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Abstract:

How do members of elite occupations deal with the identity tensions intrinsic in their
work activities that threaten their status? We draw on 42 interviews with former
fighter pilots, who are routinely confronted with the possibility of losing their elite
status in the Air Force due to expulsion, injury, or death. We find that these
individuals face three tensions, invasive scrutiny, mortality awareness, and
competitive camaraderie, that place contradictory expectations on them, since they
require reconciling demonstration of individual expertise and adherence to collective
norms. We document three forms of identity work by which individuals negotiate
these tensions in their identity enactment: rationalizing, disregarding, and
compartmentalizing. Our findings contribute to theory by documenting how
individuals respond to threats posed by identity tensions emerging from their work.
We suggest that the maintenance of an elite occupational identity may be a more
contested process than previously conceptualized and how negotiating the identity
tensions it involves might be one of the most challenging aspects of this process. We
also offer a less cynical view of the role of organizational monitoring and surveillance
in this process, highlighting how individuals can view these as enabling learning and
status protection.
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