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Introduction: This study aims to understand (a) how remote workers respond to threats to their identity and (b) the conditions in which each coping response tends to occur more frequently.

Methods: To this end, we pursued a grounded theory approach, conducting interviews with 71 individuals who chose to work remotely.

Results: Our model and theoretical propositions create insights into how remote workers respond to negative stigma from a range of origins. While some responses lead to restructuring the remote workers’ identity (identity restructuring responses), others involve keeping the enactment of such identity (identity-preserving responses) or maintaining a paradoxical relationship between restructuring and preserving the identity (paradoxical identity work responses). We also theorise on the conditions under which each response is more likely to occur.

Discussion: We expand the predominant focus on the meso and macro aspects of this type of work to the micro-interactions in which these individuals engage, thus highlighting how identity is made, performed, created, and enacted, within specific boundary conditions. In addition, by reflecting upon remote workers’ identity threats in light of the wider macro context. We also explore the conditions under which specific kinds of responses tend to emerge.
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Introduction

“They should pretend to work somewhere else” (Musk, 2022) –(Elon Musk talking about the future of remote workers at his company, Tesla).

The COVID-19 pandemic has forced individuals from many occupations to stay at home to avoid spreading the virus (Cooke et al., 2020). As a result, the world has seen unprecedented numbers of workers from a wide range of occupations working from home (Vaziri et al., 2020; Campbell and Gavett, 2021; Moss, 2021). After the most critical moment of the COVID-19 pandemic, some companies made their employees return to the offices, while others decided to take advantage of the know-how generated on how to work remotely and opted to maintain this type of work arrangement, either partially or totally (Guidetti et al., 2022).

The Tesla company, led by the entrepreneur and manager Elon Musk, is an example of an organisation that does not look upon remote work favourably and has decided to return to work in person. Days after Tesla announced that all its employees should return to work in the office full-time, Musk was asked about the company’s controversial decision, and the quote that introduced this article was his answer. His tweet hints at a belief that remote workers are not productive and only “pretend to work” and, furthermore, indicates that they would have no place at Tesla. Although his answer does not represent a homogeneous view of the labour market (Beckel and Fisher, 2022), it symbolises a recurring perception that some workers who choose to work remotely do so not because of a search for productivity but because they are not sufficiently dedicated or committed to work (PWC, 2018). Since this judgement can clearly harm the career and performance of remote workers (Barhate and Hirudayaraj, 2021), a question arises: how do remote workers respond to this negative judgement of their value as professionals?

Threats to remote workers’ self-concept are as ubiquitous as they are unsettling, in response to which a debate on the phenomenon has developed. For example, some studies emphasise the negative stigma surrounding remote work (Bornstein, 2013; Barhate and Hirudayaraj, 2021), while others explore the difficulties of creating and maintaining a positive workplace identity while working remotely in the face of this stigma (Barsness et al., 2005). There is also evidence that increased separation from other members of the organisation may diminish employees’ visibility, which increases the likelihood that they need to manage impressions about who they are (Bailey and Kurland, 2002) and reduces the opportunities to manage their identity successfully (Barsness et al., 2005). These studies share an emphasis on identity, which is the response that individuals offer when answering the question, “Who am I?” (Petriglieri, 2011), and how the negative judgements of significant others impact the experiences of remote workers.

In this study, we seek to expand this incipient connection between the remote work literature and remote workers’ identities by exploring a very relevant phenomenon: identity threats. This concept refers to “an instance in which a participant perceived that the non-territorial workspace impeded his or her ability to affirm or display an aspect of identity” (Elsbach, 2003, p. 632). Despite the extensive knowledge of the consequences that identity threats generate for the worker concerning authenticity (Felix, 2020), performance (Steele, 2020), willingness to support organisational decisions (Nag et al., 2007) and intention to remain (Trevor and Nyberg, 2008), there is still a need to better understand how individuals handle resistance to their remote workers’ identity. To expand the understanding of the negative stigma toward these individuals, this study aims to understand (a) how remote workers respond to threats to their identity and (b) the conditions in which each coping response tends to occur more frequently. To this end, we employed a grounded theory approach and conducted interviews with 71 individuals who chose to work remotely.

This study contributes to the theory about the identity of remote workers. We expand the predominant focus on the meso and macro aspects of this type of work (Lin, 2011; Adamovic, 2018; Mockaitis et al., 2018; Donnelly and Johns, 2021; Williams et al., 2021) to the micro-interactions in which these individuals engage, thus highlighting how identity is made, performed, created and enacted, within specific boundary conditions. In addition, by reflecting upon remote workers’ identity threats in light of the wider macro context—int his case: the political framing of remote workers’ identities in Brazil—we extend the analytical lens to the macro-level, thus pointing to the relevance of analysing how micro-interactions and macro-level boundary conditions inform each other. Thirdly, research on identity threats has traditionally framed attempts to minimise harm (Blanz et al., 1998; Breakwell, 2015). However, in this article, we follow the call of Roberts et al. (2009) for research that also explores the conditions under which specific kinds of responses tend to emerge. Given the growing trend in the number of remote workers in the world and the fact that the negative judgements of them have not ceased (Megan, 2022), the identity-based micro approach adopted in this study proves to be an adequate perspective for making theoretical advances on the topic.



Literature review


Remote workers and stigma: what do we know thus far?

The managerial and academic interest in the topic of remote work is not a recent phenomenon (Tietze and Nadin, 2011), but it has grown intensely since the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic (Brynjolfsson et al., 2020; Raišienė et al., 2020; Carsten et al., 2022). Studies have sought to explore issues such as the role of human resource management (Adamovic, 2018; Donnelly and Johns, 2021; Williams et al., 2021) and technologies and structures (Lin, 2011) in facilitating leadership to achieve effectiveness in remote work (Mockaitis et al., 2018). Studies that emphasise individual aspects tend to explore the effects of remote work on variables associated with worker productivity (Galanti et al., 2021). However, some have specifically explored the stigmatisation of these workers, as they are more susceptible to bias and at risk of discrimination (Bornstein, 2013). In this topic, we map studies that have specifically addressed this topic.

A topic that has often been addressed in the literature on the stigma suffered by remote workers is their need to manage the impressions that other people have of them. Previous studies suggest that when in-person supervision and face-to-face interaction are replaced by technology-mediated interactions, employees’ organisational visibility decreases, which enhances their need to manage other people’s impressions of them (Barsness et al., 2005; Shockley et al., 2021). Many employees today work from home, in satellite offices, from work centres, and on the road, and as a consequence, their dedication to work is less easily “seen” (Bailey and Kurland, 2002; Fang et al., 2022). Thus, remote workers may tend to adopt more impression management behaviours than their non-remote colleagues (Barsness et al., 2005; Bolduan et al., 2021), as they need to compensate for this limited natural visibility with some other strategic ways to make themselves visible.

Another topic that deserves attention in the literature refers specifically to the impacts that the negative stigma directed toward remote workers generates on their careers (Chung, 2020; Padavic et al., 2020; Becker et al., 2022; de Laat, 2022). This stigma reflects deep cultural assumptions that work requires and deserves undivided and intensive loyalty (Carnevale and Hatak, 2020; Byrd, 2022). Thus, remote work can be interpreted by superiors, co-workers and even the employee him or herself as a sign that the worker is violating these cultural assumptions (Williams et al., 2013; Cech and Blair-Loy, 2014; Barhate and Hirudayaraj, 2021). As a result, even though remote workers often work long hours, they may not be recognised and rewarded for such efforts and may not be considered for job assignments (Bailey and Kurland, 1999; Golden and Eddleston, 2020).

Although these studies are important for pointing out how remote workers seek to minimise the stigmas associated with them, as well as the effects of such stigmas, they are still limited in terms of understanding how employees deal with this threat to their self-concepts. We seek to advance this discussion inspired by sensitising concepts from the identity literature, which we present below.



