sleebos, 2016), affective (Ballinger et al., 2009; 
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Manderscheid, 2008; Wisse & Sleebos, 2016), and economic (Joyce, 2008; Levin, 

2010)—which have extensive and substantial impacts on the leader, the members, and the 

organization, researchers have recommended additional rigorous “empirical and 

qualitative-based research” (Levin, 2010, p. 70) from which to learn more about the 

dynamics of leadership transitions (Ardichvili et al., 2016; Balser & Carmin, 2009; 

Bunker, 2008; Dollhopf & Scheitle, 2013; Hooijberg & Lane, 2016; Levin, 2010; 

Manderscheid, 2008; Manderscheid & Harrower, 2016; Peet, 2012; Tebbe et al., 2017). 

As Manderscheid and Harrower (2016) noted, “Despite the importance of understanding 

and correctly managing leadership transitions, research into dynamics of such transitions, 

and into developmental and training activities aimed at facilitating such transitions, is still 

scarce” (p. 405). 

Until recently, most leadership transition studies have focused on the new leader’s 

mental and emotional preparation, behavior, strategy, and skills (Bunker & Wakefield, 

2005; Githens, 2009; Joyce, 2008; Manderscheid & Ardichvili, 2008b). Given that many 

leadership transitions fail (leave the new position within 18 months; Levin, 2010), a 

broader view of the macro/micro contextual notions of leadership suggests the value in 

studying organizational “members/followers” in addition to “the leader.” There is, 

however, little research that “adopts the follower as the primary focus and explores how 

followership behaviors are related to organizational outcomes” (Carsten et al., 2010, p. 

543). OID, affective commitment, OC, and organizational citizenship behavior (defined 

by Nasurdin et al. [2013] as “extra work-related behaviours, which are beyond those 

specified by job descriptions and measured by formal appraisals” [p. 61]), are examples 
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of individual, micro-level constructs related to organizational outcomes that are worthy of 

further research. 

Leadership Planning 

Leadership “succession planning has received extensive attention in the for-profit 

business literature, emerging from concerns surrounding the defining event of chief 

executive transition” (Froelich et al., 2011, p. 5). Research has been conducted at all 

levels of business: large and multinational corporate entities (Hooijberg & Lane, 2016), 

founder-led and family businesses (Fiegener et al., 1994), and young/small/medium 

businesses (Molly et al., 2010; Serra & Borzillo, 2013). Few researchers, however, have 

focused on empirical research into executive turnover, succession planning, and 

leadership transitions in the nonprofit sector (Tebbe et al., 2017).  

Cocklin and Wilkinson’s (2011) exploratory case study of a successful school 

principal transition suggested that “a key component is that of planning, including 

‘outgoing’ knowledge where the change of principal becomes one of a sense of 

continuity coupled with change, rather than one to the exclusion of the other” (p. 665). 

They cited Hargreaves et al. (2003, p. 80), who noted that “successful transition occurs 

when there is careful planning, adequate preparation and decent, humane management of 

all” (Cocklin & Wilkinson, 2011, p. 665). Cocklin and Wilkinson (2011) acknowledged 

that “few studies of school leadership succession document the processes of continuity 

and change, especially within situations where there has been a strong tradition of tenure 

of principal, within a quality school” (p. 661). Their research on leadership transition 

“adds to a small body of literature in increasing our knowledge base . . . in a context of 

stability and continuity, a sense of sustainability, rather than crisis” (p. 661). 
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Santora and Sarros’s (2001) case study research of long-term founders and their 

community-based nonprofits recognized the significance of a leadership transition. They 

recommended further examination into the transfer of followers’ allegiances to a new 

leader after the departure of a leader with strong affective ties to the organization and its 

followers. Ballinger et al. (2009) suggested further study into members’ “patterns of 

attitude and behavior change” after the succession of a new leader, as well as research 

into what events and actions may “alter or heighten the affective reactions of group 

members and impact the formation of new leader-follower relationships” (p. 231). 

Ballinger et al. (2009) called for further investigation into “understanding how the 

reactions of individuals to succession events can be combined to improve our ability to 

predict group-level changes after succession events” (p. 220). These calls for research 

into members’ perceptions, behavior, and affect during a leadership transition suggest 

that further study of OID, affective OC, organizational citizenship behaviors, RI, and 

other individual-level constructs is warranted.  

Critical Importance of the Nonprofit Leader Transition 

Froelich et al. (2011) referenced multiple sources that suggest that chief 

executives are “the single most critical factor underlying nonprofit effectiveness” (p. 4). 

Practice and research tend to  

rely on theories and evidence from for-profit corporations for executive leadership 
guidance, an approach generally found inadequate to understand the nonprofit 
context considering key differences between the sectors in end goals (money 
versus mission), reliance on volunteers, [and] a more nebulous relationship 
between executive director and nonprofit board of directors (Middleton, 1987; 
McFarlan, 1999). (Froelich et al., 2011, p. 4) 
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Nonprofits face additional challenges in finding qualified, motivated leaders as 

they offer lower salaries, often lack organizational infrastructure, require “an increasingly 

demanding set of executive tasks” (Froelich et al., 2011, p. 4), and include related issues 

that make nonprofit executive positions potentially less appealing to upcoming 

Generation X and Y future leaders (Froelich et al., 2011, p. 4, citing Von Bergen, 2007; 

Tierney, 2006; Kunreuther, 2003; Allison, 2002).  

In a nonprofit organization, “the handling of the handoff from one chief executive 

to the next has profound implications for the sustainability of the organization, funder and 

constituent support, and ultimately, the effectiveness of the mission work of the 

organization” (Tebbe et al., 2017, p. 339). Substantial efforts to develop best practices for 

managing the transition of a leadership succession in philanthropic and mission-oriented 

enterprises occurred during the 1990s and 2000s with focus on intentional interim 

practices and interest in approaches supporting organizational sustainability and member 

well-being (Tebbe et al., 2017). “In a non-profit organization, the paid executive operates 

in a shared leadership structure with the volunteer board” (Tebbe et al., 2017, p. 339), 

which has “broad policy-making and oversight responsibilities. Executive turnover 

disrupts the operations of a non-profit” (Tebbe et al., 2017, p. 339) and initiates 

“organizational instability and uncertainty” (Gibelman & Gelman, 2002, p. 66).  

Although researchers and practitioners have endeavored to describe, explain, and 

predict the executive turnover event and suggest factors that might mitigate the 

disruptions, few researchers have focused on nonprofit executive transitions and 

succession planning (Tebbe et al., 2017, p. 340). Although the topic has not received 

rigorous research attention, practice-based executive transition models have begun to 
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advocate for an approach based on a positive, constructive passage of volunteers and the 

organization through the transitional period, which allows for energized organizational 

sustainability (Tebbe et al., 2017, p. 340). Tebbe et al. (2017) offered seven underlying 

reasons “why practices for managing executive transitions have not been more widely 

embraced” (p. 341). These seven reasons may also serve as future research topics (pp. 

341-342):  

• “Lack of awareness . . . of the availability and efficacy of succession planning 

tools, executive transition management approaches, and intentional interim 

executive leadership resources.” 

• “Lack of urgency to apply these tools and approaches because the benefits or the 

applicability to their organization do not seem applicable to their organization.” 

• “Misunderstanding the challenges of succession and transition” as they consider 

the CEO succession to be a change problem rather than a transition, much as 

Bridges defined their difference. 

• “Failure to call a time-out and hire an interim CEO,” particularly in the case of 

distressed organizations or a messy executive departure. 

• “Lack of awareness about intentional interim executives.” 

• A view that succession planning and leadership transition management tools are 

“too complex.”  

• “Unrealized norms”: The nonprofit sector has not generally adopted the norm “to 

plan for leadership succession and to manage the transition when it occurs.” 
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Summary  

This study focuses on the construct of OID (Cheney & Tompkins, 1987), defined 

by Ashforth and Mael (1989) as “the perception of oneness or belongingness to some 

human aggregate” (p. 21) and further clarified as “the perception of oneness with or 

belongingness to an organization” (Mael & Ashforth, 1992, p. 104). It accepts Johnson, 

Morgeson, and Hekman’s (2012) cognitive and affective theory of the dimensions of OID 

and Kreiner et al.’s (2006) acknowledgement that OID is fluid and fluctuates with the 

situational context.  

OID intersects with Bridges’ (1986) phases of organizational transition, a three-

phase model for the individual experiencing a leadership transition. The three phases may 

have “no clear division” (p. 29) and may overlap. They include an ending phase of 

“letting go,” which may include experiences of disengagement, disidentification, and 

disenchantment; a neutral zone of uncertainty between the old reality and a new reality; 

and a new beginning of orientation to a new reality or “vision” (p. 31). Bridges’s (1986) 

model suggests that attachment issues of OID are integral to an individual’s transition 

process through change, and he foreshadowed research into the processes of 

identification with the organization. 

This study of the intersection of OID and leadership transition addressed the 

research question: What are the OID processes of choristers during a leadership transition 

from a long-term choral director to a new director? The next chapter details the study’s 

methodology. 
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CHAPTER 3:  

METHODS 

This exploratory, qualitative case study furthered the understanding of 

organizational identification (OID) during a leadership transition in a nonprofit, volunteer 

setting. The primary purpose was to explore the identification processes choristers used 

during a leadership transition following the announcement of an anticipated retirement by 

a long-term leader. Based on an analysis of all the data but drawn primarily from the 

chorister interviews, characteristics of the organization’s identity were established and 

choristers’ OID processes were categorized in relationship to it. The study addressed one 

research question: What are the OID processes of choristers during a leadership transition 

from a long-term choral director to a new director? 

This chapter begins by describing my ontological and epistemological 

foundations and choice of a case study methodology. It then describes the study context 

and details procedures for data collection, data management, and data analysis. The final 

sections address researcher bias and subjectivity, credibility and trustworthiness 

processes, and procedures for the protection of study participants.  

Ontology and Epistemology 

This research was approached from both a realist and a relativist ontology and 

from a social constructivist epistemology. Crotty (1998) defined realism as “an 

ontological notion asserting that realities exist outside the mind” (p. 10) and suggested 

that relativism recognizes that “different people may well inhabit quite different worlds,” 

which may constitute for them “divers [sic] ways of knowing, distinguishable sets of 
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meanings, separate realities” (p. 64). Creswell (2014) defined social constructivists as 

those who “believe that individuals seek understanding of the world in which they live 

and work” (p. 8). These definitions suggest that meanings are varied, multiple, and 

complex, “leading the researcher to look for the complexity of views” (Creswell, 2014, 

p. 8).  

Timelines, documents, and events were recognized as occurring in a world “that 

exists outside the mind” (Crotty, 1998, p. 10). These were then interpreted and given 

meaning by the participants and by me as the researcher (Creswell, 2014). Their 

significance and meaning as they shaped choristers’ OID processes were interpreted as 

knowledge socially constructed through the perspective and lens of both choristers and 

the researcher, where multiple realities were recognized and knowledge was contextual. 

As such, I acknowledge my presence in the study, experience as a professional 

musician, and perspective that the departure of a long-term conductor initiates a 

disruptive cognitive and affective transitional period that choristers must navigate, which 

has the potential to be disturbing to the customary stability of their lives and to the 

organization.  

Case Study Methodology 

Merriam’s (2009) qualitative approach of fieldwork and rich description provided 

both depth and breadth for this investigation of the complex identification processes of 

choristers during a leadership transition. Consequently, qualitative research, with its rich 

description, in-depth study, and inductive analysis (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016), was 

appropriate for this study. Among the various types of qualitative research, a single case 

study can provide a broad, in-depth view of a complex system. Stake (1995) 
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recommended case study research (CSR) for gathering in-depth, systemic, and holistic 

data about a complex phenomenon or entity to “maximize what we can learn” (p. 4).  

Merriam and Tisdell (2016) grounded CSR in the constructivist-interpretivist lens, 

where the researcher is the subjective designer, data collection instrument, and analytic 

arbiter. They defined CSR as a bounded entity, positioned it in qualitative research 

focused on meaning in context, and advocated for a research design and process 

grounded in a thorough review of the literature. The literature review serves as a vehicle 

for building a knowledge base, finding research gaps, formulating a research statement 

and questions, and choosing a theoretical framework. These can provide the “underlying 

structure for all other aspects of the study” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 102)—research 

design and implementation, data analysis, and presentation of findings—such that they 

are set within the “knowledge base of the field” (p. 92).  

As “an in-depth description and analysis of a bounded system” (Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2016, p. 37) such as “a person, a program, or an event” (p. 24), a bounded case is 

a unit of analysis, a delimited “object of study” (p. 38) to be distinguished from the 

product of an investigation, the process of the research, or the topic of investigation. 

Intrinsically bound with finite limits to data collection, CSR focuses on an inductive 

process of meaning making, which creates a product richly descriptive in words and 

pictures rather than in positivist numbers and measurement.  

Yin (2014) suggested that “the distinctive need for CSR arises out of the desire to 

understand complex social phenomena” (p. 4). The interaction of choristers with the 

choral organization and its transitional processes is a complex system of 

interrelationships. Merriam and Tisdell (2016) suggested that for CSR, “the focus is on 
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understanding the meaning of experience, the researcher is the primary instrument in data 

collection and analysis, the process is inductive, and rich description characterizes the 

end product” (p. 21). This is accomplished through the analysis of multiple, diverse data 

points (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Yin, 2014). Stake (1995) described a case as “a 

specific, a complex, functioning thing” (p. 2), a holistic, integrated, systemic 

phenomenon or entity, studied to “maximize what we can learn” (p. 4). Yin (2014) 

claimed that “the distinctive need for case study research arises out of the desire to 

understand complex social phenomena” (p. 4) in a “real-world context” (p. 78). Yin 

(2014) added that for a single case, “the objective is to capture the circumstances and 

conditions of an everyday situation . . . because of the lessons it might provide about the 

social processes related to some theoretical interest” (p. 52).  

This study employed a single case format because the case spoke to both the 

unique and the common (Yin, 2014). A choral directing leadership transition is common 

and occurs frequently in choral organizations in schools, churches, and communities. 

Although yearly turnover among choral directors is a common occurrence, with 

resignations each year for professional advancement or for personal reasons (Kim & 

Barg, 2010), the transition from a director of long tenure to a new director is uncommon 

among the regular occurrences of choral director resignations. Not only was a transition 

from a choral director who had served over 40 years uncommon, but the overlapping 

roles during the transition were also unusual.  

A single case study was appropriate to answer the research question because a 

choir’s transition is a bounded system of organizational members (the Emmanuel Senior 

Choir) in a current, specific time frame (beginning with the announcement of the long-
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term director’s intention to resign and concluding 6 months following the current 

director’s first independent year), which can be studied to answer questions about a 

complex social phenomenon. Case study was appropriate by definition and by 

methodology, as it included multiple methods of data collection, a rigorous case study 

design to enhance trustworthiness, and in-depth coding and analysis to create rich, thick 

description (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 256).  

This study focused on the chorister members of a choir, which is an 

organizational subunit of a liturgical church. The choir is an embedded unit of the larger 

congregation. The choir and its choristers, however, were the target of the study and not 

just the context for the study (Yin, 2014), and I acknowledge that the case study choir 

was embedded within the overarching congregational organization. 

The Study Context 

Doctoral student colleagues, musician colleagues, friends, and acquaintances 

shared their knowledge of church and community choirs that were in the process of a 

choral director leadership transition. One unusual choral directing leadership transition 

was brought to my attention: the director of the Emmanuel Church Senior Choir (a 

pseudonym), an adult choir in a liturgical church in a suburb of a major metropolitan 

area, was retiring after over 40 years as music director and organist, and the organization 

was executing a choir director transition through an overlapping leadership succession 

process, sometimes referred to as a relay succession. 

Upon further investigation during the final phase of the leadership transition, it 

became apparent that numerous individuals around the church community considered the 

nontraditional overlapping leadership transition to be successful in preventing a stressful 
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disruption to the individual choir members, to the choir as an organization, and to the 

congregation, as it seemed to be generating a positive environment of stability and 

continuity for the choir and for the choristers. The outgoing and incoming directors 

indicated that because they had not followed their denomination’s usual pattern of a 

music director search committee and an interim director, their overlapping director 

transition had resulted in diminished disruption to the choir members and to the 

congregation despite their unusual process. The three staff musicians were aware of or 

had experienced stressful and, ultimately, unsuccessful choir director transitions. Because 

the Emmanuel Senior Choir had seemingly moved through the transition with less 

disruption than had been expected, both choir directors (former and current), the assistant 

director, and the choristers were interested in sharing their perspective and experiences 

with the overlapping leadership transition. Having served as accompanist for several 

annual Christmas concerts, the incoming director was familiar with the outgoing director 

and the choristers and had gradually become open to discussions about a possible role in 

the choir’s future. He ultimately joined the music staff as the permanent accompanist 

where he and the outgoing director served together for 2 years, reversing roles during the 

outgoing director’s last year.  

The Emmanuel Senior Choir 

The Emmanuel Senior Choir, a soprano, alto, tenor, and bass adult choir in an 

ecumenical church in a major metropolitan area, rehearsed weekly during the school year 

and sang regularly for special seasonal concerts and services in addition to its regular 

weekly services for many years. The choir sang a wide range of traditional choral music 

appropriate to the theology of their denomination. They rehearsed weekly for 
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approximately an hour and a half during the school year. During Holy Week, they sang 

for multiple services.  

For over 50 years, the Emmanuel Senior Choir has presented an annual Christmas 

concert. As a nonprofit, volunteer choir, this case was unusual because it offered insight 

into the OID processes of nonpaid members who chose allegiance without the influence 

of a financial incentive. This case provided an opportunity to better understand the OID 

processes of volunteer choristers who experienced a substantive disruption of leadership 

through a process that seemingly resulted in less organizational stress than might be 

expected during such a leadership transition. 

The Emmanuel Senior Choir Staff Structure 

Until this most recent leadership change, the Emmanuel Senior Choir had been 

led by a single individual in the role of Emmanuel Church music director/organist/ 

choirmaster. Three individuals have served as the Emmanuel Church music director and 

senior choir director since 1950. With the current director transition, the one position of 

music director/organist/choirmaster was split into two separate roles: music director/ 

senior choir director and associate music director/senior choir accompanist. Both of these 

positions carry responsibilities as organist for Emmanuel Church services. 

Gaining Access 

An impromptu and unexpected introduction to the outgoing choir director 

initiated a conversation about his experiences as the long-term Emmanuel Church music 

director and the unusual director transition that the church and choir were executing. 

These initial conversations opened an unexpected path and an opportunity to explore the 
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unusual director transition. Access to this research site was gained through the retiring, 

long-term director, who eventually became the official liaison with the study site; he then 

spoke with the new choir director, new accompanist, and choir members. These 

individuals felt their process, which was outside the often used and traditional official 

committee search/intentional interim process, had served the choir as an organization, the 

choir directors, and individual choristers well.  

The music staff professionals were interested in participating in the study because 

it could inform practice and enhance the development of constructive music leadership 

transition processes. Their expressed hope was that such research could enhance 

organizational sustainability through continued member identification and minimize the 

levels of stressful discontinuity which can decrease chorister OID. The staff music 

professionals provided background and historical data for this case study.  

Time Frame 

Before the study began, the retiring director provided background about the 

development of their overlapping transitional process, its structure, and its execution. The 

outgoing director introduced me to the new director and accompanist, who offered 

information about the process through which they had become a part of the Emmanuel 

Church music staff. The new choir director explained the study to the pastor of the 

congregation, who had recently joined the Emmanuel Church staff and who then talked 

with me about the dissertation question and its relevance to leadership transitions in 

nonprofit organizations. The music staff professionals explained that the initial 

discussions about a possible overlapping director transition began after the current, new 

director had served as the accompanist for several Christmas concerts, that the incoming 
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director served as accompanist for a year under the outgoing director, and that the 

following year their roles were fluid and often reversed, with the retiring director serving 

as the accompanist much of the time.  

This study began 6 months following the conclusion of the new director’s first 

independent year as choir director, at the conclusion of the last phase of Bridge’s (1986) 

model of organizational transition. 

Sampling 

All Emmanuel Senior Choir members who participated in the leadership transition 

were invited to participate in the interviews. The choir has four sections based on vocal 

range: soprano, alto, tenor, and bass. Although the number of choristers performing 

varied by season and performance events, attendance ranged from 30 to 50+ members. 

Most choir members were adults, although high school students with training and an 

interest in singing choral literature could participate. One choir member described the age 

range of choristers as “from 14 to 15, up to 80-ish, maybe” (C-E1Q). The director 

emeritus provided the names of several choir members who were interested in 

participating in the study, and these choristers were the first to be interviewed. The choir 

communication coordinator sent an email to all choir members explaining the project and 

inviting them to participate. Several choir members responded immediately that they 

would like to share their perspective and be a part of the project. After the first few 

interviews, snowball sampling led to other choir members expressing interest in 

participating. Word of mouth from those who had been interviewed prompted others to 

schedule an interview. 
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Seventeen choristers participated in the interview process (Table 3.1). To gather 

varied perspectives reflective of voice part, length of choir tenure, and gender, the study 

design included interviews with a minimum of three choir members per section. To 

gather perspective across the full range of choristers (who have different vocal ranges, 

different approaches to the music by singing primarily melody or primarily harmony, for 

example, and who have a variety of interactions with the director during rehearsal 

because, generally, they sit in different locations with their particular section), the 

research design goal included a minimum of three and a maximum of five interviewees 

per vocal part or the number required to reach data saturation. Because many of the 

Emmanuel Senior Choir members were music readers, several of the interviewees 

regularly switched parts to provide harmonic balance during a given choir performance 

season or for a specific anthem. Consequently, identification by section was less specific 

than might be the case in other choirs. The choir members identified their vocal part as 

soprano, soprano/alto, alto, tenor, tenor/bass, and bass, although several had a wide range 

and were not limited by these classifications. 

 
Table 3.1 
Self-Identified Voice Parts of Participating Emmanuel Senior Choir Members  

Voice part  Participants 
Sopranos and altos  
Soprano 5 
Soprano/alto 3 
Alto 3 
Total  11 

Tenors and basses  

Tenor 3 
Tenor/bass 2 
Bass 1 
Total  6 

 



 

75 

Data Collection 

Data were drawn from interviews, observations, memos, documents, audio and 

video recordings, artefacts, and internet websites. This case study fit well with 

qualitative research, which sees “the world as made up of active, interpreting 

individuals forging purposeful lines of actions to accomplish everyday life . . . 

constantly interpreting what things mean and responding accordingly” (Morrison et al., 

2002, p. 25). I prepared for the interviews by reflecting on my doctoral coursework in 

organizational systems, adult and organizational learning, leadership, and change and 

on my past experiences as a musician, as a choral conductor, as an interim music 

director, and as a friend and colleague to some who have struggled with similar 

leadership changes. These reflections served to inform the interview protocol and to 

remind me of the need to consider alternative interpretations and bias (Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2016; Seidman, 2013). I prepared, as much as possible, to hear a different 

person’s voice and experience. With each interview and with the reading of the 

transcripts, I cycled back for possible fresh and different interpretations.  

Observation 

Observational data represents “a firsthand encounter with the phenomenon of 

interest” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 137) rather than a secondhand view from a 

participant interview. It further allows the researcher to function as interpretive 

instrument (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Direct observation of pre-rehearsal, rehearsal, 

and post-rehearsal behavior, library management, and a variety of choir member 

interactions occurred in the choir’s setting rather than in a location set by the researcher 

(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 137). This provided evidence of the social culture, of the 
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effort and ease spent in relationship maintenance, and of the nature and character 

defined by the physical space (rehearsal and performance). 

Facility Observations 

I was on site multiple times for a variety of events over several years. After this 

dissertation study was approved by The George Washington University institutional 

review board, I began taking notes about the facilities and the interactions of individuals 

I met while on site. I had access to the pipe organ and piano for personal practice.  

Rehearsal Observation 

Near the conclusion of the scheduled final interviews, I observed a choir 

rehearsal. To have as little impact on the rehearsal as possible, I arrived early and chose 

an observation location that allowed full view of the choir members while remaining 

out of the choristers’ direct line of sight. At my request, the choir director did not 

acknowledge my presence during the rehearsal, though he spoke to me on his way into 

the rehearsal.  

Observation of Servicing and Restocking the Music Folders 

After the completion of a music performance season, a team of choir members 

helps the volunteer music librarian clear and refill the folders, pulling music no longer 

being rehearsed and replacing it with new anthems. This process was observed at the 

end of the spring choral season. 

Interviews 

Interviews were the primary source of data. “Asking good questions is key to 

getting meaningful data” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 136), so it was through 
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individual choir member interviews that personal knowledge, understanding, and 

interpretations of those directly involved as singers were gathered. Through guided 

interviews that are fluid, deep, and semi-structured (as described by Merriam and 

Tisdell [2016] and Seidman [2013]), I sought to access choristers’ understandings of 

their experiences during the leadership transition and their descriptions of the 

identification processes they used, recognizing that they would likely use terminology 

other than OID and OI. Interviews can offer insight beyond the obvious and 

superficial data of stated timelines, processes, and activities. In this study, they 

provided insight into the choristers’ identification processes. Interviews with the 

professional music staff provided information about transition procedures, history, and 

context for the transition.  

The semi-structured interviews were initially scheduled for 60 to 75 minutes. The 

interviews were frequently 90 minutes long and occasionally longer, depending on the 

participant’s desire and choice to talk longer with me. Follow-up interviews were not 

needed for clarification and elaboration. In addition to questions about their OID 

processes, participants were asked to provide information about their participation in the 

Emmanuel Senior Choir and about their musical and choral history. With the permission 

of the participant, the interview was taped, and a confidential transcription service 

provided a verbatim print copy of the interview. The interview protocol is included in 

Appendix A.  

Documents 

Documents are generally independently created outside the research process 

and are “nonreactive and grounded in the context under study” (Merriam & Tisdell, 
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2016, p. 189). They can corroborate and augment or they can identify potential 

disparities and gaps in interview/observational data and processes to ensure all points 

of view are included. Documents may offer clues suggesting interview and follow-up 

questions, additional lines of inquiry, and coding/themes. Documents can provide 

context to enhance accuracy of data analysis and confidence in findings and can 

provide evidence of change or continuity in the mission, structure, and membership of 

an organization.  

This study used the terms document and artefact as defined by Merriam and 

Tisdell (2016): 

Document is often used as an umbrella term to refer to a wide range of written, 
visual, digital, and physical material relevant to the study (including visual 
images). Artefacts are usually three dimensional physical “things” or objects in 
the environment that represent some form of communication that is meaningful to 
participants and/or the setting. (p. 162) 

Merriam and Tisdell further suggested categorizing documents as public records, 

personal documents, “popular culture documents,” visual documents (film, video, and 

photography), and researcher-generated documents. Acknowledging that the categories 

intersect with each other, they also recognized that “different writers categorize 

documents and artefacts in different ways” (p. 163). This study included audio materials 

in a “popular culture” digital category and video materials in a visual category (Table 

3.2). 
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Table 3.2 
Emmanuel Church Case Study Documents 

Type Documents 
Public records • A weekly flier from 2019 to 2020 including worship service details, church, 

school, and daycare staff contact information, and news about opportunities 
for service around the community 

• Copies of the anthems in the choir folders for the rehearsal observed by the 
researcher 

• Anthem commissioned in honor of the director emeritus, which was 
rehearsed in secret off site and then sung by the choir 

Popular culture 
(digital) 

• CD of the choir performing anthems 
• Informal audio recordings sent to the researcher from study participants 

through email 
• Newspaper article and picture featuring the long-running tradition of the 

Christmas concert on the newspaper web page  

Visual • 2020 video of collected Christmas concert performances from 2014 through 
2019 (pictures, videos, audios)  

• Picture of the Emmanuel Senior Choir on the front cover of a CD 

Artefact • Framed art given to the director emeritus by the choir 

Researcher 
generated 

• List of anthems in the choir folders for the rehearsal that was observed  

 
 

Memos 

During data collection and data analysis, I wrote 101 memos related to data 

collection, data analysis, and reflections on the research process. As an example, during 

the interviews and observations, I noted nonverbal cues such as facial expressions, body 

language, and emotional responses. When listening to audio recordings, I made additional 

notes about the participant’s tone of voice and exclamatory remarks such as “coughs, 

laughs, sighs, [and] pauses” (Seidman, 2013, p. 118) and other extraneous noises and 

interruptions on the tape (Seidman, 2013). 

Data Storage and Management 

Interviewees were assigned a confidential tracking code to ensure the participant’s 

status remained confidential. Names of people and organizations have been changed. 
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Quotations have been modified to maintain the confidentiality of the participants. In most 

cases, several participants described the same event or expressed a similar viewpoint. The 

chosen quotation may be almost identical to the comments of other interviewees but was 

chosen as the best representative for a particular point.  

Interviews were recorded and then transcribed by a confidential transcription 

service. Recordings will be destroyed after the completion of the study in accordance 

with university policy. The interview transcriptions will be kept indefinitely and may be 

used in the preparation of other projects in the future. Data were stored in password-

protected computer files on a password-protected computer and were backed up on 

additional hard drives. Duplicate tape recorders were used to ensure preservation of data 

and to avoid the impact of mechanical failures during the interviews. 

Data Analysis 

For documents in a qualitative study, Merriam and Tisdell (2016) recommended 

content analysis, “an unobtrusive technique that allows researchers to analyze relatively 

unstructured data in view of the meanings, symbolic qualities, and expressive contents 

they have and of the communicative roles they play in the lives of the data’s sources” 

(Krippendorff, 2013, p. 49, as cited by Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 179).  

With the completion of the data collection process, it became apparent that there 

were no documents presenting the identity claims of the Emmanuel Senior Choir with 

which the choristers identified. Consequently, data analysis began with the process of 

labeling and classifying identity characteristics of the Emmanuel Senior Choir. Because 

these were drawn from the overall data and not from any official organizational 

documents, they are not labeled as “claims” but as “organizational identity 
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characteristics.” Each catalogued Emmanuel Senior Choir OI characteristic has several 

features which choir members described and attributed to the identity of the Emmanuel 

Senior Choir and which provide support for the characteristic.  

I reviewed the transcripts against the audio recordings and listened to some 

sections repeatedly on various levels of volume to fill in any incomplete sections. 

Looking for commonalities such as themes, events, descriptive words, perceptions, 

experiences, and understandings as well as anomalies, I read the transcripts several times 

and coded them line by line using focused coding “to ‘winnow’ the data” (Guest et al., 

2012, as cited in Creswell, 2014, p. 195) and to analyze through interpretation and 

reflection for meaning beyond the text (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Bearing in mind that 

identity can function as both a noun and a verb, I noted similarities and differences within 

each interview and between and among the other interviews (Charmaz, 2006). An 

analysis of phrases and concepts was organized and coded to identify what seemed most 

significant (reflected by the interviewee’s passion, intensity, emotion, or confidence in 

the detail or meaning of events and experiences) and to identify frequent codes and 

clusters (Creswell, 2007). Further analysis through the Atlas.ti computer software 

program corroborated initial coding notes, provided sorting and code grouping functions, 

and offered an easy format for storing memos generated during the coding process. As 

the analysis progressed, I noted the processes followed during each stage. Overall, there 

were nine stages of analysis. 

Stage 1 

After the first interview, I reviewed my notes and reflected on what had been said. 

A few concepts were prominent. Would they become “themes”? With each subsequent 
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interview, I compared new interview data with what had been presented previously and 

found that many concepts were common across all interviews, although individual 

differences and perspectives reflecting diverse family and professional life experiences 

were noted in the interpretations expressed and the examples given. Despite the existence 

of an interview protocol, the interviews were conversational, with participants often 

voluntarily offering their perspective even before I provided prompts from the protocol. 

After the first several interviews, a few follow-up questions were created to be used for 

data clarification or confirmation should the topic not arise in subsequent interviews. 

These served (1) to clarify details of the director transition procedures over time and (2) 

to further probe the OI characteristics’ supporting features of camaraderie and flexibility 

(to which the choristers frequently alluded) in light of the limited church facilities 

dedicated specifically for the music ministry.  

Because of scheduling conflicts, there was a week and a half break between the 

fourth and fifth interviews. This time was used to review my notes from the first group of 

interviews (Interviews 1-4), to prepare transcripts and send them to my dissertation chair, 

to confer with my dissertation chair about the interview data and interview process, and 

to consider common themes or significant differences across the Group 1 interviews. 

These first four interviews were subsequently categorized as Group 1 for organizational 

purposes only and based on scheduling. Group 2 included Interviews 5 through 17. 

Discussion with my chair after Interview 4 confirmed that the interview protocol and 

interview process seemed to be appropriate and follow-up questions for Interviewees 1 to 

4 were not necessary. Because the Group 2 interviewees freely shared a broad 
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perspective, similar to Group 1 interviewees, the follow-up questions created during the 

short break between the two groups of interviews were rarely used.  

