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Abstract 
Identity research is replete with theories about what identity is, how it is 
formed, and under what conditions it changes. Nevertheless, the field seems to 
have neglected to address the underlying question of how identity changes, or to 
investigate these transitions for CEOs. Furthermore, it is relatively unexplained 
as to what factors contribute to the re-employment of the CEO and what factors 
cause such successful individuals to fade off after an exit. The current paper 
aims to redress this apparent oversight by developing a, conceptual, process 
model of identity transition for a founder-CEO who leaves the organization he/ 
she founded. In doing so this paper brings together the seemingly disparate 
fields of identity and CEO succession research. 
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INTRODUCTION 
How we define ourselves is essential for effective interaction with the environment (Albert, Ashforth, & 
Dutton, 2000). Identity is the essential way people define themselves. Answering the question of “Who 
Am I?” is quintessential to the construct of identity (Ashforth, Harrison, & Corley, 2008).  When you ask 
Bill Gates about who he is, how would he define himself? Would he talk about his school or his family, 
and when would he start talking about Microsoft? How much would he talk about the company? Would 
Bill Gates’ answer to this question be the same as years ago when he was the CEO of Microsoft or would 
it be different now that he has been engaged in philanthropic efforts through the Bill and Melinda Gates 
Foundation? What about Holli-Eden’s former CEO Richard Hollis or Yahoo’s former CEO Jerry Yang? 
How do these CEOs define themselves after separating from the organizations they created, and worked 
for, for so long? How much do the organizations they founded or worked for still form a part of their self-
definition?  
 
CEO and Identity 
Past research on identity focuses on employees in general within the organization (Ullrich, Wieseke, & 
Van Dick, 2005; van Knippenberg, van Knippenberg, Monden, & de Lima, 2002) and very little focuses on 
the organizational identification of the top management. For a CEO the relational ties and their social 
environment are drastically different from other employees of the organization (Lange, Boivie, & 
Westphal, 2015). CEOs have considerably more power and status due to their position as the leader in the 
organization who functions with minimal supervision on a day to day basis (J. A. Sonnenfeld & Ward, 
2007). They are also viewed externally as the public face of the organization, reinforcing their personal 
identification with the organization. Apart from this, their increased discretion and freedom during 
decision making in the organization (J. A. Sonnenfeld & Ward, 2007) and other social connections that 
they forge over their term as CEO can drive their self-concept differently from an average employee. 
Managing the company with minimal supervision on a daily basis and the amount of freedom during 
decision-making are unique to the CEO in the organization. Furthermore, the CEO is the most visible and 
often regarded as the most prototypical member of the organization (Hogg & Terry, 2000). This enhanced 
media visibility (Hayward, Rindova, & Pollock, 2004; J. B. Wade, Porac, Pollock, & Graffin, 2008) can 
differentiate elements of the CEO’s identity from those of the other members of the organization. This 
explains the interest in studying CEO’s organizational identification separately. 
 
Brief Introduction to the Model 
This paper looks at the process of the transition of CEO’s identity borne out of a shift in the referent 
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organization or in the organizational membership. More specifically, the purpose of this paper is to 
endeavor to answer the question of how individuals proceed through and manage the shift in their 
identity leading to a consequent shift in identification too, through the development of an initial model of 
the process of identity transition.  
We propose two models of transition determined by the extent of control that the individual perceives to 
have on the decision to exit. As such the process for identity transition for involuntary exits is expected to 
be different than the process for identity transition during a voluntary exit. These identity transition 
processes, and their paths, are determined by different factors associated with the individual’s relational 
ties, their personality, affective and cognitive reactions and predispositions and by their social networks 
and environment.  
 
