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INTRODUCTION

This book aims at offering a novel understanding of the rea-
sons behind the crisis of the professional identity occurring at
the individual level. Such reasons are often neglected, leaving
much more space to the analysis of identity at the organiza-
tional and contextual levels.

Conversely, we contend that full comprehension of the
dynamics taking place is now paramount from the individual
perspective.

On these grounds, the book proposes an analysis of the
factors affecting professional identity and image from both
an internal and external standpoint, and the possible strat-
egies and behaviours fostered by professionals to cope with
the social view of their professions and to respond to the
threats and uncertainties featuring their contexts.

In doing so, the book offers interesting insights into the
professional world that is quickly changing also highlighting
novel and stimulating challenges. It tries to tie together theor-
etical and practical aspects to better comprehend the evolu-
tion of professions in a period characterized by profound
changes and uncertainties both from a social and economic
point of view. Our goal, also through a case study of a par-
ticularly deprofessionalized context, is to identify common
features and dissonances within the literature on the topic
by proposing an all-encompassing investigation of the
phenomena that may lead to a poor external perception of
the profession. The results of the case study will therefore
represent a starting point for future considerations on
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professional identity, the threats affecting it, and the coping
strategies and behaviours fostered by professionals to deal
with them.

At least to our knowledge, this is the unique book to sys-
tematically address the issues relating to the crisis of profes-
sional identity according to a behavioural perspective,
following a profound theoretical systematization — to date
unavailable — that is strongly compelled with relevant prac-
tical implications on the individual level, sometimes neglected
in the field. Also, the book benefits from rich empirical mater-
ial on professional identity perception and professionals’ pro-
active behaviour in order to find out behavioural dimensions
previously not disentangled.

Indeed, the book is articulated over three chapters, provid-
ing a rich theoretical and empirical analysis to support and
discuss the issues raised.

The first chapter explores the multifaceted aspects con-
cerning professional identity as a complex phenomenon,
which presents ramifications in many different disciplinary
fields, ranging from the organization studies to those in the
psychological and sociological ones. Going over the essential
features of the literature on professional identity, we analyze
the articulation of the phenomenon by discussing and com-
paring some of the proposed classifications. In more detail,
the chapter will problematize extant literature through a sys-
tematic review in order to catch identity struggles with their
antecedents and consequences from already existing empirical
studies on professional identity. This approach enables the
discussion of studies not yet analyzed in the academic debate
to then reorganize the results with the aim of discovering
overlooked issues and possible neglected relationships. The
results from the review will support the discussion over the
main threats to professional identity, leading to the struggles
affecting professionals and to the reactions often providing
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the reasons for resisting to organizational change. We believe
that a deeper understanding of the threats and struggles to
identity will enhance a better comprehension of what policies,
reforms, and other kinds of actions might be of support for
making professionals change agents rather than ‘bearers of
hurdles to organizational change’.

The second chapter will deeply analyze from a theoretical
perspective the reasons behind the identity crisis occurring in
the professional field by discussing three main phenomena
directly connected: deprofessionalization, precarization, and
proletarianization. Numerous factors, such as persisting eco-
nomic recession and austerity, automation generated by tech-
nologies advancements, and increased competition, are
profoundly transforming the nature of professionals’ work,
creating new threats and challenges for them who witness a
deep transformation of their work. Deprofessionalization is a
phenomenon that has been gripping the professions since the
1980s and that, due to the advent of technology and competi-
tion, has experienced a strong increase over the years and the
data show this trend. Scholars have investigated perception
of identity and of image and prestige in organizational con-
texts characterized by strong cultures, tight communities, and
strict display rules — showing that people strive to fit into
challenging roles without losing their individuality — but
nevertheless economic volatility and technological change
have led people to work outside these strong contexts in a
constantly evolving scenario. More specifically, although
much has been written about the changes occurring in profes-
sional practices and jurisdiction, scant attention has been
given to professionals’ perceived image in the context of the
ever-expanding pressures and increasing regulatory entropy,
and this chapter aims to investigate these dynamics.

Consequently, the third chapter, drawing on the issues
raised in Chapters 1 and 2, deepens the questions pertaining
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‘how’ accounting professionals respond to the uncertainties
characterizing their context and ‘what’ are the main strategies
and behaviours they enact to cope with the social view of
their profession and to redefine their image. To this aim, the
chapter will draw on the case of Italian accountants, a profes-
sion characterized by a sharp deprofessionalization pattern,
located in Southern Italy: more specifically, using a sample of
294 accountants, we examine how perceptions of profes-
sional image and difference in personality influence profes-
sionals’ goal orientation in a context characterized by several
threats undermining professional activity. This enhances our
understanding of the accounting profession, identifying new
reactions and behaviours based not only on exogenous and
contextual factors but also on personal ones. These results
will then be analyzed in a cross-cultural perspective in order
to integrate the literature on the professional image which, to
date, is focused only on Anglo-Saxon contexts. The use of a
specific case study also makes it possible to identify some
peculiarities and to relate them to the perception of identity
of other geographical realities.