From comments jotted on my interview protocol pages, I noted key words and 

concepts that were recurring across numerous interviews. When the transcripts were 

returned from the transcription company, they were entered into Atlas.ti 8 software and I 

began precoding (Saldana, 2013) significant ideas and passages that seemed “worthy of 

attention” (Saldana, 2013, p. 16). This was followed by in-depth subcoding and initial 

group coding of two transcripts chosen from the Group 1 interviews and another from 

late in Group 2. Subcodes and code groups from these interviews were sent to my chair 

for review. The remaining 14 interview transcripts were then subcoded and group coded. 

Stage 2 

After reviewing the first few transcripts with paper and pencil, I began making 

notes in the Atlas.ti 8 software. Notes were entered for each few lines of the transcript to 

summarize a concept and to capture the nuances expressed by each interviewee. Because 

the interviewees were quite open and offered numerous opinions, insights, 

understandings, and descriptions of experiences, I found myself often using two or more 

codes within the single datum (Saldana, 2013, p. 5). Saldana said that holistic coding, 

which may be colloquially called lumper coding,  

is an expedient coding method (with future detailed subcoding still possible), 
while splitting generates a more nuanced analysis from the start. Each approach 
has its advantages and disadvantages aside from the obvious factors of time and 
mental energy required. Lumping gets to the essence of categorizing a 
phenomenon while splitting encourages careful scrutiny of social action 
represented in the data. But lumping may lead to a superficial analysis if the coder 
does not employ conceptual words and phrases, while fine-grained splitting of 
data may overwhelm the analyst when it comes time to categorize the codes. 
(p. 20) 
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Eventually there were 2,500+ notes, a few of which became a specific code, 

although most were eventually merged in small groups to create codes composed of 

multiple notes (see Stage 3). Making detailed, line-by-line notes meant that I knew the 

interview data on a deep level. Many of the notes described or catalogued responses or 

gave me more specific information about individual perspectives. All provided a richly 

nuanced understanding of the procedures, events, and processes. Although some notes 

referred to multiple participants’ responses, others were a description of only one 

response, which often provided significant insight into some aspect of individual 

processing, whether it related to change, OID, or OI. 

Stage 3 

After printing out the approximately 2,500 notes, I began the process of grouping 

the notes into codes by making notes in the margins, circling key passages, and 

highlighting significant blocks of text. These described, explained, or illustrated ideas 

from the interviewees’ comments. 

Stage 4 

Returning to the software and the basic code list, it became apparent that some 

themes and concepts related to issues or processes had parallels across the interviews. I 

began to combine the initial notes into codes beyond the descriptive and categorical ones. 

I also began to focus on the characteristics/features that the choir members described as 

choir identity and choristers’ descriptions of their experiences, reactions, and responses 

during the director transition and less on the concept of change and the director transition 

process itself, except as it related to the processes of identification.  
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Stage 5 

I began to combine the simple codes into code groups. The sorting process often 

felt overwhelming. A particular quotation might relate to several different concepts or 

might pertain to a single theme. What did it actually mean? Often I would walk away 

from the computer mulling my choices and find myself, as a musician, at the piano sight-

reading, practicing, or memorizing a solo piano piece. Within a few minutes, I would 

return to the computer after an “a-ha!” moment and restart the grouping/sorting process.  

Stage 6 

In an effort to use the search function quickly and effectively, I began to rename 

codes to include specific words that would sort the codes but also yield codes with 

different nuances, interpretations, and approaches to a concept, i.e., physical: 

learning/unlearning physical knowledge of performance; physical: the physical sensation 

of singing with this choir. 

At this point, it became clear that some codes might have only one or just a few 

interview quotations. This, however, did not mean these were unimportant, as the code 

might be noteworthy because it offered a unique insight from a particular choir member 

with unique life experiences. The decision was made to allow codes with limited numbers 

of interview quotations if they were deemed to offer significant insights valuable to the 

study. Some single codes were anomalies, but others offered a deeper or broader insight 

into the choir’s identity or the choir member’s identification processes because of the 

choir member’s life experiences, professional training, or mental processing style.  

Some of the words used to sort the initial 2,500+ notes, not in any particular 

order, were as follows: offense, support(ive), humble, family, demean, nonjudgmental, 
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learn, challenge, talent, train and trained, calling, “who am I,” identification, identity, 

mentor and mentoring, sight-read, functional, level, ability, musicianship, difficult, 

change, challenge, emotion, time, blend, social, personal, trust, physical, growing pains, 

directors’ names, musicianship, muscle memory, whole, meaning, spiritual, mystical, 

grateful, comparison, joy, open, officer, choir, rote, precision, musical flow, approval, 

nuance, high music, laughter, fun, trust, humor, zingers, Bible, personal code, service, 

section, children, focused, jolt, gradual, mutual, overlap, technology, repertoire, aware, 

chat, spiritual, God, Christ, Jesus, faith, motivation, intergeneration, transition, leader, 

age, work ethic, excellence, do best. 

Stage 7 

Codes were grouped around concepts and then around core themes. A consensus 

from those themes that described the choir at the beginning of the director transition 

(such as choir purpose, routines, and learning style or choir member attitudes and 

behaviors) was categorized as Emmanuel Senior Choir OI. Some of these concepts 

related to terms such as choir purpose, humor, mystical/spiritual/faith, work ethic, love of 

singing, acceptance versus judgment, and supportive. Anomalies were also noted. Codes 

that illustrated choir member descriptions of the features and nature of Emmanuel Senior 

Choir became the basis for the OI characteristics. Codes describing what choristers did to 

manage their identification with the choir over the transition became the OID processes. 

Stage 8 

All group codes were reviewed and then combined or deleted (if interesting but 

not relevant to this study, such as aspects of the general concept of “change”). The focus 
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became choir identity, OID, choir member processing, and basic background information 

for the case. The goal was to consolidate codes until there was no duplication of nuanced 

data with codes of only one or two quotes remaining if they were significant.  

Stage 9 

Initial codes that seemed similar to others but didn’t quite match up were a signal 

that there might be a larger concept involved. Codes were reviewed and then regrouped 

around a larger concept or theme, such as “building a relationship with the new director.” 

Subjectivity 

As a student in the George Washington University Human and Organizational 

Learning program, I have found Katz and Kahn’s seminal work, The Social Psychology 

of Organizations (both the 1966 and 1978 editions), to be of primary significance in my 

growing understanding of change, transition, and knowledge transfer in organizations. 

Their typology and explanation of organizational structures, purposes, motivations, and 

rewards have provided a mental map around which to organize and interpret theory, 

practice, and personal experiences. The typology of Katz and Kahn’s (1978) work 

includes the productive subsystem (business), the maintenance subsystem (societal 

education and training through schools and churches), the adaptive subsystem (research 

systems), the art and leisure subsystem (self-expression), and the political subsystem 

(government) (pp. 143, 179). As a musician, teacher, and administrator, I function both in 

the maintenance category, whose organizations impart “knowledge and skills necessary 

for adult roles,” and in the art and leisure time subsystem, where individuals “follow 

their own bent and express themselves” (p. 179), thus enriching their life experiences.  
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In The Social Psychology of Organizations, Katz and Kahn (1966) approached 

organizations through the perspective of open system theory, which “emphasizes the 

close relationship between a [social] structure and its supporting environment” (p. 9), a 

view that acknowledges that organizations are constantly acting on and reacting to 

internal and external stimuli. Their understanding of an organization lies with their open 

system theoretical model, with “the energic input-output system in which the energic 

return from the output reactivates the system” (Katz & Kahn, 1978, p. 20). This allows 

recognition, study, and analysis of the social phenomena of organizational structures 

through “an integration of the so-called macro approach of the sociologist and the micro 

approach of the psychologist” (Katz & Kahn, 1966, p. 9). Through interactive 

subsystems, where each serves a specific genotypic purpose within an overarching 

system, the organization engages in four types of activities: productive (economic), 

maintenance (educational and training), adaptive (research), and managerial 

(government/politics) (Katz & Kahn, 1966, 1978). Organizations that are structurally 

framed as Katz and Kahn’s (1966) maintenance systems, responsible for “preserving the 

stability of the social structure” (p. 166), adaptation systems (research and development 

agencies of government, business, and universities), or arts and leisure systems, which 

allow for “individual expression” (p. 179) are similar to the nonprofit organization in 

Balser and Carmin’s (2009) research and the congregational transition in the study of 

Dollhopf and Scheitle (2013). 

These organizational experiences are structurally framed as Katz and Kahn’s 

(1978) maintenance, adaptation, or arts and leisure organizations. As such, research in 

one subarea, such as music and musicians, may inform practice within the same system: 
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elementary schools with principals and parents, for example. A place to begin qualitative 

research, then, could be with the members of a choir: a single cell organization standing 

alone or as a subsystem. Consequently, my research interest focused on the experiences 

and perspective of individual choir members that informed their OID processing during 

the transitional period between a long-term choral director and a new director. Research 

areas that are directly related include leader/leadership, leadership transitions, and the 

more recent field of follower/followership. Within each of these areas, there are also 

aspects of complexity theory and human sustainability. For this study, my research focus 

was on the OID of choristers as it was shaped during a leadership transition.  

As a professionally trained musician, with education in piano, organ, voice, and 

choral directing, who has worked in colleges, churches, and private studios, my bias leans 

toward the value of a transition process that allows choristers to become reenergized and 

recommitted to the chorus without the negative drain of extensive distress and conflict. 

Most research in the field of leadership transitions has focused on the new leader as the 

key to an effective and healthy organization—frequently with attempts to quantify the 

leader’s effectiveness through the assessment of data related to the organization (Bunker 

& Wakefield, 2005; Githens, 2009; Joyce, 2008; Manderscheid & Ardichvili, 2008a). 

Although research and practice are generally directed toward informing and training the 

“leader,” I suspect that choristers have wisdom through experience which (1) might make 

the choral leadership transition less stressful, (2) might encourage a new organizational 

vision to be more readily accepted, and (3) might foster an earlier return of energetic 

participation through stronger OID. My interest was with the choir members. Did the 

relay, overlapping leadership transition influence their OID? If it did, what were the 
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choristers’ responses? Were their voices heard? Did the transition affect their behavior 

and attitudes? What impact did previous leadership transitions have on their perceptions 

and behaviors of identification?  

As a music teacher, performer, and administrator, I live in music environments 

with pedagogical, performance, and organizational purposes concerned with preparation 

of individuals who unite in an ensemble effort toward excellence in presentation which, 

when successful, also fuses a bond with each other and with the organization. Ensembles 

can function cohesively, learn quickly, and perform with exciting conviction or they can 

rehearse and perform in a desultory manner by operating through a sense of duty and 

obligation with little joy or commitment. Rather than studying the transition from the 

leader/director’s point of view, I was interested in the choristers’ identification processes 

during the director transition and how this information might augment current theory and 

practice such that ensembles could more quickly establish a positive learning and 

performing environment following the arrival of a new director. Although this study 

offers insight for music educators working with adults (in colleges, nonprofits, 

communities, and churches), it also has leadership and organizational implications for 

nonmusical groups in Katz and Kahn’s maintenance or arts and leisure systems. For this 

study, however, my focus was on the field of choral music performance, specifically, the 

dynamic processes of a chorister’s OID during a choral directing leadership transition in 

an adult choir. 

Credibility and Trustworthiness 

The credibility of a study’s findings depends in part on whether the “conclusions 

depend on ‘the subjects and conditions of the inquiry’ rather than on the inquirer” (Miles 
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& Huberman, 1994, p. 278, referencing Guba & Lincoln, 1991). Investigator 

triangulation through “the convergence of data collected from different sources” (Yin, 

2014, p. 241), researcher engagement to the point of data saturation, participant interview 

accuracy checking, peer debriefing, and rich, thick descriptions (Merriam & Tisdell, 

2016) increased the rigor, credibility, dependability, and confirmability (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985) of the study. In addition to the other procedures discussed in this section, I chose to 

include the words of the participants themselves, when appropriate, in support of the 

conclusions drawn, so that readers can draw their own conclusions. Names of people and 

organizations have been changed and identifying features have been omitted. 

Strategies 

Triangulation 

Triangulation through multiple sources of evidence gathered during the data 

collection period provided confidence in findings through breadth of data (Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2016) while also ensuring comprehensive data in support of credibility, “the 

believability of the findings” (Houghton et al., 2013, p. 13). Data were drawn from 

interviews, researcher observations, memos, documents, audio and video recordings, 

artefacts, and internet websites. 

Participant Checking and Review 

Participant review of interview data confirmed the accuracy with no further 

suggestions for additional lines of questioning. During preliminary analysis, participant 

validation checks can corroborate or contradict coding and themes, such that the final 

interpretation “rings true” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 246). To check for accuracy and 

to provide an opportunity for the participant to add further reflections or to clarify 
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previous statements, participants received a transcript of their responses and researcher 

cues during the interview but, with respect for their time, without extraneous 

interruptions or offhand comments. One participant asked for a correction to colloquial 

language written in by the transcription service but made no changes to the ideas in the 

interview. Another participant indicated a level of comfort with the interview, recording, 

and transcription process, such that there was no need to check the transcript and 

specified that it not be sent. 

Peer Debriefing 

Peer debriefing with doctoral candidate colleagues and musician colleagues 

during design and data analysis confirmed coding and thematic structures, the logic path 

of the design, and analysis of the data. Doctoral colleagues also working on dissertations 

read, evaluated, and discussed the research design in its initial stages.  

Prior to the first interview, a singer colleague, who was a member of a choir that 

had experienced a leadership transition after a long-term director resigned, agreed to be 

interviewed so I could practice using the interview protocol. The colleague’s answers to 

the protocol questions enhanced my confidence in the questions and in the manner of 

interview style. No additional follow-up questions were suggested. 

A musician colleague who has sung in numerous choirs and has served multiple 

churches as organist-choirmaster reviewed an interview response transcript for a 

participant of similar voice part and years of choir participation. Comments were marked 

on the transcript and then discussed with me. This reviewer’s notes confirmed my 

conceptual analysis, with particular attention given to the participant’s use of language 

(such as analogies from professional experiences outside the music world), to the 
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professional approaches of the different directors as musicians, and to key issues of choir 

member identification (both positive and negative) during the transition process. 

A George Washington University Human and Organizational Studies doctoral 

colleague who had sung in liturgical and university choirs also provided feedback on a 

second participant’s interview responses. Comments focusing on OI claims and examples 

of OID over the transitional process comments corroborated my analysis of key concepts 

and themes. 

During the final stages of analysis, a retired manager (in a company listed as one 

of the Fortune Most Important Private Companies) with a liberal arts, business, and 

engineering background, who had sung for many years in a church choir, served as a 

sounding board to discuss the final code concepts, code groups, and verbal descriptions. 

Conversations with the Chair of the Dissertation Committee 

During all stages of the dissertation research process, I checked in with my chair, 

sending notes, transcripts, and summaries of my progress. These were followed by 

discussions and questions back and forth with comments and suggestions from my chair. 

General items discussed included a transcript from a pilot interview, three participant 

interview transcript responses, and memos of concepts that recurred across numerous 

interviews. In particular, we considered the definition of a process, deciding that it was 

not static and included “a series of actions or operations conducing to an end” (Merriam 

Webster online). An OID process would include an acknowledgment of some 

characteristic of the choir’s identity followed by a personal recognition of positive or 

negative connotations and a decision to identify with this characteristic or to further 
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consider the characteristic with acceptance or action toward a change in identification 

status. 

Transferability 

Transferability refers to “whether the conclusions of the study have any larger 

import”; in other words, whether they are “transferable to other contexts” (Miles & 

Huberman, 1994, p. 279). This exploratory case study offers insight into the OID of 

volunteer members of an organization during a leadership transition that did not follow 

the normal process for this type of organization, as acknowledged by members and 

leaders. I make no claims regarding transferability but leave it to the reader to conclude 

whether the findings may be transferred to other contexts.  

Human Participants and Ethics  

The human research aspect of this study raised issues of process, procedures, and 

values. It was essential that the research exercise mindfulness of (1) the process tools that 

would impact the invitation, acceptance, and experience of the participant; (2) the desire 

for accuracy, confidentiality, and protection of data; and (3) the concern that the 

participant feel respected and comfortable during the interview. A description of the 

study, an explanation of the process requirements, and an explanation of confidentiality 

was provided to each participant before the interview was conducted. Each participant 

signed an informed consent form (Appendix B). The study complied with guidelines 

from The George Washington University Institutional Review Board. 
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Summary  

This study was a qualitative exploratory inquiry into the OID processes of 

individuals during an organizational leadership transition. The case selected for study was 

a liturgical church adult choir that experienced a leadership transition from a long-term 

director with many years of service to a new director. The focus was on the individual 

choristers’ OID processing across the phases of the leadership transition. 
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CHAPTER 4: 

FINDINGS 

This qualitative case study explored the organizational identification (OID) 

processes of members of a choir who experienced a leadership change caused by the 

long-term choral director’s retirement. Mainstream theoretical consensus supports OID as 

“a perceived oneness with the organization” (Ashforth et al., 2008, p. 333), which waxes 

and wanes as shaped by the organizational situation (Kreiner et al., 2006; Petriglieri, 

2015; Van Dick et al., 2005). This case study first documented the characteristics that 

choir members described as Emmanuel Senior Choir organizational identity (OI). The 

study then catalogued the organizational identification (OID) processes that choristers 

used during the director transition in relationship to this identity.  

The findings presented in this chapter reflect analysis of the data gathered through 

interviews with choir members and conversations with the music directors, from 

rehearsal observations and onsite facility inspections, and from internet websites, 

audiovisual recordings, and the current anthem list. The findings address the research 

question: What are the OID processes of choristers during a leadership transition from a 

long-term choral director to a new director? A case vignette of Emmanuel Church and 

the Emmanuel Church Senior Choir is followed by a review of the OI characteristics. The 

OID processes of choir members are then described. A summary concludes the chapter. 
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The Context of the Study 

Emmanuel Church  

Emmanuel is a liturgical church located in the suburbs of a large city in the 

Midwestern United States. Founded shortly after the end of World War II, the church has 

grown in membership, has built facilities, and has developed programs with the purpose 

of supporting the unique needs of every individual. The church website indicates that the 

21st century focus of the congregation is to share the love of Jesus by serving the 

community (OI Characteristic 1: Foundational Purpose; see Table 4.2). 

Observations: Emmanuel Church Site 

The Emmanuel Church facility is in a suburban, residential neighborhood. It is 

well maintained, and the members take care of the church, school, and daycare areas. The 

foyer leading to the sanctuary is large, open, and bright with a wall of windows and 

multiple comfortable seating areas, which invite and encourage parishioners and visitors 

to pause, engage, and mingle. There is an elevator for easy access between floors. Since 

the arrival of the new pastor, infrequently used items that had been stored in common 

areas have been moved to more appropriate storage areas.  

The primary church property areas include a sanctuary with balcony, 

library/meeting room, offices, church school/school/daycare space, gym, and youth 

activity room. A separate school property serves both the school and daycare. The 

church, school, and daycare are organizational silos but occasionally share some spaces. 

For years, the long-term choir director (the director emeritus) and choir members 

rearranged a daycare room for use as a choir rehearsal room, pushing the toys to the 

edges of the room before the rehearsal and returning them to their daycare locations at the 
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end of rehearsal. A piano and adult size chairs were brought in. A rolling cart with choir 

folders was placed near the door. Currently, the choir members pick up their music on the 

main floor and move upstairs to the sanctuary balcony for rehearsal. Sunday warm-up has 

occurred in different locations around the church. Most recently, the choir has warmed up 

in the sanctuary balcony. This affects the pre-worship experience for the congregation 

and the warm-up for the choir. 

In the balcony of the sanctuary, Emmanuel Church has a pipe organ, a moderately 

sized grand piano, and a harpsichord. The church also has a set of handbells. Some choir 

members noted the organ needs to be refurbished, as is common with older instruments 

built prior to the widespread use of modern engineering advances. One participant 

described the situation: “Part of our difficulty with the organ is that it’s 50 to 60 years old 

and it’s very old technology” (C-D9Q). A more mundane issue, the on-off switch doesn’t 

work consistently. 

Choristers emphasized the importance of “being part of something bigger than 

themselves” (OI Characteristic 1: Foundational Purpose), a concept reinforced by the use 

of church facilities for many activities and ministries in support of the congregation and 

the community. Despite the console issues with the on-off switch, the Casavant pipe 

organ (rather than a small electric instrument) and other equipment suggest that the 

congregation does value the music program, even though financial support is limited. The 

Casavant and grand piano are tools that appeal to professional musicians and support OI 

Characteristic 2 (Professional Music Leadership). The lack of a music suite with 

rehearsal, office, and music library space has encouraged the choir to be flexible 

logistically, and this flexibility plays out in OI Characteristic 4 (Organizational Learning 
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Style), as the learning culture allows for flexibility in the choice of parts and, for some 

choristers, in the choice of seat location when singing with the choir.  

Emmanuel Church and the Music Program 

Music and music ministry are important both to Emmanuel Church and to its 

denomination. The congregation supports the music ministry with attendance at concerts 

and festival services, and the choir is integral to the worship services, leading and 

supporting the congregation through anthems, hymns, and responses. The church’s 

reputation for a strong music ministry draws visitors to weekly services, concerts, and 

festival services such as the Christmas Candlelight Concert and Easter Sunday services. 

After attending services, visitors often join the congregation, in part because of the 

choir’s sound and the style of music (classical choral repertoire and traditional hymns) 

sung every week. As one choir member said, “We’re a phenomenally musically oriented 

church” (C-E9R). 

Currently, the adult choir rehearses and sings for regular weekly services and for 

special seasonal services, festival services, and concerts. At various times, the church has 

had a contemporary music group, a small choral ensemble that sings more complex 

music, a women’s treble ensemble, small instrumental and handbell ensembles, and 

musical theater productions. Music education and choral performing opportunities for 

children are provided through the day school associated with Emmanuel Church, and 

church members who are in high school sometimes sing with the Emmanuel Senior 

Choir. Until recently, the Senior Choir has been led by an organist-choirmaster, a position 

with dual roles as choir director and accompanist filled by one person. Until his recent 
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retirement, the long-term organist-choirmaster had been associated with both the 

Emmanuel School and the Emmanuel Church Music Program for over 40 years.  

Although not the first organist-choirmaster for Emmanuel church, Michael (a 

pseudonym), the director emeritus, developed the culture and musicianship of the choir, 

much as an organization’s founding leader might. Choir attendance ranges from 30 to 50 

people. A photograph taken during a recent Emmanuel Church Christmas concert 

included at least 50 Senior Choir participants, with more than 40 elementary school 

singers and 16 teenage treble singers from the Emmanuel School music program. Most 

Emmanuel Senior Choir members sing for the Christmas concert. 

Both financial and space limitations impact the choir. Space limitations on the 

church property preclude a designated choir room. Although the church is financially 

stable and has suitable music equipment, financial support for the overall music program 

beyond paying staff salaries is limited. 

Although it skews older in age, the congregation is growing and has a new, young 

pastor. Subgroups cross-fertilize the congregation, as congregants participate in multiple 

activities and build personal relationships. Choir members are engaged in other church 

suborganizations as participants and leaders, and congregants who are active in other 

groups have joined the choir, creating family-like relationships across the congregation. 

Although the choir is intergenerational and younger singers have recently joined, the new 

music staff faces the challenge of encouraging and inspiring the interest and engagement 

of the younger generation as the baby boomer generation retires (C-E7Q). The average 

choir member age skews toward 50 and up, but younger members who have joined 

recently are in their 20s and 30s. Choir membership is open to all volunteer singers and 
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does not require church membership, although most are official members of the 

congregation.  

The Music Leadership Transition 

Background 

After retiring as a teacher from the Emmanuel School, the long-term music 

director continued to serve on the music staff at Emmanuel Church as organist-

choirmaster for the congregation and as the Emmanuel Senior Choir director. Several 

choir members acknowledged that, in contrast to the director/accompanist staff structure, 

the organist-choirmaster position required extra time in preparation, as the organist-

choirmaster must plan, teach, practice, and then conduct the music without an 

accompanist, necessitating a skill, practice, and performance level that requires executing 

multiple contemporaneous physical, mental, and emotional activities at the same time (C-

K8S). While hoping Michael would continue indefinitely to serve as director, choir 

members recognized that he faced several competing factors as he considered retirement: 

on a personal level with regard for his family, for the congregation which he had served 

for many years, and for the future continuity of the choir. 

Several choir members explained that the members of the transition leadership 

team (chairman of the congregation, board of elders’ music representative, and the 

retiring director of music) were aware of possible complications a leadership transition 

could create. Through his business education and experience as a manager for a Forbes 

500 company, the chairman of the congregation was aware that leadership transitions can 

have a significant impact on an organization. Aware that the organist-choirmaster was 

nearing retirement and that there was a lack of qualified organists in the area, the 
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chairman of the congregation and the board of elders’ music representative were 

concerned that there was no leadership succession plan in place should the current 

organist-choirmaster decide to retire soon. Although recognizing that finding a 

replacement was not his personal problem to solve, the organist-choirmaster shared his 

perspective:  

• Being aware of other choirs that had lost significant numbers of members amid 

ongoing issues from a destabilizing director transition, he hoped the Emmanuel 

Senior Choir could avoid similar repercussions from his retirement.  

• As a person of faith and believing that God was leading, he was willing to be part 

of a process that was not the usual music search committee, that would involve an 

overlapping transition, and that might lead to a more positive, less stressful 

transition for the choir.  

• Enhanced by friendships developed over many years of relationship, the three 

church leaders initiated the transition leadership team, which followed 

congregational protocols throughout an organized, but gradually evolving, 

overlapping leadership succession process. 

Through his relationship as mentor to the new director, the overlapping process allowed 

the retiring director to serve as an intermediary between the choristers and the incoming 

director and to offer continued influence on the choir’s identity during the initial phases 

of the transition.  

Additional information on the transition was provided through conversations with 

the three music staff members and from interviews with the choir member participants 

who described the events leading to the overlapping director transition. Occasionally, 
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such as for a Christmas concert, a guest accompanist had been hired so the organist-

choirmaster did not have to both play and direct; this allowed him to give the choir full 

attention as a director. Becoming aware during the Christmas concert rehearsal 

preparations that the guest accompanist, Matt (a pseudonym), was considering leaving his 

current position as musician on the staff of another church, Michael began a conversation 

with him about goals, values, and philosophies regarding church music. Concurrently, the 

Emmanuel Senior Choir commissioned an anthem in honor of their long-term director 

and asked Matt and a music colleague to teach the anthem to the choir during rehearsals 

conducted surreptitiously at an offsite location. Although not part of the strategic plan 

formed by the music leadership transition team, this process allowed the choir members 

to become acquainted with Matt in a different role, that of choir director. Over time, the 

music leadership transition team developed a plan that gradually transitioned the music 

leadership through an organized, but evolving, process that included the introduction of 

Matt as the future director, a period of overlap during which each director conducted 

some anthems and accompanied others, several months when Michael took a leave of 

absence from the congregation while Matt began full leadership responsibilities 

(supported by the hiring of Ryan [a pseudonym] as official staff accompanist), and a final 

stage when Michael, who became the director emeritus and was given a special, red choir 

anthem folder, returned to the congregation and began singing with the choir.  

Choristers and directors alike acknowledged that it was unusual for a retiring 

director to continue as a chorister in the choir. Choristers credited the choir’s acceptance 

of the new roles to the directors’ developing friendship, their respect for each other’s 

musicianship, and their adherence to professional boundaries. Singers in the bass section, 
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though initially a little intimidated by Michael’s vocal talent and training, welcomed his 

presence as an unofficial section leader. Choir members also recognized that Michael’s 

membership in the choir provided tacit approval of Matt as the new director. 

A Destabilizing Event 

In their interviews, choristers acknowledged being uneasy and unsettled even 

before Michael announced his retirement. All 17 considered the anticipated change in 

director to have serious ramifications for the Emmanuel Senior Choir as a destabilizing 

event. The American Heritage definition of destabilize is “to upset the stability or smooth 

functioning of.” When describing the period prior to Michael’s announcement of 

retirement and the planned overlapping transition, choristers shared concerns about the 

future of the choir in terms of choice of literature, director’s musicianship, and director’s 

teaching style, all which could be considered part of the “smooth functioning of the 

choir.” Although some considered a future disidentification with the choir and others did 

disidentify during the three transition phases as the directors changed roles, either 

temporarily or permanently, all thought the overlap leadership structure prevented “a lot 

rockier transition” than would have otherwise been the case. Table 4.1 presents quotes on 

destabilization from the 17 participants’ interviews, with two quotes each from seven 

choristers and one quote each from 10. 
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Table 4.1 
Chorister Comments on the Destabilization Caused by the Transition 

Category Quotes 

In anticipation of 
Michael’s 
retirement 

• We didn’t know what was coming. I mean, we knew something was 
coming. We knew something was bubbling. As far as affecting the 
overall choir, I’m sure there were a lot of the same feelings: I hope 
nothing changes; I hope the next director doesn’t come in and start 
making us sing this [repetitive, contemporary] kind of music. We’re 
traditional. We’d like to keep doing it that way. 

• Since music was so important to this church and the individual, the fear 
that I had was that Michael would decide to retire one day and we 
wouldn’t have a plan and we wouldn’t be prepared. 

• Honestly, I thought we’ll never get anybody as talented as Michael and I 
may have left. Honestly, I really think I may have. 

• That was my only concern, that there would be someone that I couldn’t 
respect. It wasn’t so much of a concern as, I just wouldn’t do it. Because 
it’s just not me. So it was just playing into my fear that some people who 
didn’t understand music would think that it would be good to put a 
person in charge who was not a trained choral musician, after Michael.  

• When Michael said that it was officially happening, that this overlap was 
really going to be a thing, there was a little bit of wariness to it. 

On differences 
between Michael 
and Matt 

• Huge, huge [difference in directing style]. And the small directing versus 
the larger. I mean Michael’s taller, longer arms. It’s a lot easier to watch 
something that’s up above vs at the director’s chest level. I think the 
other big difference is Michael was active in other choirs, singing. I 
don’t know if Matt was. Rarely, even when he sings a part, can you hear 
him. He’s very soft-spoken. That’s the other thing, too, soft-spoken.  

• You’ve got to look, watch him a little bit more exactly on what he’s 
doing. Sometimes he may not or may do a cutoff or something like that, 
and you will call him on it. It’s like, “Are you cutting us off there, or 
what are you doing?” He’s like, “Oh, yeah. Okay. Yeah, you’re right. I’ll 
make it a little more deliberate.” In fact, one of the jokes was somebody 
gave him a lighted baton for Easter just so that you can watch him, too. 

• Matt, he challenges. He finds pieces that are very challenging, and 
sometimes I can get them, but a lot of times I can’t. It was just like, well, 
I shouldn’t be frustrated by this. So, maybe it’s time to do something 
different.  

• This is one thing that drives me nuts. They always want us to sing la, la, 
la [when you’re learning the notes]. That does me no good because I 
don’t know what note you’re on. If I just know the words, I can know 
what note you’re on; otherwise I get very lost very quickly. Now do I sit 
there not even knowing where I am? And so yes. So all my friends 
around me will point out where I’m supposed to be. [Researcher’s note: 
This choral music teaching technique focuses on complicated rhythms 
and the musical score separately from the text and is designed for music 
readers who are learning a new choral piece.] 

• For some people that don’t read music, it was too much of a challenge 
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Category Quotes 

for them and it was too hard for them and they have left. I think it’s too 
overwhelming for them because Michael seemed to simplify things and 
Matt doesn’t take the time for that. 

• Now we’ve had a few people leave for a variety of reasons. . . . But then 
a few people have come back. 

• Matt uses a baton [while Michael used his hands but seldom used a 
baton]. . . . In rehearsal, sometimes we’ll ask questions, “Do you want 
this, this, this?” And he says, “Well, what does it say in the paper [the 
musical score]?” “Well, it says this, but we wrote this for Michael.” So 
Matt’s having to correct us, and we’re asking questions about different 
things. And the physical way he directs is so different. It’s harder to 
follow. We have to actually pay much more attention to his movements. 

• Sometimes Matt thinks we can read his mind—I know what the tempo is 
just by his breath or something, because he’ll forget to give the 
downbeat. 

• And I think both are necessary [rote teaching and sight-reading] but I 
think during rehearsal, if you’re making the same mistake, time to stop 
and fix it [which Matt does less of as he anticipates that music readers 
will self-correct]. 

• I do know that Michael was pretty particular when he was our director 
about pronunciation, about vowels, about phrasing; Michael was very 
demanding. To me, I like that. It would be nonstop and, “Okay. Ready?” 
Right into it, but also encouraging. So he had the discipline, but 
encouraging too, at the same time. I think that’s a gift that he probably 
developed throughout his years of being a director. Matt also has that 
same skill. Matt is a little bit, probably more on the discipline side, but 
he’s also encouraging and he’ll probably acquire more over the years.  

• I would say maybe the best way to describe it is both can be very good 
musicians. Matt’s a very technically correct person. Matt, it will take 
him time, I think, to get the choir to sing with the same emotion that 
Michael was able to draw out of them. 