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
Identity, Identification and CEO exits 
Identity 
Identity comprises of three hierarchical levels according to the degree of embeddedness in self and 
context (Côté, G. R. Adams, & Gullotta, 1996). At the very fundamental level of identity lies ego identity 
that comprises of basic beliefs that the individual has about oneself, and is the most unconscious and least 
frequently experienced aspect of identity(E. Erikson, 1950; Schwartz, 2001) and is temporally stable and 
resistant to change (E. H. Erikson, 1974). Personal identity lies at the intersection of self and context and 
comprises physical attributes and psychological traits or characteristics of the individual and other 
aspects of self that distinguish a person from others. Finally, social identity lies at the most contextually 
oriented level and comprises the various roles and group memberships a person holds at any particular 
point in time.  
Social and personal identities are the mutable and reciprocally transitional domains of the self. They are 
integrated with each other and each  helps form the other (Reid & Deaux, 1996). Social identity thus 
serves to provide a substantial portion of the person’s self-definition (Berzonsky, Neimeyer, & Neimeyer, 
1990; Hogg & Terry, 2000)  and existential coherence (Ventegodt, Flensborg-Madsen, Andersen, & 
Merrick, 2005). When asked the question about, “Who are you?” an individual would thus use the 
elements of their self concept - their personal and social identity to answer this question (Ashforth & 
Mael, 1989; Cheek & Briggs, 1982; Penner & Wymer, 1983).  
Tajfel and Turner’s (Tajfel & Turner, 2004: 1984 Chapter reprint) Social Identity theory defines social 
identity as the individual’s knowledge of their belongingness to a particular social group and the 
emotional and value significance that the individual attaches to this group membership. The interactional 
and social-structural domains of the identity are thus most affected by the individual’s group 
memberships and roles with the collective. The individual’s group memberships and roles thus 
determine the identification. Identification is  expressed as the feeling of oneness with or belonging to 
some human aggregate (Ashforth & Mael, 1989). Most researchers conceptualize identification as feeling 
or cognitive perception of self that explains the level of overlap and connection between the individual’s 
identity and the identity of the social group (Elsbach, 1999).  At any given point in time, people hold 
multiple identities that vary in their relevance and importance to the individual (Burke, 2003; Hillman, 
Nicholson, & Shropshire, 2008).  
“Identification is the process by which people come to define themselves, communicate that definition to 
others, and use that definition to navigate their lives, work-wise or other…” (Ashforth et al., 2008, pg 
334).  
According to this definition, the core of identity is how people define themselves, the content of identity 
is how people communicate that definition to others, and the behaviors of identity comprises ways 
individuals use their definition to navigate their lives.  
 
Organizational Identification 

Social identification is always in reference to and derived from membership in different social groups, 
and is largely relational and comparative (Tajfel, Turner, Jost, & Sidanius, 2004). When an individual 
identifies with an organization as the referent group, it is called organizational identification. Thus, the 
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social identity of the individual derived from this process of organizational identification forms part of 
the self-concept of the individual.  
Elsbach and Bhattacharya (2001) define organizational identification as a self-perception based on an 
active connection between the individual’s own identity and the identity of the organization. 
Organizational identification, then effectively involves how individuals define themselves in terms of the 
extent of overlap between their individual identity and organizational identity (Ashforth & Mael, 1989). 
Organizational Identity in this context simply refers to the perceived identity of the organization (Brown, 
Dacin, Pratt, & Whetten, 2006). For an individual who has a strong positive identification with the 
organization, a dissociation with the organization would result in the loss of a tie with that part of the 
core of identity that are derived from the social, cognitive and affective connections with the 
organization.  
 
Identity Transition  
The transition of identity involves subtle changes and modifications that individuals make to their 
identity as they encounter day-to-day activities that either confirm or disconfirm elements of the content 
of identity and the behavior of individual. This process is normally slow with most of it being carried out 
either completely unconsciously or both unconsciously and subconsciously, and with each activity 
contributing to such miniscule changes that they are hardly registered in the conscious mind (Freud & 
Chase, 1925).  Transitions can have negative consequences for well being (Iyer, Jetten, Tsivrikos, Postmes, 
& Haslam, 2009), nevertheless, due to their gradual nature, these typical identity transitions would not be 
overly stressful or threatening toward the individual’s need for coherence, meaning and self-affirmation 
(Schlegel, Hicks, Arndt, & King, 2009; Ventegodt et al., 2005). It is the sudden shock or unexpected events 
that produce a sense of uprooting and feelings of incoherence, confusion, helplessness and panic – all 
emotions that slow the cognitive mechanism of sensemaking (Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991; Klein, Moon, & 
Hoffman, 2006b; Weick, 1995) – that make identity transitions difficult. The shift in identity and 
consequent shift in identification in such an event would be registered much more clearly in the 
subconscious and the conscious.  
 
