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Social Constructionism Perspective. This paper approaches the study of 

aspiring practice leaders’ identity work from the perspective of social constructionism, 

which emphasizes the dynamic nature of narratives in the construction of identity 

(Cassell, 2005; Denzin, 2001; Gergen, 1985; Haigh & Crowther, 2005). Individuals’ 

emerging identities are initiated and confirmed through collective endorsement within 

organization and group settings (Humphreys et al., 2015). In the social constructionist 

view, for instance, leader identities are socially co-constructed as individuals explore new 

identities and others affirm those identities (DeRue & Ashford, 2010; London & 

Sherman, 2021; Ryan et al., 2020); often this identity construction occurs through the 

narratives that individuals communicate with others (Brown et al., 2019; Reicher et al., 

2005; Vine et al., 2008).  

This research question focuses on work-related identities that people craft of 

their own volition during transitions that include career progression (Ashforth & 

Schinoff, 2016; Klotz et al., 2021). This dissertation, though it does not focus on work 

identities that employers or professions seek to impose upon their managers or members 

(Carter & Spence, 2014; Covaleski et al., 1998), recognizes that identity develops within 

social contexts such as work environments (Bandura, 1977; Brouard et al., 2017) where 

professionals often engage in identity transformation efforts (Hamilton, 2013; Horton & 

Wanderley, 2018; Ibarra, 1999, 2000a; Miscenko et al., 2017). 

Definitions of Terms 

Key terms used throughout this research study are defined in Table 1 below.   

Table 1 

Definition of Key Terms 

Term Definition Source 

Career transition This is “the period during which an individual is 
either changing roles (taking on a different 

Hall (1968, 1971, 1995);  
Louis (1980, p. 330) 
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objective role) or changing orientation to a role 
already held.” 

Identity Identities, the various “meanings attached to 
the self” (Gecas, 1982, p. 10), “vary along such 
dimensions as their centrality or importance to 
the individual, whether they reflect actual or 
potential achievement, and the extent to which 
they are enduring or provisional.” 

Ibarra and Petriglieri 
(2010, p. 137) 

Identity play In this paper, identity play is defined as 
“people’s engagement in provisional but active 
trial of possible future selves.” 

Ibarra and Petriglieri 
(2010, p. 210) 

Identity work Identity work is the process by which individuals 
actively construct their identities within social 
contexts, through the use of agency. 

Pratt et al. (2006) 

Narrative identity This is “the story of the self that weaves together 
the reconstructed past, the perceived present, 
and the imagined future, providing the 
individual with a sense of unity and meaning.” 

Adler et al. (2017, p. 519) 

Possible selves These are an individual’s idea of who s/he might 
become, would like to become, or fears 
becoming. 

Markus and Nurius (1986, 
p. 954) 

Professional 
identity 

This is “the relatively stable and enduring 
constellation of attributes, beliefs, values, 
motives, and experiences in terms of which 
people define themselves in a professional role.” 

Ibarra (1999, pp. 764-765) 

Professional 
identity for 
accountants 

This is defined as accountants’ “sense of who 
they are and how they are identified as an 
organizational member, as an accounting 
practitioner, and as a private person along with 
the degree to which these interrelate and their 
degree of emphasis and balance.” 

Warren and Parker (2009, 
p. 206) 

Protean career This is a career driven primarily by the 
individual, rather than the organization in which 
he or she is employed. Protean careers 
emphasize personal agency, self-direction, 
identity, and personal values used to shape 
career trajectories and to define success. 

Hall (1996, 2004); Wolf 
(2019) 

Provisional selves A vehicle by which professionals adapt 
themselves to roles “by experimenting with 
images that serve as trials for possible but not 
yet fully elaborated professional identities.” 

Ibarra (1999, p. 765) 
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Rites of passage Traditionally, these are institutionalized rituals 
or ceremonies that facilitate one’s movement 
among roles (van Gennep). Today, rites of 
passage are often under- institutionalized, and 
thus marked by greater difficulty and richer 
identity growth. 

Ibarra and Obodaru 
(2016); van Gennep 
(1960) 
 

Role Roles are “sets of behavioral expectations 
associated within given positions in the social 
structure.”    

Ashforth (2001, p. 4); 
Simpson and Carroll 
(2008) 

Role transitions These include the psychological “movement 
between roles, including disengagement from 
one role (role exit), and engagement in another 
(role entry).” 

Ashforth, Kreiner and 
Fugate (2001, p. 472); 
Järventie-Thesleff, and 
Tienari (2016) 

Socialization This is “how groups and organizations actively 
engage in shaping members’ identity.” 

Pratt et al. (2006, p. 237); 
Van Maanen and Schein 
(1979);  

Subidentity This is “the person’s perception of himself in his 
role performance, the projection of his identity 
upon the role situation.” 

Hall (1968, p. 447) 

 

Study Limitations and Delimitations 

Delimitations 

When designing a research project, it is essential to specify the boundaries of the 

territory to be explored (Kumar, 2014). This research study explored the identity 

journeys of Big 4 accounting practice leaders and the agentic choices they made as they 

reinvented themselves for new roles along the path to becoming partners or managing 

directors, within the bounds of a single accounting firm (Fossey et al., 2002; Kornberger 

et al., 2011; Rubin & Rubin, 2012). This study targeted practice leaders who spent most 

or all of their accounting careers at a single Big 4 firm.  

This study, which explores perspectives gathered from accounting firm partners 

– the privileged elite (Carter & Spence, 2014; Mueller et al., 2011; Spence & Carter, 2014; 

Spence et al., 2016; Spence et al., 2015) whose habitus and perspectives differ from non-

partners in their accounting firms – also explores the perspectives of managing directors.  
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This research examined practice leaders’ career and role transition experiences primarily 

within a single firm, and the identity work they engaged in within that organization’s 

environment and social network (Bandura, 2001; Field, 2006; Moser & Ashforth, 2022; 

Reichard & Johnson, 2011; Tempest & Starkey, 2004; Wenger, 1999; Wolf, 2019). 

Limitations 

This dissertation documents the identity journeys of practice leaders whose 

careers unfolded primarily within a single accounting firm. A limitation of qualitative 

research is that, by its very nature, research findings are not likely to be generalizable 

(Downar et al., 2020; Venkatesh et al., 2013). Power and Gendron (2015) note that 

qualitative research in accounting involves tradeoffs between in-depth study of a 

phenomenon and being able to generalize those results. This research study’s sample 

consists of three practice leaders at a single Big 4 firm. While saturation was reached, it 

is possible that the three respondents, whose advancement occurred in within the same 

geographic region and market, may have been subject to similar environmental 

influences during their careers in this firm. 

This study’s findings may not be generalizable to current or future partners or 

managing directors in other accounting firms, as the findings relate exclusively to the 

respondents interviewed during this research project. This study’s discoveries may be 

limited in their applicability to practice leaders at other offices of the same accounting 

firm, accounting firms in the same region, state, country or beyond, different-sized 

accounting firms, or other types of professional services firms. However, while 

qualitative research is more about identifying themes generated within a single site’s 

context (Morrow, 2005), Yin (2009) argues that some qualitative research forms can be 

generalized to form broader theories, especially when the research findings can be 

repeated in new settings (Creswell, 2014).  
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Need for This Research 

Accountants’ identity work is an understudied issue in the literature (Blake, 2014; 

Brouard et al., 2017). How high-potential professional services employees ready 

themselves for promotion by engaging in identity work is not well understood (Ibarra et 

al., 2010). In response, academics have issued calls to study accountants’ learning 

patterns to help them develop their career adaptability skills (Lindsay, 2013), as little is 

known about accountants’ identity development and the role that agency plays in it 

(Horton & Wanderley, 2018). Further, accounting scholars today report a decline in 

accountants’ partnership aspirations (Barnes et al., 2021; Jones III & Iyer, 2020) and an 

increase in succession planning challenges within accounting firms (Vien, 2021). Given 

that public accountants who aspire to achieve partnership status are less inclined to 

leave their firms (Barnes et al., 2021; Greenhaus et al., 1997), understanding the identity 

work of these aspirational professionals, and that of managing directors, is important. 

Academics Miscenko and Day (2016) issued a call to study the interaction among 

the multiple work identities in leaders. Accountants’ identity work is an understudied 

issue in the literature (Blake, 2014; Brouard et al., 2017). Academics who have 

researched leadership progression and identity within Big 4 accounting firms lament 

that far too little is understood about partners’ identities (Kornberger et al., 2011; 

Kosmala & Herrbach, 2006). Brouard et al. (2017), in their study of professional 

accountants’ identity formation, assert that the dynamics of identity development must 

be better understood. Further, Chen et al. (2008) found a positive association between 

accounting firms’ continuing professional education efforts for non-partners and those 

firms’ financial performance; however, these authors concluded that internal training by 

firms for their partners is detrimental to those organizations’ financial performance. It 

follows that the training of accounting partners appears to have substantial implication 
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for accounting firms’ current and future performance. In addition, it appears that 

scholars have not yet studied the identity work of managing directors.  

Finally, researchers have documented that the path to becoming practice leader 

within accounting firms can be a self-led adventure, filled with much angst, negative 

career consequences, inefficiency (Carter & Spence, 2014; Kornberger et al., 2010; 

Kornberger et al., 2011), and substantive ethical dilemmas (Covaleski et al., 2021; Malsch 

& Daoust, 2019; Michaels, 2022). If this is the case, then there is much to be learned 

about how those who become practice leaders – in spite of significant obstacles – have 

successfully managed their working identity journey. What is the path to becoming 

managing director like? Does it hold much in common with partners’ experiences, or 

might it follow a different trajectory?  

It is little wonder that, for decades, scholars have viewed major accounting firms 

as meriting empirical study, due to their influence on the economy and as a repository of 

management practices (Brown et al., 1996). While scholars appear to have overlooked 

the themes of leadership and how leadership roles within professional service firms 

(PSFs) integrate individual actions with firms’ intentions, researchers report that PSFs 

themselves have received scant attention from leadership scholars (Empson & Langley, 

2015). This is perplexing because PSFs are deemed to have resolved one of the most 

perplexing power dynamics in contemporary organizational life: influencing highly 

educated elites to work in collaboration to serve the organization’s needs, in 

environments marked not by “leaders” and “followers” but by influencing professional 

colleagues (Alvesson et al., 2015; Clegg et al., 2006; Empson & Langley, 2015). 

The findings of this study are important to audiences within both the practitioner 

and academic communities. 

For Practitioners 
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First, for some high-potential accounting professionals, the experiences of those 

interviewed may highlight specific behavioral, cognitive, relational, developmental, or 

other signposts to weigh or implement as they pursue their own career reinvention path, 

especially if they seek to attain practice leader status. Second, these research findings 

may serve some accountants well if it dissuades those insufficiently committed to the 

challenges of becoming practice leaders, and to instead ply their talents toward other 

endeavors within and beyond accounting firms.  

Third, the findings will be of interest to those who are charged with leadership 

development both inside and outside accounting firms. To those inside firms, this study’s 

findings point to specific developmental experiences that will intentionally facilitate 

leader identity work during career transitions – a practice that could save time and 

money related to practice leader development efforts, and possibly increase the revenue 

and profitability of future professionals as they ascend toward practice leader status.  

Fourth, external training organizations and consultants may use this study to 

produce innovative new situated learning methods appropriate to those pursuing careers 

within professional accountancies (Wenger, 1999). Organizations could tailor these 

learning methods to meet the needs of middle leaders – such as senior managers – who 

seek greater personal and professional meaning through their work (Guillén & Ibarra, 

2010; Ibarra & Guillén, 2008) as their careers advance upward within accounting firms.  

Fifth, senior and managing partners may find these research findings helpful in 

several ways. These findings may stimulate them to leverage their considerable resources 

to support emerging leaders’ identity work at various stages of their careers. The 

literature makes clear that deploying identity workspaces for individuals’ career 

development can deepen and accelerate identity work’s effects (Hay & Dalvir, 2015; 

Haynes et al., 2014; Petriglieri, 2011; Petriglieri & Petriglieri, 2010).  
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Mentoring support can provide similar benefits for emerging professionals 

(Germaine & Scandura, 2005; Humberd & Rouse, 2016; Ibarra, 2000a; Muir, 2014; 

Muir, 2011). Such advances would accrue benefits to aspirants and accounting firms. In 

so doing, perhaps senior executives will be able to reverse the documented negative 

returns on partner development (Chen et al., 2008), and increase positive financial 

returns related to investments in human capital development within accounting firms, 

while providing support for those who are advancing into their firms’ highest ranks. 

For Academics 

This study’s findings point toward further related research in support of the 

accounting profession, its leaders, and their development. It appears that research on 

accountants’ identity work itself is limited (Blake, 2014; Brouard et al., 2017). Within the 

accounting profession, research related to the identity work of high-potential 

professionals and senior leaders is also nascent. While the literature on both leadership 

development and professional services firms is well developed, how leaders are 

developed at all levels of accounting firms remains under-researched.  

There is much to be learned about how to better identify emerging leaders. For 

instance, how can firms best assess accountants’ readiness for development and self-

development processes, and gauge aspirants’ behavioral and cognitive progress? Further, 

as accounting firms implement leader development initiatives, the results of such 

programs can be benefited by careful assessment of both leaders and learning produced 

(Kets de Vries & Korotov, 2007; Yorks et al., 2007). 

There is still much unknown about how to effectively support the developmental 

needs of middle-aged professionals (Cross & Markus, 1991; McAdams, 2014; McAdams 

& Guo, 2015; Morison et al., 2006; Strenger & Ruttenberg, 2008), middle leaders 

generally (Gjerde & Alvesson, 2020; Guillén & Ibarra, 2010, March; Ibarra & Guillén, 

2008), and middle leaders in the accounting profession. Further, the identity work and 
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professional development needs of senior firm leaders – practice partners, senior 

partners, international partners, and executive leaders – are all under-researched areas 

in the literature.  

Leadership is important to organizations’ functioning and advancement, 

especially in firms populated by self-managing knowledge workers (Bourgoin & Harvey, 

2018; Drucker, 1999) such as accounting professionals. Efforts to identify how to support 

such employees’ development and careers could contribute to the profession’s 

advancement, and possibly also attract superior students whose more recent perceptions 

of careers in accounting have led them to eschew this important profession (Blay & 

Fennema, 2017; Briggs et al., 2007; Coleman et al., 2004). Further, understanding the 

identity journey of those who make partner or managing director lays a foundation for 

exploring their identity efforts after they become practice leaders, and progress toward 

higher levels of influence within their firms. 

Researcher’s Perspective 

I believe in the high calling and importance of the professional of accounting; it 

fulfills a privileged role in society as arbiter of financial statements and attestor to their 

veracity. I have long been interested in the functioning of professional services firms and 

their work for clients, including investment banks (where I was employed in mergers and 

acquisitions), management consulting firms (one of which I am privileged to lead as 

managing director), and accounting firms (whose product I have been the beneficiary of 

as I served in the aforementioned roles and as a professor and investment analyst).  

As one who has led a professional services organization, I note increasing 

challenges for accounting firms. Speaking specifically about partners: since a mere 2%-

3% of public accountants even attain partnership status (Carter & Spence, 2014, p. 962), 

to lose either a future or active partner portends a substantial loss of a seemingly rare 

and valuable accounting professional and leader. It appears that the mentors who train 
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future partners have been leaving their accounting firms at an increasing pace; the churn 

of accounting executives was reported to have increased an estimated 30-40% during 

2016 over the prior two years, with 800 partners and directors electing to exit Big 4 firms 

by their own volition (Bhattacharyya & Sachin, 2016). Further, when Big 4 partners exit, 

their teams (12-13 people on average) often reportedly leave with the partner; this 

creates a substantial brain drain and a leadership vacuum, and threatens the firm’s 

ability to keep the clients those partners and their teams serviced (Bhattacharyya & 

Sachin, 2016).  

As an organizational executive, I have observed leadership’s capacity to 

transform individuals, firms, and even industries. Having spent much of the past two 

decades within professional services firms, I am intrigued by high performers, especially 

those who become leaders of their firms. These professionals have important stories to 

tell about their experiences on the path to becoming partners and managing directors. 

There is much to learn from those who have developed the influencing skills, savvy, 

mental toughness, influencing and team leadership proficiency, and client management 

acumen requisite to becoming practice leader. They have a story to tell. And I would like 

to convey their experiences to others pursuing their own path of personal and 

professional growth and reinvention. What are the building blocks that shape stars who 

become practice leaders in Big 4 accountancies? These gems must be mined from their 

stories. 
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Chapter 2 – Literature Review 

Several constructs and concepts related to identity work during career transitions 

are addressed in the wider literature (Ashforth, 2001; Barbulescu & Ibarra, 2008; Bell, 

2015; Dubouloy, 2004; Fachin & Davel, 2015; Field, 2006; Guillén & Ibarra, 2010; 

Haynes et al., 2014; Hoyer & Steyaert, 2015; Ibarra, 1999, 2007; Ibarra & Barbulescu, 

2010b; Ibarra & Obodaru, 2016; Ibarra & Petriglieri, 2010, 2016; Mahler, 2008; Slay et 

al., 2004; Wilson & Deaney, 2010). While some have focused their lens on studying 

identity issues of accountants at various stages of their careers (Anderson-Gough et al., 

2001; Covaleski et al., 1998; Kornberger et al., 2011), the path to partnership in 

accounting firms has garnered less scholarly attention (Carter & Spence, 2014; Mueller 

et al., 2011; Pan et al., 2018; Saleh & Alfakir, 2018). Little is known about identity 

changes in partners within accounting firms (Kornberger et al., 2011); it appears that 

scholars have yet to begin analyzing the identity journeys of managing directors. This 

dissertation builds upon, clarifies, and strengthens what has already been established by 

researchers, and provides a much-needed exploration of aspiring practice leaders’ 

identity work during career transitions within accounting firms.  

This literature review comprises three sections. The first draws from the identity 

construction literature and explores the subsets of identity work, identity work during 

transitions, and identity work among accountants at different levels, generally, and for 

accounting partners, specifically. Section Two addresses the career progression within 

professional accounting firms. It is clear in the literature that accounting career role 

changes along the path to partner involve agency, adaptability, and extensive identity 

work. The third section reviews the literature on leader identity. Partners and managing 

directors are influential leaders of accounting firms, and their developmental journey 

involves much leader and leader identity development.   
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Section One: Identity and Identity Work 

Identities and identity formation have long occupied the attention of 

management and organizational studies scholars (Alvesson et al., 2008; Ashforth et al., 

2011; Coupland & Brown, 2012; Guo, 2018). Individuals construct identities through 

behaviors (Ibarra, 2018; Weick, 1995) and experimentation (Ibarra, 1999, 2007; Ibarra & 

Petriglieri, 2010; March, 1985), and their identities are often shaped within and by the 

organizations where they work (Bataille & Vough, 2022; Brown, 2022; Burke & Stets, 

2009). Organizations often actively attempt to influence individuals’ self-definitions, 

coherence, meanings, and identity work (Alvesson & Willmott, 2002); in particular, this 

is true of Big 4 accounting firms (Anderson-Gough et al., 2016; Anderson-Gough et al., 

1988, 1998, 2000, 2001, 2002, 2006; Gebreiter, 2020; Imoniana & Imoniana, 2020). 

Yet employees, rather than passively accepting organizationally supplied identities, 

respond by interpreting, enacting, tailoring, and resisting them (Alvesson & Willmott, 

2002; Knights & McCabe, 2003). Because firms are important sites of identity 

formation, management and organization studies researchers have called for better 

understanding of the processes of identity construction and revision situated within 

organizational settings (Ashforth et al., 2008; Brown, 2022).  

The construct of identity “focuses on how individuals define themselves” 

(Koerner, 2014, p. 67). Identity is a collection of meanings attached to an individual by 

oneself and others (Gecas, 1982; Ibarra et al., 2010). Identity asks the question, “Who 

am I?” and explores the answer through social interaction with others (Ashforth & 

Schinoff, 2016). An individual’s core self-identity provides guidelines for role-related 

decisions (Mitchell et al., 1986; Sullivan & Al Ariss, 2021). This self-identity is thought to 

be a reflexively organized narrative that creates continuity (Giddens, 1991) and 

coherence in self-understanding over time for individuals generally (McAdams, 2018), 
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and leaders in particular (Eilam-Shamir et al., 2017; Shamir & Eilam, 2005; Zheng et al., 

2021).  

Managing identity continuity, especially in organizational environments with 

shifting discourses, forms the basis for individuals’ identity work (Alvesson & Willmott, 

2002). Identity work here is defined as “activities individuals engage in to create, 

present, and sustain personal identities that are congruent with and supportive of the 

self-concept” (Snow & Anderson, 1987, p. 1348). Identity work can take many forms, 

including the way individuals arrange their physical settings and present themselves 

(Goffman, 1959), how they experiment with new behaviors and possible selves 

(Harrison, 2018; Ibarra, 1999; Markus & Nurius, 1986), and how they self-manage 

during times of unexpected events and transitions (Pratt et al., 2006). Perhaps the 

primary vehicle through which individuals construct, assert, and maintain identities over 

time is through conversations with others (Adler, 2012; Ashforth & Schinoff, 2016; 

Baker, 2016; Beech et al., 2017; Bruner, 1991; Down & Reveley, 2009; Ibarra & 

Barbulescu, 2010b; Snow & Anderson, 1987). This is especially so with emerging leaders, 

who use conversations to assert and claim leader identities within groups and 

organizations (Bowles, 2012; DeRue & Ashford, 2010; File, 2018; Humphreys et al., 

2015; Shamir et al., 2005; Shamir & Eilam, 2005). 

Individuals engage in identity work within organizations and professions to 

accomplish several important identity-related goals. Ibarra (1999) found that 

professionals use identity work to explore provisional selves in order to achieve career 

goals such as attaining partnership. Hall et al. (2002) suggest that identity work 

supports career creativity and facilitates career role changes. Pratt et al. (2006) report 

that medical students engage in identity work to create professional identity of “doctor” 

for themselves. Watson (2008) reports that managers’ identity work helps them generate 

managerial identities that resist organizational discourses. Barbulescu and Ibarra (2008) 
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found that individuals use self-narratives to revise and rebuild identities during work 

role transitions. Elsbach (2009) suggested that professionals use identity work to 

develop creative “signature styles” that differentiate themselves from others in 

commodity-focused work environments. Creed et al. (2010) found that workers use 

identity work to resolve inconsistencies between their self-identities and their 

organizational identities, while Koerner (2014) discovered that such discrepancies 

facilitated identity work, which manifested in acts of courage at work. Brown et al. 

(2019) discovered that business school deans use identity work to construct identities 

that enhance their effectiveness at influencing others’ perceptions of them as sacrificial 

leaders. Crosina and Pratt (2019) report that investment bankers use identity work to 

process the loss of important roles when their firm ceased to exist.     

Individuals’ identity is comprised of a personal identity and a social identity 

(Ibarra & Petriglieri, 2010). Personal identity includes attributes by which one 

differentiates oneself as an individual, while social identity categorizes an individual 

based on the social roles and group memberships she holds (Ashforth, 2001; Ibarra & 

Petriglieri, 2010). An individual’s personal and social identities interact with his or her 

more deeply based self-identity, which is drawn upon for reference across new and 

recurring situations (Hammack, 2014; Wittman, 2019). This fundamental self-identity, 

according to Alvesson and Willmott (2002), is a repertoire of narrations that are 

sustained by an individual’s ongoing identity work.  

An individual’s self-identity, which is more permanent, facilitates continuity in 

one’s sense of self (Watson, 2008). As individuals explore, embrace, and abandon 

multiple dynamic identities related to their roles in life and work (Bataille & Vough, 

2022; Beyer & Hannah, 2002; Brook et al., 2008; Caza, Moss, et al., 2018; Creary et al., 

2015), they can either experience coherence when those identities link to the self-identity 

(Hoyer & Steyaert, 2015), or distress when identity conflicts or disconnects occur 
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(Covelski et al., 1998; Hay, 2014; Ibarra & Obodaru, 2016; Ibarra & Petriglieri, 2016; 

Shepherd & Williams, 2018; Wittman, 2019).  

An individual’s self-concept comprises multiple identities, each varying in how 

salient or central it is to her (Klotz et al., 2021; Maurer & London, 2018; Wittman, 2019). 

Each of these multiple identities reflects actual or potential achievement, as well as 

different time-based orientations, such as past, present, or future (Ibarra & Petriglieri, 

2010). The following section explores these multiple possible selves, and the important 

roles they play in identity work.  

Possible Selves and Identity Work 

Possible selves, elements of the self-concept, represent an individual’s images of 

who she seeks to become, or avoid becoming (Ruvolo & Markus, 1992). Possible selves 

are a mechanism used during the process of identity work (Caza, Moss, et al., 2018; 

Cross & Markus, 1991; Markus & Nurius, 1986); possible selves define identity as future 

potential (Markus & Nurius, 1986; Petriglieri & Stein, 2012). When individuals imagine 

future selves positively, these possible selves motivate behaviors that convert future 

desired outcomes into current goal activity (Oyserman et al., 2015; Strauss et al., 2012). 

This link between forethought and current behavior lies at the foundation of human 

agency; Bandura (2001) asserted that in “this form of anticipatory self-guidance, 

behavior is motivated and directed by projected goals and anticipated outcomes rather 

than being pulled by an unrealized future state” (p. 7).  

During career transitions, possible selves shape exploration and the identity 

changes it produces. Transitions and discontinuities in one’s environment interrupt daily 

patterns and provoke sensemaking activities; such “jolts” provoke identity work and 

experimentation with possible selves (Roberts et al., 2005, p. 716). As individuals 

repeatedly experiment with possible selves and adapt to environmental cues and others’ 

feedback, possible selves evolve into more enduring identities (Ibarra & Obodaru, 2016). 
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Over time, as these identities emerge and are strengthened, they can be grafted or 

merged into one’s self-concept (Watson, 2008). Possible selves shape one’s self-concept 

through the processes of identity play and identity work (Ibarra, 2007; Ibarra & 

Petriglieri, 2010). 

Possible Selves and Motivation 

Possible selves are both products and engines of individual motivation. “Possible 

selves represent individuals’ ideas of what they might become, what they would like to 

become, and what they are afraid of becoming, and thus provide a conceptual link 

between cognition and motivation” (Markus & Nurius, 1986, p. 954). Harrison (2018) 

describes how possible selves shape our current self-concept and future lives: possible 

selves form the future tense of one’s self-concept, and influence both our decision-

making and meaning-making (Grishutina & Kostenko, 2021; Ibarra, 2004a, 2007).  

As changes in our working self-concept provide feedback that shapes our self-

knowledge and identities over time, possible selves progressively become embedded in 

how we see and understand ourselves; this shapes and legitimates behaviors for us 

(Harrison, 2018, p. 4). In this way, possible selves serve as motivational “cognitive 

bridges between the present and future, specifying how individuals may change from 

how they are now to what they will become” (Markus & Nurius, 1986, p. 961). Over time, 

individuals accumulate a collection of possible selves; some of these are activated and 

strengthened, others are revised, and some are abandoned (Hoyle & Sherrill, 2006; 

Ibarra, 1999, 2007).  

A key insight related to possible selves (discussed in detail below) is that the more 

elaborated one’s possible self (that is, the more vivid, detailed, complex, and complete 

one’s picture of a hoped for future identity), the stronger will be the impact of that 

possible self on one’s current choices (Caza, Moss, et al., 2018; Cross & Markus, 1991; 

Oyserman et al., 2015; Stam et al., 2014). Possible selves, as they become more vividly 
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and compellingly elaborated, command one’s attention and guide one’s current activities 

(Ruvolo & Markus, 1992). For those who work in professional services firms, future 

selves also serve as an important vehicle for countering organizational control 

mechanisms (Costas & Grey, 2014). Possible selves provide motivation to engage in 

proactive behaviors today linked to one’s future desired self (Harrison, 2018; Strauss et 

al., 2012), such as experimenting with new behaviors that one perceives being connected 

to being or becoming an accounting practice leader. 

This research study anticipates that accountants’ journeys to becoming partners 

or managing directors may be marked by a series of decisions to select, appropriate, 

modify, and abandon multiple possible selves through the career progression process. 

Because possible selves are a key aspect of the identity work process (Caza, Moss, et al., 

2018; Cross & Markus, 1994; Dunkel & Anthis, 2001; Hoyle & Sherrill, 2006; Oyserman 

et al., 2015; Strauss et al., 2012), a discussion of two important elements that influence 

possible selves – salience and elaboration – follows below. 

The Influence of Possible Selves’ Salience and Elaboration 

It is possible that those who successfully attain goals such as becoming partner or 

managing director possess more highly salient and fully elaborated future work selves.  

For instance, Strauss et al. (2012) found that salient, clearly elaborated future selves, 

which are easily accessible to working memory, stimulate more play and creative 

thinking about the future. The authors suggest that such clearly delineated and salient 

future selves engender the envisioning and planning requisite to achieving one’s future 

identity. Strauss and colleagues (2012) argue that the salience of one’s future self 

“contributes to proactive career behavior by tying an individual’s self to the desired 

future” (p. 583). These authors identify salience and elaboration as essential 

motivational resources that influence proactive career behaviors.  
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The Shaping Power of Future Selves’ Salience. In what ways might 

identity salience influence proactive career behaviors? First, one’s vision of her future 

self incentivizes future-related behaviors; possible selves create links between her self-

concept and her proactive behaviors (Ibarra, 2007; Markus & Nurius, 1986). One’s 

future work self can be said to be salient when “the image of the hoped for future self is 

clear and easy to imagine for a person” (Strauss et al., 2012, p. 581). Scholars have linked 

the salience of possible selves to higher levels of initiative, superior scores, and improved 

performance (Oyserman et al., 2006). Salience makes future work selves effective for 

motivating proactive career behaviors today (Strauss et al., 2012) because those future 

selves influence self-regulation, guide affect, and stimulate behavior (Markus & Wurf, 

1987; Oyserman et al., 2015).  

The salience of one’s future self serves important cognitive and career functions.  

Because salient identities are chronically accessible to one’s working memory, they 

activate our working self-concept contextually (Markus & Wurf, 1987). Salience provokes 

proactive, identity-related behaviors that are enacted through possible selves (Leondari 

et al., 1998). Possible selves’ salience provides a motivational resource (Strauss et al., 

2012) that influences the production of self-directed behaviors targeted at self-

development (Markus & Nurius, 1986). Salient future selves enable individuals to 

identify incongruities between future desired and current abilities (Edwards, 1996). 

Salient future selves motivate identity play and behavioral exploration (Fachin & Davel, 

2015; March, 1985) and, in so doing, produce experiences that change how one thinks 

who he becomes (Ibarra, 2018).   

The Motivational Power of Future Selves’ Elaboration. In what ways 

might elaboration of one’s future work selves influence important proactive career 

behaviors? Elaboration is defined as how detailed and complex one’s cognitive 

representations are (Strauss et al., 2012). Elaboration serves important cognitive 
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functions: Linville (1982) proposed that the fewer the number of elements in one’s self-

knowledge, the greater the vulnerability to that person’s self-appraisal when negative 

feedback is provided on any of these elements. By contrast, individuals whose possible 

selves are more complex are affected less emotionally regarding feedback on their future 

goals, or by negative feedback (Niedenthal et al., 1992). Further, Stein (1994) found that 

people whose possible selves were less elaborated reject information related to their 

possible selves, are less likely to pursue advice from others, less inclined to gather new 

information that would help them bring their possible selves to reality, and less inclined 

to plan for contingencies.  

Why is experimentation with possible selves a potent vehicle for developing or 

strengthening identities, especially among aspiring practice leaders? Possible selves 

provoke identity play and experimentation with new behaviors (Ibarra, 2007, 2018). 

From the broader literature it is clear that new behaviors and perspectives shape 

individuals’ identities (Beech et al., 2017; Ibarra, 2018; Roberts et al., 2005). In the 

literature on identity work and possible selves among such professionals as knowledge 

workers, experimentation is a key facet of possible selves (Ibarra, 1999), as is 

identification and drawing upon the examples and stories of respected others (Mallett & 

Wapshott, 2012). Based on these findings from the literature, I wonder if the narratives 

of accountants who attain practice leader status will reveal that aspirants utilized deeply 

elaborated and detailed futures selves to motivate themselves.  

Possible selves occupy multiple time frames; they are not solely future-focused. 

For instance, possible selves can refer to the selves we believe we should now be (Ibarra, 

1999) as much as they can refer to the selves we aspire to become (Wolf, 2019) or avoid  

becoming in the future (Ibarra & Petriglieri, 2016; Petriglieri & Stein, 2012). Possible 

selves, which tie one’s current self to the desired future (Strauss et al., 2012), are 

developed over time (Amiot et al., 2015; Ashforth & Sluss, 2014; Miscenko et al., 2017). 
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As time passes and individuals engage in identity work and identity play, new identities 

emerge (Alvesson & Robertson, 2006; Ashforth & Sluss, 2014; Bowles, 2012), are 

strengthened and adapted (Lord & Hall, 2005) or are extinguished (Brown et al., 2019; 

Conroy & O’Leary-Kelly, 2014; King & Raspin, 2004; Shepherd & Williams, 2018).  

A Literature Gap: The Process of Aspiring Partners’ Identity Work 

While scholars recognize that multiple identities with varying time-based 

orientations exist, much of the empirical research on identity work conducted within 

organizational settings has focused on actual, present identities (Alvesson & Robertson, 

2016; Ashforth et al., 2000; Kreiner et al., 2006; Pratt et al., 2006). For instance, a 

literature review by Ibarra and Petriglieri (2010) found that contemporary theoretical 

identity scholarship can be classified into three streams, each focused upon present 

identity: papers focused on how individuals create coherence across multiple identities, 

how individuals balance social and personal definitions, and how individuals use 

narratives to maintain identity continuity in the face of change (p. 11). This dissertation 

fills an important gap in the literature, in that it examines the process of identity work 

that future Big 4 practice leaders experienced over time, rather than focusing exclusively 

on their current identities.  