• A lot of times, what’s different [in rehearsal] with Matt is he doesn’t 
start from the beginning of the piece. . . . Usually [in the past], you 
would come in and sit down, but now Matt posts the list of songs, in 
order that we’re going to rehearse, on the piano at the front of the room. 
Once people come in the room, we all just know: get your music in 
order. At first, I didn’t like that, but then I thought, “You know what? 
That’s really a time saver rather than waiting for everybody to get this 
music out after each individual piece is announced, and that really allows 
more time for actual rehearsal.” Then, it sort of dawned on me that that’s 
probably what they do in college or, I’m just guessing, in professional 
circles. What a good idea. Now, it’s just second nature as people come 
in. They have their folder. They just start arranging it and stuff. It was a 
little bit of an adjustment, I think, because people thought it was 
something else they had to do. It was like an annoyance kind of thing, 
like we want to visit with each other; we do not want to be putting our 
music in order. But over time, it now has become second nature.  
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Category Quotes 

On lessening the 
effects of a major 
destabilizing event 

• I’m sure it would have been not as pleasant if it was a cut and out. And 
not even for a talent perspective, more for the personality of the choir. 
People would probably be more offended by that or hurt by that. And I 
think if Michael’s role would have been just nipped and chopped off, 
and you started off with somebody else, it would not have gone nearly as 
well. There would have been struggles, . . . people who would drop out. I 
don’t want to say that they would drop out of the church; they would 
drop out of the choir, maybe saying, well, I want to know how this is 
going to go. This way to do a transition just flat out makes sense from a 
personalities’ standpoint, from a choir spirit, family, organization thing. 

• Like I said, I think there would have been more people who’d have left 
the choir. They would have said, “Well, Michael’s leaving.” But I’m 
afraid if it had been a cold turkey kind of thing, more people would have 
said, “Well, maybe this is a good time for me to be bail out. After all, 
I’ve sung in this choir for many years.” 

• I think it would have been a lot rockier transition. I wouldn’t be 
surprised if we would have lost more people. 

On the official 
overlapping 
transition process 

• [Behind the scenes in the process to restructure and pay for two 
positions, a director and an accompanist], there was a lot of turmoil and 
whatever requiring hard conversations. 

• It was difficult for me. And I’m sure it was difficult for Matt too, 
because you’re stepping into somebody’s shoes who’d been in place for 
40+ years. I showed up, and I sang. I wasn’t happy, because I wanted 
what I wanted, like a child. I have gotten back to my happy place. Not as 
happy, just because it’s a different relationship. 

• I understand there’s a couple of other folks in the choir that don’t feel the 
same exact way, and a couple of past members that don’t quite feel the 
same exact way. We were a little bit anxious when it started to happen, 
but I think these guys are doing a really good job of handling and 
accomplishing the change. That’s my opinion.  

 
 
 

Emmanuel Senior Choir Organizational Identity 

Given that this study inquired about OID processes of choir members, one might 

assume that the choir’s OI would be relatively simple and straightforward, perhaps 

consisting of one or two descriptive characteristics. One might be that the Emmanuel 

Senior Choir is a group activity (not the individual pursuit of a vocal soloist) that 

involves people who like to sing four-part harmony. A second might relate to the nature 



 

108 

of the literature sung, such as anthems from the Western classical tradition, the unique 

songs of close harmony barbershop quartets and choruses, or the jazz, Broadway, and pop 

songs of a show choir. This study, however, found that Emmanuel Senior Choir OI was 

complex and included four interrelated identity characteristics, each of which had several 

supporting features. 

Data were analyzed to establish baseline Emmanuel Senior Choir OI at the time 

the transition began (OI-EC1A). In their definition of OI, Albert and Whetten (1985) 

proposed as their first criterion “features that are somehow seen as the essence of the 

organization: the criterion of claimed central character” (p. 265). Referencing Albert and 

Whetten’s language, the Emmanuel Senior Choir core, overarching identity claims have 

been labeled OI Characteristics and their more detailed descriptions have been labeled 

Supporting Features. Four OI characteristics, with their supporting features, emerged 

through the analysis. These describe the essence of Emmanuel Senior Choir identity. The 

OI characteristics were associated with (1) the foundational purpose of the choir, (2) the 

musicianship and musical expressiveness of the choir, (3) the relationships within the 

choir, and (4) the choir’s organizational learning style (Table 4.2).  

 
Table 4.2 
Emmanuel Senior Choir Organizational Identity Characteristics  

Identity characteristic Theme 
1. We are part of something bigger than ourselves through the 
synergies of faith, text, and music 

Foundational Purpose 

2. We are a very good volunteer church choir with professional 
music leadership 

Musicianship and Musical 
Expressiveness 

3. We are a family whose members trust and support each 
other. 

Relationships 

4. We have a strong learning culture enhanced by mentorship, 
humor, and flexibility 

Organizational Learning Style 
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Organizational Identity 

Although the overarching core OI characteristics remained the same during the 

transitional period, choristers explained that some supporting features began to evolve as 

the new director became more influential (rehearsal procedures seemed more in line with 

those for professional singers with little individual rote teaching, for example). These 

approaches seemed to imply a change toward a less supportive learning environment for 

some choristers, and choir members responded to the differences using various verbal 

and behavioral cues. Using different OID processes, some choristers asked for 

clarification on conducting gestures or musical interpretation during rehearsals. Others 

shared a concern with the director in person outside of rehearsal or chose to take a short 

sabbatical. As choristers responded to the director’s modifications, the director adapted 

some of his approaches such that choir members’ concerns (that the core OI 

characteristics were changing) were eased, although several of the supporting features 

were modified.  

As the new director initially began to exert more influence, he made 

modifications to the supporting features. These are categorized as OI-EC2. With 

additional actions and responses over the course of the director transition, most of the 

supporting features that were altered reverted to what they had been at the start of the 

director transition. This has been designated OI-EC1B and is essentially the original OI-

EC1A, a reasonably enduring OI with some minor evolution in a few supporting features. 

All three phases of the director transition maintained the four OI characteristics, although 

the movement of a few specific supporting features did raise concerns for some choristers 

during the middle phase. 
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OI-EC1A  OI-EC2 (A and B)  OI-EC1B 

The baseline Emmanuel Senior Choir OI, identified as OI-EC1A, was primarily 

drawn from the choir members’ descriptions of the choir as Michael planned and 

announced his retirement (Transition Phase 1) and is supported by a review of secondary 

sources, which include newspaper articles, the church website, audio and audiovisual 

materials, repertoire, conversations with the directors, and observations. The 

modifications to the described supporting characteristic features that occurred as the 

leadership transition proceeded (OI-EC1A  OI-EC2  OI-EC1B) were derived from the 

interviews which included the members’ illustrations of choir and choir-related events 

(including church matters related to the transition, member social relationships, outside 

choir gatherings, and rehearsals, services, and concerts with their attendant pre- and post-

activities).  

Characteristic 1: We Are Part of Something Bigger Than Ourselves Through the 

Synergies of Faith, Text, and Music 

All 17 interviewees either specifically described choir members as “like-minded” 

(C-D9Q) or provided illustrations that corroborated this description. One said 

participating in the choir was “being a part of something bigger than themselves” (C-

K8S). Another said, 

It’s bigger than yourself . . . when you’re all working towards a common goal, 
that there’s something almost mystical about it, I would venture to say. It 
probably is for us, as Christians, it probably is. . . . I don’t say probably. It is the 
Holy Spirit that just sort of works in and through us to minister to one another and 
then also to be hopefully a ministry to others in the church. (C-D2Q) 
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In addition to this spiritual component, the combination of the connection 

between words and music, mental and physical effort, and individuals working together 

to produce a new musical performance created “something bigger” with a larger impact 

than the elements would have individually. 

Music has always been an emotional thing for me, whether it has words or not. 
The two of them kind of work together, like I could hear the song, the lyrics for 
something, but for some reason, just reading the words or speaking the words 
does not have the same impact as it does when you add the music to it, when you 
put the specific notes and, you will—it’s like it adds a whole another layer of 
meaning to it that can’t always be articulated, but it’s there. (C-D7X) 

In explaining what was significant about being a member of the choir, one 

chorister commented: 

The music, for sure, and then the ability to sing with other people of like-minded 
faiths and personalities. . . .It’s the music, the camaraderie, and the contribution 
that we contribute to the congregation. (C-Z9C) 

Another described the mystical synergy of music, text, physical performance, 

mental engagement, and group effort as ministry: 

The primary reasoning behind singing these songs is it’s the ministry. It’s the 
sharing of the gospel, the sharing of the scripture. . . . We’re not performing in so 
much as we are worshiping, I guess, and worshiping with the people that are 
listening to us. (C-K4X) 

Another chorister described it as “the whole package”:  

The songs that we sing, the offerings that we have, and also the participation in 
the foundation. Strengthening the voices for the hymns and singing praises, so 
yeah, it’s the big package. It’s not just performing a piece of work; it’s the whole 
package. (C-D9Q) 

This OI characteristic had five elements: loving God, doing one’s best for the 

Lord, sharing the gift, loving one’s neighbor, and loving choral music. 
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Loving God 

In terms of individual spirituality, one choir member commented, “I’d have to say 

everybody in the choir, I believe, has a relationship with God. . . . That is like their 

number one reason for being in choir” (C-D2Q). Another said, “I can speak for myself 

personally, and I think this is the general attitude of everyone, is that we’re there because 

we love the Lord” (C-D4R). One choir member referenced like-mindedness in this 

characteristic by using the phrase “every person in choir”: 

We are all believers, so everything we do we want to reflect the light of Jesus in 
us. Not that we don’t make mistakes and not that we are seamless, but Jesus is the 
center of our lives. I think every person in choir. (C-S7Z) 

When asked what was important to the choir, one chorister responded: 

I think we all are singing to the glory of God. That’s why we get together. That’s 
what we’re there for. We enjoy singing. We enjoy being, from a human 
standpoint, but in the end, we all know that this is how we want to worship and 
praise our Lord. As a choir and for me personally, that’s what it’s all about. (C-
D3R)  

Another chorister specifically referenced the use of one’s physical voice: “It’s 

your love for Jesus, love for the Gospel, and communicating it through your voice” (C-

H3S). Another explained that rehearsals were a way to stay connected spiritually during 

the week: 

It is a place where I can comfortably and confidently study and worship Jesus 
with a group of people who are [like] minded and supportive. . . . And so I feel 
like going to choir is not a replacement for that [individual Bible study], but it is a 
way that I can stay connected with the church and with God. (C-Z9C) 

Doing One’s Best for the Lord 

Choir members worked diligently in rehearsal to do their best individually and 

together as a team. One choir member summed this up:  
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We work to do our best because we want to give God our best. . . . Again, it’s not 
about us. It’s about God. We want to give God our best. We need to do our best 
work in rehearsal. (C-D7X)  

Another chorister recognized that doing one’s best also required giving time and 

effort: 

I think I’d have to say performing well for the Lord. I mean, we certainly want to 
do a good job and be a blessing to the congregation, but if you boiled it down 
more than that, I think a current running underneath the whole thing is being 
willing to sacrifice the time and effort for the Lord. (C-D2Q) 

Many acknowledged that doing one’s best was the foundation for a personal code 

of living that they applied at work as well as in choir. One chorister described the 

similarity between their personal code and the OI of the choir in terms of doing one’s 

best: 

I suppose my personal code is that I want to get my part right and I want to do the 
best job I can do. . . . My personal code is wanting to get it right, singing my part 
accurately to as best as I can, to contribute to the overall sound of the choir.  
(C-H3S) 

Another painted what was important to the choir with a broad brush: 

I guess to keep everything focused on why we’re doing what we’re doing. So to 
maintain focus on Christ. And of course, with anything, you do that by being the 
best you can be, and to have a space where you feel you’re able to express your 
love for Jesus and to minister to others. So to have a space where you feel 
comfortable and confident to be able to do that. (C-Z9C) 

Sharing the Gift 

While every choir member expressed joy and an understanding of their purpose in 

singing with the Emmanuel Senior Choir, most also specifically referred to their ability to 

participate in the choir as “a gift,” while acknowledging that “the gift” extended to the 

directors and accompanists as well. 
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The thought occurred to me a couple of weeks ago that every single person in that 
choir and the directors and the accompanist, anybody that has anything to do with 
this music ministry, is in it because God has given them a gift to use in it. It’s neat 
to see how many people still feel that way even with a change, even with this 
transition. It’s still there. (C-H2X) 

One described the effort required, suggesting that ministry is gratifying in giving 

and in service to the others in the choir and to the congregation, but it involves hard work 

to have “it all come together”: 

I critique and go, “Wow, that sounded really good,” or you can say, “Wow, I 
might need to work on that,” but you hear it all come together, and it’s just what 
you worked so hard to do. . . . Our gratification is how the congregation responds 
to what we sing, and then we have people that come from all over, like for 
Christmas and for Easter, just because of the music that we do. . . . That’s our way 
to minister using our talents and our gifts toward church. (C-E7Q) 

Additional quotes supporting this element are listed in Table 4.3. 

 
Table 4.3 
Quotes Supporting Choir Members’ Sharing of Their Gifts 

• “I think that a lot of people are here because God has given them that gift to be here and this is 
where they’re supposed to be. . . . God has given you a gift and you’re here and you’re using it 
and that’s what counts [whether a trained or untrained voice]. That’s how I look at it” (C-
H2X). 

• “We love the Lord. I think that’s the first reason. And he’s given us the gift. [For] some of us, 
the gift is greater” (C-S7Z). 

• “We’re using our God-given gifts to both glorify God and to enhance the worship experience 
of the rest of the congregation” (C-D7X). 

• “It’s our talent, it’s what we can contribute, and we do” (C-D9Q). 

• “For me, it has become very moving, a great experience for me personally, but also for the 
church to be able to share this gift with others” (C-H3S). 

• “I thought this is what the Lord gave me and this is how he wants me to use it, so this is what I 
do” (C-H2X). 

 

Loving One’s Neighbor 

Although the choir provided an opportunity for members to increase their faith 

individually, they also felt called to share their faith together in service, showing care and 
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concern for others. This included a ministry through music but also love and support for 

those around them, in choir and in the community. This could be something concrete in 

support for life experiences, prayer and a listening ear during a difficult time, or 

encouragement for other choristers as they learned to sing together. Being a member of 

the choir made them a part of something exceptional in service to the Lord, creating the 

satisfaction of a personal faith while also raising the level and quality of music ministry 

in worship.  

Choristers accepted each other and showed respect, care, and concern for their 

fellow choir members. One chorister described the choir members as being “part of 

the same culture”—the choir culture. In summary, choir members reflected God’s love 

through care for their neighbor: “It’s about what I can give to others” (C-D7X). Another 

participant echoed this theme: 

I’d say we’re all part of the same culture. And we’re all very similar, . . . just 
doing the best we can. But we’re not perfect. But, we’re not going to go out of our 
way to be nasty or mean, or rude to people. Try to care about other people, and try 
to uphold a good Christian behavior, both in public and in private. In the choir, 
well, praying for other people, caring for other people, noticing when somebody’s 
not there and finding out why—you know, things like that. (C-X5C)  

Loving Choral Music 

Choristers not only loved music and singing, but they expressed an affinity for 

ensemble part singing, especially that of mixed four-part harmony. Many were taught 

sight-reading skills in elementary or middle school and have applied these skills in 

adulthood through mixed choir singing (soprano, alto, tenor, and bass), often performing 

eight-part harmony instead of just four part. Choristers loved singing the harmony so 

much that many often jumped to a different part just to experience the sound or to keep 
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part-reading/part-singing skills fresh. Quotes supporting this love of choral singing are 

listed in Table 4.4. 

 
Table 4.4 
Quotes Supporting Choir Members’ Love of Choral Singing 

• “There’s something different about the choral music versus the hymns or even the 
contemporary music. There’s something about the way the choral music sounds that’s 
different. I like it. It’s hard to explain, but I think there’s a definite joy to it” (C-D7X). 

• “I love singing with the choir. They’re very supportive. It wonderful to go in and know 
everybody. But as far as the actual singing, it’s the music that pulls me in. I’m doing it because 
I really love to sing and I love to sing in a choral setting” (C-X5C). 

• “Oh, I love the harmony” (C-S7Z). 

• “I’ve just always liked reading music, so I’ve always harmonized” (C-G3S). 

• “I can harmonize at the drop of a hat and tend to do so. I’ve sung the alternate lines or the 
[different part] lines to music since I was a child” (C-E9R). 

• “When I sing in church, I often sing [a different part] just to keep practicing, note reading”  
(C-S7Z). 

 
 

Summary 

The choir members loved choral music with its harmonies, text, and interweaving 

of parts. Choristers described the Emmanuel Senior Choir as an organization where a 

combination of the spiritual text, the music, the mixed, harmonic sound, and the physical 

sensation of singing created a synergistic experience where the whole was greater than 

the parts. Choristers explained that singing with the Emmanuel Senior Choir provided 

them with transcendent experiences where they were part of something bigger than 

themselves.  

Characteristic 2: We Are a Very Good Volunteer Church Choir with Professional 

Music Leadership 

The second OI characteristic had five elements: a legacy of excellence and 

dedication to the team; a feeling of pride for the choral sound; a belief that consistency 
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and shared history were important for choral excellence; a strong work ethic; and a 

membership of volunteer, nonprofessional singers. 

A Legacy of Excellence and Dedication to the Team 

Choristers described the choir as a “pretty strong choir” with an enrollment of “40 

to 50 members” whose number of members did “help with the quality.” Pictures and 

videos of the choir supported this assessment. In the past decade or so, the choir has been 

“a little smaller than in the past,” but members of the congregation have suggested that 

the sound is “more blended and the parts can be heard.” One choir member said it was the 

“best church choir I’ve been in.” All the interviewees acknowledged that the choir was 

“not a professional choir,” with some specifying that it was also not a college choir with 

music majors who rehearsed several times a week. The choir, however, did compare well 

to similar choirs in the area: “not a stereotypical bad church choir,” “less refined but more 

passionate than some choirs” (C-S7Z, C-H2X, C-E7Q, C-E9R, C-D7X, C-Z9C, C-D9Q).  

Choir members were proud of the overall choral sound projected in performance, 

which some suggested was not just a result of talented voices in the choir, but also a 

result of the years of vocal instruction taught in rehearsal each week by the director 

emeritus, who had sung with ensembles of musically trained or professional singers since 

he was a college freshman. The choir was known for an “awesome,” “spectacular,” and 

emotionally expressive “passionate” sound developed by the director emeritus. In 

addition to teaching proper breath support and the development of vocal resonance, 

Michael emphasized diction, blend, and part learning. A chorister with music training 

explained: “I think because we’re such a, I mean, we’re really a well-known choir for the 

area, I think. I really do. I mean, people come” (C-D6S). 
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The choir was also a team where each singer listened and learned from those singing 

on either side of them. Listening to each other, they could blend vocally with the team. The 

director emeritus encouraged a culture of choral blend and rich, full sound created by 

listening to each other and singing with the best vocal technique each singer could produce. 

This is going to be really biased: I think this is a fantastic choir, extremely 
talented. . . . We have some challenges. I mean, we blend. We blend, but 
honestly? When we’re all together and we’re all singing and we’re all firing, it’s 
just, we’re really good. (C-H3S) 

Another chorister described hearing a recording of the choir’s recent performance: 

“It’s a pretty cool, pretty cool feeling. It’s a really good sense of accomplishment, big 

sense of accomplishment. I like that, and the fact that we sound good” (C-D3R). Others 

described their personal connection to experiencing “the sound”: 

I’m constantly inviting my friends to come in here. . . . But how would I describe 
it? Awesome is usually the word. I mean, it’s a phenomenal choir, and you know 
the more you sing some of those pieces, like when you got the notes locked in and 
you don’t have to think about the notes and the pages and you sing it from your 
heart, it blows your socks off. (C-E1Q) 

When it works, you feel this harmony, you feel the timing, you feel the feeling 
between the organist and the choir. Everything just blends and it sounds gorgeous. 
(C-D9Q) 

As noted, participants credited Michael, the director emeritus, for their 

excellence: “The nucleus of what we have is from the director emeritus” (C-E7Q). Both 

the new and retiring choir directors, as well as the new accompanist, have been trained as 

musicians with music school degrees and professional experience. Choir members 

respected their talent, training, and skill level, considering all three to be excellent 

musicians who could provide musical and technical vocal feedback, although each differs 

in style and focus. They considered all three musicians, as a team, to be a blessing to the 

music program (Table 4.5). 
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Table 4.5 
Quotes Supporting the Excellence of the Choir’s Leadership 

• “I think we have a better sound than most choirs that I’ve heard, and I think that’s largely 
because of our director. We have a lot of ability up and down. But it takes all 30 to make the 
choir. It doesn’t take the one who wants to be the soloist every week and the one that can carry 
the tune. It takes everybody. So to get that sound, you need a good director” (C-X5C). 

• “So, the director emeritus was in, you know, the [professional] chorus” (C-D6S). 

• “They learned how to sing properly. Well, more so with the director emeritus, I think. The 
former director would explain to us, and he would explain proper support and breathing 
technique and lifting the rib cage and opening up” (C-H2X). 

• “We are blessed in the talent area, but also because we have the talented directors as well, and 
not everyone has that. In fact, I know there are a lot of church choirs around here who don’t 
have the kind of directors we’ve been blessed with for so many years. I think, sometimes, 
there’s a difference” (C-D7X). 

• “It’s neat to have the, . . . I guess the good fortune to have such talented directors. . . . But I 
think we’re so fortunate to have such talented leaders where they’re just there. I mean we don’t 
[individually] have to pay them or pass any tests. So I think it’s pretty special to be able to 
learn free of charge quality choral singing from them. . . . But [the new director] is very 
talented, and [the accompanist] is enormously talented. So it’s a blessing to be able to continue 
this ministry with them” (C-Z9C). 

• “When you have this great team [directors] that has this amazing gift of music, there’s no way 
you cannot absorb some of that” (C-D4R). 

• “I think the training that [the new director and accompanist] have had in the past in their 
teaching or whatever, where they come from, and of course [the director emeritus’] expertise 
and all the training he’s been involved in, he’s been in other groups—I mean the whole 
package is really a top-notch team of people. I mean, top drawer. Really” (C-D6S). 

 
 

Importance of Consistency and Shared History for Choral Excellence 

Choristers believed consistency was important, and this was evident in the 

stability of membership with a core group of long-tenured singers, in the “beautiful 

choral sound” (C-X5C), and in the large repertoire with musical nuance learned over 

time. They suggested that consistency created an organizational history and allowed time 

for relationships to develop, for spiritual intimacy to be shared, for trust to deepen, and 

for musical knowledge, understanding, and expressiveness to grow. Rehearsals were held 

on Thursday nights, and choir members blocked off that time. As one choir member 

explained, “That consistency of being there, I think, is very important to how we operate” 
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(C-D7X), adding, “As far as possible, I can’t improve personally if I’m not up in the 

balcony with everybody else on a consistent basis.” Another described the layering of 

knowledge through the learning of the core choir: 

Well, you build on . . . building block, meaning a few years ago, we sang, and we 
learned, because the choir members stay, for the most part, the same. Some will 
come, some will go, but the core choir is the same. So, that core that did this 
music a few years ago now know the number, they know the piece, and now . . . 
they know the notes, the rhythms, the words. (C-E7Q) 

In addition, relationships developed over time when choir members consistently 

attended rehearsals and services, as one choir member explained: 

The more consistently you’re working together, the more you gel as a group. For 
us to do our best, doing our best means that we’re all there all together as often as 
possible. Personally, doing my best, I need to hear the director emeritus’ direction 
or [the new director’s] or [the accompanist’s]. I’m not going to sing it as well on 
Sunday morning if I don’t get those little directions. Because I want to sing my 
best on Sunday morning, . . . I’ve turned down like jobs, all sorts of stuff, because 
I’m like, “Nope. Thursday night, it’s choir night. I can’t. Sorry. That’s out of play 
here,” because it is my priority at least on Thursday nights. (C-D7X) 

Choristers were mentally “present” in rehearsal, in the moment individually and 

with each other, blocking the outside world while practicing. Conversations were mostly 

about clarifying the music notation or the director’s instructions with a small amount of 

“chit chat” when another section was working separately. Although they worked 

diligently, there were moments with humorous bantering and quick-witted zingers flying 

back and forth between sections and individuals interrupting the rehearsal. Immediately, 

the choir refocused on the music learning process without nagging. A chorister described 

a typical exchange: 

Somebody says something and then [the accompanist] probably enhances or 
something [with a riff from a TV show theme or the football “Charge” theme] and 
then somebody else throws some other comment in. When that happens and 
everybody’s laughing and just having a good time, it’s the camaraderie of the 
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joke, the fun. What happens when that ends? We get back to work. We know that 
this is funny and we had a really good time, but okay it’s time to. . . . It just kind 
of settles down. (C-K8S) 

Additional quotes supporting the ideas of work ethic, consistency, and shared 

history are shown in Table 4.6. 

 
Table 4.6 
Quotes Supporting the Importance of Work Ethic as Part of Consistency and Shared History 

Theme Quote 

Staying 
focused, 
with 
everyone 
working 

• “I think that everyone in the choir genuinely works to be able to sound and 
perform to the best of our ability” (C-D2Q). 

• “I’d say every single person is engaged. I don’t think there’s anybody who’s 
not engaged. . . . Get the right notes, do it right, you know, what measure we’re 
supposed to be on. . . . And you know, you’re just not in there to slough off, 
you’re there to work. Work hard” (C-D6S). 

• “We’ll work on one for 5 minutes and put it away, and next week we’ll work 
on it 5 minutes and put it away” (C-D9Q). 

Working 
individually 
and together 
on vocal 
techniques 

• “Always working on blending. Always working on—you know, my sight 
reading’s decent, my ear is decent, but I’m always working on tone and breath 
control” (C-X5C). 

• “I keep humming it until I think I finally have gotten it” (C-D4R). 

• “And he’ll say, ‘Now make sure,’ and what was that one piece we’re doing? 
Comfort. ‘You’re not com-firt, you’re com-fort. So write down fort on your 
paper, ‘cause you have your pencil right there.’ . . . Or, ‘Mark on here, 
“watch.” ‘Cause I need all your eyes on me in this last part, ‘cause this is very . 
. .’ Even last night I remember . . . we had to hold it longer on this one piece at 
the end, so I wrote down, ‘big breath,’ you know” (C-D6S). 

Commitment 
to rehearsals 
and services 

• “About 80% of us are there all the time and on time, and what-not. There’s a 
few people that struggle with getting there on time and being there all the time, 
but, I mean, there’s reasons” (C-K4X). 

• “But some people have things go on in their lives that they just can’t make it, 
and that’s where as a family you have to understand. It’s like: Okay, well, I 
can’t make it” (C-E7Q). 

• “So to me, just being there is like 90% of it. Even if you don’t know the part, 
and this is a lot people don’t understand. You knowing the part isn’t the point 
of rehearsal. It’s rehearsing the choir” (C-X5C). 

• “So I’d say I plan my weekends, I plan my holidays, I plan my activities, you 
know, around choir. So it’s really a key part of my schedule. . . . I think 
everybody in that choir feels that way. I mean, it’s a commitment. And if 
you’re going to commit, you’re not going to slough off and not be there every 
Sunday. You’re going to try and be there every Sunday, when you sing” (C-
D6S). 
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All Volunteer, Nonprofessional Singers 

All choir members were volunteers, though some had the talent and training to be 

vocal professionals. A few served as unpaid, informal section leaders, either managing 

the assignment of parts or serving as mentors for part learning, and a small team of choir 

members provided support to a volunteer music librarian. Some choristers were 

nonprofessional musicians with training equivalent to college vocal training. The skill 

level and music processing knowledge ranged from prolific sight-readers to those who 

worked at maintaining the correct notes and pitches for a given part. Choristers 

acknowledged their differing levels of expertise and considered this to be an important 

part of their shared ministry. All had music experiences growing up, and some had music 

training beyond high school. Choir members represented a variety of professions; they 

were engineers, health professionals, hospitality workers, homemakers, business 

managers, computer specialists, and teachers. They commented on this level of talent:  

I would say in terms of untrained, unpaid, talent—amazing, which you have to 
credit with God. To bring folks together who have not necessarily been formally 
trained to perform as well as they do is amazing. I think it’s an untapped resource. 
It could easily be a roadshow. I think the quality of music that we’re creating 
shouldn’t just be within our four walls. (C-E1Q) 

I’m a blender. That means I am not a soloist. That means I am happy that they 
haven’t thrown me out of the choir. (C-D3R) 

Our choir is a group of amateurs, some who can’t even read music but love to 
sing and know that they are welcome, so they come and they sing and they learn. 
(C-H2X) 

I really am careful about my pitch. (C-S7Z) 

Characteristic 3: We Are a Family Whose Members Trust and Support Each Other 

One participant summed up this OI characteristic: “We’re the choir family that’s 

part of the larger family of [Emmanuel Church] that’s part of the larger family of God” 
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(C-D7X). The directors promoted a mindset that everyone was needed regardless of 

ability and that this was “the choir family.” Every choir member discussed the choir in 

terms of family relationships; sample phrases included “we also verbally out loud refer to 

ourselves as the choir family”; “it is a family”; “it seems more like family to me”; “this 

choir, we’re a family here”; “I feel like we’re a family”; “we’re a family”; “choir is my 

family; that’s my second family”; “I guess to me, it feels like family”; “well, I would call 

it a family”; “there’s comfort there, and it reminds me of family”; “the choir becomes an 

extension of what you would call your family.” Additional quotes are provided in Table 

4.7. 

 
Table 4.7 
Quotes Supporting the Choir Being Viewed as a Family 

• “It very much is a team kind of concept, family kind of concept” (C-E1Q). 

• “It’s like another family. You’ve got people there who really care about you and are concerned 
for you and watch out for you. And it’s just a very close-knit type of situation” (C-D2Q). 

• “We’re very open. We’re very welcoming of new people. You’re part of the family now”  
(C-K8S).  

• “We are a very close family. We pray for each other, we acknowledge other people’s 
sicknesses, illnesses, when they have traumatic things in their life” (C-D7X). 

• “It doesn’t take long to figure out that when you join the choir you gain prayer warriors, you 
gain a support system, you gain friendship, you gain a family that’s looking out for you even 
when you don’t realize it” (C-D9Q). 

 
 
 

The choir was intergenerational, with members in their early 20s to those well 

into retirement. There were parents and grown children, husbands and wives. Children 

had grown up to become choir friends with the parents of childhood friends. Several 

commented on this: “My [grown child] has been in the choir” and “Mom sang (or sings) 

in the choir here.” Others noted “families within our choir, too; . . . you’ve got a real 

conglomeration of ages.” All were welcome and accepted. Regardless of chorister age, 
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Michael was respected as a parent figure and choir members were viewed as siblings. 

One chorister described singing with the choir: 

I’ve sung with people that were the moms of somebody that I went to school with 
that were in choir and now they’re no longer in the choir, but yet those kids may 
have moved away or now their kids. It’s just the generations that have gone that 
I’ve been able to sing with and to participate in this. It’s a blessing. It’s pretty 
neat. It’s a neat experience. (C-H2X) 

Another commented, “That shared history is also what promotes that family 

feeling, the willingness to stay after choir and listen to somebody if they have a problem 

or they have an issue” (C-D2Q). 

Characteristic 3 is described here in four sections: trust and supportive 

relationships; the choir as a family that happens to sing; the choir as a team with 

responsibility to each other; and the choir as a great group with strong camaraderie and 

esprit de corps. 

Trust and Supportive Relationships 

Recognizing that each person has unique life complications, choir members 

trusted each other to listen, pray, and support any serious issues faced. They knew that 

the support was deep, beyond verbal platitudes, and that their feedback on personal and 

choir concerns would not be shared publicly but would remain private. 

The choir was like a family that has quirks—even though the family was 

functional and members were supportive of each other. It was a place where choristers 

were comfortable and vulnerable. Some people were like parents; others were like 

siblings. The sections joshed at each other with small squabbles, but choristers described 

an atmosphere of emotional safety. Chorister comments included, “I let myself be myself 

at choir” (C-D7X); “Yeah, I mean, they’re family. Yeah, brothers and sisters in there” (C-
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K4X); “It really seems more like family, just that we can joke around” (C-H2X); “a 

family that looks out for each other, . . . that picks each other up, that, I guess we make 

ourselves accountable to each other” (C-E7Q). One choir member described the family in 

terms of vocal sections: 

We have our quirks too. There are moments where you’re like, “Oh, my gosh. 
Those sopranos again. Seriously? Or tenors, basses, altos get it together.” You 
have your small squabbles within the family, but at the same time, there is zero 
doubt that you love everyone else, and they love you too. (C-D7X) 

A Team with Responsibility to Each Other Like a Family 

Choir members felt responsible to each other, like the members of a functional 

family, to be diligent in attendance and to plan personal activities around the choir 

schedule. As one chorister explained: 

There’s an unwritten contract, an unwritten understanding that you’re going to do 
your best singing your part. I’m going to do my best singing my part. We’re here 
willing to put in the time to create something beautiful. It’s like artists working 
together to create a beautiful painting or to create a beautiful sound. . . . But it’s 
the familial spirit that’s very present in the choir. (C-D2Q) 

A member of the choir described the atmosphere and relationships as those of a 

family.  