CEO Exits and Transitions 

Is changing the individual’s identity painful and messy? The answer to this question lies in the type of 
exit that the CEO has. Any exit will be marked by discomfort and substantial redefinition, nevertheless, 
the extent or the degree of this discomfort will vary with the type of exit (J. Sonnenfeld, 1988; Ward, 
Bishop, & Sonnenfeld, 1999). Voluntary and involuntary exits differ in the degree of control the 
individual perceives to have over the decision to quit (Waters, 2007). Furthermore, in many 
circumstances, voluntary exit and involuntary exit may differ in the amount of time the individual has to 
prepare for their departure, before the decision is made or before the event actually takes place.  
A CEO who voluntarily leaves an organization has probably already been working on severing the ties 
that bind him/her to the organization, ass well as experiencing a sense of control when they have taken a 
decision themselves, rather than being forced into it,  and thus the actual act of leaving might involve less 
distress. Involuntary exits on the other hand are not only undesirable but they do not afford individuals 
the feeling of control over their own destinies (Waters, 2007). Furthermore, if the exit is unexpected, the 
CEO will not only resist it, making it even more painful and difficult, but might lash back at the 
organization. The level of suddenness of the forced exit will also determine the pain that the CEO 
experiences.  
Therefore, even though the basic underlying mechanisms and processes in identity transition, for both 
voluntary and involuntary exit, will be similar, this paper proposes two different models based on level 
of suddenness, the degree of control the individual feels they had, and the time they had to get used to 
the decision before they had to actually leave.  
 
Factors That Affect Identity and Identity Transition of CEO 
Twin Processes During Identity Transition 

Change in organizationally derived social identity involves reshaping the self-concept to eliminate 
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elements due to the previous organizational identification. Two opposing, but simultaneous and 
complementary processes of deconstruction of old identity and reconstruction of a new one would thus 
mark this change. Deconstruction refers to both physically and psychologically breaking connections from 
the organizationally derived old identity. For a CEO who leaves an organization, the physical separation 
involves such things as relinquishing the office, giving up organizationally provided perks, and giving 
up all positions in the organizations such as on the board of directors, etc (J. Sonnenfeld, 1988).  
Psychological separation would involve decreased attachment to the old firm, lack of desire to return to 
the old firm in either the same position or a new one, and reduced self-definition using old organizational 
identity, etc. Reconstruction of new identity would involve a coherent self-definition/self-concept that 
includes a new social identity.  
Although the twin processes of deconstruction of old identity and reconstruction of new may sound as 
two separate stage wise processes, there is considerable temporal and sequential contiguity and overlap 
between the two phenomena. Furthermore, it is not necessary for deconstruction to precede 
reconstruction of a new identity.   
The type of exit can also affect the temporal contiguity and sequence of the twin processes of 
deconstruction of old and reconstruction of new identity. CEOs who voluntarily exit may have probably 
started thinking about changing identities long before they actually exit. They thus have started on the 
path of reconstruction of a new identity while they still hold their old organizationally derived identity. 
During this process then, the deconstruction may be easier and happen gradually starting with the 
psychological separation first.   
 
Individual Factors 
Personality factors 
Personality theories and research on individual correlates have generated a number of important 
characteristics of successful individuals. This paper focuses on the ones that have been shown to be most 
predictive of an individual’s ability to cope with stress, face identity conflicts and dilemmas, and deal 
with cognitive restructuring.  
 