The text proposes a key analysis of a contemporary issue
that is affecting professionals’ category. The consideration of
the individual level in the identity analysis makes this text of
particular interest for practitioners (experts, consultants, pro-
fessionals) to comprehend what are the main factors and
events affecting the professional identity and what are the
possible strategies and behaviours enacted by accountants to
cope with the social view of their profession and to respond
to the uncertainties leading their profession towards a process
of deprofessionalization. This analysis represents a critical
starting point to further comprehend from a theoretical, prac-
tical, and policy-making point of view what might be the
interventions to react to the negative scenario that is leading
professionals towards an identity crisis.



Introduction 5

The text is also proposed as a study tool for undergradu-
ate students of organization studies and organizational
behaviour courses. Indeed, it offers an analysis of both the
theoretical and practical on the professional identity. Thanks
to the book, students will be able to critically address the key
issues concerning the professional identity and its crisis also
in a behavioural perspective. In doing so, the book represents
a useful tool to support the study of individual behaviours
and to stimulate an interesting debate on the solutions to be
adopted to face the identity crisis. These themes are of high
relevance in academic courses such as organizational behav-
iour and organization studies.

Therefore, we are convinced that the book will be of inter-
est for those in the field of organization studies and organiza-
tional behaviour, in which the problems concerning
individual and organizational identity represent key themes.
Additionally, the book could be potentially interesting to
practitioners in the accounting field, since it embraces a crit-
ical issue pertaining to the social view of their profession and
to the strategies and behaviour to cope with the actual

situation.
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CHAPTER 1

PROFESSIONAL IDENTITY:
FEATURES AND IMPLICATIONS

Andrea Tomo

1.1. INTRODUCTION

Over the last years, research on identity is receiving increas-
ing attention (Brown, 2015). One of the reasons for this
is the interest in the dynamics that identity involves in its
formation (Ashforth, Rogers, & Corley, 2011).

With specific reference to professional identity, research to
date has left a number of questions unanswered relating to
the factors that influence the profession, how professionals
carry out their tasks, and how they conceive the change in
their professions in the face of context and jurisdictional
threats. More specifically, although much has been written
about the changes occurring in professional practices and jur-
isdiction, scant attention has been given to professionals’
changing identities in the context of the ever-expanding pres-
sures and increasing regulatory entropy (Ahuja, Nikolova, &
Clegg, 2017). This lack of understanding of who profes-
sionals truly are and the challenges surrounding their profes-
sions is a notable deficiency, as they fulfil a crucial and
well-acknowledged social role (Chreim, Williams, & Hinings,

7
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2007). Indeed, professionals are conventionally recognized as
workers who apply their knowledge, skills, and judgement to
complete tasks in the pursuit of their own, their customers,
and, in some cases, the public’s interests (e.g. accountants,
lawyers, and doctors; Bottery, 1998; Empson, Muzio,
Broschak, & Hinings, 2015; Johnson, 1972; Madden &
Mitchell, 1993; Samuel, Covalenski, & Dirsmith, 2009;
Schoén, 1983; Paisey & Paisey, 2000, 2006; Pierce, 2007;
Pratt, Rockmann, & Kaufmann, 2006; Preston, Cooper,
Scarbrough, & Chilton, 1995; Willmott, 1990).

On the grounds of this social relevance, the world’s rapidly
changing conditions of the last 30 years have increasingly
prompted threats to professions as well as challenges to
research on professions (e.g. Albu, 2013; Carrington,
Johed, & Ohman, 2011; Caza & Creary, 2016; Lander,
Koene, & Linssen, 2013; Sikka & Willmott, 1995; Suddaby,
Gendron, & Lam, 2009; Zeff, 2003a, 2003b), allowing for an
understanding of professionals’ reactions in the face of attacks
to their jurisdiction and assaults to their professional niches
by different actors. Despite the appreciable contributions in
literature, which reveal professionals’ behaviours and reac-
tions, the prominent issue pertaining to the professional iden-
tity remains quite hidden (Bévort & Suddaby, 2016; Pratt
et al., 2006). For instance, considering the accounting profes-
sion, we know little about how professional identity has chan-
ged after the repeated corporate scandals (Cappelli & Keller,
2013; Carnegie & Napier, 2010). Indeed, professional identity
formation, struggles, and reconstruction may be recognized as
prominent aspects in determining how people behave and
carry out their work tasks (Ashforth et al., 2011; Caza &
Creary, 2016). Also, concerns related to the growing ‘com-
mercialism’ of professions (e.g. Bévort & Suddaby, 2016;
Carnegie & Napier, 2010; Malsch & Gendron, 2013) raise
many questions pertaining professionals’ reactions to deal
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