The nucleus of what we have is from the director emeritus: A family that looks 
out for each other, that picks each other up, that . . . I guess we make ourselves 
accountable to each other, [with] diligence, as far as being here at practice, and 
learning the music, and paying attention, but being able to have fun at it, too. It’s 
got to be fun. If it’s all just coming in, and people can rib with each other and 
stuff. (C-E7Q) 

Camaraderie 

Numerous choir members used the word camaraderie to describe the rapport 

across the choir. Camaraderie is defined as “a spirit of familiarity and trust existing 
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between friends” (“Camaraderie,” n.d.). Choir members described the atmosphere as one 

of cohesiveness, commitment, dedication, lack of competition, lack of ego, loyalty to 

each other, and loyalty to the directors. One choir member defined camaraderie a bit 

differently and in personal terms:  

Everyone is needed regardless of their ability. . . . That’s the definition, so to 
speak, of the camaraderie. . . . When you know a person’s history and stuff, I 
think, obviously, there’s an immediate connection. That shared history is also 
what promotes that family feeling, the willingness to stay after choir and listen to 
somebody if they have a problem or they have an issue. (C-D2Q) 

In the words of another chorister: 

I just think among the choir there’s such cohesiveness. It’s just a great group. . . . 
There’s true love for each other . . . and there is no competition. . . . There’s no 
ego. I don’t see any ego. (C-S7Z) 

Many long-term choir members socialized before choir, after choir, and at 

gatherings outside of choir. The choir was a tight group, close knit even though not all 

choristers were close personal friends. Some were like extended family that you choose. 

“We’re a close-knit group. Not that it would be terribly difficult for someone new to 

come into that. We’re very open. We’re very welcoming of new people” (C-D7X). “You 

know their families. You hang out with their families. You do different things with 

[them]. It’s a lot of that” (C-K8S). “People joke: You could choose your friends; you 

can’t choose your family. Sometimes it’s better to be able to choose” (C-E9R). 

Characteristic 4: We Have a Strong Learning Culture Enhanced by Mentorship, 

Humor, and Flexibility 

This characteristic is presented in four sections: a love of learning; nonjudgmental 

support and mentoring; flexibility; and humor. 
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A Love of Learning 

Numerous choir members talked about their love of learning and the feeling of 

accomplishment they experienced when the notes, rhythms, dynamics, and harmonies of 

a difficult piece were mastered. One chorister said of singing with the choir: “It’s never 

quite boring. I always take it as a challenge. Always trying to do my best. Trying to do 

my best. It’s always rewarding” (C-E9R). Others said, “So it’s like, not only are we good 

friends, you know, and we’re working together on a project of singing, but we’re helping 

each other grow and learn to be better singers” (C-D6S); “I mean, it’s a good feeling that 

you accomplished that thing that you’ve been struggling with for so long” (C-D4R); 

“You’re always striving for, okay, what could we have done better, and just try to . . . We 

tweak it here. Are the dynamics right? Are you breathing in the right places?” (C-E7Q) 

One of the more experienced choristers explained: 

I learn more about music probably than—well, I did when I was younger too. But 
I think you know, as an adult, I mean, I’m still learning, you know. Like I said, if 
you tell me “it’s like the train going down the hill,” I mean, okay, this is what he 
expects us to do. So, I’ll write that down so I don’t forget it. You know. So I 
think, you know, we’re there to work as a team. (C-D6S) 

Nonjudgmental Support and Mentoring 

In the interviews, every choir member talked about the lack of arrogance, the lack 

of judging, the absence of giving or taking offense, the humility of the choir (choristers 

and directors), and the shared sense of humor, with gentle teasing but no demeaning 

language or put-downs. They described the learning environment as offering support and 

mentorship, being nonjudgmental, and being accepting without regard to training or 

natural talent. One chorister explained, “There’s no, well, I graduated with this or I’ve got 

that or whatever” (C-H2X). Others offered examples ranging from dealing with notes and 
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pitch issues to relationships with choristers’ children. In the words of a long-time choir 

member: 

And there’s nobody lording over anybody else. There’s nobody poking when you 
make a mistake. Somebody might giggle at you [gentle laugh] but there’s nothing 
like that. There may be healthy, there may be turning around and saying to the 
tenors, [whispering] “You held that rest too long.” You will not give offense nor 
will you take offense. (C-S7Z) 

Choir members liked to help if another chorister was open to learning. One 

chorister said, “And I don’t mind if everybody’s not great. I like helping people who 

want to be helped” (C-X5C). Complimenting was common. One chorister said, “I think 

there’s a lot more of building up than pointing out” and then credited the ongoing 

relationships between choir members for some of the positive atmosphere:  

Well, a lot is, do you have a relationship to begin with? Does this person know that 
I like you? And there’s also a lot of complimenting: “Oh you men, you sounded 
like there were 50 of you instead of 15.” And there’s a lot of that going on. (C-S7Z) 

One choir member who appreciated mentoring described the other side of the 

mentoring relationship: 

If I’m learning a new song, they can help me out. That’s great. That’s what I need. 
. . . And I am able to do that for other people who may not be as far along as 
where I am. So, yeah, we all just kind of, you know, different levels and it doesn’t 
matter. . . . [Pause] A choir is not a bunch of soloists. It’s learning how to blend, 
learning how to, you know, come, just be heard as a choir, not as individual 
people. So it’s . . . as one unit. (C-K8S) 

Another choir member who had studied piano still found some of the score 

markings related to music theory to be confusing and explained what others in the vocal 

section would do to support learning the part. 

For some pieces, it doesn’t come easily. . . . I took piano for a few years when I 
was a kid. I still will lean over to [another chorister] if it’s a double flat and I’ll 
go, “Do I go up or down here?” Because sometimes it’s written in a weird way 
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where I think I’m supposed to be going up a half step and I’m supposed to be 
going down. And I know, I can hear I’m not singing something right. And 
someone will say, “You go down.” So we help each other with that. (C-D3R) 

Another choir member illustrated the relationship of mentoring with humor by 

describing (with smiles and a good-natured tone of voice) an experience of helping 

another chorister correct a wrong note.  

I think it’s just a good sense of humor but also humility because in that moment, 
we were fooling around, but I think [the other chorister] realized that I was 
helping and because I had pointed out the note and we had gone over it and it was 
finally learned correctly. It wasn’t one of those where I made a big spectacle of it 
and embarrassed [the other chorister] with it. It was something that we 
experienced between ourselves. (C-H2X) 

When a choir member was having trouble with a part, someone in the section 

would offer help. Another choir member described what usually happened: 

Any time I’ve ever seen that situation, it’s always done in a supportive way. Then, 
maybe even sometimes, the person that’s trying to help will say to the 
accompanist, “Would you play this, starting at measure 48?” . . . I mean, someone 
will ask for help for the person that’s struggling. It very much is a team kind of 
concept, family kind of concept. (C-D2Q) 

Choir members were also aware of the learning curve a new chorister would face 

because the choir had such a large performance repertoire. 

Sometimes it takes a little while to get there for newer people—like I know it did 
for me. I had to trust that the people around me weren’t going to make fun of me 
for not knowing the repertoire, weren’t going to harass me about it. As a new 
person coming in, you have to trust that. You learn to trust that this group is there 
to support you, not to compete. . . . There’s not really a sense of arrogance. I mean 
“I’m better than you. You’re over there. I’m the star of the show.” We don’t really 
have that. (C-D7X) 

Flexibility 

The director emeritus encouraged participation through flexibility. Chorister 

spouses were able to alternate rehearsal attendance for babysitting purposes, and family 
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members could sit with a chorister in the balcony of the church. Small children could join 

parents or grandparents in the choir. Choristers could switch parts as they saw a need or 

as a director or a volunteer section leader requested. Many in the choir acknowledged 

their love for singing harmony and enjoyed the fun and the challenge of learning multiple 

parts, both for their personal enjoyment and in support of a section that may have too 

many absentees for a given performance. In the words of one such singer, “Well, I like 

picking up the parts. I like learning them. I just like learning that kind of stuff” (C-G3S). 

Several singers had a running game where the first to arrive could choose their 

harmony part for that rehearsal, if there were enough singers already present to cover a 

particular part. “So like the first one to the door goes, ‘Okay. I’m first. I get to sing [the 

chosen part]’” (C-X5C). 

Humor 

For many choristers, a primary description of the choir was that “it’s just fun!” 

(C-S7Z). Working hard practicing difficult music together was a rewarding experience 

enhanced by joking among and between choristers, the directors, and vocal sections. The 

directors used humor to demonstrate the part or the vocal tone needed to sing a difficult 

section; they used self-deprecating humor to lighten the atmosphere (turning to the wrong 

page, for example); they used humor to relax the choir when everyone had been focused 

on a challenging section or at the end of a rehearsal when choristers were mentally and 

vocally tired. Not to be bored, singers created their own fun learning their part, as 

described by this choir member about an exchange with a seatmate:  

You want to sing every other note? Or you sing the whole notes and I’ll sing the 
half notes? Little things where nobody else in the choir knows what we’re doing, 
but we do it anyway just because. . . . We just have fun with it. (C-H2X) 
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Humor was also a way to show care and concern. Choristers and directors 

individually and between sections engaged in joyful bantering and teasing. There seemed 

to be a common view that everyone loved music and that they were making music 

together in the same place in an environment where choristers were comfortable enough 

to tease.  

We’re joking around. But once he [the director] says, “Pull out this piece,” we 
start singing. Now, some people have to mess things up and start standing up 
while the rest of us are tired, and are like, “Fine. We’ll stand up, too.” (C-G3S)  

So, there’s always that little jabbing, and poking, and kind of big brother, little 
sister kind of stuff. You know? But everybody takes it in the spirit intended. Then 
there’s the kidding with each other, like when [some section] hits a note wrong, 
everyone would go [chorister turns head as if toward the section and makes a 
face]. (C-D4R) 

The challenge of learning was mentioned in some way by every choir member. 

One chorister commented, “So I have had a really, . . . a group where I felt like I was 

learning something, all through my life” (C-X5C). 

Influence of the Emeritus Director on Organizational Identity 

Choristers credited Michael, the emeritus director, with being the primary 

influence on OI-EC1A, and this continued throughout the director transition as the core 

components to Emmanuel Senior Choir OI remained intact despite the influence of the 

evolving supporting features. Choir members explained that Michael led by example, 

living his personal code in such a way as to do what was best for the choir.  

I think Michael has always done things for the good of the choir, which is why 
it’s become Michael’s choir. I mean, he’s got the vision for, it’s our service to the 
Lord. I mean, yes, it brings glory to him. It could, but his humbleness has never 
been a stumbling block or his pride or whatever it is. He’s always had the 
humbleness, it’s not that type of thing. So, like him, we are just striving to be 
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better. We get these comments about how good we are, but we all know we’ve 
got so much further that we could possibly go. (C-E9R) 

And to say Michael’s the leader of it is quite an understatement. He doesn’t do it 
flamboyantly. It comes from within. [He] does it because it’s the right thing to do 
and it’s what should be done and needs to be done. You lead by example, you 
don’t lead by, ‘la-da-da-da-da’ and winning the popularity contest. (C-E1Q) 

Another choir member described the culture of the choir: 

The nucleus of what we have is from Michael—a family that looks out for each 
other, that picks each other up, that, I guess, we make ourselves accountable to 
each other. (C-E7Q) 

Michael’s vision of the choir was founded in his faith, which he expressed during 

devotionals and through the choice of anthems that the choir sang. 

With Michael, you really got a sense of just what a strong Christian he was. That 
you would begin each rehearsal with a devotion and a prayer and that you would 
end in prayer. And it wasn’t, “Okay, let’s say the Lord’s prayer” or blah, blah, 
blah, blah, blah. No, it was meaningful prayer. And meaningful devotions. We 
would relate to music and that sort of thing. To me it’s just, it’s about that 
connection to God that it was just so evident there. (C-K8S) 

Just as “the choir” was family, Michael was described as the parent.  

He was like a parental unit for the choir. If you say that the choir is our little 
family and stuff. So he, the matriarch or patriarch, whatever you want to say is, 
even when things change, you still have the heart of the whole in mind in 
whatever you’re doing. (C-E9R) 

Another said, “Michael came off as a father figure—welcoming, open arms, asking about 

your family” (C-G3S). 

Observations Supporting the Organizational Identity Characteristics 

Observations noted during multiple trips to the research site supported all four OI 

characteristics of the Emmanuel Senior Choir.  



 

133 

Emmanuel Senior Choir Rehearsal 

Arriving early enough to be in place before most choir members arrived for the 

rehearsal, I sat to the side and out of the immediate sightline of the choristers. When Matt 

arrived, he spoke to me, and I expressed a preference for not being introduced to the choir 

since I wanted to insert myself into the rehearsal proceedings as little as possible. He was 

congenial and made a good-natured joke referencing my request that my presence not be 

formally acknowledged. 

As choristers arrived, they chatted with each other while arranging their music in 

the rehearsal order posted on the front of the organ. Most people arrived on time. After a 

brief devotional, the choir began working on the anthems. Being the end of the choir year 

and having just completed the Holy Week services, the anthems being rehearsed were not 

new and, with the exception of a few sections that required work on notes or rhythms, 

most of the focus was on learning to sing more expressively. Several times, Matt 

described the way he wanted something sung regarding phrasing, mood, or dynamics and 

the choristers responded—both as a choir and as independent sections, depending upon 

where the attention was needed. When a section needed to sail to the higher extreme of 

its range, the tone remained full, rich, resonant, and on pitch without direction from Matt. 

This clearly supported the choir members’ pride in the “awesome” sound of their choir.  

At the conclusion of the rehearsal, Matt asked the choir to sing a verse of a hymn, 

“Abide With Me,” accompanied by the organist. At the conclusion of the verse, one of 

the choristers asked if they could sing the last verse unaccompanied, “a cappella.” One 

choir member later described the experience as “really moving. I really felt it when we 

sang it because we weren’t singing just the melody. [Everyone sang their parts.] It was 
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just really, really pretty gorgeous” (C-H3S). While putting away their folders, choir 

members chatted and then departed in good spirits.  

All four OI characteristics were apparent during the observation of the rehearsal. 

The choristers were part of something bigger than themselves (spiritually, 

organizationally through the church and the choir, and musically through choral singing), 

supporting OI Characteristic 1. The music leadership was professional, including both the 

director and accompanist (Characteristic 2). The choir members were congenial and 

interacted the way close, personal friends or family might (OI Characteristic 3). The choir 

worked steadily on the anthems but had fun while doing so (Characteristic 4). 

Music Library Folder Restocking 

After the completion of a music performance season, a team of choir members 

helps the volunteer music librarian clear and refill the folders, pulling music no longer 

being rehearsed and replacing it with new anthems. At the end of the choir year as the 

interviews were being conducted, the library team emptied the performance folders, 

organized the anthems, and returned them to the music library.1 I noted that this process 

was accomplished in an organized manner with apparent congeniality and camaraderie. 

All the team members were volunteers who had made a commitment to provide this 

                                                 
1 The anthems that were in the folders at the end of the choir year when rehearsals were winding 
down though the choir was still singing for services are listed below. These were previously 
learned and were standard repertoire for the Emmanuel Senior Choir. They range from simple to 
moderately complex in difficulty. 
• Be Joyful in the Lord (Rutter) 
• For Everyone Born (Mann, arranged by 

Trenney) 
• Write Your Blessed Name (Scott) 
• How Lovely Is They Dwelling Place 

(Brahms) 
• The Best of Gifts (Scott) 
• My Faith Looks Up to Thee (Carter) 
• Be Thou My Vision (Rutter) 

• Fairest Lord Jesus (Hakes) 
• Offertory (Beck) 
• Ich Freue Mich Im Herrn (Homilius) 
• You Are Mine (Haas, arranged by Hayes) 
• So the Day Dawn (Scott) 
• With a Voice of Singing (Shaw) 
• Let All Mortal Flesh Keep Silence 

(Closkey) 
• Within These Walls (Choplin)  
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service to the choir. Their actions and interactions supported OI Characteristic 2 (that the 

choir was a volunteer organization) and OI Characteristic 3 (that choristers share 

relationships like those of a healthy, functional family). The size of the music library and 

the list of anthems being restocked at the end of the season supported OI Characteristic 2 

(a very good choir with professional leadership). 

Organists and the Quality of Music 

The organists’ playing kept the elements of the worship service moving smoothly 

as a cohesive unit and seemed to inspire the congregation to participate in hymns and 

responses. Despite some technical concerns with the organ, the organists were so skillful 

that no mechanical issues were apparent to those in the congregation. These observations 

support OI Characteristic 2: a very good volunteer church choir with professional music 

leadership. 

Summary of Emmanuel Senior Choir Organizational Identity: OI-EC1A  

The 17 choir member interviews provided data to support four OI characteristics 

relating to foundational purpose (Characteristic 1), musicianship and musical expression 

(Characteristic 2), relationships (Characteristic 3), and organizational learning style 

(Characteristic 4).  

Choir members in the Emmanuel Senior Choir believed they were a part of 

something bigger than themselves. They valued the volunteer nature of the choir while 

also appreciating the professional musicians who led them. Members of the choir 

considered other choristers to be their family; together, they learned with humor, 

accountability, and overall camaraderie. In the words of one choir member, “So I say, it’s 
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you’re growing together, you’re learning together, you’re worshiping together, you’re 

sharing your talents together. It’s a very special thing” (C-D6S). 

After the first interview, I reviewed my notes and reflected on what had been 

said. The experiences of singing during Holy Week were fresh on the choir members’ 

minds as they shared their perceptions about participating in special services such as 

Christmas and Holy Week in addition to the regular weekly rehearsals and services. 

Many paused when their voices choked with emotion. This was accompanied by a 

quiet, “I’m sorry,” referring to the passion in the voice. Such deep emotion was true for 

men and women regardless of which vocal part they sang. All the singers spoke with 

emotional intensity as they acknowledged that the Emmanuel Senior Choir was a 

significant part of who they are.  

Emmanuel Senior Choir Member Organizational Identification Processes 

The construct of OID was approached in this study as “an active process by 

which individuals link themselves to elements in the social scene” (Cheney, 1983b, p. 

342) and as further defined by Ashforth, Harrison, and Corley (2008) as the perception 

of belonging or oneness with an organization. Recent theoretical approaches have 

recognized that OID is neither static nor simplistic but is fluid and complex. Each 

organizational member “establishes the strength, type, and quality of his or her 

organizational identification” (Harquail & Wilcox King, 2010, p. 14). Because OID is 

fluid, any assessment of a member’s OID is a snapshot of its strength and intensity at a 

given moment in time (Bednar et al., 2020).  
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Six OID Processes 

After isolating and classifying the Emmanuel Senior Choir OI characteristics, 

analysis of choir member OID processes began in relation to the OI claims. Six OID 

processes emerged from the data: (1) manifest and externalize personal identity; (2) 

assess with information and preparation provided by the leadership transition team over 

time; (3) prioritize organizational identity characteristics and their supporting features; 

(4) apply life lessons; (5) engage through chorister feedback; and (6) choose not to 

engage. Although some OID processes were more significant for the individual choir 

member and some had greater impact on the status of the organization, they are 

presented in order based on their frequency of use by the chorister participants across all 

the interviews. They are categorized into primary, secondary, and tertiary processes 

(Table 4.8). Some of the supporting features of the OI characteristics evolved during the 

director transitional phases (categorized as OI-EC1A, OI-EC2, OI-EC1B). Primary OID 

processes were employed by all or most choir members. Secondary processes were used 

by many, and tertiary processes were used by a few choir members. OID processes used 

by choristers varied depending on the transition phase and its influence on OI. Analysis 

of the chorister responses found that any given choir member might use several 

processes over the timespan of the director transition, depending on the situation and the 

issue at hand.  

 
  



 

138 

Table 4.8 
OID Processes During the Director Transition 

Type Process Details 

Primary 
process—used 
by most 
interviewees 

P1. Manifest and externalize 
personal identity  

P1a. Identification with early music and 
relationship experiences, including 
family and school experiences, early 
mentoring relationships, something 
bigger than myself. (S,O,A,P) a 

P1b. Three categories of manifesting and 
externalizing identity: the embodied 
experience of singing, mentors and 
family, the spiritual intelligence/ 
spiritual connection (O,A) a 

P2. Assess with information and 
preparation provided by the 
transition leadership team over 
time (O,A,P)a 

 

Secondary 
process—used 
by many 

S1. Prioritize organizational 
identity characteristics and 
subcharacteristics to assess 
organizational identification 

S1a. Prioritize ministry to the congregation 
and loyal service to the choir 

S1b. Prioritize respect for the professional 
training, expertise, and experience of 
the new director 

S1c. Prioritize new possibilities 

 S2. Apply life lessons: do not 
compare, be tolerant and 
unselfish, be patient, recognize 
the time needed to “unlearn,” use 
change for one’s betterment, 
change mental gears, promote 
mutual learning, have faith 

 

Tertiary 
process—used 
by some 

T1. Engage through chorister 
feedback to the director (O,A) a 

 

T2. Choose not to engage (O,P)a T2a. Ignore/deny influences affecting 
organizational identification until 
ultimately processing them 

T2b. Avoid influences affecting 
organizational identification until 
organizational identity stability returns 

a S indicates sequential; O, ongoing; A, active; P, passive. 
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The Interviews 

From the interview data, it was apparent that some choir members had been 

anticipating Michael’s retirement for some time and in practical, rather than 

theoretical, terms had begun to wonder what effects this might have on the choir’s 

identity (OI) and, ultimately, on their identification (OID) with the choir. Bridges’ 

(1986) theory of organizational transition describes three phases individual members 

must navigate during a transition. These begin with the announcement that the leader 

will be leaving the organization. The model recognizes an ending phase of “letting 

go,” a neutral zone between the old reality and a new reality, and a new beginning of 

embracing the change, building new skills, and becoming oriented to a new “vision” 

(p. 31).  

The choir member interviews began 6 months after Matt concluded his first 

independent year directing the choir without the director emeritus. The interviews began 

after the Palm Sunday through Easter Holy Week rehearsals and services. The choir 

member comments include their cumulative impressions at the end of the director 

transition process. Within the interview, each choir member discussed the transition 

process, compared their experiences with the two directors and the new accompanist, 

described their reactions and behaviors as the transition unfolded, explained what they 

thought had changed and what had remained the same for the choir, and reviewed the 

way in which they had individually and collectively navigated their way through the 

transition. Some described personally constructed transition and identification 

processes, and some described the significance of other choir members’ attitudes and 

behaviors as the choir members managed their identification during a change in 
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leadership. Choir members employed a variety of OID processes during the transition. 

Some were ongoing, some sequential, and others were directed toward an issue at a 

particular point in time. 

In addition to descriptions of what roles the choir filled for the congregation and 

the kinds of preparation necessary to fulfill those roles, choir members explained why 

they continued to identify with this choir and in what ways their personal codes, 

including behaviors, interests, attitudes, and beliefs, matched the choir’s identity at the 

start of the director transition. All interviewees spoke of being a “part of the whole” 

(both before and after the director transition) through spiritual connections and faith, 

through the performance of music beyond the abilities of each individual singer, 

through relationships defined as family, and through the work of shared learning. In 

addition, they spoke to the personal rewards of “the whole being greater than the parts” 

in terms of creative, artistic expression through the union of language and music, 

through individuals becoming a family chosen rather than assigned by birth, and 

through the synergism of the combined physical, mental, emotional, and spiritual 

experience that comes from the combination of the various elements: music, language, 

faith, camaraderie, and a mutually shared work ethic. These elements included 

devotions, prayer, and ministry; text and music; time commitment, dedication, and 

focused work ethic; accepting and nonjudgmental “adoptive” family relationships; and 

supportive learning with mentorship and humor.  

The interviewees indicated that part of their OID processing was a recognition 

that there were mutually shared activities and choral processes that were important to all, 

and that the sense of belonging, of identification, was to the “total package” of working, 
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singing, connecting with and supporting others, and worshiping together as the 

Emmanuel Senior Choir. All the choir members spoke about their participation as 

volunteer singers and about the directors as professionally trained musicians. The 

choristers also acknowledged the challenges and rewards of learning individually and 

collectively and described the fun of working together in an environment where humor is 

an educational tool and demeaning putdowns are not part of the learning process. These 

identity characteristics were operationally supported, such that most of the study 

participants continued to identify as a choir member of the Emmanuel Senior Choir.  

Primary Process 1: Manifest and Externalize Personal Identity 

Influence of Early Life Experiences 

Musical environments and training, spiritual encounters, and positive relational 

connections during childhood and youth seemed to be life events common to choristers 

across the interviews. In a few contrasting cases, participating in the Emmanuel Senior 

Choir was a restorative exercise chosen after previous negative life experiences. Many 

choristers described features of their early life experiences that seemed to parallel 

characteristics of Emmanuel Senior Choir OI, including family and family-like 

relationships, sight-reading/music reading training, a mindset toward excellence in 

performance, spiritual and musical connections in worship, and an attitude of building 

and supporting a team. These had become core parts of the choristers’ individual 

identities and part of their Emmanuel Senior Choir OID processing later in life. For some, 

it was as if Emmanuel Senior Choir OID was almost unshakeable. Although choir 

members did not use the term identity (Table 4.9), they did, however, express their strong 

identification with the choir’s identity as OI-EC1A.  
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Table 4.9 
Identity- and Identification- Related Terms Used by Most Participants 

Concept Terms used 

Identity Choir described as fun/humor, ministry/service to God, family  

Identification Personal code and choir code are similar, such as accepting personal 
responsibility, diligent work ethic, service to God through music, such as “it feels 
like home to me,” “I was meant to be here.” 

 

All the choristers described music as being a part of their lives from early 

childhood. This process was ongoing through sequential thoughts and actions.  

Family and School Experiences. Choir members grew up in families where 

music was part of everyday life. One choir member recalled visits to an uncle’s house 

which involved “falling asleep to music and waking up to music.” Another chorister 

“grew up listening to Mitch Miller four-part harmony. . . . I’ve always enjoyed singing. 

My mom and dad said when I was little that I’d sit there and listen to music albums all 

day long.” Although family members might not have been performers, music was still “in 

the house”: 

I don’t really come from a family that plays but there was always music in our 
house. You got in the car and a cassette tape went like it was automatic. We were 
constantly singing along to stuff. (C-D7X) 

Most choir members had parents and extended family members who encouraged 

their involvement with music. Families sang together. Parents were vocal soloists, sang in 

choirs and barbershop quartets, and played instruments including flute, clarinet, trumpet, 

and keyboard instruments (ranging from autoharp to piano and organ). Parents were 

church choir directors whose children helped lead the music for the congregation. A 

grandmother sang in the choir sponsored by her large corporation. Siblings formed 
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quartets. Motivated by music experiences in and around the family, one choir member 

figured out how to read music with help from a friend who was taking piano lessons:  

A friend had a piano and took lessons, but the opportunity to have lessons was 
never there, so I just taught myself things. I would borrow the books, and I would 
teach myself. So I figured out how to read music and tinker. (C-E1Q) 

During devotions at dinner each night, one family learned a verse of a hymn. Only 

one choir member described an example where a parent had musical experience but was 

not actively supportive of the child’s involvement in choir.  

Of the 17 choir members who participated in the interviews, all but one sang in a 

children’s choir in elementary school or at church. Most also continued to sing in a choir 

through high school. Several were in band and also in choir. The one choir member who 

did not sing in a choir as a child played an instrument. Young choir members learned to 

sight-read vocal scores and to sing a cappella in parts. “We had to pull out the hymnal 

and I had to learn it a cappella in parts when I was a kid” (C-D3R). “And we had a lot of 

really good training from our high school choir director on sight-reading” (C-Z9C). One 

choir member made a practice keyboard at school. 

We had a wonderful music teacher. In fifth grade, she had us bring in a piece of 
cardboard, draw our own keyboard. Taught us how to construct major and minor 
chords. Did a lot of ear training. Did a lot of interval training. That was in fifth 
grade. (C-X5C) 

Several choir members participated in musical theater productions in high school or 

college.  

Early Mentoring Relationships. In addition to family members who shared or 

supported music experiences, choir or band directors from high school or college years 

were also influential mentors. One chorister described a favorite, a choir director who  
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demanded a lot and you earned his respect, but boy did you get a lot out of it. He 
didn’t play games, but he could get it out of you. He could pull the sound out of 
you, the dynamics, the emotions. (C-G3S) 

Another choir member appreciated a band director who encouraged a sense of 

community as “the band family.” 

Anyway, music really was a big part of my life and the feeling of being in a group 
and the nurturing. I was in band and we would go to musical competitions and 
stuff like that. Being with this same group of kids I got really close to, they 
became my family, my separate family. Really just got so much nurturing, so 
much positive feedback and stuff from the band, being in the band that, really 
more than the music, I gravitated to the feeling of being close to these people and 
the feeling of being part of something that’s bigger than yourself where everyone 
is working towards the same goal. (C-D2Q) 

Something Bigger Than Myself as Part of Early Learning Experiences. 

Several choir members acknowledged that “being part of a bigger musical [experience] 

. . . something that was for a higher purpose” had been inspiring and had instilled a 

lifelong desire to belong to similar groups. One had experienced a team in high school 

band and one had been underage for a high school travel choir but was included as a 

“page turner” because an older sibling was already participating.  

The feeling of being a member of a family and working together to create 
something that’s greater than ourselves and to do it well [on why it is wonderful 
to be a member of the Emmanuel Senior Choir]. (C-D2Q) 

There was a church choir which was of high school age kids and we would 
occasionally sing at other churches in those surrounding areas. That was probably 
one of the most inspiring things, as a kid, of being part of a bigger musical . . . 
something that was for a higher purpose. (C-E1Q) 

Three Categories of Manifesting and Externalizing Identity 

Choristers described manifesting and externalizing OID in three ways: through 

the embodied experience of singing, through choosing a choir family, and through having 

a spiritual connection in choir. All three types were ongoing and active. 
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Category 1: The Embodied Experience of Singing. The embodied experience 

of singing was foundational to choral OID and reflected ongoing active OID processing. 

It was an acknowledgment that singing with the Emmanuel Senior Choir had physical, 

mental, emotional, spiritual, behavioral, and social components and operated in multiple 

dimensions beyond cognitive and affective; one called the connection “a huge rush.” 

Choristers described a physical experience of singing with the Emmanuel Senior 

Choir as one that expressed a core part of themselves, both personally and socially, and 

overrode issues related to the transition from one director to another director with a 

different style and personality. When asked what it feels like to be a member of this choir 

before, during, and after performances, rehearsal, and services, choir members responded 

positively: “Great, great, great” (C-G3S); “That feels like, ‘Oh, I want to keep singing.’ . . 

. I just love doing it, I love being there and just being in that moment” (C-K8S); “I feel 

like you’re in heaven. . . . It’s like being on the basketball team when you win the 

championship!’” (C-S7Z). 

Two choristers described the physical, mental, and emotional connection while 

singing with the choir: 

Oh my heart’s racing, I’m sweaty, it’s like every bit of a positive high that you 
could get. No matter how well you know the music, you still get nervous, and 
while you’re up there and you’re performing you’re still nervous. But when it’s 
all done, it’s just like . . . Some of the pieces that we end with, you literally feel 
like the heavens just opened up and the angels are singing right there along with 
you. And it doesn’t get any better than that, and it’s pretty cool. (C-E1Q) 

Oh, I think you get energized. And you know, I think all of us are energized 
together and then you know you’ve got some of these difficult pieces and you 
remember what it was like back in September when you first got that piece like, 
“Oh, do we have to sing this?” You know? And then, and even now when we’re 
doing a couple pieces we’ve done a long time, and we’re doing them again 
though, it’s like, “Oh wow, I know this piece.” (C-D6S) 
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Singing in the service was a different experience from singing in rehearsal, 

although both were described as spiritual experiences through the juxtaposition of music 

and text. Choir was “the one place in church that you get the most bang for your buck and 

at the end of every service, at the end of every concert, it’s a huge rush” (C-E1Q). 

Another chorister described participation in the choir as it led the congregation during 

worship services as “the big package. It’s not just performing a piece of work; it’s the 

whole package” (C-D9Q). Others explained in more detail:  

I know there’s a joy there, being surrounded with the other people who I know are 
feeling many of the same things I am because of the music and the word. . . . Both 
the music itself and the lyrics, there’s something when you have the congregation 
down there, it does change the dynamics of the room compared to when we’re 
rehearsing and we’re doing it into an empty church. The dynamics change a bit. It 
feels . . . I don’t know if fuller is quite the right word, but that’s what I want to 
say. (C-D7X) 

It’s more than just a choir. I know the word family, but . . . it’s kind of like going 
to Bible class, but you’re not reading the words or whatever. You’re singing the 
words, and you’re learning the music, and you’re trying to make it beautiful. It’s 
not just the music. (C-E7Q) 

Choir members described a personal and social experience that was such a part of 

them physically, mentally, emotionally, and spiritually from an early age that it defined 

part of who they were, both individually on a personal level and socially as an adult. 