Identity

This study uses social identity theory (Tajfel and Turner, 1979) as a sensitising approach. According to this theory, an identity (self) is a definition that an individual builds about him or herself and that is constructed based on social interactions while searching to answer the question “Who am I?” or “Who are we?” (Yip et al., 2020; Felix et al., 2023c). Applying this concept, it is possible to suggest that a remote worker identity is not only related to working remotely but also an aspect of one’s life from which an employee defines him or herself. Identities have three main roles: they provide an individual with self-esteem (they lead to the creation of self-value), they are multiple (an individual does not see him or herself based on a single self-definition but rather in a few different ways), and they are dynamic (they can change over time) (Felix, 2020). In the following, we explain these properties in detail.

First, identities are reflections of how individuals interpret who they are; this self-representation is usually constructed to satisfy the necessity of seeing oneself in a positive light (Hennekam et al., 2021; Felix et al., 2023a). The self allows individuals to construct themselves cognitively and emotionally, which is very important for finding the security that is required to perform well at work (Dutton et al., 2010; Felix et al., 2023f). Therefore, a remote worker identity tends to be built by individuals who see the act of working from places other than the company’s official workplace as something interesting to the point of seeing themselves positively and feeling good about who they are by including this dimension in their self-concept.

Second, identities can coexist and conflict; they are not monolithic (Felix and Bento, 2018). Individuals build alternative identities and enact them based on how they see the interpretation of significant others and on other situational aspects that are involved in a given social context (Felix et al., 2018; Felix and Cavazotte, 2019; Wittman, 2019). Thus, seeing oneself as a remote worker does not mean that the individual cannot also see him or herself as someone who works in a corporate office.

Third, even though identities provide individuals with emotional and cognitive stability, they are dynamic (Conroy and O’Leary-Kelly, 2014; Felix et al., 2023c). Since the self reflects society and an individual’s immediate and broader context (Mead, 1934) and both can change over time, identities can also undergo changes during an individual’s life. Consequently, we suggest that when an individual constructs a remote worker identity, it does not mean that he or she cannot change his or her self-concept in terms of where he or she works. Next, we explain one of the explanations for why individuals alter their self-concepts: an identity threat.



Identity threats

Identity threats are “experiences appraised as indicating potential harm to the value, meanings, or enactment of an identity” (Petriglieri, 2011, p. 644). One of the aspects that motivates the construction of identity is the promotion of self-esteem (Dutton et al., 2010). Thus, when individuals see themselves as remote workers, they do so because this identity helps them to see themselves positively. However, when significant others critique the intentions and productivity of remote workers (McDonald et al., 2022), these individuals may interpret this as an identity threat.

Identity threats usually originate from the actions of the person who does not accept a self-defining element of another individual; the threat is not situated in the person who occupies the threatening position but in the individual whose identity is threatened (Verkuyten et al., 2019). For an identity threat to be characterised, the threatened individual needs to signify a given interpersonal situation as harmful to his or her sense of self (Kang and Kim, 2022). This means that the same social encounter can be regarded as positive or neutral by one individual and as an identity threat by someone else (Leavitt and Sluss, 2015; Felix et al., 2023d).

When individuals are challenged by identity threats, their emotional and cognitive stability are challenged (Smith, 1991, Breakwell, 2015). However, this situation is typically temporary, as individuals tend to adopt coping responses that bring them back to the stability that is necessary to perform well at work (Branscombe and Ellemers, 1998). The literature highlights two main anticipated coping responses: identity-protecting and identity-restructuring responses (Piening et al., 2020). While the first is focussed on the source of the threat and does not change the threatened identity, the second re-signifies an element of the threatened identity to reorganise the individual’s sense of self-worth (Ashforth, 2001). Figure 1 summarises the literature review that we presented here.
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FIGURE 1
Summary of the literature review (Felix et al., 2023e).


After reviewing the literature on stigma toward remote workers and identities and presenting the sensitising concepts that support this study, we proceed to the methodological procedures.



Research context

During the COVID-19 pandemic, Brazil has witnessed a clear division of opinions regarding the “stay-at-home” measures and, consequently, remote work. The negative portrayal of remote work by former president’s Jair Bolsonaro, who held the office during the time of research, contributed to the formation of a cultural bias against it, leading to increased stigmatisation of those who could work from home (Barros and Francisco, 2021). Despite most Brazilians agreeing with the adoption of social distancing measures to combat the pandemic, some segments of the population, mainly supporters of Bolsonaro, opposed the measures and downplayed the severity of the pandemic. This situation worsened during the pandemic, with many Brazilians feeling pressured to continue working in crowded offices or risk losing their jobs. According to data from the Brazilian Institute of Geography and Statistics, in 2020, only 22% of Brazilian workers could work from home, most of whom were from high-income households (IBGE, 2021). The political dimension of the issue turned the remote work debate into a divisive topic, with different segments of society taking opposing positions based on their political beliefs.

The negative stigma attached to remote work reinforces social and economic inequalities, as low-income workers often do not have the option to work from home, and they are more exposed to the risk of infection. The pandemic has exacerbated this situation, as many low-income workers are in essential sectors, such as healthcare and transportation, and have been unable to work remotely. According to a survey conducted by the Brazilian Institute of Public Opinion and Statistics, in March 2021, 79% of Brazilians agreed with the adoption of social distancing measures to combat the pandemic, while 17% disagreed (Ibope, 2021). However, Bolsonaro’s negative portrayal of remote work contributed to forming a cultural bias against it, leading to increased stigmatisation of those who could work from home (Fernandes, 2020). This shows that the theme of remote work has become a complex issue influenced by political positioning, with the potential to widen social and economic inequalities.




Materials and methods

We conducted exploratory research that was carried out based on grounded theory procedures (Charmaz, 2014). This method was chosen because the lack of previous studies focussed on theorising about how remote workers respond to threats to their identities. It is important to highlight that our literature review presents sensitising concepts (Bowen, 2006; Felix and Cavazotte, 2019) and is not meant to provide base theories for our field study. Grounded theory is constructed from an iterative process of waves of data construction and data analysis with the aim of building a theoretical model that is grounded on the data and that describes with parsimony the phenomenon that is being studied.

To select the participants for this study, we sought to invite individuals who worked at least 50% of the time remotely and who answered positively the question: “An identity is a definition that a person makes about who he or she is. Therefore, are you of the opinion that you have a remote worker identity?” For this, we sent an email inviting them to participate in the survey to a list of 9,413 alumni of a Brazilian Business School, which contained both questions. A total of 102 individuals responded positively to both questions.

Initially, we randomly interviewed 14 individuals from among the 102 possible respondents. In these interviews, we used an initial version of the interview protocol. Subsequently, we analysed the data according to the principles of grounded theory (Charmaz, 2014), which led us to create first-order codes. These codes were more descriptive in nature and were created with verbs in the gerund with the purpose of denoting the actions in the analysed passages (Felix et al., 2018). These initial codes led us to reformulate our interview protocol, and this new version was used for the second wave of data collection, in which we performed another 15 interviews with remote workers. After this new round of interviews, we performed a new wave of data analysis and revised the interview protocol. This iterative process of data construction and analysis and reformulation of the interview protocol took place sequentially, with another three rounds of immersion in the research field. In the third, fourth and fifth waves of data collection, we performed 11, 16, and 15 new interviews, respectively. The interval between each round of data collection was approximately 3 weeks. Thus, after completing all rounds of data collection and analysis, we conducted a total of 71 interviews, all of which were conducted in person. The fourth question of the final interview protocol, presented in Table 1, was included in the second wave of data collection, and the seventh question was added after the third round. For all interviews, we transcribed the segments that were subject to coding, resulting in a total of 348 pages of transcribed data. The criterion to define when to finish the data collection and analysis process was theoretical saturation (Charmaz, 2014), which means no new codes emerged in the final wave of data analysis.