Identity in Contemporary History 

The Increasing Centrality of Identity Research. The subjects of self and 

identity have increasingly occupied scholars’ attention during the past century. Brown 

(2015) observes that systematic psychological study of the self likely commenced with 

William James (1890) and that later, through Freud’s work, identity-oriented research 

progressively became mainstreamed within cognitive psychology. During the 1950s, the 

terms self and identity gained increasing popularity within social science research 

(Fearon, 1999). The study of identity was further popularized by Erik Erikson (1959), 

who defined identity as a continuous yet stable internal process produced via 
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interactions between the individual and his environment (Gleason, 1983). In the decades 

that followed, identity became more central to intellectual debates among social science 

researchers (Brown, 2015). Cerulo (1997) noted that, by the late 1990s, identity had 

already become a critical cornerstone within contemporary sociological research.  

Fractured Identity? Differing Views on Identity Research. Not all 

scholars embrace Erikson’s views on identity. According to Cockburn (2019), other 

perspectives, such as symbolic interactionism, offered alternate definitions for identity 

that led to testable identity theories. Symbolic interactionists, though they agree that 

identity is produced through interactions between the individual and her environment, 

also argue that individuals have multiple identities, an idea posited earlier by James 

(1890). Symbolic interactionists argue that individuals are granted an identity by society 

to internalize and embody behaviorally. A prominent assumption of symbolic 

interactionism is that the self is a source of agency within the environment – managing 

impressions, controlling, and making self-presentations through daily interactions 

(Gecas, 1986; Goffman, 1959). While symbolic interactionism only offers a framework, 

rather than a theory, for identity (Serpe & Stryker, 2011), from this framework emerged 

Identity Theory, a testable theory of identity.  

Identity Theory: Roles and Multiple Identities  

Identity Theory makes several assertions about identity. Stryker (1968) identifies 

several. First, Identity Theory claims that one’s identity results from holding various 

roles, which Stryker (1968) defines as sets of behavioral expectations that are socially 

constructed. Identity Theory suggests that everyone occupies multiple roles both daily 

and throughout life. Further, each person’s identity comprises multiple identities that 

stem from these roles, all arranged in an identity salience hierarchy.  

Stryker (1968) defines identity salience as the probability that a person will 

invoke a given identity in a specific situation (p. 560). Identity Theory posits that social 
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environments dictate the relative importance of roles and their expectations (Stryker & 

Burke, 2000). In Identity Theory, the greater a role’s salience, the higher the importance 

is assigned to performing that role (Cockburn, 2019). For instance, a highly salient and 

important practice leader role could influence the enactment of role changes and 

commensurate identity work connected to ultimately performing that role (West et al., 

1987). Identity Theory suggests that aspirants’ quest to become practice leaders may be 

marked by work-related roles in which accountants enact new identities during multiple 

career transitions, through concerted identity work.  

Identity Work / Identity Construction 

Identity is a person’s way of viewing self, as well as a personal construction of the 

self (Baumeister, 1986). Identity involves the meaning that one attaches to the self 

(Gecas, 1982). Identity relates not only to how one sees herself individually, but also how 

she perceives herself in relation to others; thus, possible selves, as well as the related 

identity play and identity work, are situationally constructed (Gabarro, 1990; Ibarra & 

Barbulescu, 2010; Ibarra & Petriglieri, 2010) and socially situated (DeRue et al., 2009; 

Lord et al., 2016). The process of identity construction delineates a situated identity 

(Markus & Nurius, 1986), especially in an environment where that identity is jointly 

produced, such as between leaders and followers (DeRue et al., 2009; Lührmann & 

Eberl, 2007). In this social environment, an aspirant’s new behaviors would be part of 

the identity-claiming and identity-granting process that accompanies an emerging 

identity (DeRue & Ashford, 2010). 

The set of studies that examines identity construction processes refers to this 

process as identity work (Pratt et al., 2006). The identity work literature focuses on how 

individuals actively engage in identity construction within social environments such as 

organizations (Brown, 2019; Caza, Vough, et al., 2018; Ibarra, 1999). While this 

literature highlights the central role of individual agency, it recognizes that identity 
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construction is also construed through the influence of social groups (DeRue & Ashford, 

2010; Pratt et al., 2006).  

Identity work can be provoked or intensified in unexpected or pressure-filled 

situations. Several scholars report that such situations provoke sense-breaking / sense-

making, which influences identity work (Knights & McCabe, 2003; Roberts et al., 2005; 

Weick, 1995). Situations that lead people in undesired directions provoke identity work 

(Alvesson & Willmott, 2002; Pratt et al., 2006). Uncertainty and performance pressures 

related to taking on new roles can induce extensive identity work (Ashforth, 2001; 

Ashforth et al., 2000; Beyer & Hannah, 2002; Hay, 2014). When people feel pulled in 

multiple directions, identity work is provoked (Ellis & Ybema, 2010; Pratt et al., 2006). 

Identity work is induced during the intense uncertainty of liminality between roles,  

(Beech, 2011; Bell, 2015; Field & Lynch, 2015; Ibarra & Obodaru, 2016). Identity work 

also accompanies individuals’ exits from roles (Ashforth et al., 2000; Ebaugh, 1988; 

Rodgers, 2014; Vough et al., 2015), and work-related experiences marked by identity 

threat or loss (Brown et al., 2019; Conroy & O’Leary-Kelly, 2014; Ibarra & Petriglieri, 

2016; King & Raspin, 2004; Shepherd & Williams, 2018). 

Several positive experiences evoke individual identity work. Insights obtained 

within new learning environments foster identity work and play (Petriglieri et al., 2011; 

Sturdy et al., 2006; Warhurst, 2011), Receiving feedback from an important person in 

one’s life can substantially influence identity work and acquisition of a new identity 

(Croft et al., 2015; DeRue & Ashford, 2010; Ibarra, 1999; McAdams & McLean, 2013). 

Successful execution of new behaviors related to future goals influences emerging 

identities (Ibarra, 2018; Lord & Hall, 2005; Watson, 2008). Taking a courageous stand 

at work can foster significant identity construction (Koerner, 2014). Self-development 

experiences can enhance individual reflexivity and identity work (Ibarra, 1999, 2014; 

Ibarra & Guillén, 2008; Roberts et al., 2005; Shamir & Eilam, 2005).  
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Identity is a lens by which individuals make sense of and enact their environment 

(Weick, 1995). Rather than being fixed or permanent, identities are dynamic, fluid, and 

contested in social and organizational environments (Brown & Coupland, 2015; Gendron 

& Spira, 2010; Ibarra & Petriglieri, 2016; Zikic & Richardson, 2016). Identities, being 

precarious (Brown et al., 2019; Collinson, 2006; Conroy & O’Leary-Kelly, 2014; Mead, 

1934; Shepherd & Williams, 2018), require negotiation to be maintained and altered as 

environments change (Lührmann & Eberl, 2007). As a result, identities are subject to a 

process of claiming and granting (Bartel & Dutton, 2001), whereby individuals generally 

and leaders specifically assert identity claims, and followers or the organization confirm 

or deny the identities claimed (DeRue et al., 2009; London & Sherman, 2021). The 

acceptance or rejection of one’s identity claims can influence behavioral choices; those 

who possess strong leader identities view themselves as having higher self-efficacy, and 

are more likely to cultivate their leadership skills and potential, compared to those who 

possess a weak leader identity (Day & Dragoni, 2015; London & Sherman, 2021). 

Identity Work and Narrative Identity 

Human life is a storied existence, and the stories that we tell ourselves and others 

shape us as well as the world we live in (Adler et al., 2017; Ashforth & Schinoff, 2016; 

Atkins & Mackenzie, 2008; Baker, 2016; Cohen & Mallon, 2001; Ibarra & Barbulescu, 

2010; Maclean et al., 2012; McAdams, 1985). Individuals create identity by constructing 

stories about their lives (McAdams & McLean, 2013; Zheng et al., 2021). Narrative 

identity is “the story of the self that weaves together the reconstructed past, the perceived 

present, and the imagined future, providing the individual with a sense of unity and 

meaning (Adler et al., 2017, p. 519). Narrative identity is derived from our actions and 

activities, the choices we make within specific roles, which people are present during 

such moments of decision and action, and the sites where those choices and behaviors 

occurred, especially during difficult, defining experiences (Beech et al., 2017).    
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Narratives perform an important function within identity work: they create 

context and continuity for our experienced story. Thus, they allow individuals to situate 

themselves within and influence their environment, and shape who they become within 

that environment (McLean & Pasupathi, 2012; Watson, 2009; Wolf, 2019). The stories 

we tell ourselves and others create links that join our past selves to our present and 

anticipated selves: “The story is a selective reconstruction of the autobiographical past 

and a narrative anticipation of the imagined future that serves to explain, for the self and 

others, how the person came to be and where his or her life may be going” (McAdams, 

2011, p. 99). We use our life (and career) stories to synthesize event-related memories 

with their envisioned goals, which creates a sense of coherence to the story of identity 

across time (McAdams & McLean, 2013).  

Narratives provide unity in time to individuals’ lives (Ricoeur, 1984). Narratives 

are linked to identity, according to Erikson (1963), who posited that organizing life in 

time is identity’s major function. Building on this understanding, McAdams (1985) 

introduced an empirical framework for narrative identity that focused on life stories. He 

asserted that identity, if it were to be seen, “would look like a story – an internalized and 

evolving tale with main characters, intersecting plots, key scenes, and an imagined 

ending, representing how the person reconstructs the personal past (chapters gone by) 

and anticipates the future (chapters yet to come)” (McAdams, 2011, p. 100). In 

McAdams’ framework, narrative identity can be analyzed at several levels, ranging from 

story structure (in terms of detail and coherence) to motivation and its influence on 

agency, as well as connectedness to others. McAdams (2011) suggested that: 

[N]arrative identity is but one of many different psychological senses wherein 

human selves make identity. But psychologically speaking, narrative identity is 

an especially compelling construction – a psychosocial first among equals – in 

that it conveys how the author-self constructs a self-defining story that serves to 
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integrate many other features of the Me in order to provide a life in full with some 

degree of unity, purpose, and meaning in culture and time. (pp. 103-104). 

Identity Work and Identity Play 

Identity play is a complementary, alternative notion of identity work, defined as 

“people’s engagement in provisional but active trial of possible future selves” (Ibarra & 

Petriglieri, 2010, p. 11). During times of identity exploration, individuals engage in 

playful, tentative experiments with behaviors that help them construct theories about 

themselves, a process referred to by March (1985) as a “technology of foolishness” (p. 

259). Identity play allows individuals to experiment with their conceptions of themselves 

in the present, and to develop new understandings of past behaviors. In essence, this 

allows experience to be treated as a theory subject to new interpretation or revision, 

which affects identity (Fachin & Davel, 2015; Ibarra & Obodaru, 2020; Ibarra & 

Petriglieri, 2010; March, 1985).  

Identity play serves a unique function related to identity construction, especially 

during times of role transitions. While identity work aims to look like and act out a part 

in order to claim identities, identity play focuses on generating multiple possible selves 

and testing new behaviors, which allows individuals to gradually refine and test 

emerging selves (Ibarra & Petriglieri, 2010). In so doing, new behaviors are driven not by 

goals, but by enjoyment, experimentation, and discovery (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990; 

March, 1985). This echoes Miller’s (1973) assertion that play generates novelty, because 

it involves explorative activities driven by often circuitous routes or crooked lines and the 

playful introduction of obstacles, compared to goal-directed activities that are tightly 

ordered and designed for efficiency rather than experimentation.  

According to Ibarra and Petriglieri (2010), identity play is used by individuals to 

both invent and reinvent themselves; in essence, identity play allows individuals to craft 

provisional, not yet fully elaborated selves in which to engage in exploration. Building on 
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Ibarra and Petriglieri’s work, Fachin and Davel (2015) identified processes that explain 

connections between identity play and identity work; in essence, they identified a four-

part continuum that connects identity play and identity work during times of transition.  

Identity play serves several important functions during role transitions, observe 

Ibarra and Petriglieri (2010). First, since role transitions require a realignment of 

identity (Hall, 1971), identity play during role transitions enables individuals to explore 

their limits, new possibilities, and to enact possible selves. Second, transitions allow 

individuals to explore unformed identities and risk new behaviors. Third, critical 

transition points provoke both questioning and revision of identities (Bell, 2015; Bridges, 

2004; Levinson et al., 1986). The important result of these explorations and tentative 

identity rehearsals is that they provide an environment in which to winnow out possible 

selves and to become more committed to an identity. In this process, individuals shift 

from the exploration of identity play to the commitment of identity work (Fachin & 

Davel, 2015; Ibarra & Petriglieri, 2010).  

Identity Work and Career Management 

The identity work performed by emerging leaders who aspire to become 

accounting practice leaders punctuates a series of career choices. What role does identity 

work play in aspirants’ career management, and how central is identity work along this 

developmental path? Hall (2004b) contends that “Identity is probably the most 

important aspect of leader and career development” (p. 154). Several scholars contend 

that the acquisition of self-esteem, agency, and competency are critical to forming new 

identities across one’s career span (Hall, 1968, 1971, 2004b; Ibarra, 2007; Ibarra et al., 

2010; Pratt et al., 2006). 

Identity Work and Role Transitions 

Traditionally, roles were often institutionalized, which allowed roles to be 

enacted and mastered by a broad range of individuals (Ashforth, 2001). Roles, often 
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institutionally defined, were accompanied by formal rites of passage that facilitated 

movement from one role or social status to another (van Gennep, 1960). In his seminal 

book titled Rites of Passage, van Gennep (1960) described three key stages within 

institutionalized rites of passage that move individuals from one social status to another: 

separation, transition, and incorporation. In the first stage, rites of separation detach 

individuals from the place they occupy in the social structure. In the second, liminal, 

stage, the individual belongs neither to the past social position nor the future one; 

instead he is a “liminar,” suspended between the two. The third stage, rites of 

incorporation, includes rites that “symbolize the person’s entrance into a new, well-

defined position in society, and the return to relative stability” (Ibarra & Obodaru, 2016, 

p. 49). The stages documented by van Gennep (1960) have influenced social science 

scholars’ theorizing and research regarding roles and role transitions.  

The concepts of movement among roles are operationalized in Lewin’s (1951) 

influential field theory (Trice & Morand, 1989). They appear in Lewin’s rites of 

separation as unfreezing, in his rites of transition as transition, and in his rites of 

incorporation as freezing, where new equilibrium occurs and new role entry is facilitated 

(Lewin, 1951). This understanding of role movement, and its connection to identity 

change, shaped some of the most influential publications in the social sciences, including 

the seminal work by Ashforth (2001) on role transitions in organizations, and Ibarra 

(1999) on how professionals engage in identity work as they move between roles on the 

path to partnership in management consulting and investment banking firms.  

Ashforth (2001) suggested that field theory and role transitions both contemplate 

the same target: movement across boundaries. He posited that the purpose of rites is to 

“signal, both to the individual and to members of the role set(s), the change in roles and 

associated role identities and status, allowing all concerned to acknowledge the change” 

(p. 11).  
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Rites of passage not only facilitate identity disruption (Bourgoin & Harvey, 2018; 

Hall, 1971), they create transition bridges which offer identity continuity during the 

experience of role movement (Ashforth, 2001) and seasons of role exit (Ebaugh, 1988; 

Rodgers, 2014; Vough et al., 2015). While role theory itself focuses on both roles and 

individuals’ commitments to identities as a source of motivation (Cockburn, 2019; Foote, 

1951), role exits and role transitions are thought to be linked to individuals’ sense of self-

worth (Ashforth, 2001; Rodgers, 2014). 

Liminal Experiences during Role Transitions 

Yet as important as these foundational works on rites of passage, liminality, and 

role transition have been historically, their assumptions are not adequate to fully explain 

liminal experiences today. Historical rites of passage, as described by van Gennep (1960) 

and Turner (1967), were obligatory, expertly guided, carefully scripted experiences with 

progressive, predetermined outcomes. As such, historical understandings of rites of 

passage are predicated on several assumptions that do not align with contemporary, 

under-institutionalized role transition experiences (Ibarra & Obodaru, 2016) such as 

those experienced by accountants on the path to becoming practice leaders. 

Contemporary careers, by contrast, are marked by different experiences of liminality 

(Ibarra & Obodaru, 2016, p. 49), as illustrated in Table 2: 

Table 2 

Traditional vs. Contemporary Views on Liminal Experiences in Rites of Passage  

 Assumptions Undergirding  
the Traditional View  
of Liminal Experiences  

Assumptions Framing the 
Contemporary Perspective 
of Liminal Experiences 

1 Simultaneous role suspension and a subjective 
experience of the suspension 

 

May unfold through different sequences 
and even be entirely divorced from a 
transition process 

2 A finite, bracketed time 
 

Often less finite, more open-ended, or even 
permanent in nature 
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3 Social guidance from elders and support from 
a “communitas” of fellow liminars 

 

Often unfold in a self-initiated, self-guided 
manner; agency is often needed to find 
guiding figures or fellow liminars. 

4 Culturally legitimate narratives to assist the 
person’s sense-making 

Unclear paths often marked by error, 
experimentation, and identity play 

5 Rites of passage were obligatory in nature Liminars are free to craft and direct their 
experience 

6 Outcomes are progressive, i.e., a passage back 
into society with a new role and identity on 
the next rung in the social ladder 

May produce unintended, creative 
outcomes, remain unresolved, or even 
regress into downward spirals 

Note: Adapted from “Betwixt and Between Identities: Liminal Experience in Contemporary Careers,” by 
Herminia Ibarra and Otilia Obodaru, 2016, Research in Organizational Behavior, 36(2016), p 49. 
Copyright 2016 Elsevier Ltd.   

 

I will utilize assumptions identified in Table 2 to discuss the journey accountants 

pass through when entering a new role – accounting manager – through experiences 

reported by Kornberger et al. (2011). Traditionally, during formal rites of passage, the 

individual is released from day-to-day responsibilities to enter the ritualized experience. 

Kornberger et al. (2011) describe accountants’ experience of becoming managers as an 

entirely different experience.  

First, the authors report that accountants promoted to manager are often given 

neither training, support, nor guidance regarding how to flourish in their new role as 

manager. Instead, accountants received battlefield promotions coupled with the 

expectation that they would figure out the job as they performed it. Rather than having a 

bracketed period in which to experience role change, new accounting managers were 

immersed into new responsibilities, and remained in the role until they were either 

promoted or, quite commonly, they quit (Kornberger et al., 2011).  

Managers interviewed by Kornberger et al. (2011) reported that the experience of 

becoming manager lacked structure, caused them to lose their sense of orientation, and 

produced feelings of loss, because they could no longer build on past training 

experiences to guide new decisions. New managers described navigating conflicts 
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inherent to the new role – such as negotiating conflicting needs and demands of junior 

staff, partners, and clients – as feeling the ground had disappeared beneath them. There 

was no guarantee of progressive mastery or success in the role transition; it was a 

destabilizing period where candidates reported feeling a loss of control. While many quit 

at this stage, some of those promoted on to senior manager attributed their promotion to 

luck. Ultimately, this was not a communal experience; new managers worked alone and 

learned new responsibilities on their own, in a rite of passage during which “the social 

ties they were used to were, if not cut, at least put under pressure” (p. 523).  

Yet through this difficult transitory experience, accountants forged new manager 

identities. They began to see themselves differently as they exercised new behaviors and 

learned how to resolve significant new challenges. For instance, managers shared that 

they began viewing themselves less as technical accountants and more as communicators 

who were hinges that balanced the needs of competing actors within and outside the 

firm. As managers, for instance, they discovered that “managing client relationships 

meant understanding that numbers don’t speak for themselves; they have to be 

interpreted, made sense of, and framed socially” (Kornberger et al., 2011, p. 526). 

Managers also learned that they needed to manage their own careers, rather than expect 

the firm to do so, and that as managers they needed to push back on clients, rather than 

merely accede to clients’ demands. One manager was promoted within six months, but 

the rest occupied the position for longer, sometimes several years (Kornberger et al., 

2011). This rite of passage, rather than being in a tightly defined time frame that 

produced scripted results, occurred over an undefined span of time and it generated 

varying (even unexpected) outcomes for different people.  

Kornberger and colleagues’ (2011) study frames the need to look at contemporary 

rites of passage differently today, compared to how they have been understood in the 

past. Today, rites of passage are marked by fluidity, they are often self-driven, and they 
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involve much experimentation and growth that produces identity change through play, 

modeling, trial and error, and creating feedback cycles based on observing others 

(Ibarra, 1999, 2000a, 2004b, 2007; Ibarra & Petriglieri, 2010). This is certainly the 

experience of those who became Big 4 practice leaders today.   

Having discussed rites of passage and liminal experiences that are presented in 

the literature, the discussion now focuses more specifically on issues related to work role 

transitions and how they create spaces for identity construction.  

Identity Work during Work Role Transitions 

Role transitions are a recurring feature of the human experience (Hall, 1968; 

Levinson et al., 1986). Career and role transitions within organizations often accompany 

identity change (Ibarra & Obodaru, 2016; Pratt et al., 2006). Such transitions do so by 

facilitating changes in subidentities, which are defined as “aspects of the identity which 

are relevant to particular social roles” (Hall, 1968, p. 447), as well as new expectations 

related to roles (Pratt et al., 2006). Why might this be so?  

Careers, as they progress, can be marked by discontinuity and change through 

the experience of work role transitions (Super, 1957, 1980) that affect identity (Bell, 

2015; Field & Lynch, 2015; Hall, 1968). Super (1980) notes that roles must be defined in 

terms of expectations and performance. The expectations that define roles are those held 

by observers as well as the person who enters the role. Role performance is defined by 

satisfactory enactment of the role, and the time-based shaping of the role as the role 

occupant responds to emerging eternal expectations about the role’s conception (p. 285). 

In work role theory, work role transitions are defined as “any change in employment 

status and any major change in job content, including all instances of ‘status passages’” 

(Nicholson, 1984).  

Work Role Theory 



IDENTITY WORK IN ASPIRING BIG 4 PRACTICE LEADERS  48 
 

Work role theory suggests that the type of role change predicts the accompanying 

levels of personal growth and identity change. Nicholson (1984) identifies four modes of 

work role transitions: Replication, Absorption, Determination, and Exploration. 

Replication role transitions require minimal behavioral adjustment, learning, or 

adjustment to one’s identity because there is no change in role requirements (pp. 175-

176); in such cases, neither the role nor its occupant changes.  

Absorption role transitions demand that the new role occupant engage in new 

behaviors and frames of reference that provoke identity change; in this case, though the 

role is not subject to adjustment, the new role occupant must make many adjustments to 

perform in the role (p. 176). Determination role changes leave the new role occupant 

relatively unchanged, but allow the occupant to change the role’s content or structure; 

essentially, the role occupant makes the role itself change (p. 176). Exploration role 

transitions are most transformative, in that they invoke simultaneous changes in the new 

role occupant’s perspectives, behaviors, and identity, while the role’s parameters 

undergo concomitant transformation (p. 176). 

Of the four categories enumerated in work role theory, Absorption and 

Exploration transitions appear most descriptive of the role changes that accountants 

experience during their career progression toward becoming practice leaders. For 

instance, accountants must acquire new behaviors and perspectives as they enter new 

roles such as manager; the discontinuities of these work role changes – which require 

developing several new skills, perspectives, and motivations – provoke intense identity 

work (Kornberger et al., 2011). Such role changes encapsulate the definitions of 

Absorption and/or Exporation role transitions posited by Nicholson (1984).   

Work Role Theory Predicts Outcomes of Work Role Transitions 

Work role theory offers a robust framework to predict the outcomes of work role 

transitions. According to Nicholson (1984), two factors – discretion and novelty of role 
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demands – influence one’s potential adjustment into a new work role. This is a 

potentially important factor in the analysis of accountants’ careers because some career 

stages, especially promotion to manager, are marked by extremely high turnover and exit 

from accounting firms. Discretion is defined as the role occupant’s freedom to alter the 

tasks, goals, materials, and relationships associated with the role. Novelty of job 

demands is defined as “the degree to which the role permits the exercise of prior 

knowledge, practiced skills, and established habits” (Nicholson, 1984, p. 178).  

Nicholson suggests that novelty in a new role predicts the amount of personal 

development expected. High novelty roles, which offer few opportunities to reproduce 

prior routines and working styles, provoke personal development. The amount of 

discretion allowed in new roles determines the scope for influencing or changing the 

content or structure of the role itself. High discretion roles require personal growth and 

extensive learning because they conform neither to incumbents’ prior experience nor 

their frameworks (Nicholson, 1984).   

Work role theory also predicts motivation levels that accompany work role 

transitions (Nicholson, 1984). Specifically, work role theory uses two constructs to 

predict motivation: desire for control, and desire for feedback. Nicholson (1984) links 

desire to control to discretion and role development (discussed above), and desire for 

feedback to novelty and personal development (also discussed above). Together, these 

constructs indicate that the strength or salience of a new role occupant’s desire for 

control or feedback will shape their adjustment to roles. This adjustment, and the 

indicated levels of development for the individual and the role, are portrayed in Table 3: 

Table 3 

Determinants of Role Adjustment 
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Determinant Replication Absorption Determination Exploration 
Role requirements:     

Discretion Low Low High High 
Novelty of role demands Low High Low High 

Motivational orientation:     
Desire for control Low Low High High 
Desire for feedback Low High Low High 

Developmental Orientation:     
Personal development Low High Low High 
Role development Low Low High High 

Note: Adapted from “A Theory of Work Role Transitions,” by Nigel Nicholson, 1984, Administrative 
Science Quarterly, 29(2), p 188. Copyright 1984 by Cornell University.   

 

Work role theory presents an intriguing framework for understanding general 

work role transitions and lends insight into career transitions experienced by 

accountants. First, in Replication roles, which offer limited discretion or novelty, little 

opportunity to exert control or obtain feedback exists. Thus, Replication roles afford role 

occupants neither the opportunity to grow personally nor to shape the role meaningfully. 

Work role theory predicts that those who desire control or are unable to gain feedback 

will likely attempt to change the role and, should that fail, be motivated to leave the field 

(Nicholson, 1984). Given some of the literature that discusses high turnover in roles such 

as accounting manager, where the title is accompanied by little opportunity to change 

the role’s content or to gain effective feedback (Kornberger et al., 2011), it seems that 

work role theory does correctly predict the outcome of high turnover for this key role in 

the accounting career progression.  

Yet those who become practice leaders do not fulfill some predictions of work role 

theory; this indicates a possible conceptual gap in the theory. For instance, those who 

attain the titles of partner or managing director also occupied the role of accounting 

manager, yet they did not leave the field. Further, they were likely unable to change 

either the role’s content or its structure. There is much to be learned about aspiring 
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partners’ work role adjustment patterns, mindsets, and approaches which appear to lie 

outside work role theory’s adjustment prediction framework.  

Could aspiring practice leaders’ journeys be marked by stories of Absorption 

roles? In such roles, the accountant would have developed and experienced identity 

change, while neither the roles’ content nor structure adjusted. Did those who ultimately 

became practice leaders simply fulfill role performance expectations? This seems 

unlikely. Did aspiring partners or managing directors agentically reinvent themselves 

and/or shape the roles they occupied, perhaps with an Exporation approach? Given the 

findings of Kornberger et al. (2011) and the fact that these aspirants were promoted to 

higher roles, this seems likely.  

Work role theory offers a helpful framework for exploring role transitions and the 

predicted outcomes and motivation related to roles. But practice leaders’ success seems 

at odds with some of work role theory’s predicted outcomes. If so, there may be 

additional parameters and insights to gain from the narrative identity accounts of 

accounting practice leaders’ experiences.    

Identity Work during Professionals’ Work Role Transitions 

Though a robust literature on identity construction for organizational members 

exists, it is unclear whether the insights or findings of this literature transfer to 

professionals’ identity work (Van Maanen & Barley, 1984). Lepisto et al. (2015) declare: 

“Although several recent studies of identity work have examined professionals, 

scholarship should be more fully grounded in the situational realities facing 

professionals…and unique features of identity work in this occupational group” (p. 23). 

Why might the identity work engaged in by professionals differ from that of other 

organizational members? Lepisto et al. (2015) draw several explanations from the 

literature. First, while much research about organizational identification explores how 

organizational membership shapes employees’ self-concepts (Ashforth & Mael, 1989; 
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Brown, 2017; Miscenko & Day, 2016; Pratt, 1998), organizational membership may not 

fulfill a similar function regarding professionals’ self-concepts. While organizational 

membership indicates where one works within the organization, professionals are 

defined differently: through what they do (Pratt et al., 2006; Van Maanen & Barley, 

1984) as well as what they know (Alvesson, 2001; Mallett & Wapshott, 2012; Murphy & 

Hassall, 2020).  

Second, professionals possess “esoteric skills and knowledge – techniques, 

practices, and schemas that are inherently specialized and difficult to acquire. It is 

through long periods of socialization that individuals begin to take on both these skills 

and their accompanying identities as professionals” (Lepisto et al., 2015, p. 24). As a 

result, anything that makes professionals’ unique knowledge less mysterious, or which 

undermines a profession’s claims to specialized knowledge, is considered a threat to 

professionals’ identities and a trigger to their identity work (Lepisto et al., 2015).  

Beyond professionals’ relationship to the esoteric knowledge utilized and the 

work performed lies a third explanation for why professionals’ identity work may differ 

different from that done by typical organizational members: members of professions are 

defined by why they perform the esoteric work they do (Abbott, 1988; Alvesson et al., 

2015; Pratt et al., 2006). Ostensibly, their work is performed in service of society or the 

common good (Wyatt, 2004). Professionals are thought to be motivated by work that 

transcends self-interested agendas (Lepisto et al., 2015); some deem this work to be a 

calling (Sullivan, 2004).  

Professionals’ identity work can be triggered by meaningfulness (Lepisto et al., 

2015). Vignoles et al. (2006) report that the strongest motivation for identity work is 

meaningfulness, something at least historically linked to the professions. Pratt et al. 

(2006) assert that, because professionals derive much self-meaning from their unique 

work, professionals’ motivators for identity work are likely significantly different from 
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non-professionals who find meaning within their organization or in sources outside of 

the work performed (p. 259).  

This occurs in part because these changes provoke “work-identity integrity 

assessments” – comparisons between professionals’ picture of who they are and the work 

that they must perform (Pratt et al., 2006, p. 241). The existence of a gap between who 

professionals view themselves to be and the work they must perform compels them to 

engage in “identity customization” activities, during which professionals tailor their 

identities to fit the work being done, rather than vice versa (Pratt et al., 2006).   

If the role change involves a significant threshold experience – such as changes 

associated with formal rites of passage – significant alteration in one’s self-conceptions 

can occur. For instance, Hall (1968) studied Ph.D. candidates who took their 

comprehensive examinations. He found that, whether students passed or failed their 

comprehensive exams, the intensity of the experience closed the gap between students’ 

“professor subidentity” and their perceived expectations of the professor role (p. 453).  

These transition experiences can produce long-term effects on identity, as well as 

performance. An empirical study by Berlew and Hall (1966) found that initiation rites 

such as providing new managers with challenging first-year assignments enhanced those 

managers’ self-esteem. Such changes in esteem are here equated with a change in 

identity, as they are accompanied by internalizing positive job attitudes and embracing 

higher performance standards than before (p. 222). The authors found that managers’ 

internalizations, made in these first-year assignments, correlated strongly with their 

superior performance even five to seven years later within the firm (Berlew & Hall, 1966; 

see also Hall, 1968, p. 466). More recently, Pratt and associates (2006) found, in their 

multi-year study of medical students, that work-identity integrity violations fostered 

identity work that provoked broad types of identity customization, which enabled 
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medical students to identify increasingly as doctors, and to shed their past “student” 

identities.  

The literature on the professionals’ identity construction is rich and deep. But 

what about the identity construction efforts of professionals whose careers unfold within 

the confines of a professional service firm? The identity issues in such environments are 

unique, and to those we now turn.   

Identity Work within Professional Services Firms 

Accountants and other knowledge workers whose careers occur within 

professional services firms (PSFs) face identity work issues that are inherent to PSFs’ 

unique environments. PSFs are characterized by specific traits, such as deploying expert 

knowledge in the service of clients, providing ambiguous vs. material labor, employing a 

regimented or normalized professional workforce, and maintaining a self-description of 

their firms as being elite (Alvesson et al., 2015; von Nordenflycht, 2010). PSFs actively 

seek to both construct and maintain this elite identity type, while professionals embrace, 

tailor, or contest such identities as they navigate their careers (Alvesson & Empson, 

2008); this struggle is especially evident for accountants in Big 4 firms (Anderson-Gough 

et al., 2001; Covaleski et al., 1998; Kornberger et al., 2011; Mueller et al., 2011; Pan et al., 

2018; Spence & Carter, 2014; Spence et al., 2015). 

Such elite identities are inherently tenuous, however. Professionals and the PSFs 

who employ them must constantly convince others that their esoteric expertise, often 

applied to unique situations on behalf of clients, truly adds value (Alvesson et al., 2015). 

Knowledge work is differentiated from other work types in that “value is created through 

knowledge and knowledge workers rather than labor and capital” (Alvesson et al., 2015, 

p. 406). Knowledge workers, rather than following structured routines and job aids, are 

expected to address varied problems that require expert judgment to resolve (Nanda, 

2005; Newell et al., 2009). The lack of strict decision protocols, coupled with difficulty in 
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monitoring measurable outputs and knowledge contributions, make it more difficult for 

PSFs to regulate knowledge workers’ identities and work (Alvesson, 2001, 2012; 

Alvesson & Willmott, 2002; Grey, 1994).  

Because professionals struggle with the ambiguities inherent to knowledge work, 

elite identities are tenuous; thus, professional service firm employees’ identities – how 

they define themselves – is a target of control by PSFs (Empson & Langley, 2015).   

Alvesson et al. (2015) observe that professional service firms employ identity control 

through three modes. First, PSFs craft an image that conveys themselves as an elite firm. 

Because knowledge workers seek to be elite themselves, PSFs position themselves as 

high-status in order to foster employee identification. Scholars have found that the more 

an organization is deemed as distinctive and highly regarded in its field, the greater the 

likelihood that employees will define themselves as members (Ashforth & Mael, 1989; 

Dutton et al., 1994; Dutton et al., 2010).  