Despite experiencing change on a weekly basis with new routines and a different style, 

Emmanuel Senior Choir members continued to strongly identify musically on both the 

personal level and the ensemble level. 

Rehearsals. Also related to the embodied experience of choral singing, choristers 

described being personally uplifted, rejuvenated, and energized at the end of rehearsals 

despite feeling tired. Emmanuel Senior Choir rehearsals begin at 7:30 p.m., so choristers 

had to schedule supper in a timely manner, whether for one person, a couple, or a family. 
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Sometimes choristers would prefer not to leave home and drive to rehearsal—usually at 

the end of a long day after dealing with work and family obligations. Despite being tired 

and faced with other obligations, choir members explained that the reward was worth the 

effort. Many felt physically energized after rehearsal. 

I come to all the practices I could come to because, for one, when I’m done, I feel 
10 times better than when I got there. Whatever aches and pains or problems I’ve 
had at work or whatever, it’s a very uplifting experience. Sometimes, singing 
songs in choir is even more rewarding at practice than it is on a Sunday. I think 
it’s because we’re a little more relaxed. You’re not performing, you can pay 
attention to—maybe it’s because we’re striving to make the music better, and 
once you perform it’s like, well, that’s it. (C-E9R) 

There are a lot of times that I would come to practice not wanting to come 
because I was tired. You’d get in practice, you’d start singing some of your 
favorite songs, and it lifts your spirit. . . . But I feel rejuvenated. I feel lifted up 
when I leave. I’m belting out. Sometimes it’s hard for me to go to sleep when I 
get home. . . . When I can’t sleep, I start singing to myself choral numbers that are 
coming up. I find peace and comfort. My mind is not racing. It’s like . . . thinking 
about the words, thinking about the music and how it makes me feel. (C-G3S) 

Others described feeling physically depleted at the end of rehearsal while also 

acknowledging that it was uplifting. When asked what it felt like at the end of rehearsals, 

one said, “Well, tired” (C-S7Z). Another elaborated, “Well, I’m thankful that I can 

participate. I’m tired” (C-H2X). Others said: 

Well, my voice is gone. So I can’t work really well on anything anymore. So I 
guess I’m usually done. Like I said, because it’s the highlight of my week. So I 
feel very uplifted. I mean, I just know that I’m tired. Done. Time to go home. (C-
X5C) 

I know I’ve gone into choir feeling low and then come out of it feeling much 
better. Part of it is the words of the music are very encouraging. The other part of 
it is a lot of the humor, the camaraderie. (C-D2Q) 

It’s an uplifting experience. Spiritually, emotionally, I think. Physically, no, 
because by the time you leave, you’re tired. (C-K4X) 
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Choir members highly valued the experience of rehearsing and performing 

together. Two choristers’ descriptions summarized the power of the experience and their 

identification with the Emmanuel Senior Choir. 

We’re a phenomenally musically oriented church. There’s a lot of raw talent. I 
guess our music tradition. Maybe I should put in there music has always been a 
big part of the church, and I think it always will be. And that’s, I think, not that I 
had any reason why I would want to leave the church, but I think if there’s ever a 
reason that you get frustrated, I just say, oh, I could never leave here. I would 
miss the music. I don’t know if that’s kind of a backwards way of describing the 
choir, but the music is worth staying around, even if there’s other issues and stuff. 
(C-E9R) 

Actually I’ve been thinking this, but there’s been times, not every week, do I go in 
there and think, “Oh, it’s choir night; I can’t wait to go.” And you know, I’ve got 
[responsibilities] and I’m working and whatever. So there’s been many, many, 
many, many times where I’m like, “Oh, do I really have to go?” And then like, 
“No, I should go.” Like, you feel a loyalty to go to rehearsals. . . . So then if you 
go, no matter what and how horrible I felt or sad or tired, I go to rehearsal, and I 
always feel bad that I wouldn’t. But then next week, it might happen again. “Why 
do I have to go?” It’s Thursday night, but then you get there and you’re like, “I 
love this music. It makes me feel so good. I’m so glad I got to see these people.” 
And you go home like, “I’m glad I did that.” You’re singing on the way home. 
(C-Z9C) 

One choir member quoted the choir director emeritus’s description of the 

relationship between singing and mood.  

Let me put it this way. Director emeritus used to say this, “I know sometimes 
when you come to rehearsal, it’s hard. It’s difficult sometimes when you have to 
come to rehearsal, you’re not ready. But once you get done, you’re refreshed. You 
feel good and you feel refreshed.” It’s been like that for me on numerous 
occasions where, “Yeah, I just don’t want to go tonight,” but I do and I’m glad I 
went. (C-H3S) 

This evaluation of the relationship between physical effort and musical reward 

seemed to remain constant whether the choir member was singing under the direction of 

the director emeritus or under the new director, Matt.  
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It’s really not different to me, I mean, coming in I’m driving in. It’s like I’ve got 
to go to practice, but we need it, we need it, we need it, because we don’t know 
these songs that well. Okay, you get here, you get in there, you start talking to 
people, and you get chatting up, and you’re feeling better. You start rehearsing the 
songs, yeah, feeling better. By the time you’re going home you’re pumped. (C-
K4X)  

Enjoyment of Singing. Also related to the embodied experience was a personal 

love for singing—an ongoing, active process mentioned by 16 of the 17 participants. The 

one interviewee who did not mention loving to sing or always having sung in a choir 

expressed a love for music and performance as an instrumentalist. As one chorister 

explained, “I mean, when I’m singing, I forget what time it is, so it [scheduled time for 

rehearsal] doesn’t matter” (C-G3S). Despite changes in rehearsal procedures, directing 

style, and teaching methods, choir members identified with the choir as a singing 

organization. After rehearsal, many choristers walked back to their cars simultaneously. 

What’s funny too is like if a bunch of us will come out after choir, of course, it’s 
dark. We’re walking to our car, and one person is singing his part. Another person 
is singing their part. It’s almost comical because . . . usually, it’s the last song we 
sing, because people have it in their head still. People have come out singing little 
snippets of the songs and stuff. . . . It’s really sort of cute comical. (C-D2Q) 

The thought of not singing with the choir was troubling to some: 

You know, I’ve been so blessed, honestly, because the thought of sitting 
downstairs and listening and not being part of the choir would be terribly sad. (C-
D3R) 

Another who had sat downstairs with the congregation some years before 

commented: 

When I joined the church, quite honestly, when the choir sings and you’re down 
on the main floor, they knock your socks off. It was an itch you couldn’t scratch. 
I’m like, “I need to be a part of that. I miss music.” So I started asking questions. 
“Who can I talk to to join the choir?” because I want to be a part of that. I don’t 
want to be sitting down here listening. I want to make music. (C-E1Q) 
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Personal talents, interests, and ideologies brought choir members to this  

choir. 

For me, honestly, it was more of a personal thing. It was nice for everybody to be 
excited, and to feel good about it, and to get that positive feedback, but for me it 
was a personal accomplishment. (C-D4R) 

Not only did singing in rehearsal rejuvenate and lift choristers’ spirits, but singing 

was part of the choir members’ definitions for who they were individually as well as 

socially. Singing was just a part of their everyday lives. As described by one long-time 

choir member,  

[Singing with the choir] feels like home for me. It feels right. It feels like this is 
what I’m supposed to be doing and this is what I want to be doing. Sometimes 
this is what I need to be doing . . . because I love to sing. I have a gift. Singing is 
part of who I am. It has always been part of who I am. From as long as I can 
remember, we have sung. We lost power when we were little. We got the candles 
out and we would sing. (C-H2X) 

Another said, 

When I became a part of choir, I mean, I just loved it from the start. And when [I 
was] dating, I said, “This is a part of my life. So if you want to get to know me, 
you’re going to have to know that this is part of my life. I’m in choir.” (C-D6S) 

One described singing as so personal that even given a change in director style, 

the chorister needed to sing with the choir, recognizing that Michael and Matt are 

different people. 

[Singing is personal.] It is. Very much so. It’s a way of expressing. It’s another 
way of praying for me. It’s another way of praising. That’s a big part of my life 
and I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t. To transition between the two of them, I’m 
still working on some of that a little bit here and there, but I’m learning to back 
off and just say, “You know what? He’s a totally different man. He has a totally 
different way.” (C-H2X) 
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Another described the work required to sing the large amount of repertoire as 

“part of who I am”: 

We work hard. We sing a lot of music. Some of it’s technically challenging and 
musically challenging. . . . I spend a lot of time practicing, and I miss choir when 
I’m not there. It’s kind of part of who I am, I guess. (C-D9Q) 

Choristers occasionally had responsibilities that required them to miss a series of 

rehearsals and therefore performances. One choir member who had to take a sabbatical to 

deal with a family matter sat with the congregation rather than the choir for an extended 

period of weeks.  

But there were several weeks where I sat downstairs and I listened to the choir 
and it was painful. Because I’ve been in choir my entire life. It’s just part of 
breathing. It’s part of who you are. (C-D3R) 

One choir member’s response at the end of a concert was “let’s start working 

again for next year. What are we going to do next year? I enjoy it. I do” (C-H2X). 

Whether a vocal sight-reader who was musically trained or a singer who learned 

by ear and by rote, there was a personal connection to performing the music with the 

mixed choir. 

There’s nothing like it. And it’s not even just singing with the choir. It’s the 
music. I mean, I really get lost in the music sometimes. . . . To me, that’s what it’s 
about. If I hone in too much on the choir, I would probably hear all the mistakes, 
and not the music. And we do some wonderful music. . . . It goes back to me just 
wanting to make this the best, the best time I’m going to sing this. You know, it’s 
going to be this time. And so, I love singing with the choir. They’re very 
supportive. It’s wonderful to go in and know everybody. But as far as the actual 
singing, it’s the music that pulls me in. (C-X5C) 

One choir member considered the bigger picture of music as human experience, 

with choir being something of greater significance than just being another group to join. 

The chorister discussed the music, rhythm, and their mathematic connection.  
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It’s an amazing gift. . . . It’s part of human DNA, . . . the sound and music and 
that stuff. You just feel something for music. Something will stir in anybody—I 
mean, the hardest person. At one point in time, there’ll be something that they 
hear, some part of music or something that might hit a chord for somebody, 
literally. . . . I think the other reason why it’s a universal thing is because it’s 
mathematical. It crosses language borders. Music is music. . . . There’s not a day 
goes by that there isn’t music running around in my head. . . . Music is one of 
those things that I could be talking and hear music in my head at the same time. 
(C-E9R) 

Personal Identity and Group Identity. As one choir member expressed it, 

“perfection is the goal and direction is the key” (C-D2Q) as the choir continued to work 

toward excellence. Another said, “Singing the music as well as we can, just the music, 

and then putting ourselves into it. But a great part of that is doing what the director asks 

you to do” (C-S7Z). “[From Michael] there was always that: Do your best, encouraging 

us to challenge ourselves to do our best. Matt does the same thing” (C-D7X). 

In the words of choir members, “It is the whole package” (C-D9Q). They 

identified with their choral sound (“awesome,” “spectacular,” “gorgeous”) and with 

singing with like-minded people who work toward excellence together. In the specific 

words of choir members: 

And then you get switched to a different—for some it’s kind of like: Who’s this 
guy? Trying to tell us what? . . . Director emeritus’s been telling us for all these 
years, and now we’re going to do it. But that’s where you realize it’s like, well, 
you do what the director wants you to do, and to be a choir it’s to be a part of a 
group, not to be what you want. It’s what as a group we’re going to do . . . a choir, 
it’s not one person standing out. (C-E7Q) 

Choir members’ personal identity as musicians and choristers aligned with the 

core identity of the Emmanuel Senior Choir. In summary, regardless of any particular 

director, choir members might explain: I love to sing. I am a member of this group that 

works and sings our best. We are the choir. I am the choir. This is who I am.  
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The music is the core of why we’re all there, but . . . you get that little bit about 
keeping together, and you have fellowship with those different people. So, I don’t 
know, I guess it’s . . . a feeling you get. I mean, I get a rush from singing and 
doing it. I mean, tonight we may be going through all new music and things, but I 
don’t know, it keeps it fresh, I guess. It keeps it fun. It keeps it interesting and not 
just, we’re going to practice this again, oh, we’re going to practice this again. You 
take pieces, and you’ll take a piece of music here, and we’ll practice it, and then 
we’ll put it away, and next week, we’ll work on something else. . . . Then all of a 
sudden, you put those pieces together, . . . the parts of those pieces together, and 
it’s like, oh, now it’s making sense. (C-E7Q) 

Choristers came together to sing in a coordinated group, all focused on the same 

thing, for the purpose of sharing music with other people in some performance format—

whether it be in a concert or in a worship service. They described themselves as members 

of this group, the Emmanuel Senior Choir, and this informed their choices of behavior, 

from their approach to rehearsal work ethic to the establishment of their weekly 

schedules and routines. In the words of one choir member,  

It’s a unique ability that there is a designated, I mean, not a designated time to 
sing, because I sing in my car all the time on my way home, . . . but there’s a 
designated time when everybody can produce music. I don’t know, I think it’s just 
unique. Not like having a conversation; we’re not singing at each other. (C-Z9C) 

Category 2: Mentors and Family. All 17 choir members acknowledged some 

connection between music and their families of origin. Some spoke of singing with their 

families. Others described ways in which their family had introduced them to a love of 

music even when the parents were not actively engaged in singing or playing an 

instrument themselves. Some described the close relationships that had developed 

through singing in a choir or playing in the band. Once the connection had been made to 

the Emmanuel Senior Choir, this previous relational aspect of ensemble music experience 

seemed to be mirrored through an identification with the Emmanuel Senior Choir as 

“family.” Choir members described feelings of safety and comfort with the Emmanuel 
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Senior Choir as it was “like a family” (C-E9R). Several choir members described the 

importance of this “chosen” family, and their identity as a member of the family 

continued across the changes resulting from the director transition, including those that 

were uncomfortable for the individual choir member. 

And so the people in the choir, . . . it’s like another family. It’s like you’ve got 
people there who really care about you and are concerned for you and watch out 
for you. And it’s just a very close-knit type of situation. (C-K8S) 

Facing life’s complications (possible new jobs and long commutes, etc.), choir 

members occasionally faced the possibility of having to join another church. One always 

decided, “I’m not going anywhere” (C-D3R). Similarly, others had sung with the choir 

for such a long time that it would not be who they were to leave the choir.  

Because so many of us have been in the choir for so long, the thought of not 
returning to choir, regardless of how you felt about the way things were going, 
just felt wrong because I can’t imagine that so long as I’m here that I wouldn’t be 
in choir. . . . I don’t think I could just sit in the pew and not be part of it. It’s so 
ingrained now that, like Matt would have had to have been so drastically different 
from Michael that I could not. His personality would have to have been very, very 
different for me to be like, “I can’t do this anymore.” I think that part of it was 
that we’re all so used to each other. We all love it so much that we can’t imagine 
not doing it. (C-D7X) 

When considering whether to move and join a different church located closer to 

extended family members, a choir member acknowledged the importance of the choir as 

family. “But the choir is, you know, it’s just, I couldn’t leave the choir. I love the choir” 

(C-D6S). “So, it’s a changing of the guard. We didn’t have to reinvent ourselves. The 

identity of the choir was there, and so the director changed” (C-E7Q). 

In addition to the choir becoming a “chosen” family for some, other choir 

members had generations of family members singing together, and the choir was an 

intergenerational activity for their family.  
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And there are families within our choir, too. Some have children who now have 
kids. This is a conglomeration. . . . There [are] others maybe that are retired. But 
then there are also some like 23 [years old] or something? You know, and then 
[some] in high school still. So you’ve got a real conglomeration of ages. (C-D6S) 

We’re like a big family. I mean, that’s the way I feel about the choir, all of them. I 
wouldn’t trade my choir family for anything. (C-G3S) 

Category 3: Spiritual Intelligence/Spiritual Connection. Many choir members 

talked about participation in the choir as a universally human experience. Because of the 

combination of text and music, songs became part of many choir members’ daily spiritual 

life. Providing comfort, healing, and peace, Bible verses, memorized when sung to music, 

came to mind during moments of joy, sadness, or anxiety. Both directors chose anthems 

based on the appropriateness of the text for a particular service. One choir member 

commented on the combination of text and music:  

It is the combination, it truly is. I think without the music, the words would not 
stick. And so whatever’s going on, you can pull that because, for me, I hear it and 
I can grab the words that are helpful. (C-D3R) 

Another said, with emotion, 

It’s literally how I relate, like to God. I mean it’s just, that’s where the sermons 
are. The sermons come and go for me, but a song, I can sing theology right there. 
You know, I can sing a Bible verses, I can sing, you know, cause that’s all where 
they’re taken from. For me, it’s been that my whole life, music really is very 
important to me. (C-K8S) 

The words were comforting and inspirational in rehearsal, in service, and in 

private. 

I also feel really blessed to be in a choir that I think is really good for a church 
choir. I mean we’re all volunteers. . . . How fortunate I am to be in a choir that is 
fairly big. . . . The words we’re singing. A lot of times, they’re from Scripture, 
from the Psalms. “He’ll lift you up on eagle’s wings” [or] “Fairest Lord Jesus,” 
which we have an arrangement of that is absolutely gorgeous. And just singing 
those words really reminds you. . . . Some of them were taken right from 
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scripture. “He that keeps Israel will neither slumber nor sleep.” You’re singing 
that. No matter where you are or how difficult your life is, he’s watching over 
you. It’s the words. (C-D2Q) 

One we did last night for practice is “You are Mine,” and we’re singing it for 
confirmation Sunday. “I am hope for all who are hopeless. I am eyes for all who 
cannot see.” There are just certain words that [inspire]. (C-G3S) 

I’ll give you a for instance. We were singing . . . Abide With Me at the end of the 
rehearsal. Then when it was all done with, one of our singers said, “Can we just 
sing the last verse a cappella?” That was really moving. I really felt it when we 
sang it because we weren’t singing just the melody [we were singing the parts]. It 
just really, really pretty gorgeous. So that’s what I mean. . . . Also, we’re there for 
each other. . . . When there are people going through some family medical issues 
or personal issues, we pray for each other, we support each other. Again, getting 
back to the whole aspect of family. That also is what it makes it fun to come back. 
(C-H3S) 

Another choir member summed up the connection between singing in the choir 

and the integration of faith and music into everyday life: 

I’m just glad I can do it. I’m glad I can be a part of it. And you know, I love it. It’s 
a big thing. And you know, it also spins off into like, I’m in a couple Bible 
studies. And, we’ll talk about something and then we’re like, “Oh, you know, 
that’s like that song that we sing.” And anybody who’s in the group who’s in 
choir, “Oh yeah, that’s like . . .” And you know, we can see how the word is 
integrated into everything we do, and that’s amazing. (C-D6S) 

That’s what I think creates the joy to be there. People talk about the sacrifice choir 
members make every week—an hour and a half and then Sunday and sometimes 
more than one service. We are benefiting. We are benefiting in the rehearsal and 
in worship or at a concert, but we’re benefiting in our daily lives because it 
enhances our faith. (C-S7Z) 

Another commented: 

I know there’s connection to people who have memory loss with music. A lot of 
Alzheimer’s or late-stage dementia don’t know their own name. They don’t know 
what the difference between a shirt and pants are. But you start singing a song and 
they know it, which is pretty cool. (C-Z9C) 

Singing in choir supported faith: 
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The choir and how it functions supports my personal view and my code. I guess 
it’s knowing that so many people that I sing with believe the same way. So it’s 
definitely support for me for my faith, for what I do once I leave this building and 
go out into the real world. (C-H2X) 

For me, it was my Bible class because he always had a wonderful devotion 
beforehand, and sometimes I’d sing for an hour and a half and get in the car, and 
then think about the devotion. Even though it was just a few minutes, that was an 
important part of it. (C-D3R) 

Using the God-Given Gift of Singing: A Calling. Choir members continued to 

identify with the choir despite the director transition because they had been given the gift 

of singing, a talent for music. Many described their membership in the Emmanuel Senior 

Choir as a “calling.” 

I’m thankful for the choir that we do have, and the thought occurred to me a 
couple of weeks ago that every single person in that choir and the directors and 
the accompanist, anybody that has anything to do with this music ministry is in it 
because God has given them a gift to use in it. It’s neat to see how many people 
still feel that way even with a change, even with this transition. It’s still there. I 
don’t know if other people realize that, but I think that a lot of people are here 
because God has given them that gift to be here and this is where they’re 
supposed to be. (C-H2X) 

That’s our way to minister using our talents and our gifts toward church. (C-E7Q) 

I get to use my God-given talent with a group of people that make me feel like I 
belong. (C-D7X) 

For me, it has become very moving, a great experience for me personally, but also 
for the church to be able to share this gift with others. (C-H3S) 

Trust That God Is Leading. At the beginning of the transition, although choir 

members trusted Michael to work on a path forward, they could not envision a leadership 

change beginning soon. In addition to placing their trust in Michael, choir members 

leaned on their faith as they approached the leadership change: “But God made a plan for 

us and I’m really, really happy about it” (C-D9Q). “I said, ‘Well, that’s something we’re 



 

158 

just going to have to pray about.’ I said, ‘If it’s going to happen, the Lord will make it 

happen’” (C-H2X). 

The Spiritual Experience of Worshiping Together. Choir members described 

singing with the choir, preparing the anthems in rehearsal, and leading in worship as “the 

total package.” 

I think it’s the pleasure of being around people that are like-minded musically and 
we sing and we challenge each other to contribute the best we can and sing 
praises to God. I think that’s very important too. The songs that we sing, the 
offerings that we have, and also the participation in the congregation. 
Strengthening the voices for the hymns and singing praises, so yeah, it’s the big 
package. It’s not just performing a piece of work, it’s the whole package. (C-
D9Q) 

Primary Process 2: Assess with Information and Preparation Provided by the 

Transition Leadership Team Over Time  

This OID process addressed the interrelationship between being informed/ 

prepared and time. It was a primary process, used by most interviewees; it involved 

active and passive processing and was ongoing. 

Based on leadership research and known examples of negative leadership 

transitions in the business and music worlds, the Emmanuel Church leadership transition 

committee worked to educate and prepare the choir for the changes that were coming and 

to update them as the overlap process was ongoing.  

But we were prepared. We knew, you know, and Michael told us, “So it will be a 
year with me still in charge and Matt helping, and then we will switch.” . . . So 
it’s been a very smooth transition, but Michael was very good about telling us 
how it would all work. So then we were like, “Oh, okay, and how cool to have 
Matt.” I mean, such a talent. So you know, he was very up front with it and I think 
that was good. (C-D6S) 

But I am quite certain that if this transition had not occurred as it had, there would 
have been people who left the choir. (C-S7Z) 
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Choir members repeatedly described a transition process in which they were 

aware of ongoing plans, which allowed time for them to become familiar with the 

incoming director and for him to get to know them as a learning and performing 

organization. Many used the word gradual to describe the measured reversal of director 

roles and ultimate retirement of the director emeritus. This slower, steady process 

allowed them to assess changes over time, such that their identification with the choir 

remained intact. 

In addition to explaining the procedures and allowing time for adjusting, the co-

directors treated each other with respect throughout the overlapping transition, 

maintaining appropriate boundaries regarding roles and routines. Respectful of other 

church groups and routines, official church leadership and church practices were 

followed. Choir members continued to identify and to sing with the Emmanuel Senior 

Choir during the transition, as they appreciated a lack of tension and disruption since both 

directors showed respect for the other. Michael respected Matt’s musicianship and Matt 

respected Michael’s long ministry. At retirement, Matt gave Michael a special choir 

folder, which he uses when he sings with the choir. Matt also encouraged Michael’s 

designation as director emeritus. 

The whole, meaning like in the transition between Michael and Matt, I never felt 
like there was any kind of adversarial competition, “All right, I’m in charge now; 
you have to do it my way.” They really respected each other’s skill sets and 
abilities and what they were able to accomplish. They recognized the differences 
and how to make that transition effective and then even now it’s actually 
interesting because now Michael is just a bass, just sits in the back and he does his 
bass thing. (C-E1Q) 

There’s never been a conflict between the two of them. Somebody might say, 
“Well, Michael has us doing it this way,” and it would be like, “Well, we’re going 
to try it this way now,” kind of a thing, and that was part of that little growing 
pain thing, that they were two different styles. . . . But it worked out because, 
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number one, Michael never overstepped his bounds; knowing that Matt’s the 
director, Matt’s got the final say no matter what. Basically, Michael’s there, and 
he sings, and sometimes he’ll help us with sectionals or whatever, and it’s a 
tribute to Michael and Matt both because they’re like this. (C-E7Q) 

I don’t know if they orchestrate that outside of the choir and play their roles. I 
don’t think it’s that deep. I think it’s a mutual admiration and respect. Both Matt 
and Michael being musicians and respect each other. . . . I know Matt respects this 
long ministry that Michael’s had, and respects everything that he’s done. From 
my perspective, I see Michael respecting Matt that he’s in this music business and 
he’s been at other churches and he’s a man of faith, which Michael is a strong 
man of faith. So I think there’s a mutual respect and admiration. He’s younger and 
he’s taking over something that, let’s face it, it’s Michael’s baby, and so I think 
there’s a mutual respect and admiration from both. (C-H3S) 

Beyond these two primary processes used by most interviewees—manifest and 

externalize personal identity and assess with information and preparation provided over 

time—there was one process used by many interviewees. This secondary process is 

discussed next. 

Secondary Process 1: Prioritize Organizational Identity Characteristics and 

Supporting Features to Assess Organizational Identification 

Although both the outgoing and incoming choir directors openly shared their 

Christian faith, had a high level of professional music training, and executed rehearsal 

routines based on solid choral practice techniques, differences in style became issues for 

some choir members. A strong contrast between the two directors in directing style, 

teaching style, and personality were central issues raised in the choir member interviews. 

As the transition process continued, the influence of new director Matt became more 

extensive across the organization’s learning and performing modes through its structures, 

ministry functions, relationships, and group events. Some OI-EC1A characteristics and 

supporting features remained active, recognizable, and of high value. Others became less 
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dominant, and some new OI supporting features began to appear. In assessing their OID, 

some choir members employed a prioritizing process that ranked some characteristics and 

supporting features high enough that the choir members continued to identify with the 

choir even though there were modifications to OI-EC1A with which they did not identify.  

Choir members described adjusting to and evaluating the differences in choir OI 

under the two different directors as “growing pains.” Although the overarching 

Emmanuel Senior Choir OI characteristics remained essentially the same under both 

directors and throughout the phases of transition, choir members noticed changes in some 

supporting features. Maintaining identification with the choir, choristers prioritized 

continuing ministry, loyal service to the choir, and learning from and respecting the 

professional training, expertise, and experience of the director over some of the changes 

related to different conducting styles and musical interpretations. 

That was a little bit of kind of a growing pain, because some of the choir members 
are so staunch in the way they . . . They’re so used to doing certain things, and 
they’ve done certain songs for so long that that change was . . . It was a little bit of 
growing pains, I guess, where Matt might play something a little slower than 
Michael would, or just even his directing style. (C-E7Q) 

Prioritize Ministry to the Congregation and Loyal Service to the Choir 

Gradually, choir members began to accept the reality that Michael would soon 

retire and that they would need to assess their role in whatever the choir might become in 

the future. Recognizing the significance of the relationship with Michael and with the 

other choir members, some turned to their sense of ministry, service, mentorship, and 

loyalty to the choir. 

There is such a strong loyalty to Michael and maybe I’m jumping the gun. But we 
also have loyalty to each other because I have people around me who can’t read 
music. And so if I can just help them to learn the part even though I may not sing 
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beautifully, I consider that an obligation, responsibility, and joy. But it all started 
with loyalty to Michael. . . . It’s been, I guess, less loyalty to Matt, loyalty to each 
other. (C-S7Z) 

I think it made people realize that it was the choir that they wanted to be a part of. 
That the important thing is that they’re in this group, it’s a ministry, and they 
haven’t lost that ministry even though the direction has changed a little bit. The 
ministry is still there. We’re still singing. Our purpose is to lead the church and 
the congregation in worship, and that may change a little bit with the director, but 
our purpose and our focus still needs to be the same for what we’re doing. (C-
H2X) 

The choir is a ministry for one thing, and it’s a dedication that we signed up for 
this, and we should fulfill this commitment. It’s not so much that we have to do it. 
It’s a commitment we want to do. We get joy out of it. (C-K4X) 

And so the director changed. The choir was the same. It was just us getting used 
to his method of direction and what he felt was important versus at the point when 
director emeritus was directing. (C-E7Q) 

Choir members talked about their personal commitment and dedication to the 

choir and the ways in which these affected the individual’s schedule and that of family, 

friends, and colleagues. This was a personal commitment to support and enhance the 

learning, leading, ministering, and performing of the choir. “For me it’s not [a short 

drive] over here. So, it’s kind of a commitment.” Another said,  

So I was doing a lot of driving back and forth because I didn’t want to miss it. I 
mean, we’ve missed family things because I’m singing. But yet when we have 
family members who come into town and listen to our choir, they know why I’m 
there. They know why I’m there. ‘Cause I just wouldn’t miss it. It’s phenomenal. 

Prioritize Respect for the Professional Training, Expertise, and Experience of the New 

Director 

Several choir members prioritized respect for the professional music training and 

experience of new director Matt and expressed a desire to do their best to meet the 

expectations of the new leader, known for being highly musically qualified. 
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Acknowledging their love of learning and recognizing the opportunity to learn from such 

talented, trained, and experienced musicians, choir members gave precedence to the OI 

characteristic of professional musician leadership, feeling blessed to have the musically 

talented leadership team of Matt and Ryan. “We are blessed in the talent area, but also 

because we have the talented directors as well and not everyone has that” (C-D7X). 

Despite the talent and training of the new music leadership team, the adjustment brought 

a range of emotions and thoughts for choristers as they navigated their way through the 

transition. One choir member recognized that the change had to happen, it was 

unavoidable, but the new leadership offered so much talent that the choir was blessed that 

the ministry continues. 

Of course, I was sad, because we love the way . . . we’re . . . family, and we love 
Michael. And I don’t know, he was the choir director. and I was thinking 
obviously, it has to happen sometime. It’s a bummer that it has to happen. But 
Matt is very talented, and Ryan is enormously talented. So it’s a blessing to be 
able to continue this ministry with them. (C-Z9C) 

When you have this great team that has this amazing gift of music, there’s no way 
you cannot absorb some of that. You want to sing well for them. You want to do 
your best, because it’s like a teacher. You know, you want to do well for the 
teacher. But they’ve put their heart and soul into it, so that’s what we’re going to 
do too. (C-D4R) 

For the most part, everybody’s giving 100%, whether they think they are or not. 
Them showing up, and doing their best, and asking for help, or saying can you go 
over this again, shows they care. They want to learn the music, they want to . . . 
please the director. (C-G3S) 

Choir members dealt with the unknowns and uncertainty with some unease and 

anxiety. “We were a little bit anxious when it started to happen. . . . Just the anxiousness 

over the change, I think, is what it was” (C-K4X). Recognizing that Michael’s vocal 

training brought a level of professional musicianship to the choir, members were 

concerned that it would be impossible to find someone equally qualified. Choir members 
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said, “Organists are not so plentiful as they used to be” (C-S7Z). “Finding a good 

organist, and a good choir director in the church is getting harder and harder” (C-X5C). 

Individual choir members described their responses as they began to wonder what the 

choir would be in the future. Would it become a group that was “just not me”?  

That was my only concern, that there would be someone that I couldn’t respect. It 
wasn’t so much of a concern as, I just wouldn’t do it. Because it’s just not me. I 
would just, go, you know. Have a wonderful choir. I wish you all the best. (C-X5C) 

Another had concerns about what the choir would be in the future and the 

approaching dilemma: 

We’ll never get anybody as talented as Michael. We’re going to end up with 
somebody, you know [not musically trained]. I think maybe I might have left. 
Honestly, I really think I might have. (C-D3R) 

Ultimately, choir members recognized the professional training and experience of 

the new leadership team and continued to identify with the choir, resolving their unease 

with respect for the capabilities of the new director with continued identification nurtured 

over time. 

Prioritize New Possibilities 

Choir members recognized and appreciated the choir characteristics developed 

under Michael’s leadership. At least one chorister expressed concern about the apparent 

lower focus on the individual’s needs and the subsequent lack of rote learning and 

repetition, since this had made learning the music more difficult for nonreaders. For this 

chorister, the change to rehearsal procedures had affected OI Characteristic 4 (the 

learning culture) and had resulted in lower OID. Some, however, were ready to “go to the 

next level” with the new leadership team and were willing to trade the OI characteristic 

supporting feature of requiring more individual responsibility for a higher level of 
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musical performance as long as most other OI-EC1A characteristics were retained. After 

so many years with one director, choir members actively compared the new rehearsal 

procedures with the old. Rehearsal routines and processes influence the quality of the 

musical performance, the relationship environment, and the learning culture of the 

choir—OI Characteristics 2, 3, and 4. Quotes describing this prioritization are listed in 

Table 4.10. 