TABLE 1    Interview protocol.
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For analysing our data, we employed a two-step coding process similar to the one used by Kreiner et al. (2009). First, we developed inductive codes based on the data, considering each phrase and word as viable data units that were subject to coding (Heath and Cowley, 2004; Felix et al., 2023b). In this initial step, we recorded all first-order codes in an emerging codes dictionary. Then, two out of three authors independently analysed the interview excerpts supporting each code and tried to group them into the initially generated first-order codes, similar to what was done in previous studies (Mace and Ward, 2002; Stough and Lee, 2021). The coders were free to assign a given piece of data to one of the previously constructed codes or eliminate it. In cases of disagreement, an independent judge analysed the interview excerpt. This process created opportunities for theory development as the disagreements led us to reflective conversations about the data. This process was performed at the end of each wave of data collection, which allowed us to refine the code dictionary. So, our coding process was performed from multiple points of view, what reduces the potential for interpretation bias (Kolb, 2012).

Once the first-order codes became more stable, we proceeded to analysis with the goal of grouping them into more abstract codes known as second-order codes. The same coding verification process, involving two authors and subsequent analysis by an independent judge, was applied in generating second-order codes from our list of first-order codes. Once the second-order codes also demonstrated greater stability, we replicated the same process to group them into aggregated dimensions, which represent even more abstract codes with broader theoretical significance. This process is also present in other grounded theories (Byron and Laurence, 2015; Felix and Cavazotte, 2019). The overall percentage of agreement between the two coders was 0.94, which exceeds the minimal 0.70 threshold suggested by Cohen (1960) and Kreiner et al. (2009). In Figure 2, we present the data structure resulting from the data analysis process, illustrating the path from first-order codes to aggregated dimensions.
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FIGURE 2
Data structure.


The demography of the interviewees is characterised as follows. Their ages ranged from 22 to 62 years old, and 36 were males and 35 were females. Additionally, 48 of our research participants were married or were living with a significant other, 12 were in a committed relationship but living apart and 11 were single. The following sectors were represented in the study: technology (11), entertainment (9), banking (6), consumer products (6), advertising (6), manufacturing (6), education (6), chemicals (4), construction (4), utilities (3), hospitality (3), healthcare (3), mining (2), and transportation (2).

The analysis process followed grounded theory procedures. Initially, the first-order codes were grouped into second-order codes. Then, we analysed them and grouped them into aggregate dimensions. These steps of analysis led us to build codes with three different levels of abstraction. First-order codes are more descriptive and closer to the data, while second-order codes, and especially the aggregate dimensions, are more theoretical and analytical, as they show a higher degree of conceptual abstraction. We completed the process of constructing our model when we linked some of the codes and dimensions that showed a greater power of theoretical abstraction into a model and created ten propositions. In the following section, we present our results and the model that we created through the methodological process presented here.



Results

In this section, we seek to understand the responses the remote workers adapt to threats to their identities (proposition 1). Then, we explore the conditions under which each response is more likely to occur (propositions 2a to 4b). Figure 3 introduces our grounded model, which we explain in more detail in the following sections.
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FIGURE 3
A model of responses to threats to remote workers’ identities.



Remote workers’ responses to identify threats

Initially, we seek to understand what responses the remote workers interviewed present when their identities are threatened. Our data analysis process allowed the construction of three categories of responses, which we coded as “identity-restructuring coping responses,” “identity-preserving coping responses,” and “paradoxical identity work responses.” For each of these categories, some specific types of responses were found. Although the first two categories can be found in the literature on identity threats (Piening et al., 2020), we decided to include them because the specific responses that composed them were innovations of this study. Next, we present each of these categories, their definitions, and the empirical evidence that supports their constructions.

We coded as “identity-restructuring coping responses” the situations in which remote workers reported that, when faced with threats to their identity, they sought to alter aspects of their self-concept to better fit their social context. This category involved two specific types of responses: (1) disengaging from the remote worker identity (identity change) and (2) altering the salience of the remote worker identity in the individual’s own hierarchy of identities (importance change). In Table 2, we present this category, the specific types of responses, their descriptions, and a description of the conditions in which they are more likely to occur and a sample quote that highlights each type of response.


TABLE 2    Identity-restructuring coping responses.

[image: Table 2]

“Identity change” refers to exiting the remote worker’s self-concept with the intention of eliminating the likelihood of potential harm. In the example cited in Table 2, the interviewee reports that he no longer sees himself as a remote worker, even though he continues to perform professional activities at home approximately 50% of the time. He and other research participants understood that this identity represented high risks for their self-esteem and, thus, they preferred to eliminate “being a remote worker” as a constituent element of their identities. In turn, “Importance change” refers to decreasing the motivational significance of being a remote worker and, consequently, the potential impact of the threat to their self-concept. In the example that we presented in Table 2, the interviewee started to define himself as “someone who works face to face,” even though he worked approximately 60% of his time remotely to reduce the negative effects of the stigma associated with not working in person at his company’s office.

The second group of responses was coded as “identity-preserving coping responses.” They refer to actions directed at the source of the threat and that involve maintaining the identity of the remote worker. This category encompasses three types of responses: (1) attempting to personally convince individuals who have a negative view of remote workers that they are productive (persuading others), (2) disclosing information in a depersonalised way that shows that working remotely makes it easier to improve productivity (publicising the performance), and (3) discrediting the one(s) who threatens the value of remote workers (condemning the source). In Table 3, we present the details of this category and an example of empirical evidence that supports it.


TABLE 3    Identity-preserving coping responses.
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Among the identity-preserving responses, “persuading others” tends to occur when there is an attempt to convince other people that working remotely is not indicative of less dedication or productivity at work. “Publicising the performance,” in turn, describes situations in which the threatened remote worker seeks to publicly display his or her results and/or those of the team. As can be identified in the example shown in Table 3, this display is done without focussing on any specific target. Finally, “condemning the source” refers to situations in which the remote worker criticises the professional competence of the individual(s) who are characterised as the source(s) of the threat, such as a CEO or a public figure.

The third and final category was named “paradoxical identity responses.” It refers to ambiguous and non-mutually exclusive actions between preserving and restructuring the remote worker identity. This category encompasses two types of responses: (1) maintaining the remote worker identity in one’s self-concept, but seeking to make significant others disassociate him or her from this identity (impression management), and (2) giving up the remote worker identity in the present and keeping an expectation of enacting it in the future (future enactment). In Table 4, we present this category, its two specific types of responses, the descriptions, a description of the conditions in which they are more likely to occur and a sample quote that highlights each response.


TABLE 4    Paradoxical identity work responses.

[image: Table 4]

“Impression management” refers to trying to make other people not interpret him or her as remote workers, while the individual, internally, maintains this characteristic as a component of his or her self-concept. In the case presented in Table 4, the interviewee reports that he began to “take care of appearances” and “be seen” in a way that lessens the threat to himself. “Future enactment” describes how the threatened remote worker understands that it will not be possible to enact this identity in the present but maintains this element as a constituent of an alternate future self-concept. In the empirical evidence presented, the research participant says that she no longer sees herself as a remote worker at present but that she will certainly do so in her next job. Thus, she performs a future enactment of her remote worker identity, keeping it as part of her self-concept.

Thus, in view of the evidence presented, we theorise that:







	

	
Proposition 1: Individuals respond to threats to their remote worker identity by adopting (a) identity restructuring (“identity change” and “importance change”); (b) identity-preserving (“persuading others,” “publicising the performance” and “condemning the source”); or (c) paradoxical identity work (“impression management” and “future enactment”) responses.