Second, PSFs select a homogenous workforce that reflects the carefully designed, 

elite identity (Alvesson et al., 2015; Anderson-Gough et al., 1998, 2001, 2006; Covaleski 

et al., 1998). In order to enable the professionals whom they hire to draw on colleagues 

as a source of identity (Alvesson et al., 2015), PSFs often base hiring decisions upon the 

strength of the match between a candidate and the firm’s personality or view of itself 

(Gebreiter, 2020; Rivera, 2012). Third, PSFs regulate employee anxiety to leverage their 

desire to remain at a prestigious or elite firm; this is accomplished by telling employees 

that they are replaceable, and either firing or forcing people to resign in an up or out 

culture. In doing so, PSFs create identity threat for the elites they employ, who are 

anxious about negative feedback and who value their employment relationship with a 

prestigious firm (Alvesson et al., 2015). 

PSFs employ these organizational control mechanisms not so much to create a 

new, appropriate identity within employees so much as to exploit aspirational identities 
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among the elites they hire (Kunda, 2006). Yet doing so is not without negative 

consequences. Kunda (2006) found that such intense identity regulation efforts distort 

or disrupt social relationships and undermine PSF employees’ capacity to craft unco-

opted selves. Other scholars find such identity exploitation as a form of aspirational 

control by organizations (Alvesson & Kärreman, 2007; Brown & Coupland, 2015; Costas 

& Kärreman, 2013; Koning & Waistell, 2012; Thornborrow & Brown, 2009). Aspirational 

control links a specific identity to an employee’s career prospects, and is exercised 

through “a mix of encouraging employees to identify with a perceived attractive identity, 

to acquire a recognized skills set, opportunities to realize objectives and rewards, and the 

facilitation of compliance with a specific normative order” (Alvesson et al., 2015, p. 415). 

According to Ibarra (1999), while control mechanisms heighten employee anxieties, they 

also encourage the development of provisional selves, and shift agency to the employees 

who are the target of control, all which provoke identity work.  

Such identity work is unique to PSFs, whose environmental contradictions can 

foster identity instability. PSFs have competing dimensions: professionals much be 

regimented conform to institutional protocols, yet they must be autonomous as 

professionals, as well; this makes being an individual and belonging to the collective 

fairly complex (Alvesson et al., 2015). Further, while other hierarchical organizations 

typically have leaders and followers, PSF employees must navigate more ambiguous 

relationships and learn how to exercise influence among professional peers (Adler et al., 

2008; Empson & Langley, 2015). Third, PSFs intentionally blur the boundaries between 

self and organization, as well as self and work (Anderson-Gough et al., 1998, 2000; 

Coffey, 1994a; Fogarty, 1992; Kunda, 2006); this blurring of boundaries in PSFs differs 

from other types of organizations where people are not expected to do so, and perhaps 

allows non-PSF workers to experience more identity stability (Alvesson et al., 2015).  
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Fourth, while PSFs seek to engender employee identification with their firms, 

many clients served by those employees have multi-year engagements; this creates 

opportunities for employees to identify more with clients or prioritize clients’ interests. 

Maintaining long-term client relationships forces professionals to navigate multiple 

loyalties; an employee may favor clients by under-reporting chargeable hours worked on 

their behalf, to the detriment of the PSF who employs that professional (Deetz, 1994). 

Developing strong client relationships over time can undermine employees’ loyalty to 

their PSF (Alvesson et al., 2015); such challenges create identity conflicts and thus likely 

engender substantial identity work.  

While professional service firms do employ identity control mechanisms such as 

positive image, homogenizing their workforce, and regulating anxiety, identity regulation 

produces important positive results. It can facilitate better matches between 

professionals and the firms that hire them. It may also enhance relationships among 

colleagues, and produce superior work results (Alvesson & Kärreman, 2011; Alvesson et 

al., 2015; Empson, 2004).  

Accountants face several career and identity challenges similar to those faced by 

elites in other professional services organizations. However, accountants encounter 

specific identity issues at various stages of their career trajectory within a PSF such as a 

Big 4 firm. Accountants’ identity work during their career progression in Big 4 firms will 

be discussed in Section Two of the literature review, as will the more specific literature 

on identity work among accounting practice leaders in such firms.  

Summary and Introduction to Section Two 

Section One explored the literature related to identities and identity work. After 

touching on key elements such as the self-concept, possible selves, and identity work, 

this section discussed the increasing centrality of identity studies within contemporary 

social sciences research, which occurred in part due to growing acceptance of work by 
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William James, Sigmund Freud, and Erik Erikson. Then, Erikson’s understanding of 

identity was contrasted with an important differing view, that of symbolic 

interactionism, which lies at the foundation of work role theory.   

Section One then explored the broader category of identity work. It touched on 

identity work and identity play (to be featured later within practice leaders’ stories of 

personal reinvention on the path to becoming partner or managing director). This was 

followed by brief discussions of what the literature says about identity work and career 

management, roles and identity work, and identity work during work role transitions. 

After examining work role theory and its predictions regarding work role transitions, this 

section offered the insight that elements of practice leaders’ career progression and role 

transitions are not adequately explained by role theory. Finally, this section explored 

issues related to professionals’ identity work when they work within PSFs.  

Section Two of this literature review addresses the literature regarding career 

progressions within accounting firms. It documents the typical career progression that 

unfolds for those whose careers occur within the space of professional accounting firms 

such as the Big 4, with titles ranging from trainee or staff accountant up through partner. 

Then Section Two explores the characteristics of those who attain partnership and the 

attributes of those who fail to do so, as identified in the literature. Many of the traits and 

behaviors aspirants must acquire during their career path toward becoming a practice 

leader involve exploration of provisional selves, as well as identity construction and 

deconstruction.  

Section Two then examines in depth the literature on accountants’ identity work 

during the individual stages of their career progression. This will be followed by a brief 

discussion of the much narrower space, that of accounting partners’ identity work.  



IDENTITY WORK IN ASPIRING BIG 4 PRACTICE LEADERS  59 
 

Section Two: Accountants’ Career Progression and Related Identity Work  

Careers within accounting firms follow a well-defined progression from new hire 

out of college to partnership. In the literature, this path commonly progresses through 

the five titles (Saleh & Alfakir, 2018; Waked & Yusof, 2016) in Figure 1:  

Figure 1 

Standard career progression for accountants within accounting professional services firms 

 

Note: This figure does not include the titles of director, managing director, or non-equity partner, which 
may appear between senior manager and partner; these are discussed below.  

These titles, used widely across accounting firms, typify career progressions in 

Big 4 firms, which are identified in the literature as Deloitte, Ernst and Young, KPMG, 

and PwC (Pan et al., 2018; Spence et al., 2016). The first two job levels, staff accountant 

and senior staff, primarily involve socializing new hires into accounting firms and 

teaching accountants the craft of accounting; managers through partners, by contrast, 

focus primarily on the business of accounting (Dirsmith & Covaleski, 1985).  

Some firms incorporate additional roles above senior manager and below full 

equity partner (or partner in this dissertation). These roles include the managing 

director title; they are variously titled director or non-equity partner (Almer et al., 2012), 

principal, or associate partner across different firms and regions (Carter & Spence, 

2014). These additional roles address challenges specific to accounting firms’ structure. 

Historically, the next title above senior manager was partner. Yet strict up or out rules 

limited the length of time allowed in the senior manager position, which forced 

significant turnover for those not yet deemed to be partner material (Carter & Spence, 

2014).  

Staff Senior Staff Manager Senior 
Manager Partner
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According to Carter and Spence (2014), when accounting firms in the 1990s 

introduced new titles such as managing director, they accomplished two human capital 

goals. First, this justified retaining senior managers who, though not deemed worthy of 

partnership, possessed enough talent or technical expertise that firms still desired their 

services. Second, these new roles allowed non-performing partners to retreat to a 

designated role, rather than face ejection from the firm. The new roles enabled 

accounting firms to demote under-performing partners and provide them with a title 

that conveyed prestige to the market (p. 974). Coram and Robinson (2017) assert that 

creating such non-partner roles allows accounting firms to establish a hygiene layer that 

enhances the quality of those ultimately accepted into full equity partnership; these 

scholars do not address how these roles address the concern of accountants whose 

careers in the firm face a downward trajectory from partnership. 

Accounting Career Progression: A Project of the Self 

Since the 1990s, researchers have discussed the challenges of progressing up the 

career ladder within accounting firms as a “meaningful project of the self” (Grey, 1994, p. 

493). This phrase, a reference to how one conducts oneself while pursuing a professional 

services firm career in accounting, has been written about from several vantage points, 

ranging from how accounting firms attempt to standardize their employees into 

accepting imposed behaviors and ways of being (Anderson-Gough et al., 2000; Grey, 

1998) to the proactively self-directed behaviors that aspiring accountants undertake to 

transform themselves into practice leader material (Carter & Spence, 2014; Dong et al., 

2019; Pan et al., 2018; Picard et al., 2014; Saleh & Alfakir, 2018). Aspirants’ self-

development involves acquiring a foundation of technical knowledge, and embodying 

credibility-enhancing behaviors and characteristics thought to legitimize professionals as 

experts (Anderson-Gough et al., 2002; Westermann, Bedard, et al., 2015). 
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The literature on accountants’ identity and careers often uses the phrase playing 

the game to reference how accountants manage themselves within their roles as they 

engage in politics and career advancement activities (Lupu & Empson, 2015; Mueller et 

al., 2011). Playing the game can range from self-directed activities such as networking to 

ensure one’s visibility within the firm (Anderson-Gough et al., 2001; Covaleski et al., 

1998; Kosmala & Herrbach, 2006), to trumpeting one’s achievements through self-

promotion (Mueller et al., 2011; Saleh & Alfakir, 2018) and pursuing self-development 

through training and stretch assignments (Carter & Spence, 2014; Groysberg et al., 

2017). It also includes engaging in impression management (Waked & Yusof, 2016), 

whereby accountants perform for others in addition to performing for results (Goffman, 

1959; Mueller et al., 2011). Accountants who refuse to play the game in these ways fail to 

get promoted to practice leader; those who are promoted most quickly understand the 

game and learn how to play it well (Downar et al., 2020; Garnier & Mangen, 2021; 

Mueller et al., 2011). Accountants utilize these self-management techniques within 

accounting firms, which are said to reinforce a culture of fear that stems from the 

impossible mission of fulfilling Big 4 firms’ demands (Alberti et al., 2022; Guénin-

Paracini et al., 2014). 

In the past, professional services firms were governed by professionalism and 

partnership, termed P2 by Greenwood et al. (1990). In the P2 environment, professions 

such as accounting, guided by principles and ethical concerns, place the interests of 

society and clients above their own financial interests (Abbott, 1988; Mueller et al., 

2011). At its best, a profession like accounting fulfills a trusted mandate granted by 

society (Nanda, 2003, 2006) by performing high quality audits that ensure the quality of 

financial statements (Bailey, 2008; Zeff, 2003a). Yet because accounting firm partners 

failed to ensure that their accounting professionals maintained expected levels of 

independence, professional skepticism, and integrity, notable failures followed (such as 
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Enron, Waste Management, and Tyco), which sullied accounting’s reputation (Turner, 

2006; Wyatt, 2004; Zeff, 2003b) and resulted in the profession forfeiting its right to self-

regulate (Gupta et al., 2013; Kinney, 2005).  

Accounting firms such as the Big 4 have shifted emphasis from professionalism 

as a service to society, and toward managerialism and commercialism (Coram & 

Robinson, 2017; Dermarkar & Hazgui, 2022; Spence et al., 2016; Spence et al., 2015; 

Zeff, 2003a, 2003b). Firms, as their priorities shifted from P2 toward commercial success 

and improved efficiencies, fundamentally altered their identities and practices, affecting 

the lived experiences of professionals within accounting firms (Mueller et al., 2011). This 

transformation introduced dramatic changes in the standards for time allocations, 

behaviors rewarded, promotions, and attaining partnership status (Pan et al., 2018; 

Westermann, Bédard, et al., 2015). For instance, in the mid ‘80s, partners were rewarded 

for being accounting firms’ greatest technicians, though they might be weak or even 

uninvolved with client management or revenue generation (Spence et al., 2015). Today’s 

partners attain and retain their role through client acquisition and growing revenues; 

they must generate a minimum of $2.5 - $3.8 million in new business to be considered 

for partnership status (Carter & Spence, 2014; Spence et al., 2015, p. 775).  

As accountants advance through the Big 4 hierarchy from staff accountant 

through practice leader, the skills required to succeed shift away from mere technical 

mastery at the lowest levels and toward communication, networking, and business-

building from the manager rank and above (Kornberger et al., 2011; Murphy & Hassall, 

2020). Observing this, scholars Brink et al. (2016) posit that “the skill set necessary for 

promotion at ranks higher than Manager (i.e., Senior Manager and Partner) differ from 

those necessary for promotion at lower ranks” (p. 303). This journey of not only doing 

new things but becoming someone new provokes an intense project of the self by which 

accountants embark on an identity journey through which they transform themselves to 
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prepare for and fulfill the demands of new roles (Brouard et al., 2017; de Vries et al., 

2018; Durocher et al., 2016). 

Accountants’ efforts to fashion themselves into practice leader material begin 

taking shape well before they reach senior management levels (Garnier & Mangen, 2021; 

Spence et al., 2015). As accountants engage in self-development efforts and learn to build 

their networks, lead teams, manage client engagements, and land new clients, they 

acquire important skills that build their partnerability in others’ eyes (Saleh & Alfakir, 

2018). As an example, Kornberger et al. (2011) discuss the identity shifts that Big 4 

accountants undergo as early as their promotion to manager, where they learn that they 

must be not merely generators of numbers, but clear communicators of what those 

numbers mean for clients. In the face of such change, accountants often find that, as 

their careers advance, they must become someone they are not yet, in addition to self-

developing skills requisite to the new roles for which they have not received training 

(Almer et al., 2012; Kornberger et al., 2011). The paucity of empirical studies that focus 

on the identity work of accounting managers (Stack & Malsch, 2022), as well as 

managing directors, underscores the importance of this dissertation research. 

Accountants’ Career Progressions are Marked by Identity Struggles  

Career transition experiences can generate a period of significant struggle and 

identity destabilization (Beech, 2011; Conroy & O’Leary-Kelly, 2014; Field & Lynch, 

2015; Ibarra, 2007; Ibarra & Obodaru, 2016). For instance, new Big 4 managers 

interviewed by Mueller et al. (2011) described the period following their promotion as a 

time of confusion, with feelings of being lost, sinking, and drowning. One manager 

characterized his firm as “a very sink or swim culture. And they don’t sort of help you 

swim very much” (Mueller et al., 2011, pp. 560-561). This feeling of being lost 

contributes to high turnover at the manager level, especially among women (Kokot, 

2014; Kornberger et al., 2010; Lupu, 2012; Tiron-Tudor, 2018).  
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More recently, in their study of large public accounting firms’ work 

environments, Hermanson et al. (2016) reported that all their auditor interviewees 

claimed they planned to leave the accounting firm promptly after promotion to manager 

(p. A51). Curiously, five of the eight partners interviewed by Hermanson and colleagues 

(2016) thought that public accounting firms were beneficial places in which to start a 

career, but then move on. By contrast, all eight of the partners recommended public 

accounting as a long-term career. The authors regrettably did not attempt to clarify or 

resolve this apparent contradiction.  

Mentors: While Assigned by Firms, Accountants Seek Out Their Own 

That there is such high turnover at the manager level seems surprising, given that 

some interviewees have reported that their Big 4 firms formally assign a mentor to each 

new hire (Pan et al., 2018). However, several partners recently interviewed by scholars 

emphasize the importance of accountants themselves finding those who have power in 

the firm, and pursuing relationships with those individuals to get linked to the right 

projects and teams in order to achieve partnership (Garnier, 2020).  

While several scholars have explored mentoring’s prevalence in accounting firms, 

others have focused the process, content, and outcomes of mentoring. Scandura and 

Viator (1994) observed that mentoring 1) occurred at multiple levels (by managers as 

well as partners), 2) provided career support and development, as well as role modeling, 

and 3) resulted in lower turnover within accounting firms. Barker et al. (1999) found that 

mentoring, which provided social support and career development, was associated with 

lower turnover intentions in accounting firms. These authors also observed that male 

mentors were stronger role models than women mentors, regardless of the sex of the 

protégé. Viator (2001) found that mentoring in accounting firms served different 

functions for varying audiences: senior accountants received career-related mentoring, 

while senior managers found protection and assistance through mentoring.  
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More recently, Guthrie and Jones III (2017) argued that, in formal mentoring 

relationships within accounting firms, higher mentoring function scores were achieved 

when mentors and protégés were the same sex. However, these same scholars found that 

a high percentage of the women they surveyed (nearly 61%) preferred male mentors for 

informal mentoring (p. 149). Guthrie and Jones III (2017) postulate that this may 

indicate that women believe male mentors are more advantageous for career 

advancement in accounting firms, which are disproportionately male.   

By contrast, several scholars argue that mentoring is less evident, prevalent, or 

effective within accounting firms. Often partners neither mentor candidates nor express 

an inclination to do so, according to their colleagues interviewed by Dirsmith and 

Covaleski (1985). Many accountants expressed dissatisfaction with their formally 

assigned mentors, compared to accountants who were allowed input into the mentor 

matching process (Viator, 1999). Later, Viator (2001) found higher levels of role conflict 

and limited positive effects could be attributed to formally assigning mentors within 

accounting firms.  

Reinstein et al. (2012) convey concern that partners primarily mentor only the 

best and brightest accountants, and neglect lower-level staff’s developmental needs; the 

authors suggest this may aggravate turnover at that level of the firm. Researchers 

reported that, in 2017, only 15% of audit firms included mentoring activity in their 

partner compensation formulas (Diaz et al., 2017, p. 595). This perhaps supports the 

contention that partners and senior partners in global Big 4 firms expect that aspiring 

practice leaders will cultivate themselves by accumulating the skills, as well as social and 

cultural capital, required for advancement (Garnier, 2020; Spence et al., 2016; Spence et 

al., 2015).  

In summary, while several scholars report that mentoring is an important facet of 

growth and advancement to partnership, there is disagreement in the literature about 



IDENTITY WORK IN ASPIRING BIG 4 PRACTICE LEADERS  66 
 

the content, extent, and impact of mentoring related to career transitions on the path to 

partnership. Like many organizations, accounting firms offer some career support, and 

expect aspirants to supply the motivation and direction to drive their careers forward. 

Next, I turn toward a discussion of the role transitions that mark accountants’ upward 

career progression, and the identity work journey that accountants experience as they 

move into higher and increasingly more challenging roles.     

Accounting Careers: Journeys of Intention and Reinvention 

Several career transitions mark the path from staff to partner or managing 

director within accounting firms. Career transitions, often marked by considerable 

anxiety (Beyer & Hannah, 2002; Fachin & Davel, 2015; Louis, 1980), can also be 

positive, productive, and formational experiences that provoke identity work 

(Barbulescu & Ibarra, 2008; Guillén & Ibarra, 2010; Ibarra, 2004b; March, 1985). For 

instance, those who enter new roles often embark upon a journey marked by personal 

discovery, exploration, and reinvention (Barbulescu & Ibarra, 2008). Such macro role 

transitions are often associated with extensive identity work, exploration of possible 

selves, and dynamic identity development (Ibarra, 1999, 2000a; Picard et al., 2014). For 

professional accountants, this identity journey has been described as a “never ending 

process of ‘becoming’ in one’s life journey” (Guo, 2018, p. 39). 

Career advancement within accounting firms relies heavily on accountants 

choosing to embark upon a project of the self while playing the game – learning to adapt 

themselves and engaging in extensive identity work as part of their agentic self-

transformation (Guo, 2018; Lupu & Empson, 2015; Pan et al., 2018; Parker & Warren, 

2012). Such self-development, and its identity work, are features of protean careers, 

driven by the individual instead of the organization, and marked by a series of learning 

cycles (Hall, 2004a; Hall & Mirvis, 1995; Hall & Moss, 1998; Hall et al., 2018). 

Ultimately, the path to becoming a business-building practice leader involves much 
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intentional work and personal reinvention (Brouard et al., 2017; Ibarra, 2000a; March, 

1985; Mueller et al., 2011). Such identity work, and the change it produces among 

accountants, is an understudied issue in the literature (Blake, 2014; Stack & Malsch, 

2022), which underscores the importance of this dissertation research.  

As accountants’ careers progress upward, especially within the Big 4, their 

identities change. For instance, early in their careers, a point of pride is becoming a 

certified accountant by passing national accounting exams and earning their formal 

professional accounting designation (Spence et al., 2016). Later, when accountants 

become managers, their identities as technicians are powerfully destabilized (Kornberger 

et al., 2011); at this stage, managers transform themselves into networked professionals 

(Anderson-Gough et al., 2006) who are communicators and interpreters of numbers 

rather than number generators for clients, and proactive relationship managers with 

partners and clients (Kornberger et al., 2011).  

Indeed, the identity shifts are so fundamental that, by the time accountants 

achieve partnership, Big 4 partners identify themselves not so much as accountants, but 

primarily as entrepreneurs or the business elite (Spence et al., 2015). Further, the 

marketing mindset so ubiquitous among Big 4 partners is said to reconfigure their 

identities to that of “marketed accountants” (Picard, 2016, p. 92). Intriguingly, partners 

of Big 4 firms in several countries interviewed by Spence and colleagues (2015) spoke of 

themselves as accountants primarily in the past tense, often using language of 

compliance when doing so.  

By contrast, after achieving partnership, these accounting partners identified 

themselves primarily as proactively self-directed business developers (Spence et al., 

2015). At this point in their career progression, partners viewed being a technical 

accountant pejoratively, something relegated to the domain of their subordinates 

(Spence et al., 2015). Some partners even warned senior managers who aspired to 
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achieve partnership that maintaining a focus on technical accounting skill development 

would limit their prospects of upward mobility within the firm (Spence et al., 2016; 

Spence et al., 2015).  

It is interesting (and perhaps telling) that partners’ performance is rated in part 

on how much they live the firm’s values, rather than whether partners live out or embody 

the values of the accounting profession (Coram & Robinson, 2017; p. 12, footnote 9). 

Identity issues play a role in partners’ exits from Big 4 firms, as well: partners who 

abandon their Big 4 careers attribute their departures to disillusionment stemming from 

conflicts between their self-identities and the norms established by their firms’ 

leadership (Daoust & Malsch, 2019). 

Aspiring partners, through their increasingly consistent partner-like behaviors 

and performance, assert identity claims indicating that they are partner material (Ibarra, 

1999, 2000a; Ibarra & Barbulescu, 2010; Ibarra et al., 2010). Existing partners, when 

they positively recognize such behaviors and performance, provide social reinforcement 

that strengthens aspirants’ growing identity (Ashforth & Schinoff, 2016). Ultimately, 

existing partners grant or confirm aspirants’ identity claims if they invite those aspirants 

to become partners in the firm (Ibarra, 2000a; Ibarra & Barbulescu, 2010).  

Aspiring practice leaders’ identities shift as they explore possible selves (Cross & 

Markus, 1994; Hoyle & Sherrill, 2006; Ibarra, 1999, 2007) and experiment with new 

behaviors (Fachin & Davel, 2015; Ibarra & Petriglieri, 2010; Lord & Hall, 2005; March, 

1985; Stam et al., 2014). Exploration and experimentation often occur as aspirants 

observe and model existing partners’ behaviors and approaches (Ibarra, 1999, 2000a).  

Such agentic patterns reflect the cognitive and behavioral aspects of social cognitive 

learning theory, in which Bandura (1986, 2001) suggests that intentional, future-focused 

cognitive processes shape individuals’ learning, reflectiveness, meaning, and agentic 

actions. As aspiring practice leaders explore, experiment, learn, and adapt themselves 
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within the firm, they become agentic “producers as well as products of social systems” 

(Bandura, 2001, p. 15), transforming their identities and themselves. 

What behavioral and performance factors tend to characterize those who achieve 

partnership status in accounting firms such as the Big 4? Several factors, identified in the 

literature, are discussed in the following section.    

What are the Characteristics of Those Who Attain Partnership? 

Several of the requisite skills for making partner, identified in the literature, are 

featured in Table 4.  

Table 4 

Skills Required to Make Partner, Identified in the Literature 

Classification Study 

Capabilities Land new clients and generate revenue (Clark & Spencer, 2014) 
Think out of the box, challenge norms (Pan et al., 2018) 
Build and lead internal project teams (Pan et al., 2018) 
Business-building skills (Pan et al., 2018; Garnier, 2020) 
Entrepreneurial acumen – able to strengthen client relationships, and build 

new ones (Pan et al., 2018) 

Skills Cross-selling services (Albierti et al., 2022) 
Relationship management skills (Garnier, 2020) 
Communicate effectively with clients (Pan et al., 2018) 
Exposure, gaining internal visibility, and selling oneself (Mueller et al., 2011; 

Garnier, 2020) 
Networking skills (Pan et al., 2018) 
Managing multiple ongoing projects (Pan et al., 2018) 
Leadership skills (Pan et al., 2018) 
Entrepreneurial skills (Pan et al., 2018; Garnier, 2020; Downar, 2020) 
People management and motivation skills (Pan et al., 2018) 
Innovators who provide solutions to clients (Pan et al., 2018) 

Other Active involvement in extra-curricular activities (Pan et al., 2018; Spence et al., 
2015, pp. 778-779; Garnier, 2020; Downar, 2020) 

Overseas engagement experience (Pan et al., 2018) 
IT savvy (Pan et al., 2018) 
Being placed with the right partner, one who will talk up and advocate for 

aspirants under him or her (Mueller et al., 2011, p. 559).  
Conformity to the firm’s image (Covaleski et al., 1998, Mueller et al., 2011; 

Spence et al., 2016; Gebreiter, 2020).  
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Being seen as wanting to be on the leadership team (Mueller et al., 2011) 

Background In France, Big 4 partners are primarily drawn from a pool of hires from the 
elite French universities, which places them on a separate track from other 
candidates (Spence et al., 2015 & 2016).  

 

It is important to draw a list of such skills from the literature, as several of these 

skills should be featured in accountants’ narratives about their self-development as they 

moved toward partner status. The literature elevates three behaviors above all others: 

those who achieve partnership are expected to generate new clients, increase revenues, 

and contribute to the firm fulfilling its values and priorities (Carter & Spence, 2014; 

Coram & Robinson, 2017; Dong et al., 2019; Pan et al., 2018; Spence et al., 2016; Vien, 

2015; Waked & Yusof, 2016). Later in this literature review appears a discussion 

regarding how accountants’ career progressions provoke identity work at different stages 

of their careers within professional accounting firms.  

The Essential Partner Skill: Business Building. Of all the skills identified 

in the literature, one in particular merits additional discussion: generating new revenue 

by landing clients, especially publicly traded ones (Downar et al., 2020). This business-

building skill, imperative for attaining a partnership position (Carter & Spence, 2014; 

Dong et al., 2019; Pan et al., 2018), is likely connected to much skill development and 

identity work for aspiring accountants. Modern accounting partners are, above all else, 

entrepreneurial (Pan et al., 2018). As globalization and commercialism have reshaped 

the accounting profession (Carter & Spence, 2014; Spence et al., 2016; Spence et al., 

2015), partners’ identities have shifted away from being accountants and toward being 

entrepreneurs (Greenwood & Suddaby, 2006). They pursue new business opportunities 

(Gendron & Spira, 2010), run micro-businesses within their accounting firms 

(Kornberger et al., 2011), and generate expanded revenues (Pan et al., 2018).  
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A focus on “client as king” (Carter & Spence, 2014, p. 950) has long defined 

expectations of those who succeed in accounting firms. Such client-oriented behavior is a 

recurring theme in the accounting literature. For instance, Grey (1998) asserts that 

accountants’ self-understandings of professional behavior were tied to their work with 

clients (p. 579). Anderson-Gough et al. (2006) identify accountants’ networking skills as 

a sign of their professional competence (p. 231), essential for both attaining partnership 

and succeeding as a partner (p. 241). McCracken et al. (2008) note the requirement that 

accountants be skilled at maintaining long-term relationships with clients. 

More recently, Kornberger et al. (2011) discuss how new accounting managers 

came to understand that their career success lay in learning how to manage client 

relationships and communicate financial information effectively with them. Carter and 

Spence (2014) acknowledge that client-centric behavior is a fundamental element for 

success in accounting firms. Big 4 partners interviewed by Coram and Robinson (2017, p. 

115) categorized accounting partners as being “trappers” or “skinners” – trappers being 

gifted at selling projects and connecting with clients, and skinners possessing the 

technical prowess to ensure the work sold by trappers is correctly completed. Partners 

viewed technicians pejoratively compared to those who brought work in and maintained 

client relationships. Pan et al. (2018) observed that partners must be able to secure 

information from clients, provide them with effective advice, and to build and maintain 

rapport with clients in order to sell services to them.  

Perhaps because the institutional logic of accounting firms has shifted heavily 

toward commercialism (Spence & Carter, 2014; Spence et al., 2016; Spence et al., 2015; 

Zeff, 1987), a heightened emphasis on client addition, revenue generation, and 

profitability is prevalent in accounting firms today (Alberti et al., 2022; Dong et al., 

2019; Pan et al., 2018; Saleh & Alfakir, 2018). This entrepreneurial, business-building 

focus shapes partnership eligibility. In a Big 4 firm, to be considered for partnership, 
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aspirants must generate from $2.5 - $3.8 million in new revenue annually, according to 

partners interviewed across several countries (Spence et al., 2015, p. 775). This skill is 

deemed so essential that those who make partner, yet fail to generate new revenue and 

client accounts, are demoted or counseled out of the firm (Spence et al., 2015).  

While much of the empirical literature on Big 4 firms based has focused primarily 

upon accounting professionals in North American and Western European contexts, 

scholars are increasingly casting their gaze upon accountants and practice leaders based 

in other contexts around the world. Emerging research has begun to explore the 

differences in priorities and expectations for those who make partner in countries 

beyond these two geographic contexts. For instance, Spence et al. (2017) found that 

acquiring economic capital is not a central rule of the game for aspiring partners in 

Japan, where maintaining long-term client relationships with large clients is strongly 

prioritized over winning new clients, and technical expertise is prized over account 

profitability for those who make partner (Spence et al., 2017). By contrast, these scholars 

found that Chinese partners were measured on strong revenue generation, profitability, 

and growth of the business – features in common with North American and Western 

European partners. Discovering the rules of the game for those who aspire to and 

become Big 4 partners in contexts beyond Western countries seems to be a next frontier 

in accounting research; this is discussed further in Chapter 5 of this dissertation. 

Who Fails to Make Partner, According to the Literature?  

As professionals seek to make career-related role transitions, their identity aims 

may be frustrated or thwarted (Ashforth, 2001). Some of these failures can be attributed 

to insufficient identity work related to the desired role, which reduces the identity’s 

salience and motivational power (Klotz et al., 2021; Maurer & London, 2018). 

Accountants’ role-related identity work should produce new behaviors and desired 

identity shifts, which then support aspirants’ identity claims.  
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By contrast, insufficient role-related identity work can result in others rejecting 

an aspirant’s identity claims, and destroy that desired identity (Maurer & London, 2018). 

Identities that wane from lack of reinforcement are often suppressed and ultimately 

eliminated; scholars give this process different names: identity loss (Conroy & O’Leary-

Kelly, 2014) identity deletion (Pratt & Foreman, 2000), or identicide (Ashforth et al., 

2008). Failure to make appropriate identity shifts can abort development of the 

behaviors considered crucial to promotion or attaining practice leader status. When this 

occurs, one’s identity claims may be neither sufficiently developed nor strengthened 

enough to be visible or affirmed by others (Ashforth, 2001; Ibarra & Obodaru, 2016; 

Maurer & London, 2018).  

There are some points of agreement in the literature about who fails to make 

partner. Several scholars report the impossibility of attaining partnership unless 

candidates generate substantial new revenues and land new clients (Mueller et al., 2011; 

Pan et al., 2018; Saleh & Alfakir, 2018; Spence & Carter, 2014; Spence et al., 2015). There 

is concurrence that aspirants who lack the political skill to effectively self-promote and 

gain visibility to decision-makers do not get promoted to partner (Mueller et al., 2011; 

Saleh & Alfakir, 2018; Spence et al., 2015). Scholars also agree that aspirants must be 

skilled in networking within the firm (Mueller et al., 2011; Pan et al., 2011; Saleh and 

Alfakir, 2018).  

By contrast, there is some disagreement among scholars regarding behaviors or 

traits of those that impede attaining partnership.  Some interviewees report that only 

candidates who repeatedly push through countless overtime hours to complete projects 

(Kosmala & Herrbach, 2006), and who evidence dedication and commitment, can make 

partner (Mueller et al., 2011). While some scholars assert that a lack of people skills will 

deter partnership (Pan et al., 2018), others report that a shortfall in people skills, as well 

as having problematic behaviors, including a pattern of sexual harassment, often do not 
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hinder aspirants from making partner if those individuals are significant revenue 

generators (Spence et al., 2015).  

It is important to examine the identity work processes that underlie the behaviors 

and approaches that accountants undertake during their career on the path to achieving 

practice leader status. What forms of identity work are associated with the different 

stages of accountants’ careers? What is the process of identity development during 

accountants’ careers and as they become practice leader material? Such questions are 

addressed in the remainder of Section Two.  

Identity Work among Accountants at Specific Career Stages  

Several studies have explored accountants’ careers and issues related to identity 

construction during individual stages of their careers within accounting firms. These are 

identified in Table 5 and expanded upon in the discussion that follows. 