 
Table 4.10 
Quotes Illustrating Changes and Opportunities with the New Director 

• “Michael worked diction and pronunciation. . . . I don’t know if he’s [Matt] continuing. He’s 
adding to it” (C-K4X). 

• “Just because I had no one else except Michael really at least in this context of our senior 
choir, I wasn’t sure what Matt was going to be like as a director, but I also knew I needed to 
give him the benefit of the doubt and just go with it. There was a part of me that was excited 
because it was something new” (C-D7X). 

• “Michael was focused on how the words sounded. He was to a point in the dynamics of the 
piece, the volume changes, the swelling and tapering off of some certain lines, he wasn’t quite 
as strict as Matt is. Matt is very swell into this, swell out of that. He’s been dwelling a lot on 
that, whereas Michael was more concerned with just getting the words out there and making 
them understandable. Matt is building on what Michael has already in place” (C-K4X). 

• “Matt and Ryan are both encouraging now. . . . It’s not just 1, 2, 3, 4, 1, 2, 3, 4. It’s modify 
this, feel it. I really appreciate that point of view. If you don’t feel, then it’s still mechanical. 
Mechanics are great in machines, but not necessarily . . . [shares anecdote about a professor] 
who asked, ‘Did you sing every note right, did you play every note correct?’ The reply was, 
‘Yes, I did. 100%.’ The professor then asked, ‘But did you make any music?’” (C-D9Q). 

• “Matt is challenging the choir more and these different parts, and now that we have a 
designated accompanist, it makes it easier for him to do that. Michael having to accompany 
himself and direct [was limiting]. . . . You can always tell by the price on the music. . . . 
You’re looking at a piece of music, and it says, ‘Oh, 25 cents. How long have we had that 
one?’ You know? Then the pages start coming apart, or you get that new, nice crispy one 
that’s $2.50” (C-E7Q). 

• “I felt like with Michael I learned the music better. I learned the song better. With Matt, with 
him adding in the dynamics, it just made our choir that much better I think” (C-D4R). 

• “But now we’re doing some of these pieces that it would’ve been impossible, I think, for 
director emeritus to have done some of the music by himself that we’re doing now, and that’s 
where the new challenge comes in, with Matt and with the accompanist” (C-E7Q). 
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Secondary Process 2: Apply Life Lessons 

In their efforts to prioritize organizational identity characteristics, choir members 

applied life lessons, as shown in Table 4.11. 

 
Table 4.11 
Quotes Illustrating Life Lessons Applied by Choir Members During the Transition 

Lesson Quotes 

1. Do not compare; they 
are two different 
people. 

• “You can’t compare. It’s like comparing grapefruits to pineapple. 
You’re not being fair to yourself or the new person. So senior choir 
with Michael for years felt like I was home. With Matt, I’m getting 
there. I’m feeling more comfortable. It probably never will be quite 
the same, and it shouldn’t be. Because they’re two different people” 
(C-G3S). 

2. Be tolerant and 
unselfish. 

•  “Again, I don’t like every tune or every song that we sing, but 
that’s to be expected. That’s just part of life. It goes on all the time, 
like he’ll say, ‘All right. Pull out You Are Mine or whatever,’ which 
is a gorgeous song, but maybe the person next to me doesn’t like it. 
Then, we’re pulling it out and [the choir seatmate] is going . . . or 
I’m going . . . [makes a face]. We’ll do that, but that’s . . . we’re just 
joking around” (C-D2Q). 

• “He has been much more affirmative and he’s been making more 
affirmative comments. But the poor guy, to be compared to 
someone who has been here for 40-something years and who has 
endeared himself not just as a choir director but as, . . . well, he’s 
our kids’ teacher. There is nobody on earth more humble than 
Michael. And I’m not saying Matt isn’t, he is. He is too. But I 
mean, Matt has a lot to overcome” (C-S7Z). 

3. Be patient. Give it 
time. 

• “Just be patient if you’re going through a transition. . . . It’s like 
they say when you buy your first house: ‘Leave things the way they 
are for 6 months. See if you can adjust to it. Give it time.’ I mean, 
everything improves over time, doesn’t it? Well, changes anyway” 
(C-G3S). 

4. It takes time to 
“unlearn” things. 

• “And it was really evident when Matt would have music picked out 
and he would have lots of the old repertoire and a few new pieces and 
start working on new ideas and new things. But he had the old good 
and faithful standbys that the choir knows, and it would be great. And 
he would try to direct. . . . It was just after that many years of being 
given direction to do things a certain way, it’s not going to change 
overnight. It’s going to take quite a bit of practice to help us learn 
that we have a new leader, and he’s going to do things differently, 
and it’s okay. But the habits are still there when you do something 
over and over and over. It becomes muscle memory. And no matter 
how hard you try to direct us to do it your way, there are some 
things that are just not going to change” (C-E1Q). 
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Lesson Quotes 
• So every time we sing it—however long Matt’s been here—every 

time we sing it in church, I’m waiting for somebody to sing it the 
old way. Because you’re just so keyed up by that point, that the 
amen pops in. [Kind of like the Hallelujah Chorus]” (C-D3R). 

5. Use change for one’s 
betterment. 

• “Obviously there’s change. Humans hate change. We hate it with a 
passion. Some of us learn to enjoy the change and see what you get 
out of. I tended to take a positive side on most things. Is like get 
your thinking right. It’s like, you don’t like change, but you could 
use it for your betterment” (C-E9R). 

6. Change mental gears. • “Well, just sort of going from someone who’s been here for forever 
to someone new, that’s a big shift. I mean it’s turned out that I 
really enjoyed it and have enjoyed what Matt brings to the group. 
Despite possible misgivings at first, however small they may have 
been. It’s been a good thing, but it does force you to change mental 
gears” (C-D7X). 

• “And some of these pieces, you could do them by heart you’ve done 
them for so long. And even if you know the word, you know the 
notes, now you have to check what you’re doing because it’s just a 
different way that he’s directing it. . . . Like anything, I think when 
you have a new leader, especially one who has such great accolades 
and who’s so talented, you want to please them, you want to follow 
their instruction. For us, I feel like that was hard, because Michael 
had been there forever. So, obviously, it’s going to be different. It’s 
hard to make changes. But it’s always been like, even lately with 
our music, writing the notes that I had been writing for years in my 
anthems, having to cross them out or put it in parentheses—Matt 
doesn’t do it this way. Sometimes we’ll ask questions, ‘Do you 
want this, this, this?’ And he says, ‘Well, what does it say in the 
paper?’ ‘Well, it says this, but we wrote this.’ So he’s having to 
correct us, and we’re asking questions about different things” (C-
Z9C). 

• “The challenge was seeing that different person in that spot, when 
you get used to that. . . .It’s been emotional for me” (C-E7Q). 

• “Obviously with Michael, I mean this isn’t going to change. It’s not 
my choice. Who’s going to be my director? If I want to sing, which 
I do, it’s my God-given talent and I’ll sing as long as I can sing 
until I can’t sing type of thing. So we’ll just make it work, not that 
big of a deal. But it was just a little bit of frustration, but I just 
needed to figure out how to adjust to make it work and it has” (C-
E9R). 

7. There is mutual 
learning. 

• “This is a volunteer choir. They need a little more personal 
interaction and stuff. And I think he’s improved immensely from 
year one into this one with more of a, ‘Hi! This is a volunteer 
choir.’ So I think both of us needed to learn how to get along with 
each other. Both sides—choir members and our director. He needed 
to learn how to direct a volunteer choir differently than what he was 
probably used to with professionals” (C-E9R). 
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Lesson Quotes 
• “So when he, or whoever, came up with this idea, it was brilliant. 

This is phenomenal, what a great idea. So Matt’s going to be our 
new guy. Great. But then they’re going to learn together, and learn 
how to work with all of us. And then you could just see as he gave 
Matt more responsibility, that this was going to work out just fine” 
(C-D6S). 

• “Michael, and I think Matt, started devotionals because we can get 
carried away. We can just keep yapping if you let us go. Michael 
would always open up with a devotion and . . . that calms 
everybody down and gets us in the right frame of mind for what 
we’re going to be doing. Matt has now started that and I think it 
helps. . . . He actually put it out to the choir members, ‘Is there 
anybody out here who would like to lead the devotional?’ That’s 
new” (C-H2X). 

• “As he matures in his role as the director and learning what it takes, 
he has to learn how to get out of us what he needs to get, because 
the way he’s telling us might not be the way that gets what he’s 
trying to get. And I think that just comes with time and practice and 
experience. Just like any of us and whatever role we have in life” 
(C-E1Q). 

• “But it was just like a little bit of frustration, but I just needed to 
figure out how to adjust to make it work and it has and stuff. . . . 
He’s not as definitive and I think, I can’t know this for a fact, but I 
think it all goes back to that he directs a lot of [professionals] . . . 
and I think those people are polished. They know exactly what 
they’re doing and they take music home, they come in together, 
they’ve done it together once. And you’re looking for a director to 
hold you together, not to direct you” (C-E9R). 

• “And both of them when they point out errors, Michael or Matt, I 
think used to be a little . . . off-putting. But I have not noticed that 
lately. I’ve noticed more with the . . . there’s a way to tease like, 
‘Would the [sopranos, altos, tenors, basses] like to join us now?’ 
rather than tone of voice and word of choice” (C-S7Z). 

8. Faith • “God made a plan for us and I’m really, really happy about it”  
(C-D9Q). 

 
 
 

The first lesson was to avoid comparisons. Choir members commented on 

differences in personality, in physical stature, in conducting style, in musical 

interpretation, in teaching style, and in the level of anthems’ musical complexity. 

Michael, being tall, could be seen over the organ. Matt, being of medium stature, was less 

easily seen. Because the director uses visual cues (facial expressions, posture, and hand 
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motions) during performances to remind the choir what was rehearsed or to bring unity of 

expression in the moment of performance, choristers acknowledged that these impacted 

OI characteristics related to musical expression, relationships, and learning culture 

(associated with Characteristics 2, 3, and 4). If choristers assessed these characteristics as 

positive and constructive, OID could be enhanced; if negative, OID could be diminished. 

As choir members considered the changes affecting OID, some members made mental 

adjustments affecting OID after they acknowledged the physical differences in the two 

directors. As rehearsal routines changed, choir members evaluated the effects on the choir 

and, ultimately, on their own sense of belonging. For example, the change to a posted 

rehearsal order resulted in less wasted time searching for anthems during rehearsal, but it 

also involved retraining choristers to simultaneously reorganize the music in their folders 

while also participating in the prerehearsal chit-chat and socializing. 

Recognizing that not everyone has the same favorite anthems, choir members 

acknowledged that the new director would probably introduce literature that might not be 

appreciated by every chorister. Even so, every chorister referenced the music the choir 

sang: the sizeable music library, their large performance repertoire, the classical style of 

the music, and the importance of the text to convey theology. A point of pride, the music 

library/repertoire represented the musical quality of the choir and the ministry it provides 

(OI Characteristic 1, related to their foundational purpose of service to God, and 

Characteristic 2, related to aspects of musical performance). 

Michael had been a part of the daily lives and ongoing activities of choir families 

across multiple generations. Facing the weekly rehearsals and services without Michael at 

the front was a change of enormous impact. Choir members understood intellectually that 
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the long-term director was leaving, and they understood that it takes time to adjust to 

change. In addition, they acknowledged that they sometimes experienced a sudden 

emotional spike as they looked at notes in music rehearsed and sung for years only to 

realize that physical and mental adjustments must be made to fulfill the vision and 

interpretation of the new director. Numerous choristers spoke of changing their markings 

after years of singing the anthem a different way under the former director. 

Although choir rehearsals under both directors were similar in the intensity of the 

work ethic, the camaraderie and humor among the choristers, and the biblically based 

repertoire, choir members made allowances for differences between the two directors, 

accepting that they and Matt would learn and adjust. Although choir members 

appreciated the benefit of Matt’s professional music training, they also thought his 

experiences in recording and directing professional musicians influenced both his 

conducting and teaching styles.  

Another difference between the style of the two directors, noted by the choristers, 

related to the choir’s identity as a “family.” Matt’s initial approach seemed to ignore the 

volunteer nature and the wide-ranging musicianship levels of the choir’s membership. 

Approaching all choristers as if expecting trained, professional musicians, Matt rarely 

taught parts by rote and expected choir members to sight-read, depend on others who do, 

or find some other way to learn the part. Some choir members felt Matt was not as patient 

as Michael and expressed concern that Matt initially treated the choir not as enthusiastic 

volunteers, but as dispassionate professionals. 

Choir members frequently and repeatedly talked about the importance of the 

learning process which they and Matt experienced; some talked about the “mutual” 
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learning that occurred. Choir members’ evaluation of the ongoing choir experience 

included numerous examples of the importance of change through learning on the part of 

Matt. Without learning and change by both sides of the leader-follower equation, choir 

members believed their evaluative processes would have resulted in significantly 

different OID assessments. 

Tertiary Process 1: Engage Through Feedback; Choristers Serve as Unofficial 

Identity Stewards 

A tertiary OID process—i.e., one used by some participants—was related to 

giving feedback to the director and involved active and ongoing OID processing. Noting 

adjustments to routines, procedures, and teaching style, choristers described their unease 

on both cognitive and affective levels as the new director took the leadership role. As the 

long-time official director, Michael had been the Emmanuel Senior Choir identity 

steward for 40-plus years. Bednar (2020) defined identity stewards as “formally 

sanctioned individuals who act on behalf of the organization to create and promote a 

positive view of its identity” (p. 205). With Michael’s retirement, Matt assumed this role.  

Choristers recognized that, in addition to a personal teaching philosophy, each 

choral director had a unique conducting style influenced by individual physical traits 

(such as height or arm span), personality (i.e., extroversion or introversion, garrulous or 

taciturn, level of emotionally effusiveness), and degree of technical conducting 

proficiency, all of which shaped OI. Although not speaking in technical terms of OI and 

OID, choir members portrayed some of Matt’s modifications to OI supporting features as 

significant to their assessments of the choir and to their OID processing. Several, 

concerned about an evolving OI and acting as unofficial identity stewards, chose to 
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provide feedback to the new director either directly during rehearsal (primarily through 

questions or requests for clarifications) or privately in one-on-one conversations.  

There have been some people in the choir that are a lot bolder than I am and 
they’d come right back out and say, “We can’t figure out what you’re doing with 
your hands. Could you tell us how you’re directing this?” He stops and does it. So 
it’s like, “Okay.” (C-H2X) 

When the new director didn’t initially offer public affirmation to the choir after a 

performance, some choir members interpreted this, essentially, as a change to the “we are 

a supportive family” (a supporting feature of OI-EC1A Characteristic 3: Relationships). 

Feedback was provided to Matt: 

One of my friends went to him and said, “Didn’t you think that was pretty good?” 
And he said, “It was outstanding.” And [the choir member] said, “Well, where is 
our atta’ boy?” And he’s doing that more. (C-H2X)  

Choristers thought Matt listened and responded to their feedback such that their 

concern about the possible negative mutation of OI supporting features did not come to 

fruition and their OID remained intact. 

Tertiary Process 2: Choose Not to Engage 

Alternatively, some participants chose not to engage—a process that was 

ultimately passive and ongoing. This process took two forms: ignoring or denying 

influences affecting OID or avoiding influences until OI stability returned. 

Ignore/Deny Influences Affecting OID Until Ultimately Processing Them 

Although most assessments of identification involved active management, some 

choir members were passive in their processing, or perhaps in not processing. Some 

chose to ignore the situation. “I think he [emeritus director] kind of started dropping hints 
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of, ‘I’m not going to be here forever.’ And everyone just chose to ignore them” (C-E1Q). 

The chorister continued: 

Some things would be said in passing where you had to read between the lines 
and go, “Is he thinking about leaving? No, that’s not an option. Okay, we’re just 
not going to worry about that.” And then I’m pretty sure we had a rehearsal where 
he made a little more formal announcement that was, “So the time is coming 
when I won’t be here forever, and we’re working on that.” You still kind of go, 
“Yeah, that’s going to be a long way away.” (C-E1Q) 

I mean he started, years before, saying “I’m not going to do this forever.” And for 
a long time, everybody, at least in our section, that I could hear, kept saying, 
“Yes, you are.” I mean we wanted to hear nothing of you’re really going to go. 
(C-D3R) 

By ignoring the signs that a major leadership change was approaching, some choir 

members avoided assessing any organizational signals that change in OI might be 

forthcoming, thus allowing OID to remain stable. Emmanuel Senior Choir OI-EC1A 

remained in place during Transition Phase 1A and 1B and choir member identification 

remained solid and intact. 

Because of the close, familial relationships, for some, the initial reaction in 

Transition Phase 1A to Michael’s decision to retire was “that’s not an option” or “you’re 

not allowed to quit,” occasionally accompanied by feelings of sadness or anger (“because 

I didn’t want someone I enjoyed being around and considered a family member 

leaving”). These reactions eventually evolved in Transition Phase 1B into “I understand. 

I’m not happy about it. I get it. Family needs to come first, and if you’re worn out, you’re 

no good to us.” The sequence of events was as follows: 

Denial  Sadness or anger  Understanding  Acceptance  Less enthusiastic OID 

With awareness of the forthcoming changes to the organization, choir members 

began to concede that change would be occurring. The initial reactions to ignore or deny 
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the coming transition were eventually followed by acknowledgment of the situation as 

the implications for OI and OID came to the forefront, no longer hovering 

unacknowledged in the background. 

Avoid Influences Affecting OID Until Organizational Identity Stability Returns 

Although certain choir members initially chose not to continue participation 

because the change in leadership style was too disconcerting, some eventually returned to 

the choir to find the atmosphere was more in sync with their expectations. They 

continued to identify with and sing with the Emmanuel Senior Choir. One choir member 

said, “I will say, since Matt took over, numbers dropped initially. They are slowly 

coming back, and newer members join” (C-G3S). 

One choir member explained that no external circumstances would be allowed to 

influence a personal love for music and for participation in the choir. While a friend was 

uncomfortable with Matt’s style and took a sabbatical, this chorister remained identified 

with the choir: 

At times, I considered following in [the friend’s] footsteps, but my love for music, 
. . . I’m not going to let someone else change the way I feel. Just like any situation 
that you’re in. You’re not going to let another person determine your own 
feelings. Matt has changed. He has changed in the last year and a half. I’m feeling 
more comfortable. It probably never will be quite the same, and it shouldn’t be. 
Because they’re two different people. (C-G3S) 

The Cyclical Relationship Between OID Processes and OI 

A choral organization comprises both a leader/choral director and the choir 

members/choristers. Although both can influence OI, the choir director has more direct, 

immediate, and formal impact on OI through the choice of organizational procedures and 

practices. Some of the OID processes that choir members used became interwoven with 
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the formation of the organization’s identity, such that each influenced the other in an 

ongoing cyclical process of modifications, the evolution of a reasonably enduring OI.  

The new director’s personality and teaching style directly impacted OI in the 

areas of Identity Characteristic 3 (supporting feature: A family whose members support 

each other) and Identity Characteristic 4 (supporting feature: A strong learning culture 

enhanced by mentorship). Choir member feedback influenced OI as the new director 

responded and adapted OI, creating an OI-OID cycle. Choir members described different 

types of feedback. Some explained their personal choice to give feedback privately and 

some shared experiences from choir rehearsal interactions.  

Trained as a teacher, Michael taught some parts by rote for those who did not read 

music or catch the part quickly from others and encouraged musical expression by 

imagining the emotion being suggested verbally or harmonically on the printed page. He 

was quick with feedback in the moment of performance. He was tall and emotive in his 

conducting style, so his gestures were easily visible. Michael urged choristers to sing 

with expression and passion, reminding them to sing the words with understanding and 

commitment to their meaning. Matt’s style was more contained and less readily seen, but 

with choir member feedback, he responded and adapted his approach. Matt, initially, 

seemed to expect the volunteer choir to rehearse and perform like a professional 

ensemble, and he would use more professional music terms to encourage expressive 

singing by noting and following the composer’s markings on the page, such as dynamics 

(“pianissimo” for example). For non-musicians, this was a significant change. However, 

choir members acknowledged that over time Matt’s style gradually changed to fit the 
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identity of the choir, a singing family of volunteers, while also promoting choral 

excellence.  

Table 4.12 lists the director transition phases, their correlating OI category, and 

the transitional processes occurring during each phase. 

 
Table 4.12 
The Emmanuel Senior Choir Director Transition Phases and OI Classifications 

Phase Category Study period 

Phase 1 OI-EC1A  

1A OI-EC1A At the end of Michael’s engagement as Emmanuel Church music director 
and director of the Emmanuel Senior Choir. Michael had begun to consider 
his future retirement, and a few choir members became sounding boards. 
Other choir members knew he was nearing retirement but were not privy to 
the discussions. Others recognized that he could not remain director 
indefinitely and would retire soon. 

1B OI-EC1A When Michael formally announced his retirement, the overlapping director 
transition began, and Matt became the assistant music director, primarily 
serving as choir accompanist.  

Phase 2  OI-EC2  

2A  OI-EC2A When Michael became the accompanist and Matt became the director. They 
were flexible about duties and occasionally reversed their roles.  

2B OI-EC2B When Matt became the Emmanuel Church music director, organist, and 
senior choir director. Ryan became assistant music director, serving as 
organist and as choir accompanist. Michael became the director emeritus.  

Phase 3 OI-EC1B After Matt’s first independent year as senior choir director when the 
director transition was completed and the orientation toward a new vision 
had begun. 

 

During Transition Phase 2, OI-EC1A (Emanuel Senior Choir OI at the beginning 

of the director transition) morphed into OI-EC2 through modifications to Characteristics 3 

and 4, which created a rehearsal atmosphere that choristers described as more suitable for 

a choir of trained professionals rather than their choir of volunteers. Although choir 

members were initially unsettled by the difference in atmosphere of OI-EC2, Matt 

responded positively to feedback. After receiving chorister feedback, he changed his 
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approaches and OI-EC2 began to evolve toward OI-EC1B, which seemed to be more 

closely correlated with practices usually associated with volunteers. Matt’s tone became 

more engaging, he provided more direct, positive feedback to the choir after 

performance, and he introduced more of his own sense of humor. Choir members began 

to identify with OI-EC1B, which was essentially the original OI-EC1A: a supportive, 

functional family with a learning culture enhanced by mentorship and humor. The cycle 

of OI change influenced by the director (from OI-EC1A to OI-EC2) was followed by choir 

member feedback to the director. This led to modifications in OI (OI-EC1B) and 

influenced OID for some choir members (Figure 4.1). 

 
Figure 4.1 
Organizational Identity–Organizational Identification Cycle  
 

 
OI-EC1A  Director influence  OI-EC2  Chorister Feedback   

Director Response  OI modifies to OI-EC1B  Chorister OID 

 

Choir members acknowledged that Matt’s style had changed to fit their 

understanding of the choir’s identity, a singing family of volunteers. Table 4.13 

characterizes each phase of OI and OID. 

 
Table 4.13 
Organizational Identity/Organizational Identification Dynamics 

 Transition phase 
1A 

(anticipatory) 
1B 

(announced) 
2A 

(Michael) 
2B 

(Matt) 
3 

(Matt/Ryan) 

OI (choir) 
OI-EC1A 

(stable) 
OI-EC1A 

(unsettled) 
OI-EC2a 

(unsettled) 
OI-EC2b 

(unsettled) 
OI-EC1B 

(restabilized) 

OID (individual) Solid Uneasy Unsettled Unsettled 

Solid, enthusiastic 
or 

Solid, less 
enthusiastic 
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Conclusion 

This chapter has outlined the four main characteristics of Emmanuel Senior Choir 

OI and their supporting features as described by the choristers: We are part of something 

bigger than ourselves through the synergies of faith, text, and music; we are a very good 

volunteer church choir with professional music leadership; we are a family whose 

members trust and support each other; and we have a strong learning culture enhanced by 

mentorship, humor, and flexibility. The change from the director emeritus to the new 

director left these core characteristics intact, with modifications to some supporting 

features. Overall, choir members processed their OID during the transition by 

manifesting and externalizing their personal identity through an embodied music 

experience and a spiritual connection, by assessing with information and preparation 

provided by the transition leadership team over time, by respecting the professional 

music leadership, and by valuing family and mentoring relationships. Some also 

prioritized OI characteristics and supporting features to assess OID. A few engaged in 

feedback to the director, which led to modifications to the supporting features of OI, or 

chose not to engage. The conceptual frame for the study has been revised to reflect these 

results. The next chapter offers interpretations, conclusions, and recommendations. 
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CHAPTER 5: 

DISCUSSION 

This chapter presents interpretations of the findings, conclusions, and 

recommendations for theory, future research, and practice relevant to the theoretical and 

conceptual frameworks that supported the research question: What are the organizational 

identification (OID) processes of choristers during a leadership transition from a long-

term choral director to a new director? The purpose of this case study was to explore the 

OID processes of volunteer members during a leadership transition in a nonprofit 

organization. The study investigated the OID processes of choristers in the context of an 

overlapping leadership transition from a long-term choral director to a new director. The 

context for the study was the Senior Choir of Emmanuel Church, a liturgical church 

located in the suburbs of a large city in the Midwestern United States, which experienced 

a leadership transition when the director of music/senior choir director retired after 

serving on the staff for over 40 years. 

Foundational to the study was the definition of OID as “the perception of oneness 

with or belongingness to an organization” (Mael & Ashforth, 1992, p. 104) and later 

described as “a perceived oneness with the organization” (Ashforth et al., 2008, p. 333), 

with the understanding that OID is fluid and fluctuates with the situational context 

(Bednar et al., 2020; Kreiner et al., 2006). Organizational identity (OI)—defined as a set 

of statements that organizational members perceive to be “central, distinctive, and 

enduring” to their organization (Albert & Whetten, 1985, p. 265)—is core to the 

definition and the process of OID. Recently, theorists have adapted the definition of OI to 

be “those characteristics deemed to be central, distinctive, and reasonably enduring” 
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(Ashforth et al., 2020, p. 30) or the characteristics that are the “central, distinctive, and 

more or less enduring qualities of an actor” (Ashforth, 2016, p. 361). The findings of this 

study support this modified definition of OI. 

While recognizing that the identity of the choir and their identification with the 

choir over the course of the director transition were fluid, the choir member participants 

described a strong ongoing bond, a relationship of belonging with the choir. With an 

underlying assumption that OID processing would be actively engaged during a 

destabilizing event such as a leadership transition, this study’s conceptual framework 

acknowledged that OID operates in at least two dimensions, cognitive and affective, 

where the affective dimension includes an evaluative process that “reflects the ‘value 

significance’ of the social identity” (Johnson & Morgeson, 2005, p. 2). Since the context 

of the case study was a choral director leadership transition with the individual as the 

level of study, Bridges’ (1986) transition model, describing a three-part psychological 

process for the individual’s passage through a leadership transition, was used to frame the 

timespan during which OID processes were studied. 

Findings and Interpretations 

In addition to identifying OID processes, this study hints at deeper, broader, and 

more complex conceptual relationships yet to be understood, giving rise to provocative 

questions about the nature and origins of member OID in organizations serving functions 

other than that of the productive system, such as the volunteer members of maintenance 

organizations (Katz & Kahn, 1966). Although offering intriguing insights, the study 

prompts a deeper probe (1) into the relationship between early life experiences, 

developing personal identity, and later OID processing; (2) into the relationship between 
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the individual’s personal identity and social influences on OID processes; (3) into the 

dynamics between an evolving OI and the individual’s OID responses; and (4) into fluid 

OID processes that have multiple dimensions and can be simple or complex, can be 

active or passive, and can occur at a single point or be ongoing or sequential over time.  

The Revised Conceptual Frame 

The revised conceptual frame in Figure 5.1 illustrates the cyclical nature of the 

relationship between OI and OID. It includes six chorister OID processes, which reflect 

five dimensions of OID processing.  

 
Figure 5.1 
Revised Conceptual Frame 

 

 

Although the original conceptual frame suggested that choristers processed their 

OID in two OID dimensions (cognitive and affective), the study findings suggest that 



 

182 

they processed OID in at least three other dimensions: an embodied dimension, a spiritual 

dimension, and a behavioral dimension. A fuller discussion of these additional OID 

dimensions is included in Conclusion 5. Six OID processes used by the choristers 

emerged from the data: (1) manifest and externalize personal identity; (2) assess with 

information and preparation provided by the leadership transition team over time; (3) 

prioritize OI characteristics and their supporting features; (4) apply life lessons; (5) 

engage through chorister feedback; and (6) choose not to engage.  

Of significance to the organization as well as to the individual chorister is the 

relationship between OI and OID. Findings suggest that as the primary identity steward, 

the new director, modified OI supporting features, choristers processed their OID in 

reference to these modifications. When a chorister provided feedback and the new 

director adjusted in response, a cycle of adjustments began as OI and OID influenced 

each other. In this study, the ongoing actions and responses supported the definition of 

the OI construct as “those characteristics deemed to be central, distinctive, and 

reasonably enduring about the organization” (Ashforth et al., 2020, p. 30). With each 

incident where the new director adapted because of individual chorister feedback such 

that OI supporting features were modified, other choristers then processed OID in 

relation to these modifications, creating a cycle through which OI and OID influenced 

each other. The findings of this study support the cyclical and recursive nature of the 

Jacobs, Kreutzer, and Vaara (2021) model of OI breach and reconstruction (build-up of 

identity tensions, revelation of identity breach, identity reconstruction, and enactment of 

reconstructed identity). 
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Finding 1: Organizational Identification Processes Are Shaped by the Manifestation 

and Externalization of a Personal Identity Grounded in Early Life Experiences 

Choristers began to assess their future identification with the choir when either the 

continued professional level of music leadership was in doubt (prior to the transition) or 

when the interrelated OI Characteristic 3 (strong, respectful, supportive family-like 

relationships) and OI Characteristic 4 (a supportive learning culture) were at risk of being 

modified or changed. For the choristers in this study, early experiences were a significant 

factor in shaping their personal identity. This, then, became a factor in their identification 

with the Emmanuel Senior Choir through the manifestation of their personal identity and 

internal personal code. Although an assessment of an individual’s OID is a snapshot at a 

single point in time, OID is an ongoing process influenced by both previous experiences 

and future goals (Caza et al., 2018), which may produce a range of OID responses for 

various people across the same organizational context (Bednar et al., 2020). This study 

suggests that in some contexts, such as volunteer organizations, early life experiences 

may be one such influence.  

Finding 2: Personal Identity Is a Significant Influence on Organizational 

Identification Processes of Volunteer Members 

For the choir members in this study, both individual and social identities shaped 

their identification processes. For these choristers, their self-identity included a love of 

music, singing, and choral performance, a high valuation for trustworthy, family-like 

relationships, and a personal code of values that included striving for excellence, doing 

one’s best, and maintaining a focused work ethic with diligence, commitment, and 

practice toward mastery. The foundation for these influences on OID through self-
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identity began early in life in the formative developmental years. Further fostered through 

activities in youth and young adulthood, this self-identity continued to impact their OID 

as adults. Although these choristers described an inner personal identity which was 

manifested within the social structure of the choir, their identification was with 

organizational characteristics that allowed their internal self-identity to be expressed 

externally: choral singing, spiritual renewal and service, and a personal code of 

excellence.  

In their phenomenological study, Brisola and Cury (2015) described the inner, 

individual experience of singing:  

There is a personal experience, subjective, what we feel and think, what our 
bodies experience, our inner world of singing; sensations of pleasure or 
displeasure, of achievement of inhibition and evaluation; a turning off of life’s 
problems, relaxation, liberty, renewed spirituality or contact with the divine and 
memories that come from nowhere, inundate us and sometimes even make us cry. 
On the other hand, when we sing we also have an experience of connecting with 
others, even if they are invisible. It’s a sensation of being together, of belonging, 
of having a space, being heard and hearing others; we feel more alive in a group, 
sharing something; sometimes it feels like we are engaging in conversation. . . . 
We must say that music, in general, is a part of our lives. We love music. It is so 
much a part of our lives that we cannot imagine life without it. (pp. 400-401) 

Like those in Brisola and Cury’s study, the choristers in this study described 

singing in the Emmanuel Senior Choir as a manifestation of their love of singing and 

music, which flowed from their individual personal identity. An intangible, sometimes 

mystical experience, beyond the social categorizations, affected their self-image 

(Edwards, 2005). Part of their bond with the group was the manifestation of a shared love 

and passion for the experience of music. 
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Finding 3: In an Organization of Volunteers, There Is a Dynamic and Mutually 

Influential Relationship Between Organizational Identification and an Evolving 

Organizational Identity That is Reasonably Enduring 

Feedback 

Had choristers not provided feedback and had the new director not modified his 

approaches, the four overarching OI characteristics might have continued to change 

during the transition such that the identity of the Emmanuel Senior Choir would have 

become that of a new organization; choir members would then have assessed their OID in 

relationship to this new OI. Choristers were uncomfortable, unhappy, or both as the new 

director interacted with the choir in ways that they described as more appropriate for a 

choir of professionals. As part of their OID processing, choristers provided feedback both 

during and outside of rehearsals through questions, comments, and suggestions. 

