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Abstract.  Chat groups have become common in today’s organizations. Few studies have 

analyzed through thick description and interpretative methods the outcomes 

of such communication systems. In this study, we investigate how the 

particular logic of an organization’s chat groups has reversed the 

organization’s formal hierarchy. Such phenomenon has produced identity 

struggles in some of its members. In response to these struggles, these 

members have performed identity work through a diversity of identity 

regulation practices to repair and revise their damaged identity. Our findings 

suggest that in order to repair their identity, employees required to self-

control. This is, they improved their organizational performance on their 

formal tasks, which in turn increased satisfaction and reduced rotation of their 

subordinates—who were in the lowest organizational hierarchical positions. 

We discuss our findings in relation to identity and self-control literature. 
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1   Introduction 

It is now normal to find that organizations create and use formal communication groups of 

WhatsApp®, Telegram®, iMessage®, etc., where employees from diverse organizational 

positions interact. This relatively new type of communication system opens up new 

possibilities for communicating, organizing and controlling. One of these possibilities 

emerges when these chat groups allow and facilitate members from lowest hierarchical 

positions (LHP) to communicate with higher rank members—other than their direct formal 

superior.  

In this in-depth interview study, we analyze the case of a services organization that 

recently implemented chat groups for improving their communication. The specific logic of 

these groups—where inside one group there can be members from most hierarchical 

positions—allows and motivates members from LHP to communicate with even top 

management, action which has had different behavioral and organizational outcomes. 

Particularly, we observe that the logic of this communication system drives these members 

to go over their direct superiors' head and inform middle and top management when their 

direct superiors are not fulfilling their tasks—which usually also have an impact on the lower-

rank member.  In other words, this system has two opposite consequences for different 

employees. Particularly, this system empowers some members (viz., members from LHP) by 

allowing them to go over their bosses' heads. In opposition, it depowers others (viz., the 

supervisors and other superior members from the same chain of command) when their 

discretion is reduced after having their subordinates denounce any deviance of their tasks 

with superiors.  

The empowering and depowering consequences of the communication system has 

differently affected employees—at the individual and organizational level. First, in relation 

to how the communication system affected members from LHP, organizational measures 
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suggest that the new system and its internal logic have increased their satisfaction, which 

may explain the decrease in their rotation. Interviews complement the latter argument and 

extend that the system has increased trust in top management. Second, in relation to the direct 

superiors of the LHP members (supervisors from now on), interviews suggest that they have 

experienced identity struggles (i.e., who they are inside the organization; see Alvesson & 

Willmott, 2002) derived from having their subordinates go over their heads (i.e., the 

depowering consequence of the communication system), which has led some of them to try 

to punish those subordinates that have used the system to report deficiencies in their work. 

Lastly, some interviewees from middle and even top management of the same chain of 

command than the members from the LHP, have also experienced identity struggles yet they 

have responded with a diversity of identity work strategies (see Alvesson & Willmott, 2002; 

Watson, 2008)—which they have tried to share with those supervisors that also suffered from 

identity struggles. The result of these identity work strategies has been an increase in their 

work performance (viz., more attention and shorter response times) towards members from 

LHP as means of rectifying their self-conceptualization and self-worth inside the 

organization. A critical interpretation of the interview responses suggests that supervisors 

and other superiors from this line of command increased their self-control for identity 

confirmation and maintenance purposes rather than because of fearing punishment.  

This study extends the discussion on (1) identity struggle and identity work, (2) control 

inside organizations and (3) organizational communication. In relation to identity work and 

control inside organizations, we contribute by discussing how new communication 

technologies may cause struggles in employees’ identities, and how by self-controlling (i.e., 

by fully complying with their job and task descriptions without direct supervision) they revise 

and maintain their self-identities as superiors of the employees in LHP. In relation to 

organizational communication, we describe and analyze our case's communication system, 

and theorize on how it may modify the formal organizational hierarchy by reversing it. We 

also explain why it has increased satisfaction and reduced rotation of employees in LHP, yet 

we also comment on how it may create dissatisfaction in employees in superior position and 

how thanks to different identity work strategies this dissatisfaction was overcome.   

2   Conceptual Framework  

To analyze how the communication system of our concerning organization works, we 

analyze it through the lens of Alvesson and Willmott's (2002) model of identity work, identity 

regulation and self-identity theory. Identity work refers to how individuals construct an 

understanding of themselves that is coherent, distinctive, and generally positive (Alvesson, 

Lee Ashcraft, & Thomas, 2008; Watson, 2008). According to Sveningsson and Alvesson 

(2003) to achieve such understanding of themselves, people engage in different discursive 

activities for forming, repairing, maintaining, strengthening or revising the narratives of 

their-selves (i.e., who they are). More concretely, Alvesson and Willmott (2002) propose a 

series of activities that are used for performing identity work, these activities are named 

identity regulation practices. Relevant for this study, we identify the following interrelated 

identity regulation practices that were used by different members of our study case: defining 

a person directly (i.e., making an explicit reference to the distinguishing characteristics that 

distinguish specific people occupying a particular social space), providing a specific 

vocabulary of motives (i.e., the particular interpretive framework through which a person is 

encouraged to give meaning to their work) and hierarchical location (i.e., the symbolic social 

positioning that emerges after a relative valuation of different groups or persons). 

Alvesson and Willmott also argue that identity regulation practices can be defined and 

used—possibly unreflectively—by powerful members (regulators) in organizations to try to 
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influence, regulate or change the identity of other members. One of the main objectives of 

such attempts is to try to control employees through self-control. This is, they contend that 

successful identity regulation attempts result in members becoming committed to their role 

and the organization as a whole because they identify with the self-position of (i.e., who they 

are according to) the regulators' proposed discourse. Their theory is consistent with literature 

that relates to how control is exercised by "manufacturing" subjectivity (Deetz, 1992; Knights 

& Willmott, 1989; Watson, 2008); where powerful individuals frame discourses that shape—

in different degrees—individuals worldviews. 