Table 5 

Studies Exploring Professional Accountants’ Identity Work at Specific Stages of Their Careers 

Stage of Career Study 

New Hires / Staff Accountants Anderson-Gough et al. (1998) 
Anderson-Gough et al. (2000, 2001, & 2002) 
Beau and Jerman (2022) 
Coffey (1994a, 1994b) 
Daoust and Malsch (2017) 
de Vries et al. (2018 & 2022) 
Grey (1998) 
Harper (1989) 
Ladva and Andrew (2014) 
Power (1991) 
Sellers and Fogarty (2010) 
Westermann, Bédard, et al. (2015) 

Senior Staff Kosmala and Herrbach (2006) 
Sweeney and McGarry (2011) 

Managers Dirsmith and Covaleski (1985) 
Kornberger et al. (2011) 
Mueller et al. (2011) 
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Senior Managers Lupu and Empson (2015) 
Mueller et al. (2011) 

Director / Non-Equity Partner /   
Principal / Associate Partner 

No studies exist (see note below) 

Partner Dirsmith and Covaleski (1985) 
Covaleski et al. (1998) 
Gendron and Spira (2010) 
Carter and Spence (2014) 

Note: While not addressing accountants’ identity, one article addresses this stage of their 
careers: “Successful promotion or segregation from partnership: An examination of the ‘post-
senior manager’ position in public accounting and the implications for women’s careers,” by E. 
Almer, M. Lightbody and L. Single, 2012, Accounting Forum, 36(2), pp. 122-133.   

 

Identity Work of New Hires and Staff Accountants. Table 5 illustrates 

that researchers have concentrated their focus upon accountants’ earliest career stage. 

Accounting firms place a high priority upon transforming each new hire into the 

appropriate accountant: one who self-manages and learns to “play a particular role,” yet 

is able to agentically “develop, express, and create themselves” (Grey, 1994, p. 481). To 

produce the appropriate accountant, accounting firms design intensive socialization 

processes for new hires (Anderson-Gough et al., 1998, 2000, 2001, 2002; Grey, 1994). 

Some candidates describe these early experiences as transformative, with positive long-

term accounting career influence (Murphy & Hassall, 2020; Sellers & Fogarty, 2010). 

Others refer to these experiences as being marked by fear (Guénin-Paracini et al., 2014), 

suffering (Covaleski et al., 2021; de Vries et al., 2022), disillusionment (Malsch & 

Daoust, 2019), and entering into “auditing hell” (Beau & Jerman, 2022, p. 1). 

The literature identifies several goals of this socialization process. Coffey (1993) 

reports that firms seek to help new hires learn how to manage time and their self-

presentation, and both transmit and reproduce accounting knowledge. Anderson-Gough 

et al. (2001) and Coffey (1994b) also suggest that accounting firms use new hires’ 

training period to socialize them in the practices of time-reckoning and time 
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management; such practices foster identity work and inculcate within new hires a 

growing perception of the value and scarcity of time. These findings were confirmed by 

Ladva and Andrew (2014) in their study of junior accountants in four multinational 

accounting firms. Coffey (1994a) contends that these early socialization processes help 

new hires form a sense of collective identity with their cohort, and function as a device to 

help trainees cope with and make sense of their early training experiences. Coffey 

(1994b) reports that accounting firms’ socialization processes also help new hires learn 

to prioritize the firm and its values over other aspects of the new hire’s life; these 

practices enable trainees to identify themselves symbolically as being committed to the 

firm through choosing overtime and extra work that is required but not compensated for 

by their firms. Ultimately, such practices “are significant in shaping notions of the 

professional and professionalism, whereby trainees understand these concepts in terms 

of displaying appropriate behaviours rather than, for example, solely in terms of expert 

knowledge” (Anderson-Gough et al., 2000, p. 1155).  

Anderson-Gough, Grey, and Robson wrote a series of papers on socialization of 

accounting trainees (Anderson-Gough et al., 1998, 2000, 2002). These authors found 

that accounting firms socialize new hires through clichés that shift trainees’ identities 

toward being team focused and superior performers (1998). Anderson-Gough and 

colleagues assert that firms utilize the concept of “the client” as a vehicle to legitimate the 

firms’ demanding practices and allow re-appropriation of identities (2000, p. 1151). The 

authors note that firms design new hire programs (and further required training 

programs to achieve accounting licensure) to help trainees identify with the accounting 

profession. On this specific point the authors confess that firms are not very successful, 

because trainees view mandated credentialing process merely as instrumental to helping 

them launch their own careers in business, rather than to building long-term careers as 

accountants (Anderson-Gough et al., 2002).  
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In the literature it is evident that the power of socialization into accounting firms 

may exceed the strength of socialization into the accounting profession. By the time 

accountants make partner, they are assessed against their firm’s values, not the 

accounting profession’s values (Coram & Robinson, 2017, p. 112). This may also indicate 

that, prior to becoming practice leaders, candidates are likely assessed for adherence to 

their firms’ values, rather than the accounting profession’s values.  

But even for new accountants, accounting firms’ values seem to hold precedence 

over the accounting profession’s values. Guo (2018) concluded that “individual 

accountants did not necessarily internalize the image that the accounting profession 

aimed to construct” (p. 42). He found that the key trait of independence – essential in 

accounting – had little prominence in connection with accountants’ identity. Younger 

accountants’ socialization into the accounting profession appears to be much weaker 

than the strength of their socialization into accounting firms themselves, which is a 

potential threat to the accounting profession. Guo (2018, p. 42) observes: 

Such gaps highlight the potential fragile nature of accounting as a “profession.” It 

can be said that the very meaning of “professional” has been hollowed out at 

every level (field, firms, and individuals) in accounting where there is very 

limited, if not total lack of, discourse about true professionalism – knowledge, 

independence, and public interest, the hallmarks of accounting being a 

profession. For individual accountants, being a professional is probably no more 

than having a career (Grey, 1994) or, in a sense, professionalism entails 

‘‘careerism.” 

In summary, the early stage of an accounting career – marked by such titles as 

staff accountant or trainee – involves extensive socialization into accounting firms and, 

to a lesser extent, the accounting profession itself. New accountants engage in much 

identity work as they experience disequilibrium, adjustment, competition against peers, 
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and pressure to conform to firms’ image of the appropriate accountant, all while 

learning how to perform as one. Learning how to play the game as a new hire is a 

foundational component of accountants’ identity work in the career stages ahead, which 

are discussed next. 

Identity Work of Senior Accountants, Managers, Senior Managers, 

and Directors. Accounting firms shape accountants’ identity formation (Cooper & 

Robson, 2006; Grey, 1998; Jeacle, 2008; Picard et al., 2014) through socialization at 

further career stages beyond the initial training phase. Kosmala and Herrbach (2006) 

discuss how senior staff and managers’ identities are shaped through learning how to 

play the game – conducting oneself through language usage, appearance, and impression 

management techniques. Climbing one rung further up the career ladder, Kornberger et 

al. (2011) focus on the processes through which accounting managers are socialized and 

in which they engage in extensive identity destruction and construction.  

Mueller et al. (2011) explored how female accounting managers engaged in self-

development efforts as they pursue making partner. The authors found that women used 

extensive mental imagery and explored possible selves to test repertoires of possibilities 

and engage in identity work to transform themselves into partner material. The female 

managers whom Mueller and colleagues interviewed reported that those promoted most 

quickly recognized that a game exists and it must be played, gained visibility within the 

firm, and networked themselves into working for the right partners – that is, a partner 

who would talk managers up to other partners and push for those managers’ promotion. 

This observation is supported for partners of both genders by Garnier (2020). 

Identity Work in Accounting Partners. A few researchers have explored 

partners’ socialization, and how these processes shape aspiring and actual partners’ 

identities (see Carter & Spence, 2014; Covelski et al., 1998; Dirsmith & Covaleski, 1985). 

These papers will shortly be discussed further in this literature’s subsection, Identity 
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Work and Accounting Partners. Regarding former partners’ identity, Gendron and Spira 

(2010) published an insightful paper exploring the identity work that partners and other 

employees of Arthur Andersen engaged in, following that firm’s demise.  

Socialization and Identity Work Across the Career Span 

One important paper by Anderson-Gough et al. (2006) explores networking as a 

tool for socializing accountants across their career span, as well as effecting identity 

construction related to becoming a partner. Anderson-Gough et al. (2006) assert that a 

key facet of accounting firms’ socialization process lies in helping accountants learn to 

interact with others effectively through internal networking. Developing strength as a 

networker helps to construct and enact a new identity: that of the socially competent 

accountant who is a “networked professional” (p. 232). Through such networking, 

accountants learn to manage their individual career project and gain visibility to the 

firm’s partners. Those who fail to develop this skill tend to not learn how things get done, 

resulting in them being marginalized and having limited career prospects within the 

firm: “To be outside the network, to not be a networker, is to face almost an abyss – the 

pure negation of selfhood!” (Anderson-Gough et al., 2006, p. 239).  

Being able to network is a key characteristic of partners’ work. Firms utilize 

networking as a vehicle to further socialize accountants through their career trajectory: 

networking helps achieve partnership, demonstrates that one possesses partner-like 

attributes, and also prepares aspirants to succeed at the level of partner (Anderson-

Gough et al., 2006). Ultimately, networking promotes a specific identity and sets of 

behaviors that shape who one becomes. It signals to others that, as a manager, one is 

serious about performing as and becoming a partner (Anderson-Gough et al., 2006). 

Papers Excluded from Table 5 

Note that Table 5, while it contains a representation of the literature related to 

accountants’ identity work at specific stages of their career, is not exhaustive. Other 
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scholars’ work, excluded from the above table, is noted here. Table 5 lists papers that 

focused on individuals at a single stage of their careers within major accounting firms 

such as the Big 4. Not listed are papers that, while they touch on accountants’ identity 

work, did not focus on accountants’ identity or career development at a single career 

stage (Anderson-Gough et al., 2006; Dirsmith et al., 1997; Grey, 1994; Stack & Malsch, 

2022). Also excluded are articles on the identity work of accountants employed in 

organizations outside accounting firms, such as management accountants in corporate 

environments (CIMA, 2012; Goretzki & Messner, 2019; Goretzki et al., 2013; Horton & 

Wanderley, 2018; Morales & Lambert, 2013; Russell et al., 1999; van der Steen, 2022).  

Most empirical research exploring accountant identity addresses outcomes of the 

identity process, rather than the working identity process itself (Brouard et al., 2017). 

While several studies have examined accountants’ identity work at various stages of their 

careers, none has explored aspiring partners’ process of identity work engaged in across 

the career span. This gap in the literature is addressed in this dissertation’s research. 

Shifting Emphases in Research on Accountants’ Identity Work 

Over time, the themes and emphasis on accountants’ career stages have shifted.  

Mueller et al. (2011) note that one of the influential early papers written on accountants’ 

identity focused exclusively on male accountants, and described the importance of a 

“well packaged wife” (Grey, 1994, p. 493) for males’ career development within 

accounting firms. Scholars since Grey have widened the net to focus on men’s and 

women’s careers in accounting firms, perhaps because accounting firms today are more 

gender-diverse environments (Almer et al., 2012; Carter & Spence, 2014; Kumra & 

Vinnicombe, 2008; Mueller et al., 2011; Picard et al., 2014), though women account for 

anywhere from 15% (Spence et al., 2016, p. 9) to 23% (AICPA, 2019b) of the partners in 

Big 4 firms. 
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Scholars studying the careers and identity of professional accountants have since 

broadened their analysis to include both genders. Researchers continue to lament the 

concentration of males within accounting firms, and argue that this gendered 

environment creates substantial barriers for women in accounting (Dambrin & Lambert, 

2012; Haynes, 2017; Lupu, 2012), lowering the likelihood that women will stay in 

accounting firms or make partner (Dambrin & Lambert, 2012; Kornberger et al., 2011).  

Identity Work among Accounting Partners 

Only 2% - 3% of accountants who start their careers in Big 4 firms ever achieve 

partnership (Carter & Spence, 2014, p. 962); it is important, therefore, to understand the 

process of identity work engaged in by those elite, rare individuals who successfully 

achieve the status of partner. This research study attempts to address that gap in the 

literature – one recognized by leading scholars who report that “relatively little is known 

about the identity of partners” (Kornberger et al., 2011, p. 515). This section discusses the 

limited literature on partner identity work within accounting firms; there is no literature 

on the identity work of managing directors in Big 4 firms. 

The literature exploring partners’ identity work, though narrow, is rich in insight. 

The fairly limited research on accounting partner identity seems surprising, given the 

general knowledge that new partners must undergo such a dramatical change in identity.  

One researcher posits that, after making partner, fully entering into a partner identity 

can take one to two years (Vien, 2015). One partner Vien interviewed, for example, 

reported some of the difficulties he faced during the 18 months following achieving 

partnership: “It gave me pause in terms of how I viewed myself. I realized I had to shift 

my mindset from simply doing my job to creating new business and forming a niche for 

myself in a saturated market” (Vien, 2015, p. 2). Such comments indicate that 

accountants’ identity journey does not end once partnership status has been achieved; 

rather, it enters a new phase.  
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Tables 6 through 9 on the next pages identify, for four major papers on 

accounting partner identity, the researchers, methodology used, theory/perspective, 

sample size, and composition of the participants interviewed. Each study’s focus, 

findings, and significance are explained.   
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Table 6 

Review of Literature on Partner Identity Work 

Researcher(s) Methodology Theory/Perspective n 
Participant 
Breakdown 

Dirsmith & 
Covaleski (1985) 

Qualitative with 
Oral History 
Interviews  
(2.5 years) 

Naturalistic 110 All ranks within 
the Big 8 firms, 
at offices located 
in six U.S. states 

 

Focus: The authors explored how Big 8 firms utilize informal and non-formal communications and 
mentoring to effect control.  
 
Findings: Non-formal communication and mentoring “are the principal means to effecting 
coordination and control” in large public accounting firms (p. 165). While informal communications 
occur in Big 8 firms, their role in educating employees about firm politics and power is limited. 
Partners tended to avoid mentoring accountants at the staff accountant/senior accountant level, in 
part because there was high turnover at those levels; possible mentors sought to avoid wasted 
energy and loss of face associated with a mentee leaving the firm. Nonformal communications and 
mentoring focus on audit task performance and are used to socialize professionals into the firm and 
instruct them regarding 1) the business of auditing, and 2) politics of firm life. Informal mentoring 
was found to be important at earlier stages of accountants’ careers, where they struggled to find 
their fit within firms and to communicate their commitment to building a career at the firm.   
        Several interviewed partners reported concern that many partners were uninvolved or 
uninterested in doing mentoring. The authors found that partners only mentor those they deem to 
be committed to the firm, and discovered that it is possible to achieve partnership without a 
mentor (though this occurred only for one partner in the sample). They also observed that after 
making partner, new partners struggled because they found that they required mentors to help 
them navigate this new career level, but no mentors were available to them.  
 
Significance: This paper makes several contributions. First, it shows that, while mentoring does 
exist, accountants must engage in agentic self-development to acquire the business, social, and 
political skills requisite to career advancement and achieving partnership. Second, being promoted 
to manager was predicated on partners viewing a candidate as already possessing the behaviors of 
a partner (p. 160). This indicates that accountants, to achieve manager, must engage in identity 
work to reinvent themselves from mere number crunchers to client-focused relationship managers. 
Third, the authors reported that there were no formal processes for advancement to partner, so 
obtaining a mentor to provide career management and guidance on politics was an important part 
of accountants’ self-development project, as these relationships help conform auditors into the 
firm’s desired image.  
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Table 7 

Review of Literature on Partner Identity Work 

Researcher(s) Methodology Theory/Perspective n 
Participant 
Breakdown 

Covaleski, 
Dirsmith, & 
Samuel (1998) 

Ethnographic 
Field Study (15 
years) 

Foucauldian  
analysis of power 

180 Audit staff (25) 
Audit seniors 
(35) 
Managers (52) 
Partners (58) 
Support Staff 
(10) 

 

Focus: Examined how Big Six accounting firms apply control to transform accountants into 
professionals whose “work goals, language, and lifestyle come to reflect the imperatives of the 
organization” (p. 293).  
 
Findings: The techniques (“disciplinary practices”) employed by Big Six firms shaped partners’ 
identities to conform with the organization’s objectives, though these techniques also engendered 
partners’ strong resistance toward being conformed. These programs shaped partners’ identities by 
helping them internalize the firms’ corporate goals to develop identities that supported these goals. 
Altered partners’ identities were evidenced in partners’ work goals, language, social interchanges, 
and behaviors.  The authors found that Big Six firms utilize management by objective (MBO) to 
essentially transform individuals into objects, but that partners leverage mentoring to bend or 
subvert the MBO system to achieve their own purposes, which allows them to exert their own 
power within the firms’ disciplinary systems – creating “a state of continual mutual provocation and 
constitution” (p. 324). Through such activities, partners enact new identities as subjects, 
professionals, and leaders. 
 
Significance: First, this study demonstrated how organizational surveillance shaped partners’ 
identities, as they gradually embraced the control practices being applied to them. This interplay 
produced “calculated” professionals who embodied and fulfilled the organizations’ objectives: over 
time, this resulted in partners’ avowal, where they eventually began to verbalize the firm’s 
normative grid and attend to its priorities – “and, in so doing, constituted the emerging identity of a 
partner” (p. 323).  

Second, this article shows that, in the face of such disciplinary techniques, partners resisted 
such practices, provoking a dynamic power struggle between disciplinary techniques and partners’ 
practices of the self.  Third, the authors found that firms employ two practices, MBO and mentoring, 
to control partners and shape their identities. The outcome of these surveillance practices is that Big 
Six firms “duplicate the organization within the individual” (p. 323). Nevertheless, partners 
transform themselves via avowal – using technologies of the self to transform themselves.  
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Table 8 

Review of Literature on Partner Identity Work 

Researcher(s) Methodology Theory/Perspective n Participant 
Breakdown 

Carter & Spence 
(2014) 

Qualitative / 
Semi-Structured 
Interviews (21 
months) 

Bourdieusian field  
analysis of power 

32 Partners (18) 
Directors/Assoc. 
Partners (5) 
Sr. Managers (9) 

 

Focus: Utilizing Bourdieu’s theories to “identify the ‘secret’ of accounting partners’ personal success 
and, simultaneously, highlight the logics and values that partners embody” (p. 953), the authors 
sought to find whether Big 4 partners could be characterized as “members of the societal elite, or 
part of the field of power” (p. 955). Interviewees in Canada (n = 12) and the UK (n = 20) were 
partners, accountants aspiring to make partner, and those who’d failed to make partner. A 
limitation: the authors, unable to interview anyone from Ernst & Young, spoke to accounting 
professionals in only three of the Big 4 firms. 
 
Findings: The authors found that no significant differences exist between Big 4 partners in the two 
countries, which indicates that Big 4 firms “have sufficiently powerful cultures to overcome the 
prevailing cultural conditions of their national-geographic contexts” (pp. 960-961). Partners view 
Big 4 firms as intensely meritocratic, where anyone can succeed if they learn how to generate 
economic returns. Partners reinvent themselves to become something new as they rise in the Big 4.  

Partners are distinguished from others in that they acquire 1) symbolic capital (become 
celebrities and members of the upper echelons of their cities’ business communities, 2) social 
capital (they become networkers who connect themselves to powerful, wealthy people), and 3) 
cultural capital (prestigious addresses, sports cars, and significant earnings), and 4) they are skilled 
at converting their economic capital into both cultural and social capital through their sophistical 
personal networks.  
 
Significance: Much identity work accompanies the journey to becoming partner: accountants’ 
identities move from being technicians and order-takers to “hunters” and “skinners” who land new 
work and execute it; partners distinguish themselves linguistically from “specialists” and instead 
view themselves as entrepreneurs and business builders. Partners undergo a significant identity 
change at a specific career juncture: moving up from senior manager/director status. At this stage, 
must disembody “technical competence” and learn to embody the identity of a business expander 
who speaks the business language of clients, and whom clients enjoy spending time with (p. 970). 
Partners differentiate themselves from those lower on the rungs: “Partners see themselves as more 
dynamic, interesting, and valuable than their subordinates” (p. 978). 
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Table 9 

Review of Literature on Partner Identity Work 

Researcher(s) Methodology Theory/Perspective n Participant 
Breakdown 

Gendron & Spira  
(2010) 

Qualitative / Semi-
Structured 
Interviews  
(8 months) 

Interpretive  
perspective 

25 Partners (15) 
Managers (5) 
Sr. Staff / Sr.  
Consultant (5) 

 

Focus: Positing that a “professional crisis constitutes a fertile terrain to investigate identity work” (p. 
276), the authors interviewed 25 former Arthur Andersen employees in the aftermath of that firm’s 
public, ignoble collapse. They focused on investigating “the processes by which individuals work 
their sense of organizational and professional self-identity in the aftermath of a professional failure” 
– specifically, on discovering “identity work ensuing from the breakdown of the firm” (p. 276).  
 
Findings: The authors discovered that interviewees’ identity work was characterized by four 
interpretive patterns or schemes. These patterns of identity work included disillusion, resentfulness, 
rationalization, and hopefulness. Another key finding was that “identity work and sense-making 
constitute intertwined processes” (p. 297), rather than being discrete processes.  
 
Significance: This is the first paper to explore identity loss and reconstruction of those who 
experienced the traumatic career event of their Big 4 firm publicly disintegrating. While researchers 
have explored how threatening events affect individuals’ perspectives on the self, this was the first 
application of such exploration in the realm of accounting research. This paper documented 
“processes by which individuals work their sense of organizational and professional self-identity in 
the aftermath of a professional failure” (p. 276).  
        This research sheds light on the complexity of identity management that accounting 
professionals and firm leaders engage in during and after a period of professional crisis or loss. 

 

Academics, while they have extensively explored issues related to accountants’ 

identity work at earlier career stages, have focused less attention on partners’ identity 

work. As detailed in the preceding few pages, four empirical studies tackle this important 

topic: three papers address identity work of current partners (Carter & Spence, 2014; 

Covaleski et al., 1998; Dirsmith & Covaleski, 1985), and one paper addresses the identity 

work of former partners and employees of Arthur Anderson (Gendron & Spira, 2010).  

These four research studies have two important features in common. First, they 

all exploit qualitative methodologies to study issues related to partners and identity work 

within Big 4 (or Big 6 or Big 8) firms. Most use different tools, theories, or perspectives 
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through which to analyze the data gathered. Dirsmith and Covaleski (1985) utilized oral 

history interviews and employed a naturalistic perspective. The paper by Covaleski, 

Dirsmith and Samuel (1998) is an ethnographic field study that is decidedly shaped by a 

Foucauldian perspective on power and control. Carter and Spence (2014) used semi-

structured interviews and viewed data through the lens of Bourdieusian field analysis of 

power. Gendron and Spira (2010) also employed semi-structured interviews to gather 

data, which they then explored through an interpretive lens. Though the papers are 

limited in number, they evidence the richness of data gathering and analysis that marks 

qualitative research.  

A second feature to notice in the following studies is the audiences interviewed. 

Each paper, though it may explore partner identity work, does not solely interview 

partners. Instead, these articles interviewed individuals at several levels within 

accounting firms, including partners. These papers furnish important insights into 

partners’ identity work, gathered through documenting the perspectives of several 

people in accounting firms, including those who had not attained partnership. This 

dissertation, a qualitative narrative study of practice leaders’ identity work during their 

career span, is distinguished from and complements existing research, in that it gathers 

data exclusively by interviewing partners and managing directors themselves. 

Summary 

Section Two has portrayed a picture of accountants’ career path within 

professional firms such as the Big 4, and highlighted that role transitions often provoke 

intense identity construction efforts (Ibarra et al., 2010). Scholars from several 

disciplines have delved into accountants’ identity work at different stages of their 

careers. During the past decade, the rise in the number of empirical studies (mostly 

qualitative) that explore accountants’ identities, accounting partners, and the path to 

partnership within accounting firms seems to indicate a growing acknowledgement 
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about these topics’ importance. Yet in spite of this increase in scholarship, little is known 

about the process by which accountants’ identity is formed and changed (Brouard et al., 

2017). Further, even less is known about the process of identity work by which future 

partners transform themselves in order to fulfill their identity aims (Kornberger et al., 

2011), and nothing is known about managing directors’ identity work across their career 

span. 

In documenting accountants’ career paths within accounting firms, this section 

has identified, from the literature, behaviors and perspectives that aspirants must 

possess as they complete role-related transitions on the path to become a practice leader. 

I expect those behaviors, traits, and experiences will punctuate the narrative stories of 

accounting practice leaders in this research study. 

Section Two identified a substantial gap in the literature: we know little about the 

process of practice leaders’ identity development, especially across their career span. 

Further, most if not all the extant literature on partner identity work focuses on asking 

people at several levels of the organization about identity-related issues for partners. By 

contrast, this dissertation study will exclusively target partners and managing directors 

to document their stories of developing and reinventing themselves to fulfill the 

demands of new roles. 

Section Two’s discussion about accountants’ career progressions, coupled with 

Section One’s documentation of the specifics of identity, identity work, role-related 

identity work, and leaders’ identity work, set the stage to discuss a gap in the literature 

and field of exploration for this study: what processes of identity work do accountants 

utilize to navigate role-related career transitions and agentically transform themselves 

on the path to becoming practice leaders?  

Section Three will discuss the identity work engaged in by leaders, and how 

leader identity is developed, strengthened, and internalized. How might this relate to 
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practice leaders? More recent research by Dong et al. (2019) finds that accountants’ 

leadership ability is positively related to being hired by a Big 4 firm, as well as to being 

promoted to partnership. This indicates that leadership ability and leader identity issues 

will likely be a feature of the lived experience and narratives shared by practice leaders 

interviewed during this dissertation study. 

Section Three: Leaders’ Identity Work 

Partners are leaders in accounting firms (Carter & Spence, 2014; Pan et al., 2018; 

Spence et al., 2016), and their identities lend meaning to and shape their behaviors and 

influence (Kosmala & Herrbach, 2006); I suspect this is also true about managing 

directors. The actions that practice leaders take, and their impact upon the firms they 

lead and society, as well, are important areas for empirical research and theory 

development (Brouard et al., 2017). Further, recent research has found that leadership 

ability is positively associated with job opportunities, being hired by leading firms, 

compensation levels, and promotion to partner within accounting firms (Dong et al., 

2019). As such, development of a leader identity seems inextricably linked to aspirants’ 

assertion of identity claims and the others’ granting of those claims, as each accountant 

travels up the path toward attaining practice leader status.  

Accountants’ career journeys are an experience of becoming. As professionals, 

their career growth will likely include both leader development, which enhances 

intrapersonal competence or human capital, as well as leadership development, which 

builds one’s interpersonal relationships or social capital (Coleman, 1988; Snook, 2008). 

Such a becoming journey demands development, defined here as substantial alterations 

in one’s perspectives, integration of information into new perceptions, or reorganization 

of one’s epistemology (Palus & Drath, 1995, p. 3). This dissertation study anticipates that 

aspirants’ leader(ship) journeys will include the accumulation of relevant knowledge and 

job skills, and acquiring possibly profound shifts in their understanding of themselves 
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(DeRue & Ashford, 2010; Snook, 2008), as they grow as leaders during their pursuit of 

practice leader status. 

This section is structured into three parts. First, it introduces core leadership 

theories and, within this literature, the narrower space of leader identity development 

from a social-constructionist perspective. This is followed by a discussion of factors that 

influence the granting of a leader identity. Subsection Three concludes with a brief 

discussion of the career implications for those who successfully develop or strengthen a 

leader identity. 

From Leadership to Leader Identity 

While some of the most influential streams of 20th century leadership theories 

originally focused upon traits (Geier, 1967; Mann, 1959; Stogdill, 1948), behaviors 

(Fleishman, 1953; Halpin & Winer, 1957), and leader-member exchanges (Dansereau et 

al., 1975; Graen & Cashman, 1975), contemporary leadership identity research tends to 

focus on the leader as a person (Koning & Waistell, 2012), rather than as a mere 

embodiment of traits and/or behaviors. Within the realm of leadership research is a 

growing focus upon leader identity, defined as seeing of oneself as a leader (DeRue & 

Ashford, 2010; Lord & Hall, 2005), or having confidence in one’s ability to lead (Gjerde 

& Ladegård, 2019; Ibarra et al., 2010; Komives et al., 2005).  

Leaders’ path to becoming leaders, and the ways in which they enact leader roles, 

are fundamentally issues about identity (Carroll & Levy, 2010; Clifton, 2014; Ely et al., 

2011; Guillén et al., 2015). Ely et al. (2011) suggest that leader identity evolves as 

individuals engage in two interrelated tasks: internalization of a leader identity (DeRue 

& Ashford, 2010), and development of a higher sense of purpose (Quinn, 2004). As a 

manager’s knowledge, perceptions, and behaviors become increasingly sophisticated 

through experience and experimentation, so too do “emerging personal identities in 

which leadership roles and skills become more central to a person’s sense of self” (Ibarra 
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et al., 2010, p. 658). Lord and Hall (2005) suggest that “to sustain interest for the 

months and years required to develop and practice complex leadership skills, it is also 

likely that the leadership role needs to become part of one’s self-identity” (p. 592).  

Leader development and identity development seem inextricably interwoven. 

Hall et al. (2002) posit that “identity is probably the most important aspect of leader and 

career development” (p. 154). Hall et al. (2002) suggest that growth in an individual’s 

leader identity is constructed and adjusted during critical career events and role 

transitions, which trigger heightened self-awareness, reflectivity, and openness to 

feedback. Bennis and Thomas (2002) describe these critical career events as “crucibles” 

– negative experiences in which leaders’ identities are forged or radically revised (p. 40). 

Yet less dramatic shifts also provoke leader shifts in leader identity, too, such as the 

experience of movement within an existing role (Hall et al., 2002).  

Leader identity is driven by internal choices, in additional to external role 

changes. Ibarra (1999) and Markus and Nurius (1986) both write about how individuals 

use possible selves to experiment with multiple new identities, a topic that scholars are 

increasingly exploring (Bataille & Vough, 2022; Caza, Moss, et al., 2018; Creary et al., 

2015; Ramarajan, 2014). According to Lord and Hall (2005), leaders adopt provisional 

identities that provide them with meta-structures that shape goals, actions, and 

interpretations of social interactions. As these schemas develop, leader identity becomes 

more central to the leader’s sense of self. These leader identities help individuals define 

future possibilities, and facilitate sense-making within current situations, as well 

(Reicher & Hopkins, 2003).  

Leaders often use stories and narratives to express their leader identity and to 

help others experience sense-making (Eilam-Shamir et al., 2017; Shamir, 2005; Shamir 

& Eilam, 2005). Emerging leaders cultivate their possible selves, and shape their leader 
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identity, through the use of self-narratives (Ibarra & Barbulescu, 2010b), which are 

discussed in the next section.  

How Leaders Author Their Leadership Identities: Self-Narratives 

In the leader development literature, self-narratives are viewed as an important 

instrument of personal identity change employed by leaders. Many scholars share the 

view that self-narratives are defined as stories that we tell ourselves and others about 

ourselves (Gendron & Spira, 2010; McAdams, 2018; Watson, 2008, 2009; Ybema et al., 

2009). Baker (2016) contests this view and posits that the self exists separately from self-

narratives, rather than being created by these narratives; this argument I find 

unconvincing. By contrast, many scholars explain that leaders, by exercising personal 

agency, transform their identities through continued acts of envisioning possible selves 

(Ashford & Taylor, 1990; DeRue & Ashford, 2010; Markus & Nurius, 1986; Ruvolo & 

Markus, 1992), experimenting with provisional identities and playing with new 

behaviors (Fachin & Davel, 2015; Ghaempanah & Khapova, 2020; Ibarra, 1999; Ibarra & 

Petriglieri, 2010; March, 1985), and even developing multiple leader identities in which 

they envision themselves tackling various challenges (Lord & Hall, 2005). 

In the literature, such identity work is often accomplished via self-narratives. The 

act of self-authoring via narratives is a key facet of leaders’ self-development processes 

(Boyce et al., 2010; Orvis & Ratwani, 2010; Reichard et al., 2017). Through these, 

individuals both express and shape their identities through aspirational stories they 

envision for themselves and share with others (Brown, 2015; Ibarra & Barbulescu, 

2010b; Martens et al., 2007; Pratt et al., 2006). This supports the claim that identity 

development often occurs within social contexts (Bandura, 1971, 1986, 2001; Brouard et 

al., 2017; Tajfel, 1978).  

How does Leader Identity Develop? 
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Emerging leaders often make tentative claims to leader identity socially, by using 

stories to telegraph their leader identity to others (Shamir & Eilam, 2005), a process 

called identity claiming (DeRue et al., 2009). When an aspiring leader’s identity claims 

are confirmed, and that process recurs, provisional identities become strengthened 

(Ibarra, 1999). Such repetition also increases the identity’s salience and centrality to 

one’s self-concept (DeRue et al., 2009). This claiming / granting process is thought to be 

both iterative and developmental (Ibarra & Barbulescu, 2010b; Ibarra & Petriglieri, 

2010). When leaders assert identity claims, and followers or the organization confirm 

those identities, this cycle of claiming / granting not only strengthens the identity, it 

encourages future attempts to exercise the identity and for the aspirant to make further 

identity claims (DeRue & Ashford, 2010; London & Sherman, 2021).  

Development of Leader Identity. The development of leader identity 

illustrates the individual, social, and organizational components of the multi-level 

identity construction process. Brewer and Gardner (1996) posit that identity construal 

occurs at three levels: individual, relational, and collective. Individual internalization 

occurs when an individual incorporates a leader identity into her self-concept, and 

begins to assert that identity (DeRue et al., 2009). In this process, new aspects of the self, 

related to a leader role (Lord & Hall, 2005) or subidentity (Hall, 2004b) are created.  

Strengthening of Leader Identity. These aspects of the leader identity are 

strengthened when the individual successfully asserts the identity verbally, behaviorally, 

or symbolically. Identity claims can be proffered when the leader asserts a leader identity 

verbally (Koning & Waistell, 2012; Maclean et al., 2012; Snow & Anderson, 1987), 

perhaps by indicating that she sees herself as a leader, using language that others in the 

environment view as consistent with leader-speak, or by sharing life stories that narrate 

the leader’s developmental journey into leadership (Shamir et al., 2005; Zheng et al., 

2021).  
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A leader may assert identity claims through nonverbal behavioral acts, such as 

dressing the part of a leader (Grey, 1998). Individuals also assert leader identity claims 

by employing physical objects associated with leadership (Goffman, 1959), such as 

conspicuously placing management journals on one’s office desk. Such uses of language, 

behavior, and symbolism indicate that identity claiming tactics express the individual’s 

self-perception, and also attempt to directly shape others’ perceptions (DeRue et al., 

2009). As such, identity claiming assertions should not be deemed merely as impression 

management tactics (Kreiner et al., 2006). 