Choristers acknowledged that the new director responded positively to their input, 

sometimes changing his behavior and expectations. As several choristers commented, 

“Matt learned.” With the director’s initial changes, choristers had to process their OID in 

consideration of these differences. When feedback influenced the director to make 

changes again, choristers again chose ways to process their OID and the OI-OID cycle 

continued. 

Feedback and the OI/OID Cycle 

Since there were no documents that described an official Emmanuel Senior Choir 

OI, the choir members’ descriptions were compiled into OI-EC1A, the identity of the choir 

as the director emeritus announced his retirement. This became the basis from which 

modifications to OI during the director transition were noted. These OI characteristics 
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and their supporting features were credited to the director emeritus and his influence. 

With his retirement, choir members with concerns about the future direction of 

Emmanuel Senior Choir OI began to provide feedback to the new director, who then had 

to decide what his response would be. Choir members explained that he often responded 

with adjustments to his procedures and to his personal style. Those changes, focused on 

the supporting features, were noticed not only by the chorister providing the feedback but 

also by other choir members, who then did or did not continue to identify. Additional 

choir member responses prompted further choices and actions on the part of the director, 

again affecting OI. During this time of organizational leadership transition, the feedback-

response cycle was influential in shaping Emmanuel Senior Choir OI such that it was 

reasonably enduring, supporting Ashforth et al. (2020), but it was also a significant 

influence on the choir members’ OID responses. 

Prioritization 

As the transition progressed, some of the aspects supporting the characteristics of 

OI-EC1A appeared to be changing and eventually did transition into what could be 

categorized as OI-EC2. As the high demands for musicianship accompanied by less 

support for rote learning initially challenged the concept of a supportive learning and 

family environment, choir members began to prioritize the supporting features, as it 

appeared that they might effect major change in the four overarching core OI 

characteristics. Although OI Characteristics 1 and 2 seemed little affected, choristers 

noted that OI Characteristic 3 (functional family-like relationships) and Characteristic 4 

(a supportive learning culture) initially seemed to be changing with the new director’s 

approaches to managing the choir. Some choir members assessed these changes 
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(categorized in this study as OI-EC2) by prioritizing the various features choristers used 

to describe OI characteristics (such as more or less mentoring from the director as part of 

OI Characteristic 4’s learning culture). The ultimate prioritization was a trade-off: accept 

more personal responsibility for learning the music in exchange for a higher level of 

musical precision in performance. One might assume that the supporting features of an 

OI characteristic would be of lesser consequence and, therefore, not significant factors in 

processing chorister identification. Indeed, for some, OID seemed almost unshakeable 

regardless of any organizational changes. For some choir members, however, these 

aspects of an OI characteristic, such as attention to the individual learner (Characteristic 

4’s learning culture), were of high enough value as to affect the whole core OI 

characteristic and influence identification with the choir. 

By prioritizing a higher level of musical precision in performance through more 

difficult repertoire and more precise choral technique, some choir members accepted and 

identified with the trade-off between Michael’s more individualized rote teaching 

approach, where choir members felt confidently prepared regardless of musical training, 

and Matt’s expectations for more individual responsibility for learning. Other choir 

members did not identify strongly with the learning and teaching styles necessary to 

reach and maintain the higher performance expectations. These choristers either 

continued to identify with the Emmanuel Senior Choir with a less enthusiastic, lower 

level of OID or they disidentified either permanently or for some temporary period of 

time.  

By choosing to identify with the higher level of musical performance, choir 

members reinforced and strengthened a supporting feature of OI Characteristic 2 (a very 
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good volunteer choir), thus exerting a significant influence on the overall Emmanuel 

Senior Choir OI. Although the OI core characteristic did not change, its meaning in terms 

of the quality of musical performance was slightly modified. Characteristic 2 (“We are a 

very good volunteer church choir”) was reasonably enduring (Ashforth et al., 2020), such 

that OI-EC1B at the end of the director transition had the same core characteristics as at 

the beginning of the transition (OI-EC1A), but with a minor adaptation in supporting 

features: a stronger emphasis on the results and effects of professional leadership. Within 

OI-EC1B, Characteristic 2 now described a choir that was slightly more advanced in 

musical expression and technical precision than it had been in OI-EC1A, a small 

modification to the overarching, core characteristic. Accepting the trade-off, choristers 

continued a strong identification with the choir. One choir member explained: 

Then just those little nuances that make a ploddy song into a piece of music, and I 
guess that’s one of the things I learned from Michael . . . tempo is important, but 
the music has to flow, and it has to go somewhere. Then Matt has kind of kicked 
it up a notch with some of these songs that we’re singing. We’re singing pieces 
that are musically so diverse and tough, and you practice them, do sectionals and 
work on getting those things worked out, where when Michael is directing, I don’t 
remember doing sectionals, but he kind of [drilled] it into us [with remote 
repetition]. (C-E7Q) 

By choosing to actively embrace the higher level of musical expression and 

technical precision, choristers’ OID seemed to strengthen, or at least maintain, a high 

level of identification. This seemed to cycle back and reinforce Emmanuel Senior Choir 

OI. 

Life Lessons 

Some choir members relied on lessons learned through life experiences as they 

considered the choir environment. Past experiences provided a lens through which choir 
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members evaluated the evolving OI. Although the directors, at least one choir member, 

and I expected that older “traditionalist” (C-E1Q) choir members might be less inclined 

to identify with modifications to OI, the study found that OID remained strong for many 

older members. Some indicated that they had previously needed to adapt to change and 

used their learned lessons to process OID in the environment of the altered OI-EC2. In 

contrast, some younger members were less inclined to identify with modifications to OI. 

Older age did not, of itself, seem to hinder identification with the later phases of the 

transition as it approached OI-EC1B. Age did not seem to influence the choir members’ 

approach to Michael as a parent nor to the other choir members as siblings. Although 

some choir members acknowledged that change is hard and they did not like to change, 

the assumption that “you have older folks who are traditionalist and set in their ways” did 

not play out.  

The Qualities of Organizational Identification Processing and the Interrelationship 

Between Prioritization and the Feedback Cycle 

Although the qualities of OID processing (simple/complex, active/passive, and 

ongoing/sequential/single point) may be viewed independently, they are interrelated. A 

chorister who chooses to provide feedback at a single point in time may or may not 

personally consider this singular piece of feedback to be of highest priority, though it 

clearly has some level of priority giving it urgency. When received by the director, this 

same piece of feedback may likewise be received at some level of priority, though 

perhaps not the highest priority for the director. The director may initiate changes that 

immediately or gradually reshape OI such that it continues to be reasonably enduring or 

OI may become a recognizably different identity.  
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Volunteer Leadership and Organizational Identification 

Gonzalez and Chakraborty’s (2013) survey-based study of a professional business 

association’s volunteer members found that, independent of pay, individuals’ opportunity 

to “express their values, interests, and other aspects of their authentic selves” (p. 14) 

increased their OID. Concerned for the stability of the choir, choir members took on 

volunteer roles and subsequently found they had a higher level of OID with the choir.  

In organizations with volunteer members, the leader may have an outsized 

influence on OI and member OID. Consequently, small amounts of feedback may have 

influences across the organization far beyond the expected influence of the two individual 

people: the leader and the member/follower. Although it is apparent that the director of a 

group of volunteers, much like the founder of an organization, might have outsized 

influence in shaping OI, key volunteer members may also be unofficial identity stewards 

as they exercise an official or unofficial role. This study suggests that any volunteer 

member can act as an identity steward through the feedback cycle or through the 

mentorship of other members. Perhaps the individual perceives that the identity of the 

organization is unsettled and their OID is lower because of changes in OI. Perhaps OID is 

strong in the present but the individual seems uncertain about future OI and future OID. 

With a strong interest in maintaining the organization, the member may become a 

significant part of the OI-OID cycle and affect the entire volunteer organization. 

Summary: Interactions Between Organizational Identification and Organizational 

Identity 

A change in an OI characteristic might be observed to make a substantial 

difference in OI (such as a core characteristic becoming no longer operational) or be 
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merely a minor tweak (such as when a supporting feature is dropped or altered). Either 

could be significant for the OID processing of the members. Although the four 

overarching, core Emmanuel Senior Choir OI characteristics appeared to remain intact 

throughout the director transition, choristers described changes to several supporting 

features. These seemed to cause concern about the choir’s identity in the future and, 

therefore, a need for the choristers to reassess their OID. Some OID processes used by 

choir members affected Emmanuel Senior Choir OI, generally in response to the new 

director’s influence on OI. The interaction between choir member OID processes and 

choir OI sometimes reinforced a characteristic and sometimes nudged it in a different 

direction. As the organization’s identity was modified, sometimes through a single 

supporting feature, the members reassessed their identification, particularly in terms of 

the strength of their attachment. Much as the overarching, though unofficial, identity 

claims of a family-owned, 70-year-old refrigerated food logistics business were 

maintained despite the possibly destabilizing generational changes in leadership 

(Tompkins, 2010), the Emmanuel Senior Choir maintained a reasonably enduring OI, 

primarily through the cyclical relationship between OI and OID. 

Finding 4: Multiple Dimensions Synergistically Strengthen Identification Through 

Organizational Identification Processes That Are Dynamic, Fluid, and Flexible 

Dimensions 

Embodied Identification. Although choir members valued the social identity of 

the choir, they seemed to identify most strongly with the intensity of their personal, 

embodied experience rehearsing and performing. In addition to the affective reactions of 

exhilaration and rejuvenation, participants in this study described their personal physical 
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reactions to rehearsing and singing in terms ranging from tiring and drained to energized 

and refreshed. All the participants described the experience of singing together, working 

to meet a performance target, as one essence, as being a part of “we,” the Emmanuel 

Senior Choir, with identification as an embodied experience.  

If one observes vocal or instrumental concerts where the music is well prepared 

technically and musically, the musicians sometimes will seem to be so in sync that they 

appear to move together. Not only does their breathing seem to be in sync, but there is 

often an almost imperceptible synchronization of movement as the group experiences a 

mental focus and concentration on the score (either memorized or read), the physical 

production of sound, and the emotional expression of the music, as may be observed in 

the St. Olaf (2021) You Tube digital concerts. Participants spoke of being touched deeply 

by singing with the choir and described the experience as drawing on all their senses, 

mental capacity, and physical being: “Sometimes, those things that have the deeper 

meaning to them, then I sense it more or I feel it more” (C-D7X). 

Mystical/Spiritual Identification. Reflecting the importance of a spiritual 

connection over their lifetime, many choir members described childhood experiences of 

singing with family at church and of singing in a church choir. Choristers described the 

importance of daily prayer and devotions and felt that other choir members were like-

minded about these matters. They explained that the weekly rehearsal devotional time 

and the texts of the anthems were an expression of their personal code, which included a 

life of faith and ministry. Although the choir viewed itself as a musical organization, 

choir members also saw it as an organization that fed them spiritually as Christians. As 

one expressed it, “We want to reflect the light of Jesus in us” (C-S7Z). Another 
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summarized, “Everybody in the choir, I believe, has a relationship with God” (C-D2Q). 

Another spoke of choir devotions as “meaningful prayer . . . and meaningful devotions. . . 

. To me it’s about that connection to God” (C-K8S). Others recalled the texts of anthems 

as personal prayer and spiritual support during life challenges. Choristers described a 

cognitive connection to the words being spoken in the moment of choir devotions, and, in 

the moment of singing, a mystical connection that goes beyond the text and operates at 

both a personal and a community level. 

Presenting a case for the importance of a mystical/spiritual dimension to life, 

Ronel (2008) identified spiritual intelligence as “an ability to understand the world and 

oneself through God-centeredness and to adapt one’s life accordingly. It is a basic ability 

that shapes and directs all other abilities” (p. 100). Addressing “the perception of God as 

sacred, transcendent, supreme, and ultimate” and using “a theistic approach to 

spirituality” as a common denominator, Ronel (2008) defined spirituality “as the quest 

for the sacred (Pargament, 2007)” (pp. 200-101). Pratt and Foreman (2000) argued “that 

spirituality binds individuals to their organizations by helping members take an 

organizational perspective when ‘making sense’ of unexpected events” (p. 36). Each of 

these approaches supports the concept that a mystical/spiritual dimension shapes the 

relationships individuals have with their organizations. 

Behavioral Identification. As Van Dyke et al. (2005) suggested, there is a 

behavioral dimension to identification where the members identify with a common fate. 

Weekly choir rehearsal was part of the self-definition of each choir member: “who the 

choir member is.” Rehearsals required effort in practice as well as in adjusting schedules 

with family, friends, and work colleagues. Singing with a mixed-voice choir requires 
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learning a part and then weaving the parts together to create the ensemble sound, usually 

in person in a centrally located rehearsal room. Choir requires sitting a certain way 

(forward enough on the chair that one can breathe freely), concentrating on proper choral 

technique (placement of sound, vowels, and consonants, breath support), arriving on 

time, being consistent in attendance, and making multiple other small accommodations—

with the ultimate goal being the performance of a given work. Choir demands a 

commitment of time and effort, which are in short supply, especially for parents who are 

juggling work and family responsibilities. In other words, there is a common fate in the 

performance. What more could describe a choir’s performance than that all members 

succeed or fail in the performance of any given song? Choristers repeatedly valued the 

routine of rehearsals in their lives as part of a pattern that was as much a part of who they 

were as eating breakfast or going to work. 

Synergy: Something Bigger Than Myself 

A choir is sound. To acknowledge identification, one must recognize the unique 

interrelationship of human physical sound production with the mental focus necessary to 

learn and to recreate a particular combination of text and sounds in an ensemble activity 

requiring the coordinated effort of many people. Choristers’ cognitive analysis depicted a 

meshing of mental focus to learn words and music, of emotional connection through 

individual and ensemble accomplishment, of physical exhilaration with heart pumping, of 

a spiritual intensity, and of a behavioral code with commitment and routine. 

An overarching element of all rehearsal experiences was the description of the 

end result: singing the anthem well in a service or concert. Choir members identified with 

this choir because the individual and collective work and pain of effort was worth the 
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rewards received. Ultimately, choir members seemed to identify with the synergy of 

music, text, physical engagement, mystical communion, and relational connection which, 

to them, were the core of being a member of the Emmanuel Senior Choir. To produce this 

core experience, choir members altered behavior (commitment to attendance, to focused 

work at rehearsals, to maximum effort in performance, to mentoring and uplifting other 

singers) in support of the choir. Choir members described their personal gratification as a 

member of the Emmanuel Senior Choir in mental, physical, emotional, relational, 

behavioral, and spiritual terms. They described interactions through which each 

dimension seemed to amplify the others, reinforcing and strengthening their OID. 

The Emmanuel Senior Choir is a shared experience grounded in the personal 

identity of a spiritual faith journey, of a love of singing and the mixed-voice choral 

ensemble sound, of a love of learning, and of a personal work ethic drawn from a desire 

to strive for excellence. A physical, mental, emotional, and spiritual connection defined 

this choir and the individuals who participated in it. In their own words, “It is the whole 

package.” They collectively identified with their choral sound (“awesome,” 

“spectacular,” “gorgeous”) and of singing with like-minded people. There was a feeling 

of safety and comfort as they were “like a family”: “I love to sing. I am a member of this 

group that works and sings. We are the choir. I am the choir. This is who I am.” In sum, 

being a part of the choir means “being a part of something that’s greater than myself.” 

The experience touched choristers personally, such that they identified with their fellow 

choristers as The Emmanuel Senior Choir, musically, spiritually, physically, cognitively, 

and affectively.  
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Qualities of Organizational Identification Processes 

In addition to grouping OID processes based on their frequency of use across the 

17 participants, the processes could also be categorized by other qualities such as 

engagement level, length of duration, and level of strength. Individual choir members 

used multiple OID processes. Some processes were more influential than others across 

the organization, such as the interrelationship between chorister feedback and 

modifications to OI, an interaction which could, and probably did, affect other choir 

members’ OID responses primarily through the new director’s responses. Other OID 

processes were of significance primarily to individual choir members, such as the use of a 

particular life lesson. In addition to explaining their OID processes, choristers described 

the dynamics of their processing.  

Choristers were actively engaged in some processes, such as providing direct 

feedback to the leadership (Transition Phase 2) or assessing ways in which the new 

director’s substantial impact on the choir might affect identification in the future 

(Transition Phase 1A). Some choristers, however, were passive: (1) denying or ignoring 

issues that might affect their OID, such as hints that the director emeritus was seriously 

contemplating retirement in the near term (Transition Phase 1A) or (2) taking a sabbatical 

(Transition Phase 2). Some choir members engaged in OID processes that were ongoing 

throughout the transition, such as using the life lesson “you can’t compare.”  

The directors, some choristers, and I expected the transition to cause a variety of 

responses, which might initially include sadness and feelings of loss but then move into 

frustration, disapproval, dissatisfaction, and possibly disidentification with the choir. 

Many choir members acknowledged feelings of loss for their choral director, who was 
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like a family member, and sadness at his retirement, but they moved on quickly to 

describe continued identification with the choir as an organization. One choir member 

acknowledged, jokingly, that the sadness was accompanied by denial and anger before 

reaching a grudging acceptance. Other choir members experienced a sequential process:  

1.  My long-term director, who is like a family member, is retiring. I am 

angry/sad/frustrated.  

2. My long-term director deserves to retire.  

3. The new director does some things differently, but I love to sing with this choir 

family, which still strives to sing the anthems of faith well and to the glory of 

God.  

4. I don’t like it, but I accept it because I am a member of The Emmanuel Senior 

Choir.  

For some choristers, a single point of active engagement enabled their continued 

strong identification with the choir: they spoke to the leadership, usually the new director, 

when their perception that a change modifying OI-EC1A toward OI-EC2 became 

disconcerting enough. In the examples described in the interviews, the new director 

responded by making modifications, which then shaped OI-EC2 toward OI-EC1B, an OI 

with which the chorister identified. 

In summary, choristers were sometimes actively engaged in OID processing, but 

sometimes they were passive. While some processes engaged at a single point, others 

were sequential, and some were ongoing. Choristers’ OID reflected a range of intensities 

from unsettled to solid but less enthusiastic to solid and enthusiastic.  
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Conclusions 

Conclusion 1: In Volunteer Organizations, Identity Stewards Are Both Those with 

Official Formal Positions and Those with Unofficial, Informal Positions  

Imprinting their personalities and values on the organizations that they lead, 

founders shape the culture, values, and relationships of the nonprofit organizations they 

establish (Santora & Sarros, 2001). Often functioning similarly to a founding leader, a 

long-term director for a volunteer choral group has significant influence over the choir’s 

culture through choices related to rehearsal atmosphere and routines, repertoire, choral 

sound, approach to teaching vocal technique, expectations for performance, and 

relationship dynamics.  

Research on organizational attempts to influence members toward a preferred 

view of the organization has “tended to focus on leaders, especially CEOs” (Bednar et al., 

2020, p. 205). Bednar et al. (2020) defined this formal, officially sanctioned individual 

who promotes a positive view of OI as an identity steward. Choir members 

acknowledged that both the director emeritus and the new director had influenced OI in 

terms of their Christian faith identity, the choice of repertoire, and the expected work 

ethic focused on excellence. Some choristers acknowledged actively engaging with other 

choristers, both new and old members, as mentors encouraging correct part learning, 

modeling proper singing technique, and promoting behaviors such as being on time and 

being committed to consistent attendance. Although some of these individuals served as 

volunteer section leaders, others were committed singers (long-term members and newer 

members) for whom maintaining key parts of the identity of the Emmanuel Senior Choir 

(OI-EC1A) were important for personal reasons. They mentored other singers musically 
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and personally. They took on unofficial, informal roles as volunteer “officers” through 

which they maintained behavioral and cultural norms. 

Interview data suggest that while the official role of identity steward as 

implemented by the choral directors was decisive in shaping the identity of the 

organization through the transition, unofficial, informal officers and mentors served key 

roles as identity stewards as they conveyed what is “central, distinctive, and somewhat 

continuous and desirable characteristics of the organization” (Bednar et al., 2020, p. 205). 

In volunteer organizations where identity stewards may not be officially, formally 

acknowledged, essential members can play a key role in conveying what the identity of 

the organization is understood to be through their knowledge of institutional history. For 

less structured, more people-oriented rather than role-oriented volunteer organizations, 

identity stewards may not be officially titled but may be found within the informal 

organization and should be acknowledged as identity stewards. 

Conclusion 2: Early Experiences Influence Organizational Identification Processes  

All the study participants had early experiences with music through their families, 

schools, and/or churches, through which they came to “love” or “enjoy” music. For most, 

this internal, transcendent experience with music led them toward additional encounters 

with music and, for most, some level of training in music reading, sight-singing, music 

expression and interpretation, and vocal production and technique. 

Ashforth and Schinoff (2016) suggested that “individuals need a situated identity, 

or a clear sense of ‘who they are’ in their local context, to function” and they “formulate 

identity narratives that link their past and present to a desired future” (p. 111) as they 

construct an identity through an iterative process. For the participants in this study, their 
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love of music began at an early age and continued through various stages and events of 

their lives. As such, their emotional attachment reflects an affective process of feelings, 

even as their behavior identifies them as musicians and their cognition accepts this 

definition. Underlying all, however, is the initial and continuous transcendent, mystical 

experience of engaging internally and deeply with music. For all the participants, this 

began early and guided their choices over a lifetime. Although they sometimes 

participated with musical organizations, they also independently experienced music 

through their own singing or through audio (records, CDs, or digital formats). As 

members of the Emmanuel Senior Choir, they seemed predisposed to identify with the 

choir as a musical organization. 

Conclusion 3: Organizational Identity Can Be Destabilized Eliciting Different 

Organizational Identification Processes 

Acknowledging Ashforth and Mael (1989) and Tajfel and Turner (1986), Balser 

and Carmin’s (2009) study of nonprofit leadership succession recognized that a 

leadership transition is an internal threat to the organization, which can be a perceived 

threat to the OI characteristics that members value. Recognizing Elsbach and Kramer’s 

work (1996), Balser and Carmin (2009) also suggested that “others may see it [leadership 

change] as an opportunity to affirm their priorities” (p. 188). During a destabilizing event, 

the identity of the organization may be in flux. OID processes used by members may be 

different or be prioritized differently from those employed during a period of 

organizational stability. In this study of OID processes across a leadership transition, 

characteristics of Emmanuel Senior Choir OI were also being modified, so choristers 

were adapting to the ongoing changes. As choristers reassessed their identification with 
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the choir, they noticed that some supporting features of the core OI characteristics (OI-

EC1A) were changing. Primarily because the new director responded to chorister feedback 

in ways that nudged many of these altered supporting features back toward OI-EC1A, 

choristers’ OID was less disrupted than if any of the four core, overarching characteristics 

had been significantly altered. 

Choristers’ descriptions provided a snapshot of OI as the director transition began, 

OI-EC1A, which included overarching core characteristics related to the purpose of the 

choir, musical expression, relationships, and organizational learning style. As the director 

transition began, choristers described OI-EC1A as the accepted and stable description of 

Emmanuel Senior Choir identity. As the choir moved through Transition Phase 1 and 

Transition Phase 2, choir members recognized that some supporting features were 

changing in ways that could, if they became permanent, alter core OI characteristics away 

from OI-EC1A toward an OI with which they could not identify. Although the 

acknowledged core characteristics of (1) foundational purpose and (2) high quality of 

musical expression remained, choristers noted significant changes in supporting features 

relating to (3) relationships and (4) organizational learning style. These then led to an 

altered choir identity, OI-EC2.  

As the long-term and official identity steward for the Emmanuel Senior Choir, the 

director emeritus shaped, steadied, and maintained OI-EC1A. Choristers explained that the 

new director initially had been less demonstrative, with less warm interactions, relating to 

the choir members as if they were trained, professional singers. The director’s attitude 

affected the choir, as some were now noticeably less comfortable with their learning 

process and others were uncomfortable with the less warm and family-like atmosphere. 
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Both concerns seemed to be less respectful of the individual, whether as a singer learning 

a part or a member being supported by others in the family.  

Choir members considered modifications from OI-EC1A to OI-EC2 to be 

significant enough as to cause consternation, frustration, and disappointment. Some of 

these included a change from a more personalized teaching style, which included rote 

repetition of parts, to an expectation of more professional choral training, the introduction 

of more complicated music, and a less extroverted, less emotional conducting approach. 

These differences referenced OI supporting features rather than any single core 

characteristic and pertained most directly to the third characteristic, family-like 

relationships, and the fourth characteristic, a supportive learning style. Choir members 

recognized that the director continued to serve as an identity steward in terms of the core 

choir identity: to serve the Lord and minister to each other, the congregation, and the 

community through their combined talents, training, and experience as choristers. With 

the arrival of the new director and the assistant director, the level of professional 

leadership remained or was increased, as alluded to by the director emeritus’ 

acknowledgment of their professional training and experience. Characteristic 2 had only 

minor changes in supporting features as the level of musical precision in performance 

was slightly elevated. 

With less support for those who do not read music, both Characteristic 3 (family) 

and Characteristic 4 (supportive learning environment) were challenged. In a functional 

family, one member does not put another down. In a supportive learning environment, 

each person might expect to be engaged in the learning process at their individual level. 

Even though choir members continued to see the Emmanuel Senior Choir as family, the 



 

203 

change in atmosphere was concerning to many. Consequently, choir members had to 

assess the new OI-EC2. For a few, Emmanuel OI was too different and they took a leave 

of absence or disidentified and disengaged with the choir. Others prioritized the 

overarching core characteristics and their supporting features in a process of valuations 

that allowed them to remain identified with some of the identity while lowering the value 

they placed on other characteristics. Despite less “hand-holding” on the part of the new 

director, choristers continued to mentor and support each other, and despite the director’s 

initial approach to the choir on a more “professional” and less personal level, choristers 

continued to see each other as family. For a key group, their process of prioritizing 

brought them to a trade-off: though they and the other choir members would need to 

accept responsibility for learning the music without rote drills of the notes, they would 

also become a choir with an even higher musical performance level. This was a trade-off 

worth accepting, and choristers identified with the Emmanuel Senior Choir, describing it 

as “taking the choir to a new level.” 

Choir members did not identify with the changing environment and, during the 

interviews, conveyed their displeasure with the changes. With the changes to OI, choir 

members had to assess their options regarding the strength of their OID and their OID 

processes. Should they prioritize the changes in OI to see if enough remained with which 

they identified such that they still considered themselves identified with the Emmanuel 

Senior Choir? Should they prioritize such that they identified with some characteristics so 

strongly that others with which they did not identify were of little consequence and, thus, 

manageable on an ongoing basis? Should they rely on life lessons and take a wait-and-see 

attitude regarding these changes? Should they offer feedback to the new director in the 
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hope that he would move back toward OI-EC1A? Was there an acceptable trade-off 

between some of the supporting features of a characteristic? Although not articulated in 

this manner, specifically using OI and OID terminology, these were some of the issues 

that choristers navigated as they proceeded through the director transition.  

Paralleling the Solomon (2015) dissertation study findings that “participants 

engaged in an identification process that was hierarchical in nature” (p. 148), many 

Emmanuel Senior Choir choristers relied on the prioritization of Emmanuel Senior Choir 

OI characteristics in their OID processing. One of the most influential processes across 

the organization, however, involved only a few choir members who chose to provide 

specific feedback to the director. Willing to listen and, by all accounts, not offended by 

the feedback, the new director responded openly with personal and organizational 

changes such that OI-EC2 transitioned to OI-EC1B, a renewal of the OI characteristics of 

OI-EC1A with which choristers did identify, although with varying levels of enthusiasm.  

An evolving OI required choristers to assess the identity changes and then to 

choose the ways in which they would respond. Through a prioritization process, 

choristers continued to identify, chose to actively engage in reshaping OI, chose to 

disidentify in the short term, or chose to disidentify permanently. 

Conclusion 4: Although Social Identity Theory is Applicable, Personal Identity Is 

Also Significant for Organizational Identification  

Since the late 20th century, OID research has been approached primarily through 

the social identity theory (SIT) lens. Ashforth et al. (2008) framed the OID construct 

across “relatively broad formulations,” with its focus and research being primarily 

twofold: (1) “on cognition (I am A)” and (2) on “the high value one places on 
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membership” (p. 329). This includes a “fundamental connection between individual and 

collective” and a congruence between the organization and the individual’s broader 

personal identity (p. 331). Identifying as “choristers” or “choir members” (those who sing 

in a choir) or “musicians” (those who perform music) in accord with SIT, the study 

participants categorized themselves in the role of an Emmanuel Senior Choir member. 

Referencing Turner (1999), Brewer (2012), and Kreiner et al. (2006), Ashforth and 

Schinoff (2016) suggested that social and personal identities “may be simultaneously 

salient” (p. 115) as “individuals want to be part of a collective and be unique” (p. 115). 

Choristers are individuals as singers but social as a member of the choir.  

Conclusion 5: Organizational Identification Processes Are Dynamic and Complex 

with Multiple Dimensions 

Several researchers have called for further study into the dynamic and fluid 

processes of OID (Bednar et al., 2020; He & Brown, 2013; Jones & Volpe, 2011; 

Petriglieri, 2015). This study found OID processes to be fluid and dynamic amid an 

evolving, but reasonably enduring, Emmanuel Senior Choir OI.  

Qualities of Organizational Identification Processing 

Choristers’ OID processes could be ongoing, sequential, or single point. They 

could be simple or complex. The chorister could be actively engaged in OID processing 

or could passively ignore or deny influences on their identification with the choir. Choir 

members could be processing in the moment while also being aware that in the future 

their OID might be stronger or weaker, as Emmanuel Senior Choir OI might change.  

All study participants had early experiences with music through their families, 

schools, and/or churches, through which they came to “love music.” For most, this 
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internal, transcendent experience with music led them toward additional encounters with 

music and, for most, some level of training in music reading, sight-singing, music 

expression and interpretation, and vocal production and technique. Bednar et al. (2020) 

compared life trajectories for various employees, acknowledging that past events and 

anticipated future possibilities might influence an individual’s OID at any given time, 

such that two different levels of identification might occur for any set of circumstances. 

Ashforth et al. (2020) suggested that identity motives influence construction of an 

individual’s identity, and Bednar et al. (2020) proposed that, in addition to the current 

snapshot of an organization, past and future events shape OID. This study of chorister 

participants suggests that for individuals in nonwork organizational environments, past 

history, particularly early life experiences, may have a substantial effect on later OID 

processes. 

Dimensions of Organizational Identification 

Choir members repeatedly mentioned that the parts were greater than the whole, 

that individuals coming together to sing create something greater than any one person 

could alone. Brisola and Cury (2015) summarized from their chorister interviews that 

“one of the main aspects of singing is the integration it promotes: integration of the whole 

person: cognitive, physical, social, cultural and emotional; body, mind, emotions, 

memories, motivations, and relationships” (p. 406). 

Although there was a strong social identification with the Emmanuel Senior Choir 

as SIT would suggest, there was also a personal identity with singing and choral sound 

initiated in childhood, which predisposed and motivated the choir members to seek out a 
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choir that mirrored their individual personal identity in terms of repertoire and work 

ethic. 

Summary 

Several OID processes were ongoing over the duration of the transition, and 

others appeared to be used at a single point. Some processes were complex with 

interwoven interactions, and some seemed simple and direct. Most processes involved 

choristers’ active engagement, though some choristers passively denied or ignored issues 

that might affect OID, though one might suggest that by choosing not to engage, a 

decision was made relevant to identification with the choir. In addition to cognitive and 

affective OID dimensions, all the choristers acknowledged embodied, spiritual, and 

behavioral dimensions and the importance of their integration and synergy.  

Implications for Theory 

Organizational Identity, Personal Identity, and Social Identity Theory 

Because this study focused on the identification of the individual with the 

organization and because SIT has become widely accepted as foundational to current 

OID research, personal identity was not discussed at length in the literature review. The 

choristers who participated in this study, however, strongly indicated that singing was 

integral to who they were as individuals. 

This study suggests that, in addition to the social roles they accept, choristers 

respond to music and other mystical encounters by self-defining themselves in terms of 

deep, internal experiences which are beyond full description through language. They may 

then join and identify with an organization based on their ability to externalize this 
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internal identity. One might ask: Which has more influence? How much of OID is self-

defining by confirming an individual’s personal identity or is mutually defining through 

membership in a group? Would this be the same for each individual or differ based on the 

arc of their various life paths? This study suggests that, for some, OID is grounded in an 

individual internal identity, a personal identity, which corresponds to an identity that 

other members of the organization have developed as well. 

When choristers categorize themselves as “singers,” their social identity is 

reflected in their OID with a choir. However, study participants spoke of their “love of 

singing” and their “love of music” as something internal, deeply personal, and separate 

from a social identity. One even discussed music as being part of one’s DNA. Though 

choir members did act in “group-typical ways” (Van Knippenberg, 2000, p. 358), 

displaying the beliefs, norms, and values of the group, they strongly indicated an internal 

passion for four-part choral singing as critical to defining who they are. Although choir is 

a social, group activity, each individual provides a unique physical, mental, and 

emotional contribution grounded in an internal passion for the synergy of the ensemble 

experience.  