3   Research Design  

This study is based on a critical realist perspective (Maxwell, 2011). Therefore, we consider 

a realistic ontology but a constructionist epistemology. We find similarities between this 

perspective and light or moderate constructionism, “where it is assumed that something is 

going on out there and that there may be better or worse ways of addressing things” (Alvesson 

& Karreman, 2011, p. 14). More specifically, we consider organizational phenomena and 

their perceptions as real, but their meanings and interpretations as constructed. Applying this 

perspective allowed us to use an interpretive empirical approach based on interpreting and 

contrasting interview accounts with alternative frames of thinking (Alvesson, 2011; Alvesson 

& Sköldberg, 2009). 

Our research objective was to describe the organizational communication system of our 

concerning organization and to analyze the main consequences of this system for different 

organizational members. Empirical material was derived from fourteen semi-structured in-

depth interviews. In these interviews, participants were asked to describe the communication 

systems, how they used it, and the main consequences that the system had for them. 

4   Findings and Discussion 

Our preliminary findings (we are still working in the analysis of this study), suggest that the 

communication system had managerially desired outcomes (viz., increased satisfaction and 

decreased rotation of their members in LHP). The latter results were achieved thanks to (1) 

the possibilities that the new organizational communication system offered for reversing the 

organizational hierarchy and (2) the consequences it had on the supervisors and other 

members in superior positions in the same chain of command. Namely, we found that this 

system produced an identity struggle in the aforementioned members, which made them react 

in different ways. Some supervisors—who had the risk of having their deviations in their 

tasks’ performances exhibited to their superiors—reacted by trying to punish the subordinates 

that used the system. Besides, other members—especially the superiors of the supervisors—

reacted by performing identity work through using different identity regulation practices, 

which ended up in improving their performance towards members of LHP (i.e., self-control).   

More concretely, we found that middle and top managers experienced identity struggles when 

the members from LHP could talk even with the general director. Interview accounts relate 

how they had several informal meetings where they asked themselves what their position was 

in the organization now that their subordinates could “go over their heads”. They commented 

that the general director told them that he should not be frequently responding to their 

subordinates, and that they had to acknowledge that they were superiors of the LHP members. 

Some middle managers narrated us that they privately talked with the supervisors and that 

they told them that they were the superiors, and that they should therefore give their 

subordinates no reason to use the chat group. The latter was to be achieved through increasing 
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their performance towards their subordinates (i.e., response time, being willing to listen to 

them, etc.). Interviewees informed us that supervisors did improved their performance and 

that the use of chat groups got reduced while satisfaction and rotation got reduced. With 

regard to the identity struggles, they also commented that they did not felt the initial anxiety. 

   Bearing in mind our conceptual framework, we can interpret the afore-mentioned responses 

to the identity struggle as a type of identity work. Particularly, we identify how the 

supervisors and their superiors tried to re-construct their coherent, distinctive and positive 

self (Alvesson et al., 2008; Watson, 2008). To do, they used three interrelated identity 

regulation practices: defining their person directly, providing a specific vocabulary of their 

motives and re-enforcing their hierarchical location (Alvesson & Willmott, 2002). With 

regard to defining their person directly, we can identify how they explicitly tried to redefine 

their particular social space, this is, being superiors and not subordinates. In addition, we can 

also observe how they tried to find an interpretive framework which would give meaning 

back to their work and position, which was lost when their subordinate could go over their 

heads. They found a new vocabulary of motives in “not giving their subordinates a reason to 

go over their heads”, which was behaviorally translated in an increase in their work 

performance towards them. Lastly, we can also see how they used their formal hierarchical 

location as means of finding who they were. Despite the ambiguity between their theoretical 

and their exercised organizational position, they were encouraged to focus on the former one. 

   Our interpretation also provides us with insights on how control through self-control is 

achieved in practice (see Deetz, 1992; Knights & Willmott, 1989; Watson, 2008). We 

observe how communication systems may reverse the organizational hierarchy and produce 

consequences on the identity of employees. Particularly, the identity struggles that the logic 

of these systems can produce may motivate self-control in employees in order to re-construct 

their identities.  This is, employees will try to regulate their superior identities by behaving 

in such ways that make their subordinates interact with them (viz., getting their feedback, 

suggestions or complaints) rather than with higher positions than theirs. 

5   Conclusions 

We should clarify that our constructionist epistemological position supports those of other 

authors that advocate for contextualized research in management research (e.g. Johns, 2006; 

Bryman, Stephens, & à Campo, 1996). Relatedly, due to the nature of this type of research, 

our study does not intend to provide any type of generalization, but to present a thick 

description of our concerning case (Johns, 2006) and to achieve an interesting interpretation 

of it (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2009). Hence, we join those authors who contend (1) that 

organizational phenomena are often complex and open to interpretation and (2) that social 

research should aim to try to describe the richness and ambiguity of such phenomena and 

provide insights on the inconsistent and fragmented organizational life (Schaefer & 

Alvesson, 2017). 

   To sum up, in this study we have described and theorized how new communication systems 

(viz., chat groups) may produce new ways of organizing and controlling. More concretely, 

we have analyzed how it may reverse the organizational hierarchy and how this may produce 

a complex identity work phenomenon that results in self-control. Our study may provide 

insights on how and why identity regulation is achieved, and the consequences it may have 

for managerial purposes. In addition, and more specifically, it provides empirical evidence 

on how employees may self-control themselves and meet managerial objectives in order to 

repair and revise their (superiority) identities inside organizations. 
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