Conditions influencing the pursuit of each identity-restructuring response

To answer our second research objective, we sought to understand the conditions under which each coping response tends to occur more frequently, starting with the identity-restructuring responses. The adoption of the “identity change” response is a costly way of responding to a threat, since it involves disengagement psychologically and physically from what sustains the self-concept of being a remote worker. Therefore, several interviewees said that they avoided adopting this answer as much as possible. However, in some cases, participants reported that they “had no way out,” that “it became impossible” or that they were “cornered.” We coded cases such as these and what we present in Table 2 as “threat intractability,” that is, situations in which the individual understands that the damage caused if he or she decided to keep his or her threatened identity would be irreversible. In cases where remote workers reported that they interpreted the threat as intractable, the option for identity change was more frequent. Thus, we suggest the following:







	

	
Proposition 2a: When faced with the identity threats that provoke identity-restructuring responses, the stronger the intractability of the threat to one’s remote worker identity, the more likely individuals will pursue an identity change.






Not all threats to remote workers’ identities are intractable. We noticed that, for some respondents, the identity as a remote worker was negotiable, depending on the costs that would be required to enact it. Especially in the case of remote workers who had recently adopted such an identity, the relativisation of this identity was recurrent. In the case of the interviewee shown in Table 2, he said that he began to “give less importance to this (being a remote worker) and value other things,” as he realised that such an identity was threatened and it would be very costly to enact it in the present. Thus, we propose the following:







	

	
Proposition 2b: Among identity threats that provoke identity-restructuring responses, the more recent the identity as a remote worker, the more likely individuals will pursue an important change.








Conditions influencing the pursuit of each identity-preserving response

Next, we seek to understand the conditions that lead remote workers to maintain their identities, even when threatened. For some respondents, being a remote worker is a high priority in their identity hierarchy. In these cases, the interviewees reported that after having their remote worker identity threatened, they tended to seek to “persuade others” about an alleged mistake in judgements involving the threat. In the empirical evidence presented in Table 3, the interviewee says that she did a “little ant job, of convincing people one by one.” As several other cases showed the same pattern, we theorise the following:







	

	
Proposition 3a: Among identity threats that provoke paradoxical identity work responses, the stronger the importance of working remotely, the more likely that individuals will pursue a strategy of “persuading others.”






On the other hand, some interviewees reported that they were able to obtain more positive performances than those presented by individuals who work non-remotely. In these cases, several participants reported that they started to find ways to “publicise the performance” and show, in an impersonal way, evidence that the threats to their remote workers’ identity were not grounded in reality. In the case of the interviewee shown in Table 3, the strategies used were to report his performance in the email signature and on a whiteboard easily accessed visually by his colleagues. Thus, we suggest the following:







	

	
Proposition 3b: When faced with identity threats that provoke paradoxical identity work responses, the better the individual’s performance, the more likely the individual will pursue “publicising the performance.”






We also identified that, in some cases, the threat to the remote workers’ identity occurred not from a colleague with whom they had daily contact but from a leader or public person with whom the individual had little or no contact. In cases where there was less access to the source of the threat, we noticed that the most common response was “condemning the source,” that is, to carry out an ad hominem attack on the individual who carried out the stigmatisation. In the case of the interviewee shown in Table 3, the criticism against remote workers came from the CEO of the company where she works. Since this CEO works in another country and there is no personal contact with him, the interviewee reported that she feels more comfortable seeking to invalidate his criticism by exposing his “management mistakes.” In our analysis, we found similar reports regarding world-renowned leaders, such as the aforementioned Elon Musk. This led us to propose the following:







	

	
Proposition 3c: When faced with identity threats that provoke identity-preserving responses, the less access to the source of the threat, the more likely that the individuals will pursue “condemning the source.”








Conditions influencing the pursuit of each paradoxical identity work response

Finally, we also seek to understand the conditions under which paradoxical identity work responses tend to be adopted. The response “impression management” was more common when respondents reported that they had less supervisor control. While some remote workers reported that their leaders have clear indicators of their performance, as well as control mechanisms to assess whether they are actually working at the expected time, others reported the opposite. When the scenario was one of little supervision, several research participants reported that they felt the need not only to obtain satisfactory results but also to influence the perception of their leaders in everyday situations. These micro impressions involved, for example, artificially provoking situations such as visiting the office and being seen by their leaders, as indicated in Table 4. Therefore, we suggest the following:







	

	
Proposition 4a: When faced with identity threats that provoke paradoxical identity work responses, the less the supervision, the more likely that individuals will pursue “impression management.”






The second paradoxical identity work response that we found was “future enactment.” According to our analysis, this response was more common in cases where remote workers understood that they have high career mobility and, consequently, alternate professional selves in which remote work is well regarded. More specifically, this response was recurrent when respondents reported that they would not be able to access an alternative professional identity that involves remote work in the short term. Thus, they minimised their frustrations of being stigmatised by anchoring themselves in a future expectation of enacting their remote work identity. The interviewee’s report that we present in Table 4 shows the paradoxical nature of this type of answer: she says that in practice, she no longer sees herself as a remote worker, but she also says that she still sees herself as such, since her next job will certainly involve remote work. In this way, we theorise that:







	

	
Proposition 4b: When faced with identity threats that provoke paradoxical identity work responses, the greater the career mobility, the more likely that the individuals will pursue “future enactment.”









Discussion

Our intent in this paper was to understand (a) how remote workers respond to threats to their identity and (b) the conditions under which each coping response tends to occur more frequently. Using the grounded theory approach, we found answers to our two research objectives. A relevant aspect in which the study advances the literature on remote work involves the negative stigmas attributed to remote workers (Bornstein, 2013; Barhate and Hirudayaraj, 2021) and the lack of understanding of how they respond to those threats in existing studies. In this study, we showed that the answers presented by these workers are not homogeneous and that they have implications for the continuity of the remote workers’ identity. The identity lens used in this study (Tajfel and Turner, 1979) also allowed us to identify that the self-concept of a remote worker does not necessarily depend on whether the individual is acting as such. Coping responses such as “impression management” and “future enactment” illustrate this theoretically relevant idea, since common sense and previous studies suggest that identities would be associated with an enactment that should be grounded in real action (Felix and Cavazotte, 2019).

Previous studies have also suggested that remote workers’ lower organisational visibility makes them need to manage other people’s impressions of them (Barsness et al., 2005; Shockley et al., 2021), as they are less easily “seen” (Barsness et al., 2005; Bailey and Kurland, 2002; Bolduan et al., 2021; Fang et al., 2022). In this study, we showed that when the identity threat is seen as intractable or when the remote worker identity is recently acquired, the costs for maintaining this self-concept become so high that the individual tends to opt for an identity exit. However, when the remote worker’s identity is considered to be of high importance, when the individual’s performance is superior, and when the source of the threat is distant, the worker tends to continue to see him or herself as a remote worker. We also show that conditions such as low supervisor control and the expectation of working in a future job remotely leads individuals to adopt paradoxical responses. These results allow an advance to the specific literature on the stigmatisation of these workers (Bornstein, 2013), as they expand the understanding of “if” they are stigmatised, to “how” they respond to identify threats and under what conditions.

Furthermore, previous studies on remote work discuss the impacts that the negative stigma directed at these workers generates for their careers (Chung, 2020; Padavic et al., 2020; Becker et al., 2022; de Laat, 2022). In this study, we theorised about how and about the circumstances under which their careers tend to be impacted. We show that many remote workers who see themselves as productive fail to adopt this form of work merely as a defencive response in the face of stereotyped social judgements. Thus, this study shows the need to shed light on this phenomenon, given that, in a world impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic, an increasing number of individuals will resort to remote work. Our model shows the risks to remote workers of redesigning their careers due to the stigma attached to a work modality necessary for the current work context.

We add to the existing meso and micro approaches to remote work (Lin, 2011; Adamovic, 2018; Mockaitis et al., 2018; Donnelly and Johns, 2021; Williams et al., 2021) by focussing on the micro-interactions in which remote workers engage or which they consciously create to manage threats to their remote workers identity, thus highlighting how the remote workers themselves have the agency to “deal with” and manage identity threats. By reflecting upon remote workers’ identity threats, and their micro-interactive responses to it, in light of the wider macro context—in this case: the political framing of remote workers’ identities in Brazil—we show the relevance of analysing how micro-interactions and macro-level boundary conditions inform each other.