Although SIT has become foundational to OID research (Hodgkinson, 2013) and 

suggests that members categorize themselves into perceived groups that affect their sense 

of self-image (Edwards, 2005), when asked about their perception of other choral groups, 

there were only general comparisons with other choirs and none specifically to any in 

their immediate area. Choir members acknowledged that their choir was directed by 

professionals, was larger than some other church choirs, had talented and trained 

musicians, and sang well as a volunteer, nonprofessional church choir. They said they 
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were “grateful” or “blessed” to be able to participate in such a group, expressing personal 

pride in the quality of their performance. Most felt they could not, and did not, compare 

their choir to others in the area. Rather, the choristers seemed proud of the Emmanuel 

Senior Choir sound as evidence of their individual talent, training, or work ethic as 

singers. Though they welcomed appreciation from the congregation, they participated 

because of the personal gratification of accomplishment at learning a part and singing it 

correctly. In line with Guo et al.’s (2018) study of the relationship between personal 

identity and OID, the choir members clearly described a strong correlation between their 

Emmanuel Senior Choir OID and (1) their social identity as a chorister and (2) their 

personal identity as an individual with a love for choral singing and a personal code that 

includes a desire to live a life of godly service, to adhere to a strong work ethic, to strive 

for excellence by doing one’s best, and to engage in continuous learning over a lifetime. 

In his distinguished scholar essay, Ashforth (2016) wrote:  

I believe that SIT/SCT [self-categorization theory] may have been too successful. 
My concern is that the more SIT/SCT is seen to dominate the quantitative OB 
[organizational behavior] literature on identity and identification, the more 
SIT/SCT assumes the institutional force of a paradigm, as if identity/identification 
questions can only—and should only—be addressed via SIT/SCT. (p. 368) 

This study strongly suggests the importance of other approaches, since, at least for 

musicians, OID can be intensely correlated with the individual’s personal identity. 

Dimensions of Organizational Identification: Embodied, Spiritual, and Behavioral 

This study was based on the study of Johnson, Morgeson, and Hekman (2012), 

which recognized the significance of both cognitive and affective dimensions of 
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identification. In addition to cognitive and affective dimensions of OID, the findings 

highlighted the importance of embodied, spiritual, and behavioral dimensions. 

The Evaluative Component 

Johnson and Morgeson (2005) included an evaluative component that “reflects the 

‘value significance’ of the social identity” (p. 1) within the affective dimension. Separate 

from cognitive and affective components, Boros (2008) defined an evaluative dimension 

as “a positive or negative value connotation attached to this group membership—group 

self-esteem” (p. 9). For those in this study, the evaluative dimension, whether a part of 

the affective process, cognitive process, or standing alone as a dimension, seemed of little 

consequence in assessing the status of the choir in comparison to other choruses. Those 

who could name another choir in the area, a choir with which they had previously sung, 

or choirs with which they were moderately familiar merely acknowledged the differences 

with little evaluative attention other than that the Emmanuel Senior Choir was a volunteer 

choir with professional leadership and others were different, either in leadership or in the 

nature of the membership. Choristers felt blessed to be a part of the Emmanuel Senior 

Choir, but no one mentioned a component of status even when I asked follow-up 

questions probing in this area. For these choristers, there was a cognitive 

acknowledgment of membership and an affective identification with the choir. Choristers 

expressed pride in the choir’s repertoire, choral sound, and musical expressiveness, 

acknowledging the quality of the choir as a choral ensemble, though the evaluative 

process seemed of less influence than other dimensions of identification. 
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Embodied Dimension 

When asked open-ended questions about what it was like to sing with this choir, 

some described an emotional experience of joy, some described an energizing physical 

experience with heart racing, and some described a spiritual experience that transcended 

cognitive, affective, and physical modes. Choir members spoke of experiencing these 

together with others at the same time. The synergy of singing together with words and 

sound in a group effort was beyond a verbal description. As one chorister had explained 

to a spouse, singing with the Emmanuel Senior Choir was like being on the winning team 

for the championship. Words could not adequately express the exact combination of 

mental, physical, emotional, and spiritual dynamics of the event. 

Advocating for the recognition of an embodied dimension of OID, Harquail and 

Wilcox King (2010) suggested that “what members come to know about an organization 

is a function of what they physically experience, as well as what is in their heads” (p. 1). 

In other words, members construe OI, “what they believe is central, distinctive, and 

enduring about their organizations” (p. 1), as they experience concordance or discordance 

with an organization on a full range of embodied levels, which include bodily-kinesthetic, 

visual-spatial, and temporal-aural, in addition to an emotional level. 

A member identifies with an organization when they experience a concordance 
between their OI construal and their self-construal (Dutton et al. 1994) and they 
establish different types of identification based on their experiences of 
concordance and discordance between their self-definition and the construed OI 
(Humphreys and Brown 2002b; Kreiner and Ashforth 2004). The idea of an 
embodied construal of OI enriches the construct of organizational identification 
by recognizing that an individual may employ a full range of embodied capacities 
to assess, experience, feel attracted to, and express an organization’s identity. 
(Harquail & Wilcox King, 2010, p. 14) 
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Understanding an embodied construal of OI leads toward a deeper and broader 

understanding of the “strength, type, and quality of his or her organizational 

identification” (Harquail & Wilcox King, 2010, p. 14). This study of choir members 

strongly suggests that a significant part of their identification was the embodied 

experience of music through singing. 

Mystical/Spiritual Dimension 

Beyond the individual embodied experience, choristers discussed the synergy of 

physically producing music, cognitively focusing on words, and jointly creating 

something new from nothing. The synergy of the shared venture became a transcendent, 

spiritual experience with which choir members identified. At the end of the last century 

and into the 21st century, interest in workplace spirituality has steadily increased 

(Dandona, 2013). Recognizing spirituality “as one of the crucial dimensions of the human 

personality” (p. 3), Dandona (2013) further defined it as “the basic feeling of being 

connected with one’s complete self, others and the entire universe” (p. 1) (referencing 

Mitroff & Denton, 1999). Whether a part of embodied cognition and identification 

through the affective dimension or whether a separate, unacknowledged dimension, 

choristers strongly identified with the Emmanuel Senior Choir through the synergy of a 

spiritual experience. 

Behavioral Dimension 

Attending choir rehearsal, services, and concerts is a repetitive activity. Singing 

with breath support engages the body by standing or sitting tall on the front edge of a 

chair. Creating a beautiful ensemble sound requires consciousness of sound placement for 

tone and for vowel production. Mastering parts, words, and interpretation requires a level 
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of work ethic that includes respect for and commitment to choir schedules, mental and 

physical engagement, and routines for anthem management and performance protocols. 

Choir members described their practice of each of these elements as part of who they 

were individually and as a choral organization. Not only did these choir members execute 

these behaviors, but they expected other choir members to perform these behaviors 

routinely because this is what the choir is.  

From a different perspective, the Yang et al. (2019) study of Chinese employees 

and OID made a strong case for a behavioral dimension of OID in their non-Western 

culture. Finding non-Western cultural support for grouping cognitive and affective 

dimensions together, their questionnaire found support for a behavioral component to 

OID through three statements: “I will maintain good interpersonal relationships in my 

organization,” “I will actively strengthen the cooperation and communication with my 

colleagues,” and “I am always willing to help my colleagues in need” (p. 6). In addition 

to the routine choral behaviors that choir members carried out, their statements support 

the Yang et al. questionnaire (2019). 

Relational Identification 

Relationships between founding leaders and their followers are often emotionally 

charged, and transitions may be challenging for their organizations. In this study, I 

expected that the close relationship between the director emeritus, who shaped Emmanuel 

OI despite not being the official founder, and the choir members (who did experience 

sadness at his retirement) would significantly influence their OID going forward. This 

study demonstrated that OID can remain strong despite the pull of relational 

identification. For many in this study, the gradual transition, which was “not a jolt,” 
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allowed them to realize that their identification was to the Emmanuel Senior Choir, 

though their loyalty initially may have been with the director emeritus. This study 

confirms that OID can be separate from relational identification depending on the context 

and organizational circumstances. In this case, the core OI-EC1A characteristics remained 

stable, and choristers continued to identify with the Emmanuel Senior Choir. This study 

suggests that with the gradual transition, choir members became aware that their 

identification was with the choir, not with the director emeritus.  

For newcomers to an organization, Sluss, Ployhart, Cobb, and Ashforth (2012) 

found that relational identification, such as relationships with the director emeritus, can 

be transferred to OID when the leader is “perceived to be prototypical” (p. 949), defined 

as one who “is perceived to be a typical and exemplary representative of the collective” 

(Sluss & Ashforth, 2008, p. 816). This qualitative, exploratory study of choir members 

confirms the findings of Sluss et al. (2012) from their quantitative study of newcomers in 

U.S. telemarketing organizations. Multiple choristers acknowledged that they became a 

member of the Emmanuel Senior Choir through a relationship with the director emeritus, 

and others described the relationship that developed after they had become a member. All 

study participants described the director emeritus as a deeply spiritual individual who led 

by example and was an excellent organist, an outstanding musician, and a gifted, trained 

vocalist. Some described him as the parent for the group. All recognized him as a role 

model for the choir. As newcomers arrived and became long-term choir members, their 

relationship with the director emeritus included their respect for the choral organization 

he had built. As one choir member said of the director transition, “I think it made people 

realize that it was the choir that they wanted to be a part of.” 
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Recommendations for Future Research 

Differences in Organizational Identification Processing 

One might ask: Is there a difference in OID processing based on organizational 

purpose (Katz & Kahn, 1978) or on cultural or personal characteristics (Lee et al., 2015)? 

This study explored the processes choir members use to assess their identification in the 

context of a nonprofit organization. The responses of the choristers suggest that there is a 

strong relationship between OID and the external manifestations of the internal personal 

identity of the musician. Would this be applicable for other artists, in other volunteer 

organizations, or for employees of similar maintenance organizations? The choristers 

described a strong spiritual dimension to their OID which was integrated with the artistic 

expression through the choral, and physical, act of singing. Though this choir was nested 

within a church, it is likely that the spiritual/mystical dimension is also present when 

singing other musical works in secular settings. Conducting similar studies in other 

musical settings might provide deeper and broader insight into the mystical/spiritual 

dimension. Future research should consider the spiritual/mystical dimensions of OID in 

other settings and contexts. 

Field Work and Longitudinal Studies  

This exploratory study of a volunteer, nonprofit choral organization was grounded 

in the shared understandings of individual choir members who each met for one interview 

at sites that were comfortable for the interviewees, most frequently at the church but 

occasionally in a home. Although the interviewees shared their thoughts about their choir 

experiences over a period of several years, their perspective and understandings were 
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based on memory and, with a few exceptions, were not conveyed in a current context. 

Although the interviewees did provide a window into OID processes over time, their 

comments are a best reflection of events and are an interpretation of what transpired over 

the transitional timeframe. Although the interviews have provided a significant window 

into choir member OID processes, further field research across multiple volunteer and 

nonprofit organizations in different functional categories, with data gathered consistently 

over an extended period, is needed to obtain an understanding of the deeper and broader 

dynamics of OID.  

Bednar et al. (2020) encouraged researchers to move beyond a “snapshot” view of 

OID to gain an “expanded understanding of the member-organization relationship” 

(p. 201). Since little is known about “how identification waxes and wanes as individuals 

and their contexts evolve” (Petriglieri, 2015, p. 519), additional studies should be 

conducted in the field and over time to gauge the real-world processes of organizational 

members.  

Relationship Behaviors Between Organizational Identification and Other 

Constructs  

There are numerous opportunities to research the combinations of relationship 

behaviors between OID and other constructs. This study suggests the strong correlation 

between Emmanuel Senior Choir OI and chorister OID was grounded in the early 

experiences of choristers as children: being musically and personally nurtured through 

their families, schools, and churches; building musicianship skills of music reading, pitch 

matching, and part singing; and developing skills in vocal sound production and breath 

control. These early musical and social experiences created an individual personal 
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identity and a level of skill, passion, and desire for excellence which choristers have 

manifested throughout their lives through their continued participation in musical 

ensembles. Interviewees repeatedly indicated that singing was “who I am.” Findings from 

this study suggest other areas of research related to the relationship between early 

formative experiences and the development of identification and attachment in later life. 

The family connection described by the choir members would seem to imply a social 

learning element, but one might also consider a genetic connection from which an 

aptitude for pitch matching or easy vocal production might arise and then shape later 

attachment to and identification with organizations in terms of strength, intensity, and 

stability. An additional focus suggested by the choir members is the area of “calling” and 

OID, where the individuals believe themselves to be in the “right place” doing a 

particular activity, such as the calling to use talent and training to sing with the 

Emmanuel Senior Choir. 

Although this study confirms findings from the Sluss, Ployhart, Cobb, and 

Ashforth (2012) study that identification with an organization can be separated from 

relational identification depending on the context and organizational circumstances, 

future research should consider OID processing and relational identification with other 

members of the group in addition to the leader. Might other identity stewards also be 

“perceived to be prototypical” (Sluss et al., 2012, p. 949), such that the relational 

identification with others in the group, not the official leader, might also be transferred to 

OID? 

Additional combinations of relationship behaviors between OID and other 

constructs could be studied to broaden the understanding of OID. These might include the 



 

218 

spiritual/mystical experience and OID, the embodied experience and OID (such as that of 

members of choirs or acrobatic gymnastics, cheerleading, or dance teams), learning styles 

and OID, and followership and OID. 

Organizational Identification and Individual Experience and Perspective 

Further study is recommended regarding the individual’s ongoing processing of 

OID. As suggested by Bednar et al. (2020), individuals approach OID with experiences 

from their personal history and look to the future with individual goals and plans. From 

this study, it appears that some choir members had a strong level of OID with the 

Emmanuel Senior Choir in the present while also being more tentative about their 

possible future OID, based on their assessment of the stability of the organization’s 

identity. The influence of such volatility could be studied using different contexts, i.e., 

anticipated changes in leadership (such as in the case of the Emmanuel Senior Choir) or 

other perceived changes in the organization’s external or internal environment.  

Sampling 

The choir communication coordinator sent an email to all choir members 

explaining the research project and inviting them to participate. In addition, the director 

emeritus provided the names of several choir members who were interested in 

participating in the study; these choristers were the first to be interviewed. Fourteen 

additional participants volunteered because of interest after having conversations with 

those who had previously been interviewed or after receiving the email. Having reached 

the intended minimum participation goal of three from each of the different choral 

sections (soprano, alto, tenor, and bass) and five from the soprano section, I did not seek 
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other participants. Those who did not participate in the interview process may or may not 

have had similar OID perspectives, similar musical, family, and spiritual backgrounds, 

and similar views on the overlapping transition. Future research should include a larger 

sample population with as broad and wide-ranging set of experiences and viewpoints as 

is possible. This would perhaps uncover more individual anomalies or groups of 

choristers with different opinions, experiences, and perspectives. Those who were not 

interviewed may have been less engaged with the choir overall, may have been less 

comfortable with the overlap process but did not want to share their opinions, or may 

have been more, or less, musically trained than those who chose to participate in the 

study. Those who chose not to participate may have been more introverted and more 

reluctant to share than those who chose to participate. A few participants alluded to one 

chorister or a few choristers who had a different perspective on the current choir, 

although no interviewee indicated any ongoing group of choristers who were actively 

expressing disapproval of their current situation. Future research with a larger sample 

might provide a fuller picture of OID processes.  

In addition, since this study focused on the OID of the choristers, other church 

members were not interviewed. Although the three directors provided background 

information, others on the church staff were not interviewed (including the children’s 

choir director), although the senior pastor did support the project, expressing interest in 

the study and its findings. Future research might include interviews with other church 

members, chorister family members, and members of the church staff.  
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Sensemaking 

The study was guided by the research question: What are the OID processes of 

choristers during a leadership transition from a long-term choral director to a new 

director? In retrospect, it was enlightening to consider how often how is used to describe 

what a person does rather than how they feel or make sense of a matter. Future research 

into how individuals make sense of their OID rather than what their processes are could 

provide a depth of understanding beyond the findings of this study. Although this study 

alluded to sensemaking, either in reference to previous research or to quotes from the 

participants, the focus was on what the choristers did and what their processes were 

rather than how they came to their understandings.  

The Interrelationship of Evolving Organizational Identity and Organizational 

Identification 

When a volunteer organization is not experiencing a period of destabilization such 

as a leadership transition, external pressures, or issues in its internal environment, OI and 

OID, individually or together, may be seen as relatively stable. When the organization is 

being buffeted by change, OID responds to changes in OI. Further research should 

explore the relationship between modifications to OI and the individual 

member/follower’s OID response. This study suggests that further research related to the 

influence of members on the relationship between OI and OID of volunteer organizations 

may be of value. Based on their OID, do members respond differently to stable OI and to 

unstable OI? In what ways do they influence change in OI, and what changes in OI shape 

OID? 
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Leaders as Identity Stewards 

Although the Emmanuel Senior Choir members had a deeply personal 

relationship with retiring director Michael, their comments indicated that OID was 

separate from the relational aspects of the leader/follower dynamic, as they were 

identified with “the choir” beyond any personal relationship they had with Michael. This 

study suggests that, as a key identity steward, a leader may have significant influence 

over OID beyond the expected relational aspects of the leader/follower dynamic, 

especially through the identity of the organization. The ways in which the leader 

influences OI may then affect the OID response of the members and may, ultimately, 

establish an ongoing cyclical relationship between OI and OID. Research into the 

multiple aspects of leader influence on OI through personal qualities, such as preferred 

teaching or management style, might provide a broader understanding of members’ OID 

processing as well as insights into ways in which the organization’s identity is shaped and 

shaded. 

Organizational Identification, Dimensions, and Perceived Levels of Strength and 

Stability 

In addition to their descriptions of OID processes, choir members expressed 

concern over factors that would be influenced by a director transition, such as the level of 

musicianship brought to the leadership position for the choir. Although their 

identification with the Emmanuel Senior Choir was strong at the time, questions were 

raised about the future level of performance, which choir members indicated might 

change their level of identification with the choir. Despite their continued identification 

with the choir, some expressed uncertainty of their future OID during the period when 
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Michael’s retirement was anticipated but plans for a transition were unclear. Others 

expressed confidence in their identification, though the strength of OID was less than 

during Michael’s tenure. Harquail and King (2010) suggested that the embodied 

dimension of OID added insight into the “strength, type, and quality” (p. 14) of an 

individual’s OID. This study of choristers suggests that further research into the 

dimensions of OID, their interactions, and their synergy could add to the understanding 

of OID strength and stability.  

Organizational Identification and Psychological Mediators to Personal Identity 

Orientation 

Guo et al. (2018) studied the relationship between an individual’s personal 

identity and OID. Looking at the relationship of OID and individualist or collectivist 

orientations as influenced by underlying psychological mediators, they encouraged 

further research into the relationship between OID and other psychological concepts such 

as self-preservation needs or the relationist personal identity orientation. As each 

chorister participant in this study had musical experiences and/or training in group 

singing at a young age, which they acknowledged was significant on a personal level and 

which led them to continue choral singing throughout their lives, further study is 

recommended on what psychological factors may draw the individual to a particular 

activity and increase their identification with the organization. 

Maintenance and Adaptive Organizations 

Based on the findings of this study, further research into OID in other types of 

organizations categorized by Katz and Kahn (1978) as maintenance and adaptive 
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organizations is recommended. Future research in volunteer organizations is 

recommended, in particular: (1) the influence of the key leader and other identity 

stewards on OI and (2) the members’ OID responses during periods of organizational 

stability as well as organizational instability. Research into organizational members as 

identity stewards is also recommended. What impacts do long-term members who may 

also be keepers of the organizational history have on OI and OID? What impacts do new 

members have?  

Dark Side of OID 

Although a strong and steady OID has been considered a positive for an 

organization and was not mentioned as a negative by the Emmanuel Senior Choir 

members, one chorister did wonder what other members of the larger congregation who 

were not members of the choir might think about the closeness of the choir members, 

although the choristers who mentioned the congregation described the congregation’s 

reactions as appreciative and complimentary. Research into the views of those not 

identified with the embedded organization might be of value, including the micro level of 

individuals and the subunit organizational level as well as from the overarching 

organization as one unit. A somewhat darker view of OID might emerge when looking at 

OID from the reverse view of other organizational members who are outsiders to the 

nested group with strong OID. This might influence the effectiveness and cohesiveness of 

the overarching organization, whether or not it is in a context of change, tension, or 

conflict. This case study, however, was bounded by the Emmanuel Senior Choir and its 

overlapping director transition. The focus of the study was the OID processes of the 

choristers who experienced this transition. 
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Recommendations for Practice 

By focusing on the micro perspective and insights of the individual choir member, 

findings from this study provide insights that may help lessen the negative stressful effect 

on OI and OID during a destabilizing event such as a leadership transition from a long-

term leader in an organization of volunteer members. Choir members believed strongly 

that the overlapping transition they experienced was positive for them as individuals and 

for the choir as an organization, as it minimized sudden changes, allowed time for 

processing on the part of both the choristers and the new director, and prevented a large 

loss in membership.  

Model for Nonprofits with Volunteer Members 

Choir members, the director emeritus, and the new music directors described an 

overlapping transition process that allowed the choir to move through the director 

transition “without a jolt,” enabling choir members to navigate the leadership change 

without losing identification. The three professional music leaders expressed hope that 

their positive experience might be of value to other choirs facing the adjustment to a new 

director, especially if the departing director had served long enough to be associated with 

a strong, positive OI and close relationships with the choir members. At least one choir 

member specifically suggested that others might benefit from their experience and 

described the Emmanuel Senior Choir transition process as a “model”: “I think it’s good, 

so that other churches could possibly do something like this because people are retiring, 

people are leaving, you know. I think it’s a really good model for others” (C-D6S). One 

choir member used the term “co-directors” when explaining the year when the director 

emeritus served primarily as accompanist and mentor to the new director. The model 
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described has several components and acknowledges that both the leader and the 

followers need to learn about each other over an extended period of time (Table 5.1). It 

allows for change to occur gradually. It allows the new leader to understand the existing 

OI and to understand the nature of the members/followers before initiating significant 

modifications to OI. 

 
Table 5.1 
Overlapping Director Leadership Transition Model 

Factor Description 
Directors’ identity: • Similar core beliefs* 

Stability of OI • Recognition and continuation of organizational identity key 
characteristics 

Overlap transition 
process 

• Overlapping process including role reversal 
• Mentorship from old director to new director 
• Mutual learning for new director and for choir 
• Adjustments made from choir member feedback 

Time • A longer time period so new director and choir can adjust gradually 

Director relationship • Respectful 
• Maintenance of appropriate role boundaries  

*In this case, faith expressed through ministry and service; similar orientation to classic 
anthem/service music literature; similar focus on work ethic and excellence in performance. 
 
 

Feedback Cycle Model 

Choristers described giving feedback to the new director, who responded with 

changes to attitudes, behaviors, or procedures which, ultimately, created a cycle where OI 

and OID influenced each other. The model is based on respect for all parties and includes 

a responsibility for all to hear and respond to concerns as well as to convey them. As the 

new director, the primary identity steward, began to change OI-EC1A toward a direction 

that choristers interpreted as negative, choir members offered feedback which was, in this 

case, received positively and acted upon, such that OI moved back toward a more 

positively viewed set of characteristics resulting in stronger, more solid OID. Setting up 
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feedback processes and preparing incoming leaders, the new identity stewards, to hear 

and incorporate constructive ideas could help restabilize OI and steady member OID after 

the destabilizing event of a leadership transition (see Figure 5.1 and Table 5.1). 

Identity Stewards in Organizations with Volunteer Members 

For some volunteer organizations, there will be a single paid leader. For others, 

there will be an officially designated volunteer president or board chairman. Both types 

of formally acknowledged positions would be primary identity stewards. In volunteer 

organizations, however, other individuals unofficially chair committees, manage projects, 

or serve informally as officers. Even though not officially designated as identity stewards, 

they serve the role of creators and promoters of a positive view of the organization’s 

identity. Those officially tasked with supporting and maintaining OI and OID may 

benefit from an awareness that identity stewards in primarily volunteer organizations may 

not be officially or formally recognized, but their contribution to maintaining a positive 

view of the organization can be significant. 

Abbreviations for Organizational Identity and Organizational Identification 

In the literature across the OI and OID fields, a variety of abbreviations have been 

used for OI and OID after their first mention in the text. The OI abbreviation is often used 

for organizational identity but may also be found as the abbreviation for organizational 

identification. With each article, the reader must adjust to the choice of abbreviation. Guo 

et al. (2018) used the abbreviation OrgID when discussing the concept of OID, but it 

could just as easily be interpreted to mean OI unless specifically stated as referring to 

identification. If, however, OI were to be commonly accepted instead of writing out the 
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words organizational identity, a simple OID could suffice as an abbreviation for the term 

organizational identification. In their review of OI and OID, He and Brown (2013) used 

the abbreviations OI (organizational identity) and OID (organizational identification), 

defining them in the first paragraph and making the concepts easily recognized 

throughout their review. I found this approach the easiest to comprehend of the various 

combinations found across the literature. 

After reading across the breadth of identity and identification literature, I 

recommend that scholars in the field select a standard set of abbreviations. By informally 

choosing to use the same abbreviations, a standard would become common even without 

an official, definitive choice. A standard set of abbreviations would allow both terms, 

such as OI and OID, to be easily and simply acknowledged without the reader 

deciphering which abbreviations are being used in any particular journal, article, book, 

dissertation, thesis, or conference proceedings. 

Summary 

As adults, the choristers in this study seemed to be predisposed to participating in 

group music making after being introduced to ensemble music as children. All but one 

participant was singing in a choir or ensemble at an early age. Many of these early 

experiences were related to family activities that involved singing or listening to music 

together. It should, perhaps, not be a surprise that singing with the Emmanuel Senior 

Choir called forth strong reactions as choristers described the intense feelings which they 

associate with rehearsing and performing with the choir, explained that the choir 

members have become a family “of choice,” and acknowledged that their trust in 

Michael, like a parent, allowed them to manage the transition without the common, 
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formal processes of committees, surveys, and multiple interviews. Trust in Michael and 

the transition leadership team allowed them to execute an overlapping leadership 

transition over a period of several years. By telling choir members what the steps would 

be and keeping them apprised of evolving procedures, the leadership allowed the choir 

members to experience the transition without “a jolt” and without surprises, sharing 

ongoing information about the timetable and plans. Choir members described their 

experiences rehearsing together, singing and leading in worship services, and 

participating in weekly choir devotionals and community prayer for each other as 

important to their identification with the choir.  

That the choir’s membership has continued to be stable, and even to grow, 

suggests that OID has remained strong between the choristers and the choir. This case of 

a nonprofit, volunteer choir was unusual because it offered insight into the OID processes 

of nonpaid members who choose allegiance without the influence of a financial incentive. 

This case provided an opportunity to better understand the OID processes of volunteer 

choristers who navigated a substantive disruption of leadership through a process that 

appeared to result in less organizational stress than might have been expected during such 

a leadership transition. 
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APPENDIX A: 

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

Processes of Chorister Organizational Identification 
During a Choral Director Transition 

 
 

Section I: Introduction 
 
Date:     =  Location:       
 
Time: Start:    Stop:    
 
My name is Donna Williamson. I am a doctoral student in human and organizational 
learning at The George Washington University. Because what you have to share is 
important, it is a privilege for me to discuss your experience and perspective. Thank you 
for participating in this study.  
 
My interest lies with the perspective of choristers as they process their sense of 
identification (belonging, connection, shared values and characteristics) with the choir 
during a transition between directors. I would like to talk with you about the recent 
director transition at [Church] and your process of identification before, during, and after 
the transition. 
 
Section II: Logistics, background, and introduction 
 
A. Confidentiality and respect for participant: 

• Explain confidentiality  
• Encourage them to tell me if they are uncomfortable with any question and 

explain that they do not have to discuss any question which makes them feel 
uncomfortable. 

• Sign the informed consent form. 
 
B.  Participant demographics: 

• Name:  
• Voice part: 
• Length of time as member of the choir: 
• Continuous participation/ sabbaticals? 
• Member of the church? For how long? 
• Would you tell me a little about where your name comes from? Is there a name 

(other than your own) you would like to use to identify your input into the study? 
• Would you describe your musical experiences growing up and how you came to 

be in this choir? 
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Section III: Chorister perspective 
 
A. Announcement of director transition: 

• Would you describe how you learned [Name 1] was retiring?  
• Would you describe how you learned [Name 2] was becoming the new director? 
• Would you tell me about the transition when both were on staff? When [Name 1] 

was director and [Name 2] was accompanying?  
• When [Name 2] was director and [Name 1] was accompanying? 

 
B. On OID: 
i.  Perceptions of the choir and sense of connection: 

• Would you describe your current feelings and perspectives about the [Church] 
Choir?  
o How do they compare to those while [Name 1] was director?  
o To those during the overlap period?  

• Why do you sing with the [Church] Choir? 
o What do you like about singing with the [Church] Choir?  
o How is this similar or different from singing under [Name 1]? 
o Follow-up concepts: sense of acceptance; respect for musical talent/training, 

organizational skills/training, and/or social skills 
 
ii. Defining self with references to organizational membership; shared characteristics, 

success/failure: 
• How would you describe the [Church] Choir—i.e., organizational procedures/ 

routines, rehearsal processes/techniques, expression of musicianship/ 
understanding of music-making, relationships, general atmosphere—under [Name 
1]? 

• How would you compare or contrast your personal characteristics, sense of 
values, interests, and personality to your view of the [Church] Choir? 

• Would you tell me about the rehearsals and “performances” with the new director, 
[Name 2]?  
o How are they similar or different from under [Name 1]? 
o How do you feel after the choir has finished singing during a service or 

concert? During a rehearsal? 
o How did you feel after the choir had finished singing under [Name 1] during a 

service or concert? During a rehearsal? 
 
iii.  Sense of the choir’s distinctiveness: 

• What makes the [Church] Choir distinctive? 
• How does that influence your sense of identification? 

 
iv. Sense of success/failure in terms of the organization’s events: 

• Would you describe any comments about the [Church] Choir you may have heard 
made by others who are not members of the choir?  
o What was your reaction to the comment? 
o How did you feel about the comment? 



 

259 

v. Reasons for identification beyond shared social influences: 
• Beyond these shared characteristics, are there other reasons, perhaps personal 

ones, for your commitment to singing in the [Church] Choir (i.e., self-fulfillment 
through artistic expression/spiritual expression/service)? 

 
vi. Concluding questions: Influences of the transitional period 

• How would you describe the experiences of the transition to [Name 2]?  
o The context/situation/experiences/procedures of the leadership transition? 

• How did the way the “search process”/transition unfolded influence how you feel 
about singing with the [Church] Choir?  

• Have you experienced a director transition in another choir previously?  
o If so, would you describe the process?  
o What were your expectations for this transitional process?  

• How was this process similar or different from what you personally experienced 
or what other choristers had shared with you? 

 
vii. Final comments/perspectives: 

• Do you have any other comments or perspectives that you would like to share? 
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APPENDIX B: 

INFORMED CONSENT FORM 

The George Washington University 
Processes of Chorister Organizational Identification 

During a Choral Director Transition 
 

You are being invited to participate in a research study that will explore the organizational 
processes of choristers during a leadership transition. This study will investigate the 
organizational identification processes of choristers during a leadership transition from a 
long-term choral director to a new director.  

The research question is: What are the organizational identification processes of choristers 
during a leadership transition from a long-term choral director to a new director? 

This study is being conducted by Donna Renfro Williamson under the direction of Dr. 
Andrea Casey, from the Graduate School of Education and Human Development at The 
George Washington University, as part of the doctoral dissertation process. 

There are no known risks if you decide to participate in this research study. There are no 
costs to you for participating in the study. The information you provide will be used to help 
understand how individual choristers process their identification with the choir during a 
choral directing transition. 

The initial interview will be 60 to 75 minutes. A follow-up interview may be requested for 
further clarification and elaboration after notes have been reviewed by the interviewer. 

The information collected may not benefit you directly, but the information learned in this 
study should provide more general benefits for researchers studying leadership transitional 
processes and organizational identification. Your interview will be recorded for purposes of 
clarity and accuracy but will remain confidential. The audio recording will be destroyed at 
the completion of this study. 

Your name and identifying features will not be included in the study. Should the data be 
published, no individual information will be disclosed. 

Your participation in this study is voluntary. By signing the consent at the bottom of this 
page, you are voluntarily agreeing to participate. You are free to decline to answer any 
question you do not wish to answer for any reason.  

If you have any questions about the study, please contact us at the following email addresses: 

Donna Williamson:  donnawil@gwmail.gwu.edu 
Dr. Andrea Casey:  acasey@gwu.edu 

 

 

Signed:             

Printed:        