Internalization of Leader Identity. An individual’s claims to leader identity 

are strengthened if her followers ratify or assent to the claims (Collinson, 2006; DeRue & 

Ashford, 2010). Leader identity construal, which begins at the individual level, requires 

relational recognition and ratification (Lührmann & Eberl, 2007). This is accomplished 

when an individual asserts her leader identity in a social environment such as an 

organization; her leader claims are granted by others who engage in their own cognitive 

processes to judge the leader’s claims based on their own schemas of what a leader looks, 

seems, and acts like (DeRue et al., 2009), using conscious and unconscious cognitive 

processes that are highly contextual (Lord & Maher, 1991). These acts of granting (or 

denying) an individual’s identity claims shape whether the aspirant internalizes “leader” 

as part of her identity (Lord & Hall, 2005).  

When the social environment is conducive to experimentation with provisional 

leader identities, individuals are inclined to risk experimenting with new leadership 

behaviors (Ibarra & Guillén, 2008; London & Sherman, 2021) that further deepen the 

internalization of leader identity within one’s self-concept. These experiments, when 

successful, can result in the collective endorsement of the aspirant’s leader identity 

(Brewer & Gardner, 1996). For example, if one’s leadership experimentation results in 

him being classified as belonging to a social group such as leaders within the 



IDENTITY WORK IN ASPIRING BIG 4 PRACTICE LEADERS  95 
 

organization, or practice leaders such as partners or managing directors within an 

accounting firm, this endorsement reinforces his leader identity and increases the 

stability of this identity (DeRue & Ashford, 2010). 

Other Factors that Influence Granting of a Leader Identity 

While several scholars have focused on the importance of the social environment 

and its influence on leader identity development (Brown & Bimrose, 2018; Kets de Vries 

& Korotov, 2006; Petriglieri, 2011; Petriglieri & Petriglieri, 2010; Shamir et al., 2005), 

several factors beyond grantors’ leader schema comparisons may influence their 

willingness to grant aspirants a leader identity. DeRue et al. (2009) identify four such 

reasons. First, followers may grant someone a leader identity because she seems to want 

it, not because she embodies leadership. Second, identity claims may be granted simply 

because grantors like the aspirant. Third, members of a group may grant someone his 

identity claims simply because group members seek to avoid the risk inherent in 

leadership. Fourth, organizational members may grant one’s leader identity claim 

because they believe he will have the ability to provide benefits, such as funding or 

favors, later.  

Leader Identity and Leader Effectiveness 

The successful development of a leader identity has significant career 

implications. Day and Harrison (2007) found that leader identity is a key predictor of 

effective leadership. Hall (2004b) argued that leader identity is one of the most 

important predictors of career development, as it empowers people to engage in 

leadership processes and self-development that influence organizational goal 

accomplishment. Reichard et al. (2017) found that leaders’ developmental efficacy 

predicted their future implementation of further leadership behaviors and 

developmental efforts. 
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Reproduction of leadership behaviors and engagement in leader development 

activities can substantially strengthen leader identity (Ibarra, 2018). Given such 

important outcomes, it is little wonder that leader identity development continues to 

occupy scholars’ attention; in the words of DeRue et al. (2009): “Given the tangible and 

symbolic rewards for thinking of oneself as a leader or being seen as a leader, the process 

by which individuals internalize this identity is worthy of study” (p. 219).  

Leader Identity within Professional Service Firms  

While affirming the previous discussions in Section Three about leader identity 

and its development, it is important to also recognize issues related to leader identity 

development within PSFs that are unique to these organizational environments. Scholars 

appear to have overlooked the theme of leadership in studies of PSFs, as well as how 

leadership roles within PSFs integrate individual actions with firms’ intentions.  

Researchers report that PSFs themselves have received scant attention from 

leadership scholars (Empson & Langley, 2015). Fenton and Pettigrew (2006) assert that 

“there is not much to be gained from taking existing theories of leadership as a lens for 

interpretation” of PSF leadership (p. 102). Perhaps some scholars hold this view because, 

while many hierarchical organizations distinguish between those who are leaders and 

followers (Avolio et al., 2009), relationships in PSFs are ambiguous and must be 

negotiated among professionals who are often peers, rather than followers (Adler et al., 

2008; Alvesson et al., 2015).  

What specific challenges related to leading and the development of leader 

identity might exist within PSFs? Empson and Langley (2015) identify two factors that 

mitigate against typical leader and follower mindsets. First, in PSFs, professionals 

expect to be given considerable individual autonomy rather than be dictated to (Miner et 

al., 1994); indeed, the technical expertise and the right to apply one’s expertise to 

choosing how value-creating services will be designed and delivered to clients are often 
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proprietary to professionals, not the firm (Empson, 2001). Second, the primacy of this 

professional autonomy is associated with fragility in managerial authority (Hinings & 

Brown, 1991). Since PSF executives are elected by their professional peers, and only hold 

those roles as long as their peers’ support is retained (Empson, 2007), these leaders 

maintain their power “only as long as the professionals perceive him or her to be serving 

their interests effectively” (Mintzberg, 1989, p. 181); this claim is supported by the 

research findings of Garnier (2020). In this regard, Empson and Langley (2015) posit: 

As a result, the formal authority of senior executives in PSFs is contingent. They 

can only lead by consent…they need to be acutely aware of the implicit power 

structures and shifting networks of influence among their colleagues and have 

highly developed political skills in order to navigate and negotiate these networks 

of influence. (p. 64) 

In PSFs, therefore, it is important to understand that leadership involves not 

dictating commands to those who must assent, but influencing those who choose to be 

influenced. This implies that the development of a leader identity within PSFs may well 

follow a different course from other hierarchical organizational types. In non-PSF firms, 

role-based leader identity may be influenced by the acquisition of power through title 

increases, larger budgets, more spacious offices, and higher headcount (Goffman, 1959, 

1963; Pfeffer, 2010), among other things. By contrast, leaders in PSFs manifest and enact 

leadership in three ways: by possessing expertise, influencing through interactions, and 

exemplifying professional values expected to be enacted in the firm’s culture (Empson & 

Langley, 2015).  

These three mechanisms for influencing are associated with specific behaviors 

identified by Empson and Langley (2015, p. 167). Professional expertise is enacted 

through such influencing activities as coaching, balancing, and championing others. 

Interaction influence is conducted through such behaviors as nurturing, enabling, and 
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consensus-building. Personal embodiment is enacted through the behaviors of role-

modeling, meaning-making, and visioning. In the course of this dissertation study’s 

interviews, it was expected that some of these behaviors would be evident in accounting 

partners’ career progressions.  

Developing the perspectives that underlie these important skills is likely 

associated with extensive identity work, such as exploration of possible and provisional 

selves (Ibarra, 1999, 2000a). Given that PSFs are marked by a high degree of both 

ambiguity and insecurity, it is little wonder that scholars view PSFs as identity-intensive 

environments (Alvesson et al., 2015) where accountants learn to lead through individual 

influence and as coalitions of professionals (Empson & Langley, 2015).  

Leader Identity: A Social Constructionist View 

Social constructionist perspectives posit that the process of meaning-making and 

understanding is a product of the “active, cooperative enterprise of persons in a 

relationship” during a process where “constructions of the person or relationships have 

undergone significant change over time” (Gergen, 1985, p. 267). From a social 

constructionism perspective, leadership is interpreted situationally by those who 

experience it (DeRue & Ashford, 2010), and identity is constructed through social 

interaction (Coupland, 2007).  

Social constructionism views leadership not as an activity inflicted upon 

unwilling recipients, but rather as a process where leadership is co-constructed by 

followers and leaders (Uhl-Bien et al., 2014). From this vantage point, leaders and 

followers are both receptors and transformative agents of meaning during the leadership 

process (Fairhurst, 2009). In such social environments, “the constructed image of the 

leader is of greater relevance than the leader’s traits in terms of influencing follower 

behaviors and eliciting their attributions” (Humphreys et al., 2015, p. 1391). 



IDENTITY WORK IN ASPIRING BIG 4 PRACTICE LEADERS  99 
 

Social interactions play an important function in the development of leader 

identity. Lührmann and Eberl (2007) suggest that this social exchange establishes a 

leader’s legitimacy in two ways: when followers embrace a follower identity, and when 

they choose to grant someone a leader identity. Organizations are social environments 

where a leader’s identity in relationship to the group is defined or reinforced (Lord & 

Hall, 2005). In this view, leader identity is shaped relationally instead of through 

organizational hierarchy or formal authority roles (Quinn, 1996). In the social-

constructionist perspective, leadership is co-constructed and negotiated through a dance 

of mutual influence by leaders and others around them (Grint, 2005; Humphreys et al., 

2015; Meindl, 1995).  

In summary, leader identity is constructed cognitively through narratives that 

emerging leaders share with others (Clifton, 2014; Dunlop, 2018; Zheng et al., 2021), 

cognitively through possible selves experimentation (Ibarra, 1999; Markus & Nurius, 

1986), and socially through the process of identity claiming and granting (Humphreys et 

al., 2015); these interactions enable followers and leaders to internalize identities and 

embrace roles in the social environment (DeRue & Ashford, 2010). Thus, through 

collective endorsement, leadership identity is strengthened within a group or 

organizational environment (DeRue & Ashford, 2010). Such endorsement encourages 

individuals to continue experimenting with and cultivating additional leadership skills in 

new situations, which further develops and deepens their leader identities (Lord & Hall, 

2005).  
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Chapter 3 - Methods 

Research Methodology 

The fact that professionals engage in identity work to manage career transitions 

is well-established in the literature (Adler et al., 2017; Ibarra, 1999, 2000a; Levinson, 

1977; McAdams & Guo, 2015). But how do future accounting firm leaders engage in 

identity work on the path staff accountant to partner or managing director? The answer 

to this study’s research question – How do future accounting partners and managing 

directors engage in identity work as they pursue career transitions such as promotion 

to practice leader? – will be explored through the use of qualitative research methods.  

Qualitative Research Method 

This study seeks to document accounting practice leaders’ lived experiences, as 

well as meanings they attach to those experiences. It will report and analyze their stories 

about how they engaged in personal transformation efforts during career transitions and 

roles, on the path to becoming practice leaders. It is important to choose a research 

methodology that enables such discovery. Qualitative research methods are well-suited 

for studies such as this, which seek to explore the meanings and interpretations that 

people draw from these lived experiences (Cassell & Symon, 2011; Loo et al., 2015). 

This research study’s goal is to document practice leaders’ developmental 

journeys and stories. If this is done to develop understandings and generate hypotheses, 

especially when much is unknown about how developmental journeys occur, then 

qualitative research is appropriate (Creswell & Poth, 2017). Pratt (2009) contends that 

qualitative research should be undertaken to address “‘how’ questions – rather than ‘how 

many,’ to understand the world from others’ perspectives, and to examine and articulate 

processes” (p. 856). This research study seeks to develop findings and conclusions 

inductively; qualitative methods are suited for achieving such research goals (Cassell & 

Symon, 2011).  
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Qualitative Narrative Research 

Within the realm of qualitative research, narrative research methods explore 

individuals’ lives and the stories of their experiences (Hammack, 2014; Loo et al., 2015; 

Riessman, 2008). Narrative approaches capture key events that shape identity across the 

life span; to do so, they use the stories that people craft around their life trajectories as 

the focus of analysis (McAdams, 1993; Wolf, 2019). Gephart (2004) observes, 

“Qualitative research starts from and returns to words, talk, and texts as meaningful 

representations of concepts” (p. 455). People’s shared career stories often force a sense of 

continuity despite significant career changes (Wolf, 2019). A narrative approach explores 

the career journey, its junctures, and the meaning-making that accompanies these 

experiences, which makes it appropriate for documenting and reporting practice leaders’ 

career stories of self-development and personal reinvention (Adler et al., 2017). 

Stories are an important methodological tool used in career research (Adler et al., 

2017; Cohen, 2006; McAdams, 2018; McAdams & Guo, 2015). People’s self-narratives 

illuminate the social nature of career, which facilitates “greater understanding of the 

relationship between individuals and the social contexts in which they are situated” 

(Cohen, 2006, p. 191). This allows the exploration of individuals’ meaning-making 

processes (Adler et al., 2017). Scholars have explained the importance of narratives by 

asserting that humans think of their lives in narrative terms, with stories that unfold over 

time (Polkinghorne, 1988).  

Further, because “movement through time is a fundamental aspect of both 

narrative and career,” narrative methods are particularly well-suited to career research 

(Cohen, 2006, p. 191). Story-based research allows researchers to transcend merely 

reductionist analyses to explore deeper questions related to meaning, enactment, and 

change (Cochran, 1990; Cohen, 2006; Cohen & Mallon, 2001). This research project, 
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designed to explore practice leaders’ stories of sense-making and identity evolution, is 

well-suited for data-gathering through narratives.  

Because people’s career stories are socially constructed and enacted, scholars 

have argued that narrative research methods are particularly suited to exploring career 

transitions (Cohen, 2006; Cohen & Mallon, 2001), such as those along the path to 

becoming partner or managing director, which are captured in practice leaders’ career 

stories. Personal narratives are used by individuals for both meaning-making and as a 

mechanism for self-development (Fivush et al., 2018). Weick (1995) argues that 

individuals’ actions contribute to creating “the materials that become the constraints and 

opportunities they face” (p. 31). Some scholars build on Weick’s assertion, adding that it 

is by individuals’ narratives that they influence the environments in which they work 

(Cohen, 2006) and enact both career transitions and careers broadly (Adler, 2012; 

Atkins & Mackenzie, 2008; Cohen & Mallon, 2001; Field & Lynch, 2015; LaPointe, 2010; 

McLean & Syed, 2015; Thomas & Linstead, 2002), and in the field of accounting (Horton 

& Wanderley, 2018). 

Narrative interviewing does not capture locked down or fixed identity truths. 

Interviews themselves can be identity workspaces in which identities are not merely 

discussed but co-constructed (Coupland, 2007), reevaluated, and reshaped: “The 

research interview itself acts as an open-ended input to identity work. Research 

interventions such as interviews or questionnaires do not measure the ‘truth’ of identity 

but interactively provoke its articulation and may stimulate a reappraisal of identities” 

(Alvesson & Willmott, 2002, p. 640).  

How are narratives to be understood or analyzed? Some who code life stories 

often choose to do so around high points, low points, and turning points (Alea, 2018; 

Banks & Salmon, 2018; McAdams, 1985). Scholars who study personal narratives suggest 

that these narratives serve several important functions: first, they create connections 
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among life events that contribute to a more positive personality (Liao et al., 2018) and an 

individual’s sense of self-unity (Holm & Thomsen, 2018). Further, some scholars utilize 

respondents’ personal narrative scenes to create indices of an individual’s propensity to 

narrate life (McAdams & Guo, 2015). Additionally, scholars draw on personal narratives 

to generate narrative identity models that incorporate major and minor life stories, 

which contextualizes role-based stories; this is thought to contribute to a broader 

narrative about who a person is, and how that person came to be so (Dunlop, 2017).  

Quality Measures for Narratives in Empirical Research 

How should one assess whether the narratives gathered are of sufficient quality 

for empirical research? Scholars have suggested several criteria regarding narrative 

quality. Narratives should be marked by rich detail (Baron & Bluck, 2011), they should 

contain a coherent episodic structure (McCabe & Peterson, 1984), and they should be 

engaging to listeners and capture emotional detail (Baron & Bluck, 2011). McAdams 

(2006) suggests that quality narratives also furnish convincing causal explanations for 

the self, and that stories that constitute narrative identity should also influence how the 

storyteller lives (Adler et al., 2017). 

Research Process Overview 

This research study utilizes semi-structured interviews to gather life and career 

stories of practice leaders at a single Big 4 firm. When a researcher seeks to make sense 

of others’ meanings of their world, a constructivist approach suggests using open-ended 

questions that allow participants to share their stories and views; data should be 

gathered in the context where participants developed those views (Crotty, 1998). The 

semi-structured interviews gathered accountants’ narratives about their identity journey 

along the path to becoming a practice leader.  

Having some structure to the interviews is thought to enhance the consistency of 

the narrative story structures provided by respondents, and to identify turning points in 
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narratives (Cox & McAdams, 2014; Hoyer & Steyaert, 2015; McAdams, 2018; McLean & 

Pratt, 2006). The semi-structured format of interviews allows new themes to emerge and 

related tangents to be explored during interview sessions (Ahrens, 2004). In semi-

structured interviews, respondents can shape the interview process, rather than being 

merely passive responders to pre-set questions (Cohen, 2006; King, 1999). Appendix B 

contains questions for the semi-structured interviews. To enhance transparency of the 

process, I created field notes to record my observations and insights as a participant and 

observer in this process (Collins & Cooper, 2014; Rubin & Rubin, 2012); these are 

documented in Appendix G. 

Study Questions Selection and Approval 

The questions used in my research interviews were first submitted to the George 

Fox University Human Subjects Review Committee for screening and approval (Remler 

& Van Ryzin, 2015; Rudestam & Newton, 2015).  

Participants 

When I first approached the Big 4 firm to request permission to speak with its 

practice leaders, I specified several criteria for candidate selection. Exhibit A shows a 

sample communication used to express the parameters for this research project; the firm 

utilized these to screen for candidates. While I originally requested to speak exclusively 

with partners, the firm ultimately supplied one partner and two managing directors with 

whom to speak, and I changed the focus of my study slightly to include the broader 

category of “practice leaders” – which included individuals with either partner or 

managing director titles.  

I sought to speak with practice leaders who had spent all or most of their careers 

at one firm and ultimately interviewed accountants whose careers had unfolded within 

the same regional offices of a single Big 4 firm. Doing so ensured that these practice 

leaders’ identity journeys were all subject to similar environmental influences (Carter & 
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Spence, 2014). To qualify for this study, participants needed to have spent most of their 

careers at the Big 4 firm; the partner, managing director 1, and managing director 2 had 

spent 100%, 100%, and 69% of their careers at the firm, respectively, when our 

scheduled interviews took place. 

Site 

As discussed at length in the upcoming Process of Obtaining Access to Big 4 

Firm and Conducting Research subsection, I originally anticipated conducting all 

interviews onsite (Ahrens, 2004; Bédard & Gendron, 2004; Creswell & Poth, 2017), to 

observe partners in their firm’s working environment. Doing so is thought to increase the 

quality of the data collected by putting at ease those being interviewed (Humphrey & 

Lee, 2004; Merriam & Grenier, 2019; Rubin & Rubin, 2012). To protect participants’ 

privacy, I planned to conduct interviews in private, one-on-one, face-to-face sessions 

(Rubin & Rubin, 2012).  

As the global COVID-19 pandemic continued to expand, I changed my strategy 

and offered to conduct all interviews via Zoom, which is widely used by qualitative 

researchers (Archibald et al., 2019; Oliffe et al., 2021). I conducted each interview in a 

one-on-one session to ensure privacy. None of the practice leaders I interviewed was at 

the office when we conducted the interviews; each connected to our meeting from his 

personal residence.  

Sample Size 

This narrative study sought to explore themes expressed in interviews but not 

captured in the literature. My aim was to conduct thorough interviews with a small 

sample. Sample sizes in qualitative studies tend to be smaller than those in quantitative 

studies (Mason, 2010), and varying sample sizes are used for different types of 

qualitative research. For instance, because grounded theory approaches seek to generate 

theory, they tend to employ larger samples (Guest et al., 2006). When samples are 
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homogenous and can provide substantial insight into the research topics explored, 

smaller sample sizes of six to eight people are considered acceptable (Guest et al., 2006), 

though sample sizes of as few as one can be appropriate in qualitative studies, as well 

(Boddy, 2015).  

Within the literature on identity, single case use is a well-established technique 

(Down & Reveley, 2009). Single case use is featured in important papers by Sveningsson 

and Alvesson (2003) and Watson (2008) for studying managerial identity construction, 

and by Josselson (1995) as a basis for identity formation theory development. In 

conducting this research study, I interviewed three accounting practice leaders at a 

single Big 4 firm.  

Qualitative studies have lower points of diminishing returns, where adding more 

data does not necessarily produce new information (Ritchie et al., 2003). As I conducted 

interviews, it became clear that in several regards I was arriving at a data saturation 

point (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Rubin & Rubin, 2012). Data saturation is defined as the 

point when no new information or themes emerge (Saunders et al., 2018); this is also 

termed “informational redundancy” by Sandelowski (2008, p. 875). Failure to reach data 

saturation can diminish the validity of the research (Fusch & Ness, 2015). Since validity 

issues are of concern in qualitative research (Creswell & Miller, 2000; Morrow, 2005; 

Polkinghorne, 2007), the size and composition of samples are important considerations.  

Data Collection and Approval Process 

Interviews Conducted in Zoom. As stated earlier, my initial plan to interview 

respondents in their offices was thwarted by the pandemic. As COVID-19 spread across 

the globe, gaining in-person access for face-to-face meetings became increasingly 

difficult. As a result, when I initiated contact with the Big 4 firm, I proposed conducting 

all interviews via Zoom, as this had by now become an acceptable tool for both meeting 

professionally and to conduct research (Archibald et al., 2019; Oliffe et al., 2021). I 
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surmise that my offer to not meet interviewees in person positively influenced the 

approval to interview the firm’s practice leaders.  

The semi-structured questioning format of my interviews allowed each 

respondent to be asked the same questions (Horton et al., 2004). Doing so prevents 

skewing, enhances consistency among the data collected, and affords flexibility to pursue 

additional questions that explore emergent themes. Further, open-ended interview 

questions enable respondents to share freely, which can be a rich source of additional 

information for analysis (Clandenin, 2013; Rubin & Rubin, 2012; Seidman, 2013). 

Signed Informed Consent Required. I asked participants to sign, in 

advance, an Informed Consent Form (see Appendix C) that explained the interview 

process and expectations, and requested permission for me to record our interview 

session (Hayes & Mattimoe, 2004). To increase the validity of the data gathered, I 

provided the transcript of each conversation to its respondent for review (Bédard & 

Gendron, 2004; Rubin & Rubin, 2012).  

Interview Recording and Transcription. I recorded each interview in both 

Zoom and iMessage. Recording the interviews ensured that each practice leader’s story 

was fully documented, and supported conducting a narrative analysis later (Ainsworth & 

Hardy, 2004; Paulus & Lester, 2016). Afterward, I uploaded an audio file for each 

interview to Otter.ai, an online transcription service. Following the auto-transcription of 

each interview by Otter.ai., I manually performed a complete review and editing cleanup 

for each transcript. I listened to the audio for each interview three times to ensure that 

the transcript reflected the interview exchange accurately.  

Interview Approval. After completing my review of each transcript, I emailed 

a copy to the interviewee. Each person had a two-week time window in which to review 

the documents, make edits, or provide additions. My Informed Consent Form indicated 

that not providing a response would be deemed to be an approval of the transcript. When 
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I emailed each transcript, I indicated clearly that the respondent had no obligation to 

review the transcript or make changes, but that I wanted to ensure that they had access 

to a complete copy of our discussion together. Nevertheless, two of the three respondents 

provided written approval of their transcripts within a day or two of receiving the 

transcripts. The third transcript was deemed to be approved after the two-week deadline 

transpired. 

Data Analysis. In qualitative research, it is imperative to share both the 

author’s experiences and the participants’ perspectives (Creswell & Miller, 2000). As I 

prepared for and embarked upon the interview and documentation process, I 

documented my preconceptions and discoveries, in the hope of increasing the reliability 

and transparency of this qualitative research project (Fossey et al., 2002; Rowan & 

Huston, 1997; Rubin & Rubin, 2012). 

Using the approved versions of each transcript, I then used Delve Qualitative 

Software to identify categories and themes within and across respondents’ narratives 

(Anderson-Gough, 2004; Housley & Smith, 2011; O’Dwyer, 2004; Saldaña, 2016). I first 

broke each participant’s interview down into story blocks, and then I began my narrative 

analysis by identifying the sensemaking processes and legitimacy-claiming practices 

identified by Maclean et al. (2012) in their narrative study of the career stories of elite 

business leaders. I provide a brief overview of their study’s relevance in the upcoming 

section, Interview Content Contextualization: Sensemaking and Legitimizing. Then, I 

explore this study further in chapter 4 where I explicate the analytical procedure I 

employed.  

Before discussing my analytical approach, I share the rather lengthy and 

extensive process that was involved in gaining access to the Big 4 firm whose practice 

leaders I interviewed. 
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Process of Obtaining Access to Big 4 Firm and Conducting Research 

Obtaining access to a Big 4 firm and its partners was a challenging undertaking. 

The process, from first contact to securing a final approval allowing me direct access to 

partners and managing directors, took seven months. This process involved gaining 

approval of the managing partner over the local region, a separate grant of approval from 

the national office partners, and then passing through extensive time spans of legal 

review by teams within the Big 4 firm.  

Scheduling the interviews at an appropriate season of the calendar year was vital. 

I sought to avoid being scheduled to interview participants during a “peak season” for 

the accounting profession, because I surmised that practice leaders might view any time 

investment connected to outside research as unnecessary and an imposition, even 

though the overtures to interview were made by their regional managing partner.  

Though I didn’t expect to be granted immediate access to the Big 4 firm’s practice 

leaders, my initial attempts to secure permission occurred at the front of a significant 

peak season. At that time, the managing partner I’d contacted (who supported this 

research project and was instrumental in shepherding the approval process at all levels 

in the firm) made clear that, should any practice leaders choose to make themselves 

available during the peak season, interviews would be limited to a maximum of 45 

minutes. This time limit was disconcerting, as in my initial written overture to the firm, 

I’d requested permission to speak with partners for 60-75 minutes, anticipating that my 

request would be negotiated down to a maximum of 60 minutes. A 45-minute time limit, 

in my estimation, was not only suboptimal but infeasible for gathering stories across a 

practice leader’s entire career, and I surmised it would necessitate either substantial 

restriction of my questioning approach, or simply starting over with another Big 4 firm.   

In reviewing my semi-structured interview questions, I suspected that 

accomplishing my goals in 60 minutes was achievable, and 75 minutes was ideal. 
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Because I sought to explore each participant’s life and career stories and to avoid the 

interview process being tainted by stress, I stated the expectation of 60-75 minutes 

unambiguously in the top lines of my Informed Consent Form. I supplied a copy of this 

document for review near the beginning of the approval process.  

Because interviewees would be required to sign my Informed Consent Form to 

assent their agreement with the research project and parameters, this form also had to 

be approved by the firm, its legal teams, and then its regional marketing teams, before I 

was officially granted access to the firm’s practice leaders. My Informed Consent Form, 

shown in Appendix C, was directly adapted from the example provided by Bédard and 

Gendron (2004). I am immensely grateful to these scholars for sharing examples their 

work product. Their generosity and written guidance for qualitative researchers in 

accounting are enabling the next generation of scholars to gain access to firms and 

explore new horizons.  

The final grant of approval to interview partners arrived via its own Non-

Disclosure Form. As indicated earlier, I’d anticipated the firm would limit interviews to 

60 minutes. Thus, when the formal approval document arrived, I was grateful when I 

found it contained no language regarding interview length constraints. Thus, my 

Informed Consent Form would stand as is. This approval arrived mid-summer – 

perfectly timed toward the end of many practice leaders’ vacation times, and 

approximately one month before the next peak season commenced.  

At this point in time, the managing partner supplied me with names and contact 

information of four practice leaders – one woman and three men. Though my preference 

was to interview more women, given the unique challenges they face to achieve 

partnership or managing director status, I was pleased that one female had agreed to be 

interviewed. In my mind, she would account for 25% of the interview sample, which 

would make it somewhat representative of the overall Big 4 leadership environment, as 
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women account for approximately 23% of all partners (AICPA, 2019b, p. 30). 

Regrettably, the female partner never responded to my phone or written requests to 

speak together or set an interview. Thus her voice is absent. 

The three remaining practice leaders quickly responded to my communications 

and invitations to set appointments to speak together. Less than two weeks after I 

obtained permission from the firm to conduct this research project, I’d connected with 

each of the participants and set interview appointments. When each individual agreed to 

set an interview appointment with me, I immediately followed up with a confirmation 

note (see Appendix D) that contained a request to sign and return my attached Informed 

Consent Form, which I indicated had been approved by the firm. Each person signed and 

returned the document within 24 hours. The interviews were completed over the 

following three weeks.  

When our scheduled appointments took place, the participants were relaxed; 

none showed signs of time-related stress or agitation during our interviews, though at 

least one mentioned that he had a client appointment to leave for immediately after our 

interview’s scheduled end time – something he’d notified me of when we calendared our 

interview. None terminated the interview prematurely. Every participant indicated an 

interest and willingness to speak with me again and answer further questions following 

the interview. Following the interviews, transcriptions were prepared, edited, reviewed 

three times for accuracy against the interview recordings, and then sent out for approval. 

(See Appendices D, E, and F for sample communications.) 

Interview Content Contextualization: Sensemaking and Legitimizing  

Several scholars have discussed at great length the fact that business leaders 

convey narratives as a process of both meaning-making and to claim legitimacy for 

themselves and within their listeners (Brown, 1994, 1997; Brown et al., 2015; Creed et 

al., 2002; Maclean et al., 2012; Sillince & Mueller, 2007; Suddaby & Greenwood, 2005). 
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Table 10 illustrates several processes of sensemaking and modes of legitimizing 

expressed in the self-narratives of business leaders and elites in the professional world; I 

anticipated locating these within the narratives of Big 4 firm practice leaders:  

Table 10 

Sensemaking and Legitimizing in Business Leaders’ Narratives 

  

Modes of legitimizing 

Sensemaking processes 

Locating Meaning-making Becoming 

Defying the odds Locating the leader 
in situations of 
immense difficulty 

Stories focusing on 
the leader’s 
strength, courage 
and fortitude 

Stories express the 
emergence of a hero, 
a person that can be 
seen as exceptional 

Staying the course Locating the leader 
as trusted captain 
of the ship, resolute 
and tenacious 

Stories focus on the 
leader’s 
commitment and 
loyalty to the 
company and its 
employees 

Stories express the 
emergence of a 
leader able to take 
tough decisions for 
the future benefit of 
the company 

Succeeding through talent Locating the leader 
as deserving of 
success, having 
succeeded through 
merit 

Stories focus on a 
leader who is able, 
and in whom 
employees can 
believe 

Stores express 
emergence of skillful, 
self-made leader who 
will continue to 
deliver success 

Giving back to society Locate the leader 
as having 
accumulated 
material success 
and reputation 

Stories focus on the 
leader’s duty and 
compassion, 
transcending the 
accrual of rewards 

Stories express the 
emergence of a more 
complete human 
being who shares 
success with others 

Note: Cited in “Sensemaking, storytelling and the legitimization of elite business careers,” by Mairi 
Maclean, Charles Harvey, and Robert Chia, 2012, Human Relations, 65(1), p 34. Copyright 2012 by SAGE 
Publications.   
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Chapter 4 – Results 

Narrative Analysis 

Maclean et al. (2012) performed a narrative analysis of elite business leaders in 

which they identified three specific sense-making processes and four legitimacy-claiming 

modes. These researchers’ findings are relevant to this dissertation study in at least two 

important ways: several scholars report that managers and leaders’ stories of sense-

making are a form of identity work and identity processing (Ghaempanah & Khapova, 

2020; Hammond et al., 2017; Ibarra, 1999, 2004b; Vough et al., 2015; Vough & Caza, 

2017; Weick, 1995). Further, scholars have identified legitimacy-claiming to be a form of 

identity claiming / identity assertion (Bloom et al., 2021; Brown & Toyoki, 2013; DeRue 

& Ashford, 2010; Maclean et al., 2012; Sturdy et al., 2006).  

I adapted Maclean et al.’s (2012) approach as a template to shape my initial 

analysis for several reasons. First, their participants were exclusively elite business 

leaders who led businesses or the operations of complex business organizations. The 

partners and managing directors of Big 4 firms are considered elites and business 

leaders, as discussed earlier in this dissertation. Second, Maclean et al. (2012) utilized 

narrative analysis to study the life and career stories of such elite business leaders, and 

this is the methodology employed in my own study of Big 4 practice leaders.  

Third, Maclean et al. (2012) used the narrative analysis approach to explore 

sensemaking processes and legitimacy-claiming practices. Both sensemaking and 

legitimacy-claiming are linked to identity work processes and practices in the literature. 

(See Chapter 2 in this dissertation for further discussion.). Finally, Maclean et al. (2012) 

clearly documented much of their analytical procedures and processes. As I sought to 

discover new knowledge by building on prior scholarship, I adapted the analytical 

approach utilized by these scholars to explore and analyze the stories of Big 4 practice 

leaders.  
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This Study’s Approach 

Following the example of Maclean et al. (2012), all participants’ names in this 

study have been changed to pseudonyms, to provide anonymity. Further, I adapted these 

scholars’ five-stage procedure for analyzing transcripts, as follows: 

Stage 1: Identify stories within transcripts. First, I read through the 

transcripts several times. Then, I identified stories contained in each, with stories being 

“defined for analytical purposes as an account given by an interviewee of a discrete 

chapter, episode or series of events” (Maclean et al., 2012, p. 24). After completing 

round 1 of this analysis, I put aside the transcripts and performed work on other projects 

over several days. I then printed new copies of each transcript, once again broke each 

one down into stories, and found that both the count of the stories, as well as the 

identified beginning/end of the stories, to be virtually identical (with a difference of one 

item that I changed from classifying as a “report” in Round 1 to being an “episode/story” 

in Round 2).  

Interview transcription lengths ranged from 8,191 words to 10,658 words; the 

mean length was 9,742 words. The shortest interview length had the lowest wordcount. 

The interview transcripts collectively contained 117 stories. Participants told a varying 

number of stories, and the difference in number of stories shared was not necessarily 

tied to interview length. For instance, a managing director with the shortest interview 

shared 40 stories, which was seven more stories than shared by the partner whose 

interview was 15 minutes longer. On average, each participant shared 39 interviews; the 

number of stories shared ranged from 33 to 44 per interview.  