Conclusion

Our model and theoretical propositions create insights into how remote workers respond to negative stigma from a range of origins. While some responses lead to restructuring the remote workers’ identity (identity restructuring responses), others involve keeping the enactment of such identity (identity-preserving responses) or maintaining a paradoxical relationship between restructuring and preserving the identity (paradoxical identity work responses). We also theorise on the conditions under which each response is more likely to occur. Next, we present the limitations and avenues for future research and also discuss how our results can unfold into practical actions.


Limitations and future research

This study has limitations, which can be addressed in future studies. First, although we found several responses to remote workers’ identity threats, for questions of parsimony, we did not explore the outcomes of those responses. Future studies could explore which of them maintain or eliminate the threat both in the short and long term. Second, we explored the experience of the threatened individual, but we did not seek to understand the impacts of each response in terms of work-related outcomes. What are the costs of “impression management” in terms of productivity? What are the consequences of “persuading others” in terms of the level of stigma toward the threatened individual? Third, we have only adopted an individual-level perspective on identities. Future studies could explore how other identity levels of analysis, such as the group and organisational levels, interrelate and influence how remote workers respond to threats to their identities. Given the specifics of the Brazilian context—that is: the stigma attached to remote work on the level of politics—it would be highly relevant to conduct comparative studies that take these macro-level influences into account.



Practical implications

This study has implications for practice. For remote workers, we provide a list of responses that can help individuals protect their sense of self when stigmatised for working remotely. Identity threats represent a risk to the career of individuals, and the study of coping responses becomes essential for individuals to manage their career development in non-ideal environmental conditions. More specifically, we suggest that individuals who have work preferences evaluate how willing they are to take the risk of reinforcing their identities and advocating for their preferred way of working, or adapting to environmental expectations. However, our model has shown that the responses do not need to be binary or mutually exclusive: through paradoxical responses, individuals can, at least temporarily, meet their needs for authenticity while also conforming to the need to be accepted. In a world where it is not always possible to be completely authentic, sometimes being “authentic enough” (Hennekam and Ladge, 2022; Felix et al., 2023e) can be a more viable path.

For human resource management (HRM) professionals, the study highlights the importance of raising awareness among managers about the consequences that stigma toward remote workers may have on the performance of these individuals and of the organisation. Given that the choice to offer the possibility of working remotely is up to the organisation, once such a choice is made, it makes sense that the organisation seeks to provide the necessary conditions to maintain the self-esteem and performance of the employee. However, in cases where organisations are led by professionals who have a negative view of working remotely, as in the case of Elon Musk, the possibilities for action of HRM professionals become limited. Our data shows that HRM professionals should pay special attention to the process of raising awareness among top leadership, as reports indicate that a significant portion of actions considered identity threats by employees originate from high-ranking leaders.

We also contribute to a key International HRM challenge, namely the need to consider both universal and local factors when designing and implementing HRM actions. For managing remote workers’ identities, this implies the need to look beyond the organisational meso-context, to also view micro-level identity processes in light of their macro-boundaries and to consciously position the organisation, and its HRM response, as a buffer, mediator or interlocutor between macro and micro. Otherwise, it is likely that the organisation will end up adopting universal standards regarding the location where work should take place, which may lead to lower productivity in certain regions of the world.




Data availability statement

The raw data supporting the conclusions of this article will be made available by the authors, without undue reservation.



Ethics statement

The studies involving humans were approved by the Fucape Business School Ethics Committee. The studies were conducted in accordance with the local legislation and institutional requirements. The participants provided their written informed consent to participate in this study.



Author contributions

BF and BT conceived of the presented idea, collected and analysed the data, and wrote the manuscript. JM and RD verified the analytical methods, discussed the results, and contributed to the final manuscript. All authors contributed to the article and approved the submitted version.



Conflict of interest

The authors declare that the research was conducted in the absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be construed as a potential conflict of interest.



Publisher’s note

All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the authors and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated organizations, or those of the publisher, the editors and the reviewers. Any product that may be evaluated in this article, or claim that may be made by its manufacturer, is not guaranteed or endorsed by the publisher.



References

Adamovic, M. (2018). An employee-focused human resource management perspective for the management of global virtual teams. Int. J. Hum. Resour. Manag. 29, 2159–2187. doi: 10.1080/09585192.2017.1323227

Ashforth, B. (2001). Role transitions in organizational life: An identity-based perspective. London: Routledge.

Bailey, D. E., and Kurland, N. B. (2002). A review of telework research: Findings, new directions, and lessons for the study of modern work. J. Organ. Behav. 23, 383–400. doi: 10.1002/job.144

Bailey, N. B. K. D. E., and Kurland, N. B. (1999). The advantages and challenges of working here, there, anywhere, and anytime. Organ. Dyn. 28, 53–68. doi: 10.1016/S0090-2616(00)80016-9

Barhate, B., and Hirudayaraj, M. (2021). Emerging career realities during the pandemic: What does it mean for women’s career development? Adv. Dev. Hum. Resour. 23, 253–266. doi: 10.1177/15234223211017851

Barros, L. A., and Francisco, R. (2021). Work from home during the COVID-19 pandemic: The impact on the quality of life of employees in Brazil. Qual. Life Res. 30, 679–690. doi: 10.1007/s11136-020-02671-x

Barsness, Z. I., Diekmann, K. A., and Seidel, M. D. L. (2005). Motivation and opportunity: The role of remote work, demographic dissimilarity, and social network centrality in impression management. Acad. Manag. J. 48, 401–419. doi: 10.5465/amj.2005.17407906

Beckel, J. L., and Fisher, G. G. (2022). Telework and worker health and well-being: A review and recommendations for research and practice. Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health. 19:3879. doi: 10.3390/ijerph19073879

Becker, W. J., Belkin, L. Y., Tuskey, S. E., and Conroy, S. A. (2022). Surviving remotely: How job control and loneliness during a forced shift to remote work impacted employee work behaviors and well-being. Hum. Resour. Manag. 61, 449–464. doi: 10.1002/hrm.22102

Blanz, M., Mummendey, A., Mielke, R., and Klink, A. (1998). Responding to negative social identity: A taxonomy of identity management strategies. Eur. J. Soc. Psychol. 28, 697–729. doi: 10.1002/(SICI)1099-0992(199809/10)28:5<697::AID-EJSP889>3.0.CO;2-#

Bolduan, F., Schedlinsky, I., and Sommer, F. (2021). The influence of compensation interdependence on risk-taking: The role of mutual monitoring. J. Bus. Econ. 91, 1125–1148. doi: 10.1007/s11573-021-01030-3

Bornstein, S. (2013). The legal and policy implications of the “flexibility stigma”. J. Soc. Issues 69, 389–405. doi: 10.1111/josi.12020

Bowen, G. A. (2006). Grounded theory and sensitizing concepts. Int. J. Qual. Methods 5, 12–23. doi: 10.1177/160940690600500304

Branscombe, N. R., and Ellemers, N. (1998). “Coping with group based discrimination: Individualistic versus group-level strategies,” in Prejudice: The target’s perspective, eds J. Swim and C. Stangor (San Diego: Academic Press), 243–266. doi: 10.1016/B978-012679130-3/50046-6

Breakwell, G. M. (2015). Coping with threatened identities. London: Psychology Press.

Brynjolfsson, E., Horton, J. J., Ozimek, A., Rock, D., Sharma, G., and TuYe, H. Y. (2020). COVID-19 and remote work: An early look at US data (No. w27344). Cambridge, MA: National Bureau of Economic Research.

Byrd, M. Y. (2022). Creating a culture of inclusion and belongingness in remote work environments that sustains meaningful work. Hum. Resour. Dev. Int. 25, 145–162. doi: 10.1080/13678868.2022.2047252

Byron, K., and Laurence, G. A. (2015). Diplomas, photos, and tchotchkes as symbolic self-representations: Understanding employees’ individual use of symbols. Acad. Manag. J. 58, 298–323. doi: 10.5465/amj.2012.0932

Campbell, M., and Gavett, G. (2021). What COVID-19 has done to our well-being, in 12 charts. Harvard Business Review. 10. Available online at: https://hbr.org/2021/02/what-covid-19-has-done-to-our-well-being-in-12-charts (accessed February 10, 2021).

Carnevale, J., and Hatak, I. (2020). Employee adjustment and well-being in the era of COVID-19: Implications for human resource management. J. Bus. Res. 116, 183–187. doi: 10.1016/j.jbusres.2020.05.037

Carsten, M., Goswami, A., Shepard, A., and Donnelly, L. I. (2022). Followership at a distance: Follower adjustment to distal leadership during COVID-19. Appl. Psychol. 71, 959–982. doi: 10.1111/apps.12337

Cech, E. A., and Blair-Loy, M. (2014). Consequences of flexibility stigma among academic scientists and engineers. Work Occupat. 41, 86–110.

Charmaz, K. (2014). Constructing grounded theory. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Chung, H. (2020). Gender, flexibility stigma and the perceived negative consequences of flexible working in the UK. Soc. Indic. Res. 151, 521–545. doi: 10.1007/s11205-018-2036-7

Cohen, J. (1960). A coefficient of agreement for nominal scales. Educ. Psychol. Meas. 20, 37–46.

Conroy, S. A., and O’Leary-Kelly, A. M. (2014). Letting go and moving on: Work-related identity loss and recovery. Acad. Manag. Rev. 39, 67–87. doi: 10.5465/amr.2011.0396

Cooke, F. L., Dickmann, M., and Parry, E. (2020). IJHRM after 30 years: Taking stock in times of COVID-19 and looking towards the future of HR research. Int. J. Hum. Resour. Manag. 32, 1–23. doi: 10.1080/09585192.2020.1833070

de Laat, K. (2022). Remote Work and Post-Bureaucracy: Unintended Consequences of Work Design for Gender Inequality. ILR Review. 76, 135–159. doi: 10.1177/00197939221076134

Donnelly, R., and Johns, J. (2021). Recontextualising remote working and its HRM in the digital economy: An integrated framework for theory and practice. Int. J. Hum. Resour. Manag. 32, 84–105. doi: 10.1080/09585192.2020.1737834

Dutton, J. E., Roberts, L. M., and Bednar, J. (2010). Pathways for positive identity construction at work: Four types of positive identity and the building of social resources. Acad. Manag. Rev. 35, 265–293. doi: 10.5465/AMR.2010.48463334

Elsbach, K. D. (2003). Relating physical environment to self-categorizations: Identity threat and affirmation in a non-territorial office space. Administr. Sci. Q. 48, 622–654. doi: 10.2307/3556639

Fang, D., Kang, S. K., and Kaplan, S. (2022). We need to make sure telecommuting does not exacerbate gender disparity. Lancet 400, 795–797. doi: 10.1016/S0140-6736(22)01211-9

Felix, B. (2020). The (un) speaking self: An identity-based model for employee voice and silence. Cadernos EBAPE. BR. 18, 557–571. doi: 10.1590/1679-395120190037x

Felix, B., Amaro, R. A., and Galon, S. (2023a). How do women balance multiple roles during the post-maternity-leave period? Community, Work Fam. 1–18. doi: 10.1080/13668803.2023.2199132

Felix, B., and Bento, M. S. (2018). Individual and organizational identities in merger contexts: A boundary perspective. Rev. Administr. Mackenzie. 19, 1–28. doi: 10.1590/1678-6971/eramg170104

Felix, B., and Cavazotte, F. (2019). When a calling goes unanswered: Exploring the role of workplace personalizations as calling enactments. Front. Psychol. 10:1940. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2019.01940

Felix, B., Botelho, J., and Nossa, V. (2023b). “The Exorcist”: A grounded theory on how individuals avoid unethical requests at work. Int. J. Organ. Anal. doi: 10.1108/IJOA-06-2022-3315

Felix, B., Dourado, D., and Nossa, V. (2023c). Algorithmic management, preferences for autonomy/security and gig-workers’ wellbeing: A matter of fit? Front. Psychol. 14:88183. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1088183

Felix, B., Fernandes, T., and Mansur, J. (2023d). Building (and breaking) a vicious cycle formed by extreme working conditions, work intensification, and perceived well-being: A study of dirty workers in Brazilian favelas. Int. J. Hum. Resour. Manag. doi: 10.1080/09585192.2023.2237864

Felix, B., Júlio, A. C., and Rigel, A. (2023e). ‘Being accepted there makes me rely less on acceptance here’: Cross-context identity enactment and coping with gender identity threats at work for non-binary individuals. Int. J. Hum. Resour. Manag. 1–32. doi: 10.1080/09585192.2023.2254211

Felix, B., Mello, A., and von Borell, D. (2018). Voices unspoken? Understanding how gay employees co-construct a climate of voice/silence in organisations. Int. J. Hum. Resour. Manag. 29, 805–828. doi: 10.1080/09585192.2016.1255987

Felix, B., Santos, R., Freitas, N. P., and Teixeira, A. (2023f). Tales of me: Storytelling identity work, authenticity, and impression management during new CEOs’ work role transitions. Front. Psychol. 14, 1–14. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1246887

Fernandes, A. (2020). Bolsonaro criticizes working from home, social distancing amid coronavirus outbreak. London: Reuters.

Galanti, T., Guidetti, G., Mazzei, E., Zappalà, S., and Toscano, F. (2021). Work from home during the COVID-19 outbreak: The impact on employees’ remote work productivity, engagement, and stress. J. Occup. Environ. Med. 63:7. doi: 10.1097/JOM.0000000000002236

Golden, T. D., and Eddleston, K. A. (2020). Is there a price telecommuters pay? Examining the relationship between telecommuting and objective career success. J. Vocat. Behav. 116:103348. doi: 10.1016/j.jvb.2019.103348

Guidetti, G., Converso, D., Sanseverino, D., and Ghislieri, C. (2022). Return to work during the COVID-19 outbreak: A study on the role of job demands, job resources, and personal resources upon the administrative staff of italian public universities. Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 19:1995. doi: 10.3390/ijerph19041995

Heath, H., and Cowley, S. (2004). Developing a grounded theory approach: A comparison of Glaser and Strauss. Int. J. Nurs. Stud. 41, 141–150. doi: 10.1016/S0020-7489(03)00113-5

Hennekam, S., and Ladge, J. J. (2022). Free to be me? Evolving gender expression and the dynamic interplay between authenticity and the desire to be accepted at work. Acad. Manag. J. 66, 1529–1553. doi: 10.5465/amj.2020.1308

Hennekam, S., Ladge, J. J., and Powell, G. N. (2021). Confinement during the COVID-19 pandemic: How multi-domain work-life shock events may result in positive identity change. J. Vocat. Behav. 130:103621. doi: 10.1016/j.jvb.2021.103621

IBGE (2021). Census reveals that only 22% of Brazilian workers could work from home in 2020. Available online at: https://agenciadenoticias.ibge.gov.br/agencia-sala-de-imprensa/2013-agencia-de-noticias/releases/31996-censo-revela-que-apenas-22-dos-trabalhadores-brasileiros-poderiam-trabalhar-de-casa-em-2020 (accessed April 1, 2023).

Ibope (2021). Survey: 79% of Brazilians agree with social distancing measures to combat COVID-19. Available online at: https://g1.globo.com/bemestar/coronavirus/noticia/2020/09/08/para-83percent-da-populacao-das-classes-a-b-e-c-uso-de-mascara-deve-ser-obrigatorio-em-locais-publicos-diz-ibope.ghtml (accessed April 1, 2023).