Stage 2: Structured analysis of the stories. Having identified the stories 

themselves, in the second stage of this analytical procedure I sought to gain insights into 

which sensemaking processes participants were enacting as they recounted their life and 

career stories; these processes can at times be expressed when interviewees use gerunds 



IDENTITY WORK IN ASPIRING BIG 4 PRACTICE LEADERS  115 
 

in their stories (Maclean et al., 2012). Thus, I looked for the three sensemaking processes 

identified and defined by Maclean et al., (2012) as follows: “locating entails situating the 

self in time, space, and context; meaning-making signifies espousing personal values, 

beliefs and convictions; while becoming implies explaining transitions from one 

configuration of personal and/or organizational circumstances to another” (p. 25).  

Stage 3: Code the sensemaking processes in each story. My first pass at 

coding narratives resulted in a dataset that was rich in sensemaking processes. Of the 117 

stories recounted by participants, nearly all of them contained Locating (116 stories). 

Meaning-making and Becoming were contained, respectively, in 105 and 82 stories. In 

several stories, multiple sensemaking processes were evident. Sensemaking processes 

feature significantly in Big 4 practice leaders’ life and career stories, as illustrated in 

Table 11:  

Table 11 

Big 4 Practice Leaders’ Storytelling and Sensemaking 

Participant 
Number of  
stories told 

Number of stories / % of stories (number of instances)  
that invoke sensemaking processes 

Locating Meaning-making Becoming 

Francesco 33 33 / 100% (58x) 23 / 70% (43x) 30 / 91% (54x) 

Christopher 44 43 / 98% (58x) 42 / 95% (65x) 38 / 86% (61x) 

Jonathan 40 40 / 100% (52x) 40 / 100% (51x) 14 / 35% (29x) 

Note: Adapted from “Sensemaking, storytelling and the legitimization of elite business careers,” by 
Mairi Maclean, Charles Harvey, and Robert Chia, 2012, Human Relations, 65(1), p 34. Copyright 2012 by 
SAGE Publications.   

 

To clarify the Table 11’s content, I explain the data on line 1 for Francesco. He 

told a total 33 stories. All 33 stories, or 100%, evidenced use of the Locating 

sensemaking process. Further, I coded 58 instances of Locating across his transcript. 

During Francesco’s interview, 23 stories included Meaning-making. In other words, 
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70% of his 33 stories included this sensemaking process, which was coded in 43 

instances. Finally, 30 of Francesco’s stories (91%) evidenced use of Becoming; 54 

instances of this sensemaking process were coded across his interview stories.  

As Table 11 shows, the Big 4 practice leaders utilize the sensemaking process of 

Locating most frequently in their stories of role and career transitions. Participants most 

frequently started their stories by using Locating as an anchoring mechanism to 

introduce or frame stories related to their life and career/role transitions.  

Next, I examined how frequently each sensemaking process appeared in 

participants’ stories overall, and then in the number of individual instances. For the Big 

4 practice leaders interviewed, Locating sensemaking process appeared in their life and 

career stories with the highest frequency (in 38% of the stories and 36% of the total 

sensemaking instances). Meaning-making and Becoming, successively, occur less 

prominently in their stories, as shown in Table 12:  

Table 12 

Sensemaking processes observed in Big 4 practice leaders’ life and career stories 

Sensemaking 
Process 

Number of 
Stories Coded 
with This 
Process 

% of Total 
Stories 
Mentioning 
this Process  
(n = 303) 

Number of 
Instances 
Coded with 
This Process 

% of Total 
Coded 
Instances of 
this Process  
(n = 471) 

Locating 116 38.3% 168 35.7% 

Meaning-making 105 34.7% 159 33.8% 

Becoming 82 27.1% 144 30.6% 

 

Stage 4: Examine narratives to discover how leaders construct 

themselves as successful individuals. The fourth stage of my analysis involved 

looking at the stories across narratives and looking for examples of both sensemaking 

and legitimacy-claiming, which is discussed in the following section.  
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The Sensemaking Process in Big 4 Practice Leaders’ Stories 

Sensemaking processes were a dominant feature in the life and career stories 

contained in practice leaders’ narratives. One of the most prominent of these 

sensemaking processes was that of Locating, which several interviewees used to 

introduce stories, shift focus within story blocks, change emphasis, or bring stories to  

an end. 

Locating as a Sensemaking Device  

In stories that contained Locating as a sensemaking device, participants 

frequently framed their stories by using time, location, role, or an event as an anchor. It 

was not uncommon for a single story to employ multiple locating devices.  

Locating in Time, Role, and an Event: For example, in the following story a 

participant anchors the beginning of an identity pursuit to his third year as a senior 

manager, immediately after he brought his first client to the firm:   

Yeah, I’d say it’s it was about the same time that I had kind of made the decision 

to go for it, if you will, for the partner level. That was around my third year as a 

senior manager (partner).  

Locating in a Role Transition: Participants identified the experience of 

promotion to manager as the most difficult transition of their Big 4 careers; in so doing, 

sensemaking – as well as its interruption and re-establishment – are anchored to both 

time and the role into which participants are transitioning. One participant’s story of his 

turbulent entry into the role of manager illustrates this. He experienced considerable 

initial disorientation in this new role as he grappled with learning how to set priorities 

and manage himself differently. Note he locates two points in time – as a staff / senior 

and then as manager – to express the intensity of sensemaking that accompanied this 

change:  
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As a staff, you can get these big chunks of work to work on, [which] direct all your 

time…and even as a senior. But as a manager, if your team is doing well, then a 

lot of your time is spent thinking about: “What are the problems out there? How 

can I anticipate things?” You don’t really have a set list or schedule, right? I think, 

by the time I was a manager, half of my day was unplanned! It just became a lot 

more complex to manage all that in terms of…you have to realize that you can’t be 

efficient.  

That’s just the nature of what it is: you’re managing more clients, and you 

don’t really know exactly what you’re doing from day to day – [sometimes] you 

have to sometimes put something down and hop onto something…which as a 

staff and senior, I don’t think I had to deal with as much. It was more of: “Okay, I 

can work four hours on this project, this day.” And so that was sort of a challenge 

(managing director 1). 

As stated earlier, participants specified that the transition into the role of 

manager was the most difficult change of their careers. While each person reported this 

to be his storied experience, my further questioning revealed stories about an equal (if 

not greater) struggle that emerged in their careers: at each person’s promotion into the 

role of managing director or partner. This is discussed briefly as a Locating struggle in 

the next sub-section and will be explored in-depth later in this chapter. 

Locating Struggles Feature Prominently in Big 4 Practice Leaders’ 

Highest Promotion: Interestingly, participants reported substantial sensemaking 

struggles and identity work associated with achieving and being promoted into his 

pinnacle role. Up until this moment in their careers, participants had been governed by 

the clock. For example, their upward role advancements had been supported by defined 

promotion tables over the years, the structure of a clearly scripted career ladder, and 

much guidance from their partners.  
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However, interviewees reported feeling unprepared for the shock they 

experienced after transitioning into their current roles. After being promoted to practice 

leader, participants suddenly found themselves forced to shift from navigating their 

careers by the clock, to doing so via a compass. They describe the freedom of 

experiencing “autonomy” for the first time in their careers, as well as the anxiety 

associated with feeling they had no “roadmap.”  

These Big 4 practice leaders discovered that autonomy is accompanied by an 

uncomfortable quest. Each was now forced to wrestle with discovering his own compass, 

and grappling with unfamiliar new career terrain unmarked by the familiar signposts of 

his earlier career roles. Following this role transition, participants experienced 

disorientation, which was perhaps amplified by the lack of guidance from the firm that 

they experienced. This role entry turbulence clearly provoked much sensemaking and 

identity work.  

One participant describes this challenge of navigating success after his 

promotion:  

I think the biggest difference – from a senior manager to being a managing 

director – is autonomy. When you’re a senior manager, and as you’re going up 

through the promotion process, I think everyone helps you. You have the firm 

partners helping you get on the right engagements to help build your business 

case. [They] help you differentiate yourself from others by putting you on this 

project or that project.  

Then as a managing director, once you get promoted, it’s all up to you to 

then continue that. So, you go from having what I would call a roadmap of what 

you think your career will look like, to all of a sudden having to figure that out by 

yourself…  
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And I’d say the first year I probably struggled with finding my way as an 

MD. You think, once you make it, that you still have this roadmap, and the firm 

tells you what to do. And then you make it [and] it’s like: “Hey, congrats! Here 

you go…like, good luck!” (managing director 2) 

Another participant who made partner was asked what it felt like to finally 

achieve that career ambition. He describes this as feeling like he was starting a new 

career, one that provoked important questions, none for which he had answers at the 

end of his first year in the partnership:  

Everyone asks: “How is it now, being a partner?” …it feels like you’re starting a 

new career, and you’re kind of back as a first year staff, in some respects. It feels, 

it has that same feeling, because now you’ve got the next whatever it may be…25 

years potentially ahead of you, where you want to now build up: “What is your 

reputation as a partner within the firm? How is the firm gonna see you within the 

partner role? What leadership positions do you want to take?”  

Next, I was curious whether the frequency of sensemaking processes that appear 

in participants’ stories might be differentiated based upon the person’s job title. The title 

of “partner” carries more prestige than that of “managing director” both within and 

outside accounting firms (discussed in Chapter 2). Being aware of this perception, I 

wondered whether managing directors shared a higher proportion of stories with 

meaning-making instances than partners did. I performed a basic analysis based on the 

percentage of stories each person shared that illustrate the individual sensemaking 

processes. As shown in Table 13, stories with Meaning-making feature much more 

prominently in stories of managing directors than in the stories of the partner:   

Table 13 

Sensemaking Practices by Career Stage of Participant, as Measured by Percent of Stories: 
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Career stage 

Percent of this person’s sensemaking stories that illustrate: 

Locating Meaning-making Becoming 

Partner 38.4% 26.7% 34.9% 

Managing director 1 35.0% 34.1% 30.9% 

Managing director 2 42.6% 42.6% 14.9% 

Note: In this table, the percentage of stories per line adds up to 100%.   

Also note in Table 13 the proportions of Becoming stories in participants’ 

narratives. A higher proportion of Becoming stories are featured in the partner’s life and 

career history, compared to the stories of participants who are managing directors. With 

a sample of three participants, the proportions of sensemaking stories could possibly 

reflect just the individuals themselves, rather than being representative of career stage 

categories such as partner or managing director. Nevertheless, the observed prevalence 

of sensemaking contained in the life and career stories of those at these major 

accounting career roles merits further scholarly exploration. 

I wondered if the findings in Table 13 could be explained by time-based factors 

such as length of career for the partner. In examining participants’ reported career 

histories, I discovered that the partner’s accounting career was 2 – 3 years shorter than 

the managing directors’. Then I wondered if the higher percentages of Becoming in the 

partner’s stories might be influenced by the length of time occupying his practice leader 

role. I found that managing director 1 and managing director 2 had held their positions 

for one and three years longer, respectively, than the partner. Whether time-based 

factors such as length of time in a career role affects the sensemaking approaches chosen 

is a question that merits further study with larger samples of Big 4 practice leaders.  

Next, I was curious about the distribution of sensemaking instances across the 

interviews, especially by title, again since the title of partner carries more prestige than 

managing director both within and outside accounting firms. Being aware of this 
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perception, I wondered if managing directors’ stories would contain a greater frequency 

of Meaning-making instances than the partner’s stories. Further, would the distribution 

of individual instances differ meaningfully from what I’d discovered in these 

participants’ stories?  

The fully coded dataset contained 471 instances of sensemaking. To perform this 

analysis, I counted the number of times each sensemaking process appeared in each 

interview, and again converted these into percentages to discover how individual 

sensemaking processes were distributed across the narrative of each participant, by title, 

as shown in Table 14:  

Table 14 

Sensemaking Practices by Participant’s Career Stage, as Measured by Percent of Instances in the Interview: 

Career stage 

Percent of this person’s sensemaking stories that illustrate: 

Locating Meaning-making Becoming 

Partner 37.4% 27.7% 34.8% 

Managing director 1 31.5% 35.3% 33.2% 

Managing director 2 39.4% 38.6% 22.0% 

Note: In this table, the percentage of instances per title on each row adds up to 100%.   

Table 14 above illustrates that individual instances of Meaning-making occur 

more frequently in the career and life stories of managing directors than in those of the 

partner. Following the trend of Table 13, instances of Becoming are slightly to 

substantially more prevalent in the life and career stories shared by the partner, when 

compared to the managing directors’ stories.  

Having performed this fundamental narrative analysis, I next explored 

participants’ career stories to discover whether themes related to reinvention and 

identity work were evident in their experiences of entering into and growing in new roles 

as their careers advanced. This is discussed in the next section.  



IDENTITY WORK IN ASPIRING BIG 4 PRACTICE LEADERS  123 
 

Identity Work Accompanying Practice Leaders’ Career / Role Translations 

Having identified sensemaking and identity-claiming processes through a 

narrative analysis, I then turned to an exploration of practice leaders’ stories to detect 

whether there was evidence of identity work within their career and role transitions.  

Why are changes in a professional’s work role accompanied by changes in his or her 

identity? According to Ibarra (2000b), alterations in one’s work role provoke shifts in 

“the set of attributes, beliefs, values, motives and experiences by which they define 

themselves in their professional lives” (para. 1). Thus, role changes that demand new 

skills and patterns often provoke extensive revisions of an individual’s self-definitions 

(Hall, 1976; Hill, 1992; Ibarra et al., 2010).  

Identity work processes that accompany developing behavioral skills – such as a 

new professional style – differ from learning factual knowledge, because behavioral skills 

are developed and deepened experientially (Bandura, 1977; Ibarra, 2000b). But as 

professionals begin to experiment with new behaviors with which they are unfamiliar, 

and grapple with motivations and values coupled to those new behaviors, they 

experience dissonance between the current and aspirational selves.  

Ibarra’s (1999) seminal study of professionals who pursue more senior roles 

identified three transition activities by which they experiment and adapt themselves: “(1) 

observing role models to identity potential identities, (2) experimenting with provisional 

selves, and (3) evaluating experiments against internal standards and external feedback” 

(p. 764). Pursuing these new experiences and obtaining feedback are mechanisms by 

which people enter into new identities. Before they develop a new identity, though, 

professionals often: 

…enact personas that convey qualities they want others to ascribe to them, for 

example, qualities prescribed by their professional roles, such as judgment, 

business acumen, competence, creativity, and trustworthiness. While some of 
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those qualities may be well-defined aspects of their identities, others may be 

incongruent with their self-conceptions, and still others remain to be elaborated 

with experience. (Ibarra, 2000, para. 9)   

These transition-related adaptation activities are evidenced in the stories that 

practice leaders shared with me about adapting/preparing for transitions into more 

senior roles across their careers. Participants mentioned being governed by the desire to 

demonstrate the skills of the next career role while in their current roles in order to 

position themselves for advancement. Their stories provide meaningful introductory 

evidence that illustrates how identity changes and work role transitions are 

interconnected.  

Internships: Important Sites of Identity Shaping 

Each participant mentioned that his accounting internship shaped and affirmed 

his identity as a future accountant. Participants reported that their internship 

experiences forged clear connections between school learning and businesses…as well as 

to the accounting profession itself. One interviewee recalled that, at the end of his 

internship, he was convinced that he wanted to go into accounting: “Yeah, I was 

convinced actually. I had a great experience as an intern. We got to work on a lot of real 

projects and clients. And I even carried on with some of those clients when I started [in 

my] full-time position as well.” (managing director 1) 

Another interviewee recounted:  

And so I got the internship…You know, having gone through the internship, it 

validated what I was interested in. The fact that you could get exposure to 

multinational global corporations on a level in my mind was unprecedented, in 

terms of being able to see how these businesses are run, getting exposure – to 

have conversations with not only the C-suite at these organizations, but also folks 

within sales and marketing, and R&D, and development and design, and 



IDENTITY WORK IN ASPIRING BIG 4 PRACTICE LEADERS  125 
 

procurement, and all the different aspects of an organization. And really being 

able to peel back the layers of the onion on how these organizations are run was 

really something that was interesting to me. (partner)  

This person identifies his lifelong curiosity about how things work as the link to 

his early and ongoing interest in the accounting profession. Immediately after stating the 

above, he provided a further window into himself:  

Growing up, I always enjoyed learning how things work in general, whether it’s a 

mechanical function, or how something is built or made. I still enjoy watching 

shows like that on the Science Channel, just learning how something is done or 

how something is made. So being able to apply that in a business sense made a lot 

of sense, in my mind, to learn how corporations are run: “Why do C-suite 

individuals make the decisions that they make? How are these strategies 

developed? Where do they go wrong? Where do they go right? And why?” And 

starting to see that through the internship, in terms of how auditors get access to 

all these different functions of a business, was really interesting to me. It just 

validated that I had made the right decision. (partner)  

Another participant had a somewhat different experience, which was ultimately 

positive. In his internship, he also reports that he also saw a connection between his 

work and what he’d learned in school:  

So I started my career in accounting at a really small firm in [city]. It was about a 

20- to 25-person firm. And I spent the summer there doing bookkeeping, 

auditing, tax work. And I realized that I was pretty good at it. At least, I didn’t 

hate the job! I’ve had a lot of jobs throughout my life, and being in the office 

helping clients with their bookkeeping, filing tax returns…wasn’t horrible. And it 

was at least something related to what I did in school. (managing director 2) 
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Internships were an important site of identity work for the practice leaders I 

interviewed. None of the interviewees entered college with any interest in accounting as 

a career. Yet as connections with their accounting professors influenced them or opened 

doors for interviews, each person ventured into an accounting internship. There, their 

experiences ranged from discovering that they didn’t hate the work and that they were 

actually good at it, to emerging from the internship fully convinced that they wanted to 

become an accountant.  

Whatever ambivalence they may have had upon entering their internships, 

participants found a clear connection between what they’d learned in their accounting 

courses and the actual work they performed during their internships. For each person, 

the internship shifted his identity from being a person intrigued by the accounting 

profession and toward being fully committed to becoming an accountant. Then this 

commitment led them to accept job offers to join the firm at which they’d interned, and 

to step into the first role of their professional accounting careers: the staff career stage. 

Identity Work in and through the Staff Career Stage 

In entering their first professional roles in the public accounting industry, 

participants identified career strategies they used to rapidly build expertise and learn the 

profession – both unsurprising given the primacy of knowledge and expertise in 

knowledge work. For instance, one participant reported:  

But within those first few years at the firm I was very intentional to make sure I 

was kind of getting exposed to as many industries as possible. You know, with a 

firm like [Big 4 Firm] being as large as it is, even within the [large tech-savvy 

region] space, we serve just about every industry that’s out there, specifically, 

even within [region]. So I really took advantage, wanting to see as many different 

clients within different industries as possible – to try to see where my interest 

lied. (partner)  
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Those I interviewed described their early career approach as one of building 

much breadth. In their first two years as staff, they sought to explore as many industries 

or client types as possible. Then over time, they intentionally narrowed their focus to the 

few industry types that most attracted them and which, in their minds, offered the 

highest probability of positioning themselves to stand out:  

And that allowed me to focus, I’d say over the first three to five years – kind of 

narrow my focus down to two industries in particular, which I still serve 

today…So that’s where I spend 100% of my time – between those two industries. 

(partner) 

This quest to build mastery underlies what appears to be a socially shaped goal 

within the firm: becoming an industry expert. The larger narrative surrounding the 

above quote reveals a shift in identity. First, he viewed himself as a generalist. Later, he 

realized that who he was needed to change – he needed to become a different person: a 

specialist.  

A year later, his overall identity as a Big 4 accountant became even more richly 

elaborated. While becoming a specialist had been helpful in distinguishing him from 

others in his start class, he realized a need to become a different kind of specialist – an 

expert upon whom others in the firm rely, as will be discussed further shortly. Thus, 

within his first few years, his identity passed through three phases: from his first quest to 

become a generalist, to reinventing himself as an expert with two types of industry 

expertise, to reinventing himself again to become not merely an expert, but a special type 

of expert – one relied upon by others for their client work and presentations.   

These behaviors mark a process of identity testing, identity claiming, and identity 

granting. Identity granting occurred in at least two ways: when team members asked for 

his help, and when partners assigned him to contribute his growing expertise to others. 

It appears that, as staff members become more knowledgeable and credible accountants, 
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in part by deepening their industry expertise, they are engaging in identity testing and 

identity claiming. Their orientation moves from “I think I see myself this way, but is it 

who I really am?” (identity testing), to “Are others increasingly relying on me as an 

expert?” (identity claiming), to an external validation made by the Big 4 firm itself when 

it promotes the accountant from staff to senior (identity granting). We turn now to this 

next career stage, that of becoming a senior, in the following section. 

The Senior Career Stage: Leader Identity Surfaces and is Clarified 

While staff create their own work product, seniors oversee and ensure the work 

product quality generated by staff. Participants in my study reported several instances of 

becoming during their transitions to senior: developing themselves to become leaders of 

teams, “grinding” through demanding engagements, taking full responsibility for others’ 

work, continuing to expand technical expertise, navigating interpersonal and 

motivational challenges, learning to delegate, and identifying role models who inspire 

new becoming-related behaviors.  

1: Developing a Team Leader Identity 

The shift to senior appears to introduce a season of disequilibrium and identity 

work. In their prior role as staff, participants had been building expertise as a vehicle to 

assert identity claims and stand out against others. Now as seniors, they were judged by 

whether they could 1) help first- and second-year staff perform across a broad spectrum 

of clients, and 2) be viewed as a leader among a team:  

That senior transition, certainly, I would say, [is] probably the second hardest 

transition at the firm…But with senior, the things that I needed to kind of learn or 

develop about myself in that transition [were] really around how to be a leader 

among a team. Right? That’s where you start to feel the kind of the responsibility 

of leadership – within the engagement team structure. 
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But at the senior level, seniors are kind of the lifeblood of the practice. 

They’re the boots on the ground. They’re the doers and the executors of the work 

to a large degree – especially the more complex areas. (partner) 

This participant describes a rich experience of identity work in this role 

transition. Note in this story that the participant identifies so strongly with this demand 

that he reports “…you start to feel the responsibility of leadership.” This statement 

indicates extensive identity work, because instead of merely occupying a role, he views 

himself as becoming somebody new to fulfill the demands of this role. These changes 

appear to produce specific effects: they provoke new identity work related to becoming a 

leader, and may well enhance this new leader identity’s salience.   

2: “Grinding” through Demanding Engagements 

Participants reported feeling overwhelmed at the demands of this new senior 

role, especially because they were now given more challenging clients:  

When I was a senior, I was on one client in particular. It was a software client that 

was notorious in our office for being the most difficult client in our office. And it 

certainly lived up to its reputation. It was a very challenging engagement – 

certainly, by far the most hours I’ve ever worked in a condensed period of time in 

my career. And I was very close to leaving the firm at that point in time. I was 

kind of burnt out and was over it – didn’t see the value. [I] was very grateful to 

some mentors that I still have at the firm to this day, that spoke with me about 

how to navigate that situation.  

Certainly, I was being recognized well for my efforts, so it wasn’t a matter 

of feeling unappreciated. I always very much had the support of my partners and 

my managers at the time. But it was more just that – I was just getting burnt out. 

I was overworked and wasn’t really sure that that’s where I wanted to spend my 

time. But again, what was informing my decision-making at that time was what I 
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knew in that role as a senior, not necessarily what would become that next step 

for me – what a manager would look like.  And what are those responsibilities? 

That morphed to: “And what does a senior manager look like?” (partner) 

The above quote reveals several questions or statements linked to identity. These 

could be paraphrased as: “Is this where I want to spend my time? What would it look like 

for me to be in the next role? And the role after that?” While this participant was being 

recognized for his performance, the extensive hours caused him to question whether he 

wanted to continue on. To create perspective for himself, he began asking questions 

about what the next promotions would look like and require of him. Participants often 

referred to engaging in this behavior: taking moments of pain and leveraging them to 

generate focus and the motivation to continue on.  

As seniors, participants reported that they set clear career goals that shaped their 

identity aims. These goals helped them push through difficult clients and seasons as they 

seniored. One participant reported:  

I always knew that I wanted to at least make it to manager, so I could at least 

experience what “manager” felt like. So in those earlier years with the firm, that 

was my internal goal: make it at least to manager. And so I did that, having 

gotten through this difficult client, in my last year of senioring. I made it to the 

manager [role], and then kind of took it year by year. (partner) 

Note that this person is engaging in a form of identity play – he is envisioning 

what manager might look like, and then adapting himself in his current role by 

strengthening his orientation toward the next position. Doing so draws him toward his 

preferred future and creates space for an emerging manager identity to gain both 

salience and elaboration. This participant, after he has entered a new senior role, is 

already using the following role of manager to guide and pull himself forward. Further, 

this person leverages liminality, rather than succumbing to it; he essentially converts 
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liminality into “a creative process that affects the renewal and adaptability functions that 

are so vital to personal and organizational thriving” (Ibarra & Obodaru, 2020, p. 471).  

3: Taking Full Responsibility for Others’ Work 

A third change occurred within the senior role. Participants’ identities were 

shifting in a new way: as seniors, they began to see themselves as professionals who 

needed to take responsibility for accuracy of others’ knowledge and work, rather than 

trusting that a superior would take responsibility for verifying the accuracy of the work 

created by the senior’s team members.  

One participant identified this transition as one where he needed to not only take 

ownership of all the steps and tasks in each person’s engagement, but to trust team 

members and learn to think through things from their vantage point:   

So yeah, as a senior, I think, for me one of the challenges was to be better at 

delegating, right? As a staff, you want to take ownership of all the different steps 

and tasks, and so forth. So I think for me the hardest part was learning how to 

push work down, and to really trust your more junior team members. 

And to make sure that you’ve taken the time to think through things from 

their perspective. We all learn in very different ways. How I learned, right, as a 

staff wasn’t necessarily the same way that other staff would learn from me. So I 

needed to spend more time, you know, making sure that the folks that I trained 

could learn it and could get the right outcomes, but were learning it potentially 

differently from how I learned it. So it was a little bit more of a challenge to invest 

in people and realize how each of us thinks differently. I think that’s the main 

difference for myself; it was that. (managing partner 1) 

Another participant anchored this change in himself to the feeling he no longer 

had the “excuse of being able to defer to somebody else”:  
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So [in] that initial transition – going from a second year to a senior – you no 

longer have the excuse of being able to defer to somebody else. Right? As a 

senior, you’re the executor: you’re the one that’s having to navigate and manage 

the workflow of all the work papers and the testing, and making sure the first 

years and the second years know what they’re doing – and if they have questions, 

to able to answer those questions. (partner) 

This story includes new identity statements that indicate deeper elaboration. “As 

a senior, I am an executor of client service processes.” Next he effectively states: “Now I 

need to make sure that new hires know what to do, and that I’m able to answer their 

questions.” It appears here that his leadership identity is expanding through both 

increased salience and deepening elaboration: “I have no excuses. When staff assigned to 

me have questions, I need to be able to locate answers and solutions.” This aspect of 

identity work related to the senior role may support the next form of becoming in 

participants’ career stories: 

4: Continuing to Expand Technical Expertise 

Prior to entering the role of senior, participants had been honing their expertise 

and reputation as experts others could rely on. As seniors, participants were now 

required to take responsibility for the accuracy of their colleagues’ work product, while at 

the same time being placed in charge of work for clients and industries with which they 

were often entirely unfamiliar. Now their identities expanded from merely being 

technical experts to being professionals who could locate and disseminate information to 

team members. One participant links this experience directly to his development not as a 

technician, but as a leader:  

So you really quickly develop into this leadership role, which (not only from a 

technical standpoint) is challenging, because you’re having to lead people 

through technical aspects of the audit that maybe you haven’t even seen yourself 
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before. So you’re having to kind of learn [those technical aspects] at that stage, 

where your staff are learning them for the first time, too. So you’re kind of all 

learning together. And you have to be able to navigate that with some efficiency, 

obviously, and be effective at the same time, which is challenging. (partner) 

It appears that the transition into and through the role of senior expanded this 

individual’s ability to learn to become not merely an information gatherer, but an 

efficient and effective information gatherer. At first he grappled with sourcing 

information for others. Then he began to see that he needed to be efficient as well as 

effective. This furnishes evidence that the senior role is an important site of identity 

formation – the salience of his leader identity is deepening, and elaboration is gaining 

important nuance: he is discovering that being a leader is about helping others succeed 

while he succeeds himself, and about efficiently and effectively accessing people to the 

information they need to complete their tasks.  

5: Navigating Interpersonal and Motivational Challenges 

An interviewee reported: “I’d say that was the biggest hurdle to learn, personally, 

in that senior role, and in that senior transition: how to initially lead a team for the first 

time – not only on the technical side, but managing the people side, as well.” He went on 

to state: 

But then again, from a leadership perspective, beyond the technical side of 

leading the team you’re also leading a team for the first time interpersonally – 

having to navigate different personalities of the team members and different 

preferences, different likes and dislikes. You know, that can be a challenging 

dynamic, depending on who you have on your team! You’re that first line of 

defense in terms of making sure the culture and the morale of the team are 

always positive, [and that there’s] generally a high energy, dedicated, disciplined 

team environment. That’s how we generally work best, so to speak. (partner) 
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This statement indicates that identity work related to entering into and 

succeeding in the role of senior staff focuses intently on three areas of becoming: 

choosing to expand oneself a technical expert, as a leader who helps others perform, and 

as a person who cultivates a team environment marked by dedication, discipline, and 

high energy. These furnish further evidence of rich identity work associated with this 

role, and deepening salience and elaboration of what it means to be not just a leader, but 

one who builds employees and environments that are productive and high-performing. 

6: Delegating to Develop People and Communicate Trust in Them 

In their new role as seniors, participants were quickly overwhelmed by a 

dramatic surge in the number of tasks they were required to attend to, all while they 

tried to support the team members assigned to them. Each participant reported that as a 

senior, he was confronted with the risks and necessities of learning to delegate. This 

struggle, which first surfaced in practice interviews I’d conducted with former Big 4 

partners I knew personally or had been introduced to, indicated a new area of leader 

identity development for seniors: learning how utilize delegation as a vehicle to develop 

others.  

The participants had spent much effort in their careers’ early years to develop 

expertise and become experts. Thus, at this point in their careers, they possessed 

considerable confidence in the numbers and documents they’d prepared on their own. 

Participants recounted a specific struggle as they learned to delegate as seniors: letting 

go and trusting others.  

But rather than allowing themselves to be debilitated by this challenge, they 

utilized delegation as a tool for mental self-management. One participant turned his 

experience of learning to delegate into a game by which he was able to rapidly accelerate 

himself as both an expert and leader: the more effective he became at delegating, the 

more time he had to keep expanding his expertise. Issues surrounding delegation were 
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reported by all participants; grappling with this skill provoked fascinating developmental 

responses. I explore several of their approaches to dealing with delegation and how this 

created a fertile space for identity work and exploration.  

Barrier: Disinclination to Trust Others. Participants reported that 

delegation surfaced issues within themselves about their disinclination to trust others 

and cede control. I suspect that this may be one of the most jarring parts about entry into 

the senior role: they had cultivated expertise and demonstrated high competence by 

delivering the goods in their first years. However, now each had to drive others’ work and 

trust that it would be the same quality as what the senior would have produced on his 

own. Regarding the issue of delegating as a new senior, one person shared:  

So yeah, as a senior, I think, for me one of the challenges was to be better at 

delegating, right? As a staff, you want to take ownership of all the different steps 

and tasks, and so forth. So I think for me the hardest part was learning how to 

push work down, and to really trust your more junior team members. (managing 

director 1) 

Another participant described struggling with choosing to willingly delegate in 

his new role as a senior – a struggle he has continued to wrestle with throughout his 

career:   

[D]elegating was always probably the feedback I got the most, in terms of 

constructive criticism…That developmental feedback was always: “You know, 

Francesco, you need to delegate more. You need to not do so much. You need to 

allow others to do.” And that was something I always struggled with, because I 

knew that if I did it, I would feel really confident with what I had done, and I 

would know that it would be a good work product, and I’d know that it would 

meet what we need for the audit. And if I didn’t know those answers, I’d be able 
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to get those answers by working through it with my managers, and making sure 

that what we need to deliver is done. (partner) 

Note his strong feelings here in connection to doing the work himself, as they 

reveal an ongoing difficulty in both wanting to delegate and learning to do so: “If I did it, 

I’d feel really confident in what I had done…that it would be a good work product, 

and…it would meet what we need for the audit.” This statement reveals a trust in his own 

work and betrays an apparent lack of trust in others’ work. 

These participants, each who ascended to the status of practice leader, did not 

acquiesce to the pain or perplexity induced by their delegation struggles. They shared a 

range of varied responses through which they learned to flip this challenge into an 

opportunity. Below I discuss three of those practices. 

Practice 1: Use Delegation Struggles to Provoke Mental Self-

Management. Participants used the process of learning to delegate as a vehicle through 

which they engaged in extensive self-management. In the process of doing so, they 

discovered innovative ways to create solutions for themselves and their teams. For 

example:  

But being able to delegate that down to the staff is really challenging. I had to 

become very intentional in doing so, and spend time really coaching and teaching 

the staff why we’re doing what we’re doing, and what these steps look like, and 

what the documentation needs to look like, and what are the right questions to 

ask: How do we talk with the clients in this particular department? What are their 

expectations of an auditor? (partner) 

He managed his fear at trusting others by 1) proactively training staff about the 

rationale for their work, 2) laying out the steps to follow, 3) identifying examples of 

required documentation to be produced, and 4) helping change the questions they asked. 

None of these is directly related to delegating, yet the partner implemented these four 
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actions as a solution that addressed his disinclination to trust others, and furnished his 

team members with concrete steps designed to help them trust themselves.  

These tools appear to stem from self-management he engaged in: “I don’t feel I 

can trust people, but I can’t survive in this job unless I get delegating, do it well, and do 

so quickly. If I help them see the big picture and give them examples of what they should 

be producing, then they’ll start producing what I expect on their own, which will help me 

and them.” In essence, he leveraged delegation to become a different kind of team 

leader: one who provides best practices, sample documentation, and more.  

How this future practice leader learned to delegate – and created solutions 

around it for himself and others – provides ample evidence of identity work and identity 

change at play. The one who originally said, “I’m not sure I want to trust others’ work” 

has become a person who embodies: “I create systems and environments that help me to 

trust what’s being done by others under me, and which help me lead them more 

effectively.” This gives a window into a more deeply elaborated leader identity 

developing within this participant during his role as senior.  