Kang, S., and Kim, J. W. (2022). The fragility of experts: A moderated-mediation model of expertise, expert identity threat, and overprecision. Acad. Manag. J. 65, 577–605. doi: 10.5465/amj.2019.0899

Kolb, S. M. (2012). Grounded theory and the constant comparative method: Valid research strategies for educators. J. Emerg. Trends Educ. Res. Policy Stud. 3, 83–86.

Kreiner, G. E., Hollensbe, E. C., and Sheep, M. L. (2009). Balancing borders and bridges: Negotiating the work-home interface via boundary work tactics. Acad. Manag. J. 52, 704–730. doi: 10.5465/amj.2009.43669916

Leavitt, K., and Sluss, D. (2015). Lying for who we are: An identity-based model of workplace dishonesty. Acad. Manag. Rev. 40, 587–610. doi: 10.5465/amr.2013.0167

Lin, L. H. (2011). Electronic human resource management and organizational innovation: The roles of information technology and virtual organizational structure. Int. J. Hum. Resour. Manag. 22, 235–257. doi: 10.1080/09585192.2011.540149

Mace, M. A., and Ward, T. (2002). Modeling the creative process: A grounded theory analysis of creativity in the domain of art making. Creativ. Res. J. 14, 179–192. doi: 10.1207/S15326934CRJ1402_5

McDonald, K. S., Hite, L. M., and O’Connor, K. W. (2022). Developing sustainable careers for remote workers. Hum. Resour. Dev. Int. 25, 182–198. doi: 10.1080/13678868.2022.2047148

Mead, G. H. (1934). Mind, self and society. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Megan, T. (2022). Is the ‘remote work window’ about to close? BBC. Available online at: https://www.bbc.com/worklife/article/20220519-is-the-remote-work-window-about-to-close (accessed May, 24, 2022).

Mockaitis, A. I., Zander, L., and De Cieri, H. (2018). The benefits of global teams for international organizations: HR implications. Int. J. Hum. Resour. Manag. 29, 2137–2158. doi: 10.1080/09585192.2018.1428722

Moss, J. (2021). Beyond burned out. Harvard Business Review. 10. Available online at: https://hbr.org/2021/02/beyond-burned-out (accessed February 10, 2021).

Musk, E. (2022). They should pretend to work somewhere else [Tweet]. Twitter. Available online at: https://twitter.com/elonmusk/status/1531867103854317568 (accessed June 1, 2022).

Nag, R., Corley, K. G., and Gioia, D. A. (2007). The intersection of organizational identity, knowledge, and practice: Attempting strategic change via knowledge grafting. Acad. Manag. J. 50, 821–847. doi: 10.5465/amj.2007.26279173

Padavic, I., Ely, R. J., and Reid, E. M. (2020). Explaining the persistence of gender inequality: The work–family narrative as a social defense against the 24/7 work culture. Administr. Sci. Q. 65, 61–111. doi: 10.1177/0001839219832310

Petriglieri, J. L. (2011). Under threat: Responses to and the consequences of threats to individuals’ identities. Acad. Manag. Rev. 36, 641–662. doi: 10.5465/AMR.2011.65554645

Piening, E. P., Salge, T. O., Antons, D., and Kreiner, G. E. (2020). Standing together or falling apart? Understanding employees’ responses to organizational identity threats. Acad. Manag. Rev. 45, 325–351. doi: 10.5465/amr.2016.0457

PWC (2018). Time to talk: What has to change for women at work. London: PWC.

Raišienė, A., Rapuano, V., Varkulevičiūtė, K., and Stachová, K. (2020). Working from Home—Who is happy? A survey of lithuania’s employees during the COVID-19 quarantine period. Sustainability. 12:5332. doi: 10.3390/su12135332

Roberts, L. M., Dutton, J. E., and Bednar, J. (2009). “Forging ahead: Positive identities and organizations as a research frontier,” in Exploring positive identities and organizations, eds L. M. Roberts and J. E. Dutton (London: Psychology Press), 521–540. doi: 10.4324/9780203879245-33

Shockley, K. M., Gabriel, A. S., Robertson, D., Rosen, C. C., Chawla, N., Ganster, M. L., et al. (2021). The fatiguing effects of camera use in virtual meetings: A within-person field experiment. J. Appl. Psychol. 106:1137. doi: 10.1037/apl0000948

Smith, C. A. (1991). “The self, appraisal, and coping,” in Handbook of social and clinical psychology: the health perspective, eds C. R. Snyder and D. R. Forsyth (Elmsford: Pergamon Press).

Steele, C. M. (2020). “A threat in the air: How stereotypes shape intellectual identity and performance,” in Inequality in the United States: A reader, ed. J. Brueggemann (Milton Park: Routledge), 139–160. doi: 10.4324/9781003071709-17

Stough, L. M., and Lee, S. (2021). Grounded theory approaches used in educational research journals. Int. J. Qual. Methods 20, 1–13. doi: 10.1177/16094069211052203

Tajfel, H., and Turner, J. C. (1979). An integrative theory of intergroup conflict. Soc. Psychol. Intergr. Relat. 33:74.

Tietze, S., and Nadin, S. (2011). The psychological contract and the transition from office-based to home-based work. Hum. Resour. Manag. J. 21, 318–334. doi: 10.1111/j.1748-8583.2010.00137.x

Trevor, C. O., and Nyberg, A. J. (2008). Keeping your headcount when all about you are losing theirs: Downsizing, voluntary turnover rates, and the moderating role of HR practices. Acad. Manag. J. 51, 259–276. doi: 10.5465/amj.2008.31767250

Vaziri, H., Casper, W. J., Wayne, J. H., and Matthews, R. A. (2020). Changes to the work-family interface during the COVID-19 pandemic: Examining predictors and implications using latent transition analysis. J. Appl. Psychol. 105, 1073–1087. doi: 10.1037/apl0000819

Verkuyten, M., Thijs, J., and Gharaei, N. (2019). Discrimination and academic (dis) engagement of ethnic-racial minority students: A social identity threat perspective. Soc. Psychol. Educ. 22, 267–290. doi: 10.1007/s11218-018-09476-0

Williams, J. C., Blair-Loy, M., and Berdahl, J. L. (2013). Cultural schemas, social class, and the flexibility stigma. J. Soc. Issues 69, 209–234. doi: 10.1111/josi.12012

Williams, P., Cathcart, A., and McDonald, P. (2021). Signals of support: Flexible work for mutual gain. Int. J. Hum. Resour. Manag. 32, 738–762. doi: 10.1080/09585192.2018.1499669

Wittman, S. (2019). Lingering identities. Acad. Manag. Rev. 44, 724–745. doi: 10.5465/amr.2015.0090

Yip, J., Trainor, L. L., Black, H., Soto-Torres, L., and Reichard, R. J. (2020). Coaching new leaders: A relational process of integrating multiple identities. Acad. Manag. Learn. Educ. 19, 503–520. doi: 10.5465/amle.2017.0449



OPS/images/fpsyg-14-1224548-g003.jpg
Identity-restructuring responses — Conditions J

[ Identity change — Threat intractability (P2a) }

{ Importance change — Time as a remote worker (P2b) }

Identity-preserving responses — Conditions J

Threats to [Persuading others — Importance of working remotely (P3a) J
remote
workers’

identities

P1b

[ Publicizing the performance — High performance (P3b) ]

[Condemning the source — Access to the source (P3c¢)

Paradoxical identity work responses — Conditions ]

[Impression management — Low supervision control (P4a) ]

[ Future enactment — Career mobility (P4b) ]






OPS/images/fpsyg-14-1224548-g002.jpg
First-order codes

[Giving up on being a remote worker

[Noticing that there's no way to avoid the stigma

[Giving less importance to criticisms

[Seeking to convince others that the stigma i1s a mistake

J
J
J
[Working remotely for a longer time }
J
]

[Valuing the act of remote work

[Showing others that their performance is superior

[Having above-average performance

[Discrediting the one who offends

[Having access to the one who offends

[Seeking to influence how others see them

[Realizing that supervision is not very present

[Believing that they will be able to work remotely one day

D S \ J \ y, | R \ J N

[Believing to have career freedom

Second-order codes Aggregate dimensions

a) Identity change

b) Threat intractability Identity-
restructuring

responses

a) Importance change

b) Time as a remote worker

a) Persuading others

b) Importance of working remotely )\

a) Publicizing the performance ]

Identity-
preserving
responses

a) Condemning the source

b) Access to the source

a) Impression management ]\

b) Low supervision control

Paradoxical
identity work
responses

a) Future enactment

b) Career mobility

[
[
[
[
[
[
[
[ b) High performance
[
[
[
[
[
[






OPS/images/fpsyg-14-1224548-g001.jpg
Individual’s identity

- —
ﬂ' “.