Practice 2: Link Delegation to an Issue of Greater Social or 

Organizational Value. Participants found another vehicle to help themselves cultivate 

a deeper commitment to delegation: link it to something of greater or ultimate 

importance, such as fairness to their teams or to ensure a holistic form of advancement 

across the firm:  

[Y]ou can’t do your own work as a senior, but then also do the work of the staff. 

It’s unfair to the staff as well – to those that are below you. We thrive on a model 

of continuous development – development of our people. And if they’re not 

developing, then it’s just setting them up for failure when they get promoted… So, 

not only is delegation good, just from a personal standpoint, it’s obviously a 

necessary part of how we develop as a practice, and how we make sure our people 
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are developing at the right pace, so that they can be successful in their careers, as 

well. (partner) 

How did this participant change himself to want to become an effective 

delegator? He anchored doing so to fairness to others, not just to freeing up space in his 

schedule. He also created a negative link – “If I don’t help them grow in the way they 

need to, I’ll only set them up for failure after they get promoted.” All of this indicates 

that, through wrestling with delegation, his leader identity is becoming more deeply 

elaborated: “When I delegate, I help our firm, I ensure the correct developmental pace, 

and I help our people be successful in their careers.”  

It could be argued that this is another form of mental self-management. It may 

well also mark a distinct progression from an earlier identity – the expert who gets the 

job done – toward becoming a leader who facilitates others’ success. I find it intriguing 

that so much identity work is performed around this single item of delegation among the 

three participants; this alone warrants further scholarly attention with larger samples.  

Practice 3: Use Delegation to Unlock Your Potential and Accelerate 

Your Advancement. One participant describes his journey into the role of senior in 

both stark and opportunistic terms.  

1: Change Mindset to Open New Doors. He discovered that the way he’d 

worked before as staff was insufficient to succeed as a senior. But by learning to see 

delegating as a vehicle for opportunity instead of an obstacle, he found a way to leverage 

the changes:   

So it was really all about developing and refining my skills to serve clients, purely 

from a tax technical standpoint. “Can I get the tax returns done?” Or: “Could I 

help my clients through questions? Could I oversee a project?” And what I had to 

unlearn was, going from doing everything…to allowing others and teaching 
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others to do what I know. And then using that time to learn a new skill set. 

(managing director 2) 

This participant’s response to delegating was: “If I just let people do the work, 

and I teach them how do work my way, I’ll have extra time on my hands to pursue 

developing skills that I’m interested in, and which will distinguish me from people in my 

start class.” By choosing to see delegation not as a pain to overcome, but a pathway to 

becoming, this participant tapped into his desire to become more of an expert and 

leveraged it to accelerate himself. In doing these things, he was not only engaging in 

mental self-management, he was taking steps to test out his emerging leader identity.  

2: Leverage Created Free Time to Pursue Opportunities. As this 

participant continued through his role as senior, he found positive reinforcement 

through choosing to delegate: more free time to pursue what he wanted. What did he do 

in that time?  

I would take on more complex projects. I would take on larger clients with 

complex issues. You know, I’ve always liked challenging work – that’s something 

that always kept me interested throughout the years. So, as I found time for 

myself – as I was freeing myself up because I was leveraging better – I would go 

talk to the partners and say: “Hey, put me on this complex project!” Or: “Put me 

on this complex client. I want to learn all that I need to learn, whether it’s sub-c, 

or ASC 740, [or] international tax.” I would just try to learn as much as I can, to 

make myself more marketable, more knowledgeable to clients. (managing 

director 1) 

This participant created free time to become something more than he was. He 

used the tool of delegation to make it possible for himself, and to create multiple new 

opportunities: become more of an expert, and then apply that expertise by taking on 

more complex projects and getting himself placed onto bigger clients with thornier 
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issues. Through this, he was also creating visibility for himself: partners could see that he 

was increasing his mastery. In response, they entrusted him with larger clients who had 

greater complexity; this action is a form of identity affirmation and identity granting. 

3: Create an Ongoing Cycle of Reinforcing Leverage. As this participant 

delegated more, he created time to become more than he already was, resulting in rapid 

growth. Then he came back and trained his team, turning these experiences into an 

ongoing cycle of reinforcing leverage that helped them to grow along with him: 

But as I got more familiar with the various complex issues, I would then try to 

pass that knowledge down to my teams…allowing me to again just take on 

different projects and different roles. You know, I’ve always enjoyed working on 

different clients and projects. And the only way you’re able to do that in public 

accounting is by leveraging yourself, right, in building a team, and being able to 

free yourself up to take on something different. (managing director 2) 

The approach he implemented to help himself and others is as follows: 1) build a 

team, 2) delegate to free himself up and grow, 3) pass his newly acquired knowledge 

down to team members to build them up, and then 4) repeat this ongoing cycle of 

reinforcing leverage. As he delegates better, he finds time to pursue growth 

opportunities. As he gains increasing mastery, he shares what he’s learned with his team, 

which empowers them to grow and work better. This frees him to go out and pursue 

further growth opportunities and continue this ongoing cycle of mastery.  

These steps and their interconnections provide evidence of an increasingly 

elaborated leader identity. “If I delegate, I help my team and myself. It frees me to grow, 

and when I grow, I can use my learnings to help those around me to grow. That should 

free me to delegate even more, and when that happens, I’ll grow further and then have 

new insights to train the team on.” In so doing, who he is has been changing, and one 

would expect that his team’s effectiveness is climbing, as well. By enacting this cycle, not 
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only is his leader identity expanding but so is his view of what it means to an effective 

accountant. He must be an expert, but more than an expert. He must lead a team, but do 

more than that: he must leverage the constraint of time to increase his performance as 

well as the performance of others around him.  

Delegation is a rich source of pain, perplexity, and power for those inhabiting the 

senior role. Learning to delegate involves extensive identity work – unlearning, 

disassociating from past tendencies to rely on oneself and choosing to begin trusting 

others. It also involves becoming – choosing to become a different person, and 

navigating through time management’s turbulent waters to discover a new, tailored 

leader identity. In this experiences, seniors’ identity salience appears to be growing 

deeper, as it fuels much self-evaluation and self-transformation effort. Certainly, a more 

richly detailed elaboration of participants’ leader identity is forged through the crucible 

experiences linked to passage into the senior role and its new responsibilities. 

7. Identify Role Models Who Inspire a Positive View of Who I can Become 

In a seminal article on provisional selves among professionals seeking 

promotion, Ibarra (1999) observed that people who were promoted to more senior roles 

in investment banking and management consulting carefully observed both good and 

bad role models. They tried out and adapted orientations and practices from good 

models. Then by observing partners whom they deemed to be bad models, they 

identified approaches they sought to avoid.  

In Big 4 firms globally, it is likely that a similar route to exploring provisional 

selves is explored by aspiring practice leaders in every office. Intriguingly, none of my 

participants reported that, in their careers, they’d ever seen a partner (let alone multiple 

partners) above them whom they didn’t want to be like. Whether this is true or mere 

posturing to protect the brand, I offer no opinion. 
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Role models served as important influences in the identity journey – particularly 

so at the senior career stage. Observing the leaders above him became a central pivot 

point in the narrative of one participant. This experience accelerated his leader identity 

salience, as well as his commitment to his accounting career. Hearing this participant’s 

observations about how those above him used their valuable time brings to mind an old 

saying that leaders are always being watched by those around them:  

I think we have a great teaching culture in our [county] practice. Looking at some 

partners, managers, seniors I worked with, I saw how they taught not just myself, 

but other people, and took the time for that. That was something I really wanted 

to emulate, because I saw how that brought us all together, and it really created 

value that could go beyond just the client project. It was paying off in multiples. I 

can think of three folks that are great examples of that, and whom I definitely 

have tried to emulate throughout my career, and particularly when I was a senior. 

(managing director 1) 

This participant, recognizing at the sheer crush of time commitments everyone 

faced, was surprised at how those above him regularly made time to step away from 

clients and market activities to focus on developing staff. Note that this was a particularly 

strong anchoring moment: “That was something I really wanted to emulate.” In other 

words, in his partners he saw something that he wanted to not just experience, but to 

emulate; this established a possible self he aspired to become. The strength of feeling in 

this moment surfaces a deepening salience of his leader identity: “I love this, I want to 

live this, I want to become this!”  

This pivotal moment in his role as a senior clearly also expanded the detailed 

elaboration of his leader identity. This participant’s picture of the leader he sought to 

become wasn’t of a person who simply called in the troops for a quarterly technical 

update. No, the leader he now aspired to be was one who was available. And through 
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this pivotal moment, he apparently recognized at least three tests of good Big 4 leader: 1) 

they bring people together, 2) what they do creates value that extends beyond mere client 

work, and 3) their proactive efforts produce payoffs in multiples. 

The senior role is a critical bridge to the manager role. As a senior, accountants 

are learning to manage others as well as themselves. They discover the importance of 

delegating work to others while also maintaining high standards for the work produced. 

In this role, accountants’ leader identity is emerging and developing elaboration. These 

are foundational factors connected to success in the next career role: that of manager.  

The Manager Career Stage: The Networked Leader Emerges 

As challenging as the passage into and through the role of senior was for 

participants, they collectively reported their promotion to manager as the most difficult 

transition of their careers. This new role demanded that they continue to develop their 

expertise. To this expectation was now added beginning to serve the firm in new 

leadership assignments, taking responsibility for managing accounts and the flows of 

information with clients, and gaining equity with clients by communicating the 

meanings of numbers prepared for them.  

Participants report that, when they entered this new role, partners began inviting 

them into business-building activities such as proposal-writing. These new tasks arrived 

at the same time participants encountered a substantial increase of responsibilities in 

terms of managing multiple clients and projects. Further, as managers they were now 

also expected to engage in networking and external relationship-building. These changes 

provoked self-development and new identity work processes for the new managers. 

1: Expanding Leader Identity through New Responsibilities  

These changes make the manager role a fertile identity construction location.  

Opportunities to serve the firm in new ways expanded participants’ identities as leaders. 

One interviewee reported:  
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…as a manager, you start to get the opportunity to actually conduct the 

interviews, and to get a little bit more involved in the recruiting in terms of 

having indirect influence around who we’re interviewing, and who we’re 

suggesting to hire, etc. So in that regard, as a manager, I was able to dive deeper 

into that recruiting effort. (partner) 

As context, this participant had returned to his alma mater several times to meet 

students at Meet the Firms nights and other social events, in his earlier career roles at 

[Big 4 Firm]. In the above quote, he notes with pride several new developments that he 

experienced in his manager role: his ability now to influence whom his firm interviewed, 

the freedom to conduct interviews himself, and the responsibility to make hiring 

recommendations. He viewed this as deepening his connection with earlier efforts at 

recruiting: “So in that regard, as a manager, I was able to dive deeper into that recruiting 

effort.”  

Another participant describes his experience of stepping into multiple newly- 

added responsibilities as a manager:  

I always tell people that I think going from senior to manager is the hardest 

transition, because when you’re a staff and senior, you’re more focused on just 

the work / the project… 

Then once you become a manager, you have all these additional roles and 

responsibilities outside just your client work: Leadership, recruiting, training, 

whatever – all of that becomes part of the job…I’m all of a sudden expected to do 

and help with all these additional roles and responsibilities. It was a pretty eye-

opening experience. But I also would say: those leadership-type functions that I 

that I was now doing at [Big 4 Firm] – what I still continue to do here at [Big 4 

Firm] –are really what I enjoy, over just “the job” – over preparing tax returns. 

(managing director 2) 
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In spite of the difficulty in fulfilling additional responsibilities linked to his 

manager role, this participant describes them not ruefully but as a revelation. He 

discovered that the new leadership-type functions he was expected to fulfill became a 

greater source of enjoyment than the work content connected to his accounting role. His 

view of himself is changing here as he embraces new functions in his manager role. He 

assigns deeper enjoyment to these new functions which, when he compares them to his 

standard accounting responsibilities, he derisively refers to as just being “the job.”  

The other managing director recounted his experience of stepping into these 

additional responsibilities as one that provoked him to not only think as a leader, but to 

become a person who actively facilitates others’ long-term success:  

[A]s a manager you’re a lot more involved in the larger administration: making 

sure that things are scheduled appropriately, and making sure that billing, 

invoices and all those things are happening. And you have to make sure you set 

aside enough time to do all those other items.  

For me, that was a challenge: giving up a little bit more of the direct client 

work and letting my teams do that, and then focusing more on the administrative 

aspects. [You start] realizing that if you don’t let go of things, you’re sort of 

conveying your team that you don’t trust them. And so it’s not so much that there 

could be a quality issue; it’s more of a fact that you need to be getting the next 

class to then step in the shoes and start acting as acting managers / acting seniors 

themselves.  

So I started learning: it takes time to build that trust with people on your 

teams, but I think that that was important to show. I started realizing that you 

want to be signaling to people about their future more, and taking tangible steps 

to show that. (managing director 1) 
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Note that this participant links some of his development here again to delegation. 

After recounting some of the basic administrative tasks added to his responsibilities as a 

manager, he provides a window into how his leader identity was changing during this 

season: he now saw that when he delegated work to his team, it conveyed that they were 

trusted professionals. His final statement evidences the further elaboration of his 

leadership identity: “I must become a person who conveys trust to my team, and who 

thus prepares them to begin ‘acting as acting managers / acting seniors themselves.’” In 

essence, here he is looking to draw new behaviors and performance out of others by his 

volitional act of choosing to convey trust through the act of delegation.  

This experience of entering into his new responsibilities as a manager also 

provoked new perspectives about people and projects:  

Yeah, as a manager, I think I really learned the value of stewardship and how it’s 

not about the projects. Projects change, clients change – it’s about the team you 

have and how you can help their career and really get them bought into our firm 

as a collective. (managing director 1) 

These statements appear to convey that his leader identity is growing in salience 

and elaboration. He is thinking beyond new tasks and toward purposes and priorities, as 

well as through the lens of stewardship. In his prior role as a senior, it was all about the 

work product of team members. Now team members themselves are to be carefully 

stewarded. While clients may be the raison d'être of a firm, clients and projects may 

change, but the team surrounding him will be there for the long run.  

Earlier in his career, it was work that was to be stewarded; now, he sees team 

members as resources and relationships to be stewarded. As a manager, the long-term 

has begun shaping his view: he must steward team relationships, he must help people’s 

careers, and he must get the team to buy into the firm. His aims are expanding, and his 

leader identity is growing in elaboration here.  
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2: Expanding Focus to Become Market-Oriented 

Entry into the manager role demanded that participants begin engaging in new 

market-oriented activities connected to pitching clients and winning business. Fulfilling 

these requirements involved acquiring new skills and motivations. This shift introduced 

new identity work for those who now occupied the role of manager: 

And then also on the sales side of the business – starting to get introduced: 

having partners bring me into audit proposals for potential clients, getting 

involved in the proposal-writing process, and creating that document: what it 

needs to look like and what we’re trying strategically to tell [in] the story for this 

particular client. (partner) 

Note the contrast here between his two prior roles and the new manager role. As 

staff, he focused on becoming an expert who generated quality work product; as senior 

staff, he became a facilitator of team members’ work product quality. Now as a manager, 

he is not merely a number cruncher or overseer of number crunchers. He is becoming a 

storyteller to clients – one who uses stories to help win their business.  

This evidences an intriguing shift in identity along the trajectory of his career 

thus far. In his staff role at the beginning of his career, he sought to become an expert. 

After transitioning to manager, he is embracing the role of explorer instead. He is no 

longer a mere producer of hard numbers; he has begun to view himself as an artist who 

produces stories that connect with clients and generate revenues. These career stories 

suggest that substantial identity work has occurred as the participant passed through a 

process of changing himself to become something he hadn’t been before. Additionally, 

these new responsibilities fueled his interest to grow further in these new areas that lay 

beyond audit work: 

Eventually [I got] involved in networking lunches and other networking events to 

start building relationships within the [regional] marketplace. [I’m] getting into 
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my senior manager years at that point. But all of that was really interesting to me. 

And I started to feel, as I was getting into my second year managing, my third 

year managing, that these other opportunities coming my way, and these 

additional responsibilities that are outside of the day to day audit work execution, 

were really interesting to me. It added a new layer of interest, in terms of kind of 

how I could see myself develop more in this career. (partner) 

3: Moving from being Reactive to Choosing to be Proactive.  

In becoming a manager, participants reported that they initially experienced 

reactivity. Initially, in the face of a steady stream of new responsibilities and tasks, 

participants felt less in control of how their days were spent, leading them to be more 

reactive. Over time, however, as they further transitioned into their manager role, 

participants developed proactive approaches to their work. One interviewee reflected: 

As a manager, you start learning that you have to step in and you have to fill 

what’s open. Right? So as a staff especially, and sometimes as a senior, you’re sort 

of assigned to do the meat and potatoes, to do the project deliverable. There’s a 

lot of work for you to do on those things. Whereas as a manager, you’re having a 

follow up on things, right? “I need to shoot a quick email to the client, to figure 

out this PVC item.” Or: “Oh, they haven’t paid invoices for two months,” or 

there’s all these little things. As a staff, you can get these big chunks of work to 

work on, [which] direct all your time.  

…I think, by the time I was a manager, half of my day was unplanned! It 

just became a lot more complex to manage all that in terms of…you have to 

realize that you can’t be efficient. That’s just the nature of what it is: you’re 

managing more clients, and you don’t really know exactly what you’re doing from 

day to day – you have to sometimes put something down and hop onto 

something…which as a staff and senior, I don’t think I had to deal with as much. 
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It was more of: “Okay, I can work four hours on this project, this day.” And so 

that was sort of a challenge. (managing director 1) 

Experiencing Flexibility: Participants reported that, while their transition to 

the manager role was marked by severe time constraints, they also began to discover 

moments of time flexibility, as well: 

So going from that career transition…going from staff or senior, where you’re 

really more just focused on the work, to manager, where obviously the work is 

important, but you’re now also focused on building relationships, being a leader, 

having some of those rewarding moments. [This] being part of your 

responsibilities…I thought was really neat. (managing director 2) 

Becoming Proactive: Practice leaders reported that, as they began to 

encounter time flexibility in their manager role, they started to proactively focus on 

building client relationships and positioning themselves for promotion. One person 

reflected: 

But as a manager, if your team is doing well, then a lot of your time is spent 

thinking about: “What are the problems out there? How can I anticipate things?” 

You don’t really have a set list or schedule, right? I think, by the time I was a 

manager, half of my day was unplanned! It just became a lot more complex to 

manage all that in terms of…you have to realize that you can’t be efficient. 

(managing director 1) 

Here we see both the pain and the promise inherent to entering the manager role. 

This person reports frustration: half his day was unplanned activities. Daily work became 

much more complex to manage. Further, in this season of his career, he felt that 

efficiency wasn’t possible. But he also describes his experience of choosing to become 

proactive. He is taking time to consider the periphery: “What problems are out there, 

and how do I anticipate them?”  
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These questions indicate that, within this season of inefficiency and perceived 

lack of control, he was taking time to anticipate problems by proactively asking 

opportunity-focused questions. Note here that this development reflects ongoing identity 

work: he is choosing to change his time orientation to become future-focused. Further, 

he is becoming a person who influences the chaotic environment he finds himself in by 

asking better questions. He does not accept inefficiencies as his fate. Instead, he shifts 

his focus (and his potential effectiveness) by anticipating and managing today’s activities 

in response to his proactive scanning of the environment.  

Preparing for Promotion to Senior Manager: Within the new aspects of 

his work as manager, one participant described a first in his career: “rewarding 

moments.” About his new responsibilities, he says: “building relationship, being a leader, 

having some of those rewarding moments. [This] being part of your responsibilities…I 

thought that was neat.” (managing director 2)  

In this season of his career he is discovering time flexibility for the first time, as 

he enjoys stepping into the new leadership functions of his role. He at first encountered 

challenges as he learned how to make time for all these new functions. But as he focused 

on using delegation as a time-leveraging device, he gradually changed himself into who 

he needed to become, in order to be viewed as ready to occupy the senior manager role:  

Yeah. It was really about just making time. So like: making time to help with the 

different initiatives, or help with recruiting, help with being a coach, and finding 

ways to not only serve clients, but do all these other roles and responsibilities.  

So this kind of goes back to delegating: knowing that, in order for me to 

be successful at [Big 4 Firm] I had to do all these other things, forced me to really 

delegate my work…so I could then spend time to do these other things that are 

important for me to then move on to being a senior manager. Because if you’re a 
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senior manager, you’re expected to do even more so around marketplace, 

leadership, etc.  

So there was a lot of spending time with the team, making sure that 

projects are moving, being more proactive on deadlines and holding teams 

accountable, having those tough discussions with team members to make sure 

that things are moving and if there were development areas, that I was being 

honest and providing constructive feedback where needed. (managing director 2) 

Note here that his goals are shaped by his identity aims. Because he seeks to 

position himself for promotion to senior manager, he refocuses on becoming a superior 

delegator. This occurs at the same time he is also engaged in several new leadership 

functions within his role as manager. Here we see that possible selves are strongly 

engaged in motivating him to take today’s action.  

His vision of what he seeks to become is influencing how he chooses to manage 

himself. This provides evidence of a deepening elaboration of his leader identity: to 

become the leader he aspires, he must re-orient his time usage. He must also become a 

person who chooses (rather than avoids) to conduct both developmental and difficult 

conversations with team members, proactively manages his team’s work and their 

accountabilities, and who ensures that he creates space to spend time engaging in 

additional activities that will position him to become senior manager.   

4. “It’s kind of trial by fire.”  

Participants’ narratives single out the turbulence tied to the role transition to 

manager. One way they explain this transition is by comparing it to the content of their 

prior roles:  

Well, there’s I think there’s a couple practical things that change immediately as a 

manager which make it difficult…Practically speaking as a senior, you’re 

generally you’re only working on one client at a time. So you go from job to job 
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or, engagement to engagement, client to client – there’s very little overlap, 

generally speaking. You have a senior that’s working on a client, and that’s all 

they’re doing 40 hours a week or more.  

As a manager, that concept is thrown out the window! Now you’re 

managing multiple engagements at a time, multiple times throughout the year. I 

went from having one client at a time, as any senior would to…I think in my first 

year as a manager, I had five or six clients over the course of that year, many of 

which would overlap with [each other]. I had two public company clients as a 

manager, which for a first-year manager is a lot to handle, because those will 

always overlap based on the calendars and when the reporting timelines are for 

those clients. Then I had, I think, three or four private company clients to 

manage, as well, throughout that first year. (partner) 

When I asked the respondent if his firm had scheduled him for a class to prepare 

him for this transition, he disagreed with laughter, and referred to this job role entry as 

“kind of trial by fire.” This challenging transition’s demands for increased performance 

fueled a surge of new identity work, as indicated in the following response:  

Yeah, that’s right. No, I wish! It’s kind of trial by fire. But you know, it’s certainly 

it’s nothing that’s never been done before. Like, you know: “This is what we do.” 

But it doesn’t necessarily make the transition any easier. What does help is if you 

are able to become a manager on a client that you previously served as a senior. 

That transition, just because of that familiarity with the client, makes it easier. 

But, while those instances do occur, you’re also obviously getting new 

clients you’ve never seen before, and now you’re responsible for managing a 

team, and an engagement, and maybe even an industry that you’ve never seen 

before. [So you’re] having to learn that industry and that client’s business, and 
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the client’s personnel that you have to talk with and understand…and seem 

sensible in doing so.  

Those are all significant challenges, but to your point earlier, there’s the 

non-technical or non-operational side of being a manager, just from a personal 

standpoint: how do you create balance in your schedule between work and life – 

personal time and career time, if you will, feeling like you could work 80 hours a 

week and not catch up in your day job? And that’s where you really start to 

understand what flexibility within public accounting starts to look like. It kind of 

comes at the perfect time, because you’re getting all these additional 

responsibilities, but then the firm also gives you flexibility in how to manage 

those responsibilities. (partner) 

This interviewee went on to further describe the changes that accompanied his 

entry into the role of manager:  

So your workload from the breadth of clients standpoint goes up significantly, 

which creates new struggles. Now you have to become an expert multitasker, 

right? While you might have had to multitask with the concept of a single client 

as a senior, now you’re having to do that exponentially across multiple clients at 

the same time.  

So that organizational quality or trait becomes really important: “How do 

you stay organized? How do you keep all your clients straight? How do you make 

sure the work streams are flowing according to the timeline on each of those 

engagements? How do you make yourself available to your teams, to help them 

on multiple clients at the same time, and kind of diversify yourself across those 

different teams?” (partner) 

Here I recognize instances of identity work: as a senior, he had to do well at 

multitasking; now as a manager, he was forced “to become an expert multitasker” who 
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faced an exponential explosion of complexity. Note again that these participants, all who 

became practice leaders, actively utilize questions as a form of mental management. 

Many accountants wash out of Big 4 firms at the manager role (Kornberger et al., 2011). 

Could it be that those who succeed and are promoted into higher roles are more effective 

at asking actionable questions to manage and focus their minds? This important 

question should be further explored by scholars.  

This practice leader supports his growth here by asking becoming questions that 

assume it is truly possible for him to do what he’s asked. For example, instead of making 

identity statements such as “I can’t keep all my clients straight,” he asks an affirmative 

question: “How do you keep all your clients straight?” But he is doing more than asking 

questions; he is anchoring questions to the scaffolding of existing identities that he’s 

developed at the firm. Given his statements above, he could have said (about his senior 

role): “I am a person who now does well at multitasking.” But in the manager role, doing 

merely well could be fatal career-wise, and thus he asserts his choice “to become an 

expert multitasker.”   

This participant further balances his becoming statement with a sensemaking 

one that perhaps has furnished him with perspective during this phase of his career: “It’s 

kind of trial by fire. But you know, it’s certainly it’s nothing that’s never been done 

before. Like, you know: ‘This is what we do.’ But it doesn’t necessarily make the 

transition any easier.” Here he appears to appeal to three organizational mantras 

repeated throughout his career at the firm:  

1) This is only a season in your life. It’s merely a trial by fire…not your destiny. 

Note that this statement builds perspective and justifies current pain with the 

promise of future relief.   

2) Many others before you have survived these changes and even thrived. Note 

this statement conveys a cloud of great witnesses motif by indicating that those 
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in the higher ranks didn’t allow themselves to be stopped by these challenges. 

This poses the question: “Are you made of the same stuff?”  

3) What you’re grappling with learning right now is what we do. Note this tells 

hearers that the ability to successfully learn these skills is non-negotiable: “This 

is what we do here” offers a choice to either improve oneself or self-select out of 

the firm. 

Entry into and passage through the manager role introduces a season of 

considerable challenge and skill expansion. During this career stage, accountants are 

learning to manage client engagements and communicate in a way that helps clients 

understand the numbers. Managers also experience fulfilling the demands of additional 

expectations and functions as they begin serving the firm in leadership and 

administrative projects, all while climbing the learning curve on their existing clients, 

new clients, and the teams that have been assigned to them.  

At this career stage, those who became practice leaders also discovered the gift of 

time flexibility and began to leverage it to tailor the role around themselves. This 

presented their first experience at exercising autonomy in how they executed their jobs, 

through choices as seemingly small as when to be in the office or where to do work. They 

faced pressure to continue building their expertise while also expanding their 

effectiveness as leaders of teams and builders of relationships with clients. All these 

changes provoke extensive identity work as accountants work to reinvent themselves to 

fulfill the demands of their current role, and as they prepare themselves for the greater 

challenges that lie ahead in the next career stage: senior manager.  

The Senior Manager Level: Becoming an Outwardly-Focused Firm Leader 

Participants reported that, as senior managers, they had to balance at least three 

competing demands: 1) learning to perform (and then lead) new types of transactions,  

2) becoming increasingly market-focused, all while 3) taking on expanded leadership 
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responsibilities at the firm. These demands collectively forged the senior manager role 

into a pivotal identity development moment in participants’ careers. More frequently at 

this point, practice leaders’ stories refer to statements like “that was really interesting to 

me!” One interviewee reflected: 

And that just continued to exponentially grow as I moved through those first few 

years as a senior manager – really having a lot of support from my partners at 

that time, having them enable me to create specific time in my schedule to focus 

on business development and networking, and the sales side of the business. 

Because we were starting to see some success through my efforts in that way, so 

they wanted me to continue focusing on that, while I obviously never left the 

client service aspect of the job.  

My client loads continued to grow – I was placed on a lot of significant 

transactions: IPOs, M&A activity, debt offerings – all the buzzwords of the 

complex transactions that occur for our clients, I was always roped into those. 

Even if they weren’t my direct client, I would go in and help those teams navigate 

those situations. So I got a lot of great exposure to the technical side of the 

practice as well, which was always really interesting to see: “How does a company 

go from being a private company to a public company? And what does that 

process look like? How does a stock get priced, and what influenced the stock 

price? And why do some stocks do really well, and others do poorly? What are the 

market conditions that need to be in play to make that a success for that 

particular IPO? What is a roadshow?” All these things that you hear the 

buzzwords, but you really don’t know what they mean until you kind of live it. 

(partner) 

Through these experiences as a senior manager, this interviewee began to realize 

that those whom he considered to be models of partners all exhibited the skills that he 
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was beginning to see himself perform successfully. This provoked new questions about 

his future, as well as a commitment to pursue the partnership process:  

And so [it was] very interesting for me to learn those processes through my senior 

manager years. Then I was probably in my third year as a senior manager, having 

really started to take on a lot of the responsibilities that a partner would be 

expected to have. I started to feel: “What would a partner look like? What would a 

partner role feel like? What would I be doing? How can I continue to grow in this 

way?”  

And that’s really where I made that decision that it was something I 

wanted to go for. Certainly it wasn’t assured that I would get it, obviously. You 

have to be admitted, and there’s a year-long admissions process, and the voting, 

and all that kind of stuff, and the presentations and the like. But I at least knew it 

was something I was interested in pursuing, by that [time in my career]. (partner) 

Note that the question he asks are aspirational identity questions. “What would a 

partner look like? “What would a partner feel like? What would I be doing? How can I 

continue to grow in this way?” Such questions fuel deeper identification with the role he 

is now formally committing to. Intriguingly, they also increase the likelihood that he will 

develop greater salience and a more finely-tuned elaboration of a partner identity.  

At this point, the participant describes taking concrete actions to position himself 

to achieve partnership. Note the feedback items he utilizes to provide himself clear 

feedback regarding whether he is becoming increasingly partner-like:  

So my focus at that point quickly shifted to really setting myself up well for 

success over those next three to four years to show that: “Yes, I can sell our 

services. I can bring in clients. I can identify opportunities in the marketplace. 

I’ve got a track record of having success, and that I can serve my clients well. The 

feedback from the C-suite individuals at my clients with regard to my 
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relationship-building with them is really positive.” So I really wanted to focus on 

all those touch points that would make my case strong for the partner level in 

that admissions process. (partner) 

Here the participant makes several identity statements. Each indicates a high 

degree of self-efficacy and is linked to specific, binary questions related to partner-like 

behaviors / experiences. I observe at least five identity claiming tests that he imposes on 

himself and answers in the affirmative: 

1) Yes, I can sell our services.  

2) I can bring in clients.  

3) I can identify opportunities in the marketplace.  

4) I’ve got a track record of having success, and that I can serve my clients 

well.  

5) The feedback from the C-suite individuals at my clients about my 

relationship-building with them is really positive.  

These statements indicate that he has stepped into provisional selves enough 

times that he has found a way to map a partner identity onto who he is. Partner is no 

longer something that lies out somewhere beyond him; partner is now something that he 

believes he has a right to claim as his identity.  

Having identified the preceding identity claiming tests, this interviewee 

immediately continued by sharing the following: 

And throughout that process, I had a lot of coaching and support again from my 

mentors that are partners at the firm, in terms of how to navigate that, and when 

to pull certain triggers, how to create space in my schedule, [and] strategically, 

what clients do I need to be on to prove myself in certain aspects of the business? 

So all of that was very intentional over those three to four years: to set myself up 

well for that partner role. (partner) 
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Note that, immediately after seeing a “Yes” in response to these five identity 

testing questions, he immediately turns them around and utilizes them to begin the 

process of formal partner identity assertion. This shapes several future-related 

considerations related to his identity quest:  

1) How can I leverage partners to guide me and be my advocates?   

2) What timing issues am I unaware of that can influence my achieving 

partnership? 

3) How do I create space in my schedule to perform partner-like behaviors?  

4) Which clients do I need to be on to prove myself?  

5) I need to be intentional about finding and becoming the answers to my 

questions in order to set myself up well for that partner role.   

Several of these questions echo those addressed by Garnier (2020), an insightful 

article well worth exploring for those who aspire to become accounting firm practice 

leaders within and beyond the Big 4. This participant uses both questioning and a future 

focus to guide himself on a quest to becoming. Though he possesses several specific 

strengths that he believes qualify him to assert a partner identity, he recognizes that 

there is much he does not know about the terrain ahead. Thus, he creates a checklist of 

items that will accelerate his journey to becoming a partner not just in his own mind, but 

in the eyes of decision-makers. 

Preparing for Promotion to the Next More Senior Role. As senior 

managers, participants considered how to best position themselves for promotion to the 

next level. But this promotion, as well as the process leading up to it, provoked new 

questions that demanded answers and a new journey of becoming. One person reported:  

So when you’re a senior manager, it’s almost expected that you have strong 

fundamentals, you have a high degree of…tax-technical understanding. And it 

becomes more about: “How well are you serving your clients? How well do you 
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have relationship with your clients? How much time are you spending in the 

marketplace? How are you teaming with the other service lines or other 

functions? How are you growing the [Big 4 Firm] brand?”  

And then probably the one area I probably struggled with the most is: 

“How do you differentiate yourself from other senior managers, in order for you 

to then make it to the next level?” (managing director 2) 

Note here that in anticipating and preparing for the next promotion, technical 

expertise moves to the background. Further, new questions emerge that focus on how 

strongly this aspirant connects with clients and the marketplace, how he will serve his 

firm’s brand, how well he teams with service lines and other teams within the firm, and 

how he can differentiate himself from other senior managers. The process of preparing 

for promotion involved honest self-assessments and external feedback, both which 

produced extensive questioning and identity work, as shown below:  

I think that once you get to a certain point, you realize there’s a lot of really smart 

and really good people at [Big 4 Firm] that could serve, that can do what I could 

do – a lot of really smart people that could serve large clients’ complex issues, etc.  