Self definition retained
in the self concept

Identity-protecting
response
response

Identity exit

Social
validation

Identity claim
(Identity expression)

Significant
others

Social invalidation
(Identity threat)

Identity-restructuring





OPS/images/cross.jpg
@ Check for updates.





OPS/xhtml/Nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		The great pretenders? Individuals’ responses to threats to their remote worker identities



		Introduction



		Literature review



		Remote workers and stigma: what do we know thus far?



		Identity



		Identity threats



		Research context







		Materials and methods



		Results



		Remote workers’ responses to identify threats



		Conditions influencing the pursuit of each identity-restructuring response



		Conditions influencing the pursuit of each identity-preserving response



		Conditions influencing the pursuit of each paradoxical identity work response







		Discussion



		Conclusion



		Limitations and future research



		Practical implications







		Data availability statement



		Ethics statement



		Author contributions



		Conflict of interest



		Publisher’s note



		References

















OPS/images/fpsyg-14-1224548-t002.jpg
Identity-restructuring

coping response

Description

When is the coping
response pursued?

Sample quote

Identity change

Disengaging from the remote
worker identity

‘When the threat is regarded

as intractable

“I gave up on being a remote worker; it was too much trouble. I
tried a lot of things. I sent out media articles, blogs—showing
that it works. I talked to people. I showed that the people
complaining the most about remote work are the people who are
producing less here. I saw that it was going to harm my career, so
T gave up. I started working in the office. (...) After that, I didn’t
feel that I was being judged anymore. I didn’t feel any threat”

(38-year-old man, human resources analyst).

Importance change

Altering the importance of
the remote worker identity in
their own hierarchy of

identities

When the identity as a
remote worker has developed
recently

“I still work remotely sometimes, but being competent and
cooperative with the company’s philosophies became more
important to me than being someone who works remotely. I
remember that at first, I was proud to be building a career that
allowed me to be a remote worker. But when I saw that the costs
of doing this were really high, I started seeing [remote work] as
less important and valuing other things more (...). I had been
working like this for a short time, so it was not very complicated
to change, to see myself again as someone who works face to face
(...). This changed everything: I no longer feel that my
self-esteem was attacked; I gave in; I changed for them”

(29-year-old man, IT analyst).
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Sample questions

Tell me a little about your professional trajectory so far.

‘What are the personal values that have guided your career so far?

How long have you been working remotely?

On average, what percentage of hours do you spend working remotely?

Do you see yourself as a remote worker? Has always it been like that? How
important is this identity to you?

Have you ever felt your worth being challenged or threatened at the company
that you work for (or a company that you worked for in the past) because you
work remotely? If so, what happened?

How did you react to these threats to your identity as a remote worker? Why do
you think that you reacted this way? Did you still feel threatened after acting this

way?
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Paradoxical identity

work response

Description

When is the coping

Sample quote

Impression management

Maintaining the remote
worker identity in one€’s
self-concept but seeking to
make significant others
disassociate him/her from
this identity

response pursued?

‘When supervision control is
low

“Since I started to feel challenged for being someone who prefers to
work from home, T've started to kind of manage other people’s
interpretations of me. Sometimes I go [in to work], and I have lunch
there. I spend some time in the cafeteria because I want to be seen. If
T'm in my office and I hear my director’s voice, I go into the hallway,
pretend I'm going to get a coffee, and then go home. So I still see
myself as a remote worker, but I don’t feel it at the same time because
T always try to signal that I am often at the office. (...) Because I know
my boss doesn’t monitor us closely, whether we are there or not. If he
were a more physically present person, this wouldn’t work. I think
that this tactic lessens the threat, but it won’t work for a long time. I

know that” (53-year-old man, product manager).

Future identification

Giving up the remote worker
identity in the present and
keeping an expectation of
identifying that way in the
future

When the remote worker’s
career mobility is high

“I do feel like a remote worker, but I started working only half of the
time at home when I noticed that I was being criticising for spending
so much time working from home. In practical terms, I don’t know if
I see myself as a remote worker anymore because I've become a
hybrid. But I know that in my next job, I will certainly choose a place
that sees remote work as normal, as something positive. I know that I
can get this king of a job (...). When I think like this, the threat to me
as a remote worker doesn’t affect me anymore. I'll end up leaving this
company, and while I'm here, it’s going to be progressively harder to

hide my dissatisfaction” (28-year-old woman, programmer).
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Identity-preserving

Description

When is the

Sample quote

coping response

Persuading others

Making personal attempts to
convince individuals who
view remote workers
negatively that the latter are
productive

response adopted?

When the remote worker
identity is important to the
threatened individual

“When I started feeling judged for being a remote worker, my
reaction was to talk one on one with the people at the company. I
didn’t want to give that up because I feel good that way, and I want to
build a career working remotely. I want to live in several places in the
world over the course of my life, and being a remote worker makes
that possible. So I did a little ant job of convincing [people] one by
one. (...) Because I was really dedicated, the result was that they saw
that ’'m not a lazy person who wants to stay at home, and today I
don’t feel threatened anymore” (23-year-old woman, accounting

analyst).

Publicising the performance

Disclosing information in a
depersonalised way to show
that working remotely makes

improving productivity easier

When the performance as a
remote worker is above
average

“Since I started working remotely in the pandemic, I noticed and
decided that I want to work like this my whole life. But, yes, I felt very
judged after the pandemic ended when people wanted to come back
and I didn’t. What I do to reduce this discrimination is to make the
productivity of my team more explicit to people in general. I started
putting team outcomes over the last month in my email signature
that I use internally for other employees. I put a whiteboard in my
workplace with my completed tasks; it is in a place that people can
see it. Of course, my outcomes are much higher than the average of
those who are working in person (...). I still feel threatened because I
don’t know if they have changed their minds about me, but this was a
way that I found to be more confident in continuing to working
remotely” (47-year-old man, sales manager).

Condemning the source

Discrediting those who
threaten the value of remote
workers

When access to the source of

the criticism is limited

“I have always seen myself as a remote worker. It was always good,
but I felt that they saw me as someone who doesn’t work hard. (...) I
felt threatened, yes. [At this company], I saw that they thought of me
as a deceptive person. (...) What I do is, whenever I hear some
criticism, I try to find out where the criticism came from and then
show how that person is not that smart. Last week, I was told that our
CEO in the United States said that working remotely was something
that was necessary because of the pandemic and that anyone who
wanted to continue working at home was uncommitted. I started
showing people the mistakes in his management strategy; he has no
basis to talk about creativity. (...) I think that I even convinced some
people that he is wrong, but most people are still judging me. I feel
that. I wouldn’t do that if the criticism came from my immediate
superior. The fact that he is far from me makes me more comfortable
in criticising him” (35-year-old woman, customer service
supervisor).
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