It then becomes more about: “Okay. Do you have an industry expert[ise]? 

Are you an industry expert? Are you the leader of [on] certain publicly traded 

companies in the West Coast? Are you known as the marketplace leader – 

teaming with audit to bring more [of] the [Big 4 Firm’s] services to our clients?” 

I was probably more focused on just getting the job done and being good 

at my job – thinking that was good enough…till you realize there’s a lot of people 

that are really good at their jobs, that could do their jobs day to day. But then if 

someone were to say: “Hey, what does Jonathan do? How’s Jon different from all 

the other senior managers?”  
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I really didn’t have that. I really didn’t have something I could really point 

to and say: “Well, this is my story. This is why I’m different. This is what I bring 

to the firm.” [This] was something that really took me a while to figure out, 

because I was, again, just focused on doing a good job…and I thought I was good 

enough. (managing director 2) 

The above questions indicate that preparation for promotion beyond senior 

manager involves identity clarification and perhaps identity challenge. This participant 

reports that he believed, up to this point in his career, that if he did a good job, it was 

sufficient. In discovering that to not be true, he embarked on a journey of identity 

exploration during which he learned to define his areas of differentiation. He needed to 

assert that he possessed some form of expertise to distinguish himself from other 

candidates. His realization that excellence alone was insufficient to earn the next 

promotion caused him to pass through a period of intensive questioning and clarification 

– which fuel considerable identity work.  

This is a beautifully articulated identity dilemma: “Who am I, and what is my 

contribution? How am I making a unique mark on this firm?” His inability to answer 

these questions provoked extensive exploration until he got clear about who he was, and 

identified what differentiated him from others. His quest to be promoted to practice 

leader thus provoked extensive questioning, which apparently fueled an abundance of 

productive identity work. His goal orientation fueled the questions that provoked 

identity questioning and identity construction.  

At this stage in their careers, participants report that they began to view 

themselves as being partner material or managing director material through external 

feedback they received from significant others in the firm. Two participants reported that 

such external feedback served as a pivot point which prompted them to conclude: “That 

next title is who I now am.” This arrived in several ways: affirmation received from a 
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client, through direct affirmation from a partner, and through a journey of interviewing 

others at higher ranks in the firm. 

1: Affirmation through Success and a Conversation with a Client 

One participant shared the following story about a pivotal moment when he first 

saw himself as practice leader material: 

There’s a couple moments that stick out, obviously feel good, and kind of give you 

some confidence to know that you’re doing the right thing and you’re on the right 

track. [I experienced] one of those moments around that time…I was a senior 

manager, obviously, [and] leading my team through a very large IPO for one of 

my audit clients. It was a significant transaction that was getting a lot of attention 

in the office. 

I was effectively leading that entire team myself. There was a partner on 

that engagement, but he was really letting me take the reins. The feedback I was 

able to get directly from the client around how I navigated that process, and the 

value that I provided to them through that process, was really reassuring. To kind 

of know: “Yeah, I’m good at this! I can do this. This is something a partner 

would be doing, and I was able to navigate that!”  

And the client provided that overwhelmingly positive reinforcement and 

feedback about how great the team was to work with, how great the value was 

that I had brought to navigating a lot of the complexities they [were] faced with 

during that IPO process. So that was one defining moment I look back on and 

say: “[That] was important to realizing that I could do this.” (partner) 

His success at leading an IPO provided feedback that he embodied partner-like 

behaviors now - ones he’d observed in senior leaders: “This is something a partner would 

be doing, and I was able to navigate that!” In this case, the significant other providing 

feedback was a client who expressed his satisfaction with how well this person and his 
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team had executed a complex transaction. His successful leadership of a complicated 

transaction that was visible inside the firm and connected to a long-term client cemented 

another piece in his emerging partner identity, and essentially became an identity-

claiming device. He had one more key partner-like activity to complete: land a major 

new client – and he accomplished that shortly after closing this IPO transaction. 

2: Direct Affirmation from a Partner  

Another participant’s pivotal moment arrived when one of his partners first 

indicated that the firm had already slated him to enter the promotion process: 

So I think the first time that I even thought about it was probably about two years 

in as a senior manager. I met with my coach at the time, and they said: “Hey, 

you’re doing all the right things. You’re in the pipeline.” That’s what they call it: 

it’s “a pipeline.” And they don’t really tell you what the pipeline is, but it’s like: 

“You know, you’re in the pipeline.” And that’s probably the first time that I 

actually thought about: “Oh man. Is this something that I want to do?” (managing 

director 2) 

Note here that this experience provoked the participant to begin a new round of 

questioning. While his firm had slotted him for the pipeline, he was unsure at the 

moment about whether this identity aim merited his commitment. This sent him on an 

identity exploration journey: he gathered information from others, which motivated him 

to engage in the difficult identity work he’d discussed earlier. Now he began to seek 

answers to difficult questions about who he was, what differentiated him, what value 

distinguished him. Embarking upon and continuing through this experience required 

that he define and then assert a new identity. This process itself is an identity claiming 

mechanism which results with the firm either granting or denying one’s practice leader 

identity claims. 
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3: Identity Clarification through Interviewing Partners and MDs  

After discovering that his firm had placed him in the promotion pipeline, the 

above participant began a concerted effort to gather information about this role from his 

partners and managing directors. This process provided data through which he was able 

to explore a provisional self as partner. The process of becoming upon which he 

embarked demanded that he cultivate a different mindset:  

I started talking to some of the other partners and MDs in the office, and I tried 

to understand from them: “What is it like for you to be an MD? What is it like 

being a practice leader?” – and making sure that it was something that I was fully 

committed to pursuing.  

Because I knew that promotion process is very different from the other 

promotion processes. When you’re a manager, and you have three or four years 

in, and you’re good at your job, it’s a pretty good chance you’ll get promoted to 

senior manager. But if you’re a senior manager, and you’re good at what you do, 

that doesn’t automatically guarantee that you’ll make it to the next level – there’s 

other things that you have to do. So, I’m really sitting down at that time, 

understanding my strength[s] and my weaknesses, and really focusing on 

building myself up to be the best candidate that I could be, for once [when] I got 

the call. That was a different mindset. (managing director 2) 

This participant was unwilling to fully commit to pursuing the next promotion 

until he had enough data with which to evaluate whether he could see himself enjoying 

fulfilling the demands of that new role. The conversation he reports above occurred three 

years into his time at senior manager, and three years before he was ultimately promoted 

to managing director. The path from discovering he was in the pipeline and through the 

promotion process involved extensive self-discovery, exploring his strengths and 

deficiencies, and required him to build a case by which he asserted his identity claims 
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through behaviors and mindsets that others would recognize as being associated with 

practice leaders.  

In their roles as senior managers, participants performed additional leadership 

and administrative functions. They also participated in market-oriented activities, and in 

some cases they participated in national committees dedicated to understanding specific 

sectors and how to position their firm to be top of mind for companies within those 

sector. Participants also engaged in a concerted process by which they learned to 

delineate their strengths, to articulate how they were differentiated from their 

colleagues, and to specify their unique contributions to clients and the firm. The 

extensive amount of change involved in the senior manager role indicates that much 

identity work was taking place as participants entered this role, passed through it, and 

prepared themselves for promotion to practice leader.  

Each participant achieved a significant career milestone: he was promoted to the 

level of practice leader. But what before had seemed to be the final step and moment of 

victory in each person’s career passage turned out to be a new journey of discovery, 

frustration, and significant identity work as he entered the role of practice leader.  

The Practice Leader Career Stage: Fertile yet Frustrating Emptiness 

Participants’ career stories convey that the experience of promotion to practice 

leader was both exhilarating and marked by deep perplexity. Transitioning into this role 

involved substantial identity challenges, to be explored shortly. A pair of themes surfaced 

across their stories in relation to this role transition: the surprising weight of autonomy, 

and the anxiety over having neither a roadmap for success nor a compass to navigate this 

new terrain that lay in front of them.  

The Ambivalent Weight of Autonomy 

Participants’ stories conveyed a sense that they expected their promotion to 

practice leader to provide them with career freedom. None of the participants reported 
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being adequately prepared for what this freedom implied about new choices they had to 

make, and who they now had to choose to become. Thus, their newfound autonomy was 

marked by feelings of ambivalence. One participant shared the following:  

Yeah, that’s an interesting question. I think the biggest difference – from a senior 

manager to being a managing director – is autonomy. When you’re a senior 

manager, and as you’re going up through the promotion process, I think everyone 

helps you. You have the firm partners helping you get on the right engagements 

to help build your business case. [They] help you differentiate yourself from 

others by putting you on this project or that project.  

Then as a managing director, once you get promoted, it’s all up to you to 

then continue that. So, you go from having what I would call a roadmap of what 

you think your career will look like, to all of a sudden having to figure that out by 

yourself. Again, I still have a coach I still talk to, some real senior partners who 

help me from time to time. But a lot of what I do day in and day out is really, 

ultimately up to me – what I think is best for my…best for the firm, best for my 

career, best for my teams.  

Even as a senior manager, they always talk about: “In order to be 

promoted to the next level, you have to be acting in that capacity.” They always 

talk about that, and I think – for the most part – true. But when you’re a senior 

manager, I thought I was acting in this very autonomous role.  

Then you realize you had a lot of guidance! And then once you make it, 

you really realize: “Okay…what should I be doing?” Because no one tells you what 

to do when you’re a managing director. The firm gives you revenue goals, and 

“Here are some of our strategic initiatives.” But I don’t come into the office, and 

no one comes in my office and says: “Hey, today you should be doing this, this, 

and this, and this.” 
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It’s obvious that you have to serve clients, and that’s obviously a large part 

of what I do. But I’m [like:] “You know, how much time should I be spending with 

recruiting? How much time should I be helping with trainings? How much time 

should I be spending in the marketplace? How much time should I be spending 

pursuing new leads?” All of that is kind of up to me and what I think is best for 

my book of business, best for [Big 4 Firm].  

And I’d say the first year I probably struggled with finding my way as an 

MD. You think, once you make it, that you still have this roadmap, and the firm 

tells you what to do. And then you make it [and] it’s like: “Hey, congrats! Here 

you go…like, good luck!” (managing director 2) 

1: The Language of Freedom. This extended quote reflects both the language 

of freedom and frustration. First this person directs attention toward finally having 

autonomy as a practice leader. This means he is free to call the shots, to set the agendas 

and priorities. What he does with his time is up to him and what he deems best for the 

firm, his career, and his teams.  

2: The Language of Frustration. However, this quote also indicates some 

degree of stress related to his transition to practice leader. Prior to promotion, there was 

a “roadmap of what…your career will look like.” But now, because nothing seems clearly 

defined to him, he describes his entry into this role as “all of a sudden having to figure 

that out by yourself.” This experience ensures that further identity work will ensue, as 

practice leaders must define who they will become and the contributions they seek to 

make at the new level.  

3: A Surprising Revelation about Perceived Autonomy. Note, too, the 

cognitive dissonance that he encounters here. As a senior manager, he thought he was in 

an autonomous role. However, in retrospect, he now observes that the autonomy he 

experienced as a senior manager was still scripted and heavily subject to the guidance of 
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the firm. Now that this participant has become a practice leader, he feels the ambivalent 

weight of autonomy – his new role demands that he find a roadmap of the new terrain, 

and develop his own compass to navigate this unfamiliar territory. 

4: Questions about Becoming. Freedom demands responsibility. Note that 

this person began to explore who he would become by asserting a series of questions – 

several which reflect a desire to fulfill others’ expectations of him: “What should I be 

doing?...how much time should I be spending with recruiting…training…in the 

marketplace…pursuing new leads?”  

These questions of activity flow from a core identity question: “Who must I 

become as a practice leader?” Interviewees perceive that the firm has not provided them 

with the direct guidance they desire to answer this question; instead, they report feeling 

that the firm instead supplied them with external targets and organizational initiatives. 

Practice leaders, in response, recount feeling rather forsaken as they entered into this 

new career role – as though they were now forced to navigate, all alone, this journey to 

define which priorities to embrace and who they will choose to become.  

5: Wondering How to be a Practice Leader. As stated earlier, entry into the 

role of practice leader was marked by struggles and feelings akin to abandonment: “I’d 

say the first year I probably struggled with finding my way as an MD…it’s like: ‘Hey, 

congrats! Here you go…like, good luck!’” This participant went on to say: “It’s really up to 

you to figure out how to be an MD. And that’s something that they don’t tell you” 

(managing director 2). The above narrative expresses the participant’s cognitive conflict: 

on one hand, he feels like no one tells him what to do…and yet he feels intense pressure 

that there is much that he’s expected to do. This pressure to figure out how to carve out 

one’s destiny creates a fertile playground for identity development.  

One participant expressed the following about the progressive difficulty 

associated with roles he held throughout his accounting career:  
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Again, I think being a manager is hard. I think being a senior manager is difficult, 

right? But at least up to this point of being a managing director, you had people 

really helping you throughout the way. I think once you make it [to MD], it’s kind 

of like: “Yeah, the firm still helps you. You also have coaches and such that help 

you. But, I mean, it’s really kind of up to you to define, to achieve success. 

(managing director 2) 

Note the escalation in challenge he assigns to these successive career roles: First, 

“…being a manager is hard.” Next he announces: “…being a senior manager is difficult.” 

Then he describes the next level of challenge: “…once you make it [to MD] it’s…up to you 

to define, to achieve success.” The autonomy he associates with this role is accompanied 

by questions without easy answers.  

Some of the role entry struggles that new practice leaders identified arise from 

having to define the questions and priorities, rather than being furnished with them. 

Bearing responsibility to set and achieve targets when there’s no readily defined 

standard for time allocation creates the need to develop a different mindset. As practice 

leaders, they are no longer governed by the clock; instead, they are governed by a 

compass. In the case of this participant, he seems to experience a deep struggle to 

navigate by a compass whose true north he must detect himself. 

Perplexity: I’ve Finally Arrived…at the Bottom of a New Career Ladder 

Though grateful to have been designated practice leaders, participants quickly 

experienced dissonance when, having finally arrived at this career peak, they discovered 

themselves at the very bottom of a new career ladder. However, early misgivings and 

feelings of being disconcerted about this new reality gave way to feelings of hope and 

possibility. One participant shared: 

Right? Yeah, it’s funny, because everyone asks: “How is it now being a partner?” 

That’s exactly what it feels like – it feels like you’re starting a new career, and 
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you’re kind of back as a first year staff, in some respects. It feels…it has that same 

feeling, because now you’ve got the next whatever it may be…25 years potentially 

ahead of you, where you want to now build up: “What is your reputation as a 

partner within the firm? How is the firm gonna see you within the partner role? 

What leadership positions do you want to take?”  

So it’s very much just a restructuring of the last 14 or 15 years now, to: 

“What are the next 15 years going to look like? And how do you build that 

reputation for yourself? What do you want to be known for? Where do you want 

to spend your time? What [are] your interests that you want to pursue?” Because 

all those all those questions come back into the fold now. (partner) 

After his promotion to practice leader, this participant initially felt like he was 

starting his career all over again. Note that he began a journey of exploration by asking 

himself new questions related to the future and becoming: “What do I want my 

reputation to be in this firm? How will other leaders view me as a partner? What 

leadership positions do I want to take? What interests do I want to pursue?” In these 

questions, he moves from initial disorientation to mapping out questions linked to 

possible selves.  

He is engaging in identity work at a whole new level as a practice leader. Now his 

mindset has shifted from mere performance to reputation. He is focused now on building 

the future, legacy, meaningful impact, and choice. Following his promotion, he begins to 

ask questions about he wants to pursue, rather than what he must pursue. It appears 

that the promotion to practice leader has shifted his thinking from obligation to 

opportunity – almost as though he’s breathing different air.  

Another participant described his experience of entering the role of practice 

leader not so much as standing in front of a new ladder, but instead being underneath 

many new bosses:  
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Definitely just on the surface, there’s a lot more administrative items. You have a 

lot of other meetings to go to. People that I talk to don’t really understand the 

[Big 4 Firm] global framework – don’t realize that everyone has multiple bosses, 

right? It doesn’t matter who you are, there’s always going to be bosses on top of 

bosses…so learning what the next set of leaders, in my case at the region, what 

they’re expecting. Knowing what the regional leadership, how they view our 

results… 

[W]e do have regional and national goals and [need to make] sure that 

we’ve focused on what those items are…A lot of cross-functional teaming 

becomes even more relevant. I think we spend…we have our own goals, as I 

mentioned, that go to regional and national. I’m not even sure if we had goals as a 

senior manager; it wasn’t very defined. Where so now we spend a lot more time 

tracking: “Is what we’re doing with our business in line with what the 

expectations are at the regional and national levels?”… 

At least for me, personally, I didn’t really need to interact a lot with those 

broader type goals and aspects. Now as a managing director, I need to know a lot 

more about what the initiatives are, how are we actually shaping what work we 

do, and what trainings we do to make that happen. So that’s, that’s probably a 

new item. (managing director 1) 

This participant reports that entering his new role has forced him, for the first 

time in his career at the firm, to set business goals. Note the increasing elaboration of 

who he understands he must be: not only does he need to set goals now, he must ensure 

they are aligned with regional and national expectations, and find out what regional 

leaders above him think about his results. Now he must be strategic: he has to deal with 

larger-firm priorities and, knowing what these are, he must utilize them to shape his 

present activities.  
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This requires a new type of being – the connected influencer.  All these changes 

are fertile ground for new identity work; the new demands of his job require that he 

develop new skills, and within this process he needs to cultivate the motivations and 

mindsets required to perform these consistently and well. The promotion to practice 

leader, rather than signifying the end of accountants’ identity journey, marks the 

beginning of a new season of identity work and identity construction.  

Summary 

These accountants’ careers are marked by extensive identity work as they 

progressed through role transitions during their careers in a Big 4 firm. In these roles, 

participants focused on becoming something that they were not yet in order to fulfill 

their career aims. This seems to indicate that their identity aims – their vision of who 

they sought to become – conferred motivation and focus that supported their identity 

work and the related self-development they engaged in at each stage of their career to 

prepare for their next promotion. Not surprisingly, a perceived lack of roadmaps for 

these practice leaders sparked a new wave of identity work and becoming at their peak 

career role. There, as practice leaders, they wrestle with fertile yet frustrating emptiness 

while they learn to define the terrain they will inhabit as they navigate their new journey.  

Practice Leaders’ Changing View 

of Themselves during Their Careers 

I asked each practice leader questions to explore changes in the salience and 

elaboration of partner or managing director identities during their career progressions. 

While I have mentioned many instances of deepening salience and expanding 

elaboration in the previous sections of Chapter 4, I now turn to a new set of questions 

and responses. These questions were asked near the end of each interview so as to not 

influence the free sharing of career stories by forcing premature comparisons between 

themselves and others, or between their current and earlier selves.  
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I asked these questions to see if they elicited stories that might highlight whether 

participants were aware that the salience or elaboration of their aspirational identities 

had changed during their careers. Instead, they shared stories that expressed how their 

sense of self had undergone fundamental change during their careers. They indicated 

several areas in which they have been transformed: expanded personal confidence, 

moving from being a technician to becoming a people person and creative solution 

generator, and growth in such areas as flexibility, adaptability, and resilience. 

From Lack of Confidence to “I am Confident” 

I asked participants: “As a (partner or managing director), how do you view 

yourself differently from the person who arrived that first day at [Big 4 Firm]?” Some 

responses to this question evidenced a deepening sense of confidence that any barrier 

could be overcome. One participant said:  

I’d say obviously / probably confidence. I’d say just confidence – having a better 

understanding of what is needed to be successful. I think I’m probably more 

easygoing now than I was before. I feel like…Yeah, that’s a tough question. I don’t 

know. I mean, I don’t see myself that different. But I think it’s the years of 

experience that really help you view your day-to-day in a very different lens. You 

know, I have people that come to me in my office and they’ll say: “God, I’m 

having this horrible week, horrible month, whatever.” And I just say: “Hey, you 

just have to take a step back.” Right? 

I think just knowing that, in my [many] years, things always get done. No 

matter how bad things seem, we all were able to work through it. We all make it 

out fine; it’s not life or death. Having that perception – or at least the experience 

to be able to look at things differently than maybe someone with only five years of 

experience – was very helpful. (managing director 2) 
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Note that he starts by saying he is much more confident today. He anchors this 

view of himself to possessing a more well-developed ability to correctly define success. 

This ability to see everyday events in a different, even more productive light, is furnished 

perhaps not by perception, but perspective. The second paragraph includes several 

affirmations he has apparently used to manage himself mentally. Paraphrased, these 

state: “No matter how bad things seem, we’ve always been able to work through them. 

Yes, what we do is important, but it isn’t life or death – everyone makes it out of here 

fine!”  

These statements appear to be perspective-building tools that over time have 

helped him become both “more easygoing” and a person of higher confidence. He views 

himself as a different person from the one who first entered the doors of his firm: “I am a 

person who is confident, because my experience has given me perspective to see 

differently and be different.” 

The personal confidence that emerged in another participant since promotion to 

practice leader confers upon him a sense of having open horizons today. Compared to 

when he first arrived at the firm, now he sees himself as a person positioned to have an 

impact on the firm, his clients, his teams, and his own future in a greater measure:  

Maybe the most significant difference is [that] I feel like I have a greater impact 

now than I ever thought I would have, coming in as a first year at the firm. I feel 

like the impact I can make within our practice, the impact I could have on our 

people, hopefully in a positive way, and how I view the opportunities that are also 

ahead of me – in terms of what I will be able to work on and help my clients 

navigate – are so much broader and bigger than I ever would have imagined. 

But I think I think the biggest change, and the biggest difference, is really 

the impact you can have. I think we all understand that with a partner title comes 

a lot of a lot of respect, a lot of opportunity, a lot of recognition. That opens up 
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doors, both internally within the firm, and also externally with potential clients 

and building those relationships. And it’s to our benefit to be able to utilize that 

title and that role to help others: to grow and mentor our people internally, to 

build relationships, and help our clients externally. 

And that’s the impact that I get to see and live out every day now, which I 

never would have thought of having as a first-year, second-year at the firm. 

You’re always told when you’re hired within [Big 4 Firm]…I even remember my 

first year training, where they said: “You know, there are people in this room that 

will become the partners and the leaders of our practice 15 years from now.” Of 

course, everyone in the room is thinking it’s not going to be them. That just seems 

crazy. But it has to be somebody, right?  

And certainly the impact I can make now – even if I haven’t [yet] made 

significant impacts or changes to this date – I feel like that opportunity for 

impact is certainly reachable, and kind of there for the taking, as opposed to 

feeling like it’s an insurmountable mountain to climb as a first year. (partner) 

I immediately note in paragraph 1 that this participant reports he felt constrained 

and unable to make a difference at the beginning of his career. Yet during his career, the 

man who was a mere order-taker as a new staff accountant has been transformed into a 

business-builder and opportunity-creator. Now he feels he can have an extraordinary 

impact on the firm, its people, and on clients, compared to what he felt was available to 

him at his career’s outset.  

Notice the language – it’s the language of freedom. With his new role comes the 

ability to make a difference now, to impact people, and to create greater opportunities. 

Earlier his career was about navigating the next step. Now he’s talking about doors of 

opportunity inside and outside the firm opening up, the ability to grow people, build 
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relationships, and help clients externally. At the outset of his career, he viewed himself as 

a person unable to make an impact.  

Today, though he reports he’s not yet made any significant impacts as a partner, 

he feels his ability to do so is unfettered – it’s “…there for the taking, as opposed to 

feeling like it’s an insurmountable mountain to climb as a first year.” To me, this is one of 

the strongest expressions of a new identity that a practice leader could make; first-year 

accountants buried under a deluge of delegated work likely don’t share his perspective. 

However, this final paragraph also indicates that, though this participant feels there is 

great potential in his role as practice leader, that potential seems mostly unrealized at 

this point: “I haven’t [yet] made significant impacts or changes to this date.” 

From Technician to “I’m a People Person Who Designs Creative Solutions” 

When asked how he views himself differently today from the person who arrived 

that first day at his firm, one participant shared:  

That’s a good question. Part of it is this whole concept of: I think I’m a much 

better people leader than [then]. When I first arrived at [Big 4 Firm], I wanted to 

be…call it “a technician” – someone that that does the research, that finds the 

loopholes, if you will.…I got into accounting and tax because I liked that research 

analysis: “Let’s find this issue, solve the problem.” So I think I’ve shifted from…as 

a staff person, I saw myself as wanting to be the technician that came up with 

these exotic ideas. 

And now I think I’m much more focused on people.  [People] are such a 

big part of the equation – not just our own people, but also my clients’ teams, too. 

Learning the most effective way to solve a problem – really, that’s what we’re 

here for. And in some cases, that can be the most simple solution, right? We have 

some clients – they don’t care about a one percent or two percent tax savings. 
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They want something that is very easy to maintain, that looks good optically, that 

they won’t get criticized in any publications for. 

And so [I’m] learning…I think I’ve become a lot more people-focused on 

not only my own teams, but also [on] my clients – in learning: “What’s their 

style? How do they learn things? How do they interpret things?” 

I have clients that are former partners at Arthur Andersen. Then I have 

clients that couldn’t even tell you a single code section, because the CFO has 

never touched anything “tax.” So [I’m] learning / you get a real appreciation for: 

“It’s not what the answer is. It’s how you deliver it.” So I think I’ve become much 

more focused on that, in terms of: “This is the way that we provide solutions and 

answers. It’s not finding some exotic technical solution. It’s about looking at 

things holistically: knowing what people we have, and what the people are like, to 

come up with that solution.” (managing partner 1) 

This person started his career seeking to be a technician who crafted the most 

exotic ideas and exploited loopholes. On his journey to become practice leader, he has 

become somebody different. Now he’s focused primarily on people and connecting 

numbers with who clients are and what they truly need. Note in paragraph two how 

deeply elaborated this identity is: today he identifies himself as a person who creates 

effective solutions for people not just on his teams, but even on his clients’ teams.  

Thus, he is a person who helps others be successful by discovering how those 

people learn and interpret things. Today, what’s important is not the act of creating 

solutions, but the way those results are delivered to people on his teams and clients. It’s 

no longer about an exotic technical solution; rather, it’s about creating solution that 

factor in who people are. This is a considerable shift in identity across his career – he has 

reinvented himself from a mere technician to a tailored solution-creator.  
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From Constrained to “I am Flexible, Adaptable, and Resilient” 

One topic that participants mentioned in reference to themselves was 

adaptability. They perceived that flexibility or adaptability is the key to opportunity in 

their careers. They asserted that reinventing oneself into different roles is a key skill set 

for those who rise to the top. For example, one participant linked his career success and 

promotability at various ranks directly to his self-reported adaptability, a theme featured 

in several of his career stories:  

So, always being able to adapt – by pivoting and reinventing yourself…A lot of 

real senior partners always say [that] over their long career, they reinvented 

themselves into different roles – many, many times. And that’s what I would also 

say is a key skill set.  

Yeah. Right. If you’re comfortable, right, and you’re only gonna stay in 

your comfort zone, you’re never gonna take on those new opportunities or new 

roles that could be life-changing or career-changing. And so, and I’ve definitely 

had those [opportunities], because I’ve always enjoyed taking on complex clients. 

I was always one to say “Yes!” And then that’s what – at least from a career 

standpoint – helped me out many times. (managing director 2) 

He asserts that personal reinvention is required to succeed at the highest ranks: 

senior leaders reinvent themselves into different roles many times. Note that he says this 

is a key skill set associated with those who are “real senior partners.” In other words, 

those who possess power and longevity at the firm are actively engaged in reinvention.  

His final paragraph is an identity work goldmine. Managing partner 2 attributes 

his willingness to do the hard work of reinventing himself as the narrow gate to “those 

new opportunities or new roles that could be life-changing or career-changing.” He 

directly links the new, career-changing opportunities that he was afforded to his 

adaptability – being willing to take on new clients in different industries and with 
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greater complexity than he’d yet encountered: “…that’s what – at least from a career 

standpoint – helped me out many times.” 

Beyond becoming flexible and adaptable over their careers, participants also 

reported that they’d become people of mental resilience since first joining the firm. One 

person described how, despite already being over-busy with his core responsibilities, he 

began to build business proposals that took up to 50 hours each…only to see clients 

reject the proposals. At first it felt like all the time had been wasted. But then he latched 

onto a metaphor about at-bats shared by a partner, which helped him maintain a 

positive mental outlook after experiencing such losses:  

And you start investing a lot more time on things that are not uncertain…when I 

was coming up, once you were a senior manager, then it became [where] more of 

your time is going into proposals. You can invest 50 hours in a proposal and not 

win any work. Right? So you have to get comfortable with the fact that you might 

be quote unquote, “wasting time,” in terms of results. So you have to be a lot less 

“results now”-focused and more focused on the long-term, future prospects of 

what that new client could look like, and what the new opportunities could be 

with your team… 

Yeah, exactly. We talked about [partner] in our office. He likes talking 

about “at-bats”: it’s not about how many homeruns you have…if you have a lot of 

at-bats, then even if your batting average is not very good, you can still get a lot of 

hits and a lot of homeruns. So yeah, it’s definitely keeping that positive focus, and 

realizing that with each item we do, we’re learning more – whether it’s having 

new relationships that may come back later on, creating a new way of thinking, or 

displaying something great that we do [and] we can then leverage for another 

proposal down the road. (managing partner 1) 
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In paragraph one, this participant articulates the importance of getting 

comfortable with “wasting time” in terms of doing proposals that don’t get accepted. But 

notice the ways that he engages in mental management to create perspective and thus 

resilience: he doesn’t focus on not winning work. Instead, he has become a person who 

views proposal-generating efforts through the lenses of his staff’s futures, the future 

prospects of clients, and how prospective client work might translate into new 

opportunities for his team.  

Notice in paragraph two that he utilizes the idea of “at-bats” to manage his 

mindset. With this metaphor in mind, he has chosen to not deem his failed client 

proposal attempts as time-wasters. Instead, he has become a person today who views 

client proposals (whether won or lost) as being reusable and potential legacy builders. 

When clients reject an engagement proposal, this person doesn’t view his time as having 

been wasted, but as having been invested. Today, he doesn’t appear to view rejected 

proposals as wasting his time; he views himself as a steward of time investments that 

produce harvests in the future, if not today.  

The practice leaders I interviewed report a substantial change in who they have 

become since the beginning of their accounting careers. Some felt deeply constrained or 

constricted as new staff, unable to make any difference. Yet across their careers, their 

sense of confidence grew, and it appears to have been rooted in not only accrued client 

successes, but in the perspectives that they developed about what success is as their 

careers unfolded. One person reported that, during his career, he has transformed from a 

technician on a quest to discover and exploit loopholes to a people person today who 

cares as much about generating creative custom solutions for clients as he does how 

those solutions are articulated to clients.  

Stories of becoming flexible and adaptable also conveyed the mental 

management tools that participants employed as they became people of resilience and 
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perspective. Over time, as they aspired to become practice leaders, participants 

experienced a journey of becoming, which fundamentally transformed them from who 

they were at the beginning of their careers. The theme of resilience marks not only who 

participants became during their career journeys; it is featured in how participants 

differentiated themselves from others who failed to become partners or managing 

directors. This is discussed in the following section. 

Do Practice Leaders See Themselves as Different from Others? 

Near the end of the interview, I asked each participant some version of the 

question: “What do you think differentiates you from those you’ve worked with, but who 

never made it to the practice leader level?” This revealed several illuminating identity 

statements.  

Who Makes It? The Resilient with a Drive to Overcome 

In describing what was fundamentally different about himself and allowed him to 

continue on while others fell of the track to practice leader, one participant emphatically 

announced:  

You have to have a certain level of stamina to endure a lot of things in public 

accounting. And perspective, as well. You know, public accounting certainly is not 

a career for everybody. It requires a lot of sacrifice at times. It requires a lot of 

mental fortitude to navigate high-stress, highly complex situations, on a relatively 

frequent basis. 

My personality is one that generally tries to stay calm under pressure. I’d 

like to think I’m a pretty calm person. I think that has probably served me well in 

those high-stress moments –realizing that there is a way out of it. There is a path 

forward that we can still be successful in – it’s just a matter of finding it, and 

working towards that, and staying disciplined. I don’t know if that same outlook 

or view is held by everybody. 
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So I think what maybe separates me is certainly not the technical 

knowledge. I don’t consider myself to be a smart person; I think it’s more of the 

willingness to take a challenge head-on, and to stick with it until you see success 

come from it – to not give up on it, to take a difficult situation and try to turn it 

into a positive. Even if it’s not until the very end where you have a success, or you 

achieve / accomplish what you needed to – [you used] whatever means were 

necessary to do it. That takes a certain level of stamina and discipline. I certainly 

am a disciplined person. I’m a determined person. 

And I like to create an environment that allows others to have those traits 

and demonstrate those traits. [I like to] encourage people that they can do this – 

that we can do this as a team and be successful at it. So I don’t think it’s head 

knowledge. I don’t think it’s how charismatic you are; I’m not a charismatic 

person. Again, I don’t consider myself to be a smart person. It’s not how 

business-savvy you are, certainly. It comes down to those few traits – discipline, 

determination, stamina, and calmness, that stand out to me. (partner) 

My question asked what he felt distinguished him from those who didn’t achieve 

the status of practice leader. His initial response in paragraph one appears to cull the 

unworthy or unqualified at all levels of the firm, instead: public accounting isn’t a career 

for everyone. He appears to convey that this profession is for the heroic ones – 

overcomers who possess stamina, willingness to sacrifice, and mental fortitude that 

enables them to navigate ever-present highly stressful and complex situations.  

Then in paragraphs two and three, he presents several self-identity statements in 

which he fashions himself to be the fulfillment of this picture of the accountant who is an 

overcomer. To summarize his statements: “I am calm under pressure. I find solutions. I 

take on a challenge head-on, and I stick with it. I do whatever it takes to flip difficult 

situations into positive ones. I certainly am a disciplined person. I am a determined 