Hardiness 
Psychological hardiness is an individual characteristic associated with resilience, good health, coping 
with negative stressful events (Cole, Feild, & Harris, 2004; Maddi, 1999; Ward, Sonnenfeld, & Kimberly, 
1995) and successful performance in highly demanding occupations (Bartone, Roland, Picano, & 
Williams, 2008). It is a three dimensional construct composed of commitment, control, and challenge 
(Kobasa, Maddi, & Kahn, 1982) – underlying mechanisms that enhance health and performance of 
persons experiencing stressful situations (Maddi, 1999). Thus, individual’s high in hardiness have a 
strong sense of commitment towards their life and work, they perceive themselves to be highly in control 
of their environment and they enjoy being challenged (Cole et al., 2004; Kobasa et al., 1982; Maddi, 2006). 
Consequently, CEOs high in hardiness would be better at dealing with and facing the stress of an identity 
deconstruction.  
 
Trait Affect 
It is difficult indeed to rebuild identity. Nevertheless, a person’s worldview and their general disposition 
can make it either easier or harder for the individual to form a new identity. Dispositional affect or trait 
affect refers to an individual’s tendency to view the world negatively or positively (Kelly & Barsade, 
2001). A dispositionally negative person is prone to see the worst in the situation, be gloomy and 
pessimistic and have a negative view of themselves and the world around them. Persons high on positive 
affect, on the other hand, have an overall sense of well being, view the world positively (George, 1990), 
are associated with more functional coping strategies (Folkman & Moskowitz, 2000), are optimistic and 
have a strong sense of self-efficacy (Isen & Baron, 1991; Isen & Reeve, 2005; Staw & Barsade, 1993). 
Dispositional affect would thus have a moderating effect on the process of reconstruction of new identity 
where negatively affective individuals will be less able to form a new identity, due to their constant 
ruminations and pessimism that inhibits them from looking favorably at the alternative identities, as 
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compared to the positively affective individuals. 
 
Narcissism 
Research has found that contrary to popular belief, it is not individuals with low self esteem but rather 
those with high self-esteem who respond with violence when their self-definitions are threatened 
(Baumeister, Smart, & Boden, 1996). Individuals high in narcissism have been shown to have not just 
higher self-esteem (Baumeister, Bushman, & Campbell, 2000; Bushman & Baumeister, 1998), but also a 
higher sense of entitlement, exhibit less forgiveness and indulge in revenge seeking (Exline, Baumeister, 
Bushman, Campbell, & Finkel, 2004). CEOs high in narcissism (Galvin, Lange, & Ashforth, 2015) would 
thus respond more aggressively and violently to termination of employment and the consequent threat to 
self-concept. Looking at the potential relation of narcissism in this context would add to the model of 
deconstruction of identity and improve predictions of impact on organization. 
 
Affective Factors 
Strength of Organizational Identification 
Organizational identification helps individuals enhance self-esteem and prestige and feel a sense of 
belongingness (Hogg & Terry, 2000). Humans innately strive towards feelings of increased self-worth and 
thus try to enhance positive feelings about self and avoid negative feelings. Thus, the degree of 
sensebreaking (explained later) and the resultant pain due to the process of leaving an organization 
would then be higher for those individuals who identify highly positively with the organization or who 
hold more positive organizational identification than negative. 
 
Grief Processes and Affective Experiences 
Grief is not only experienced at the loss of a loved one, but at the loss of an important source of meaning, 
coherence and identity element. In her influential work, Elisabeth Kübler-Ross elaborated on the five 
stages of grief that a person experiences and goes through. According to her, a grieving individual will 
(in a sequential order) experience denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and finally acceptance (Kübler-
Ross, 1970). A CEO who loses his/her baby – the company that they founded – will be like a father who 
loses a child, a child that was also the source of eminence and livelihood and may thus experience some 
of the emotions associated with grief. Anger and depression would be the most prominent and 
debilitating emotions. Acceptance, the final stage would signal either resignation to the current situation 
or purposeful action towards remedying the situation. This brings us to the alternate grief process 
elaborated below.  
Shephard’s Grief Recovery Process after loss of Business 
Shepherd’s work on grief and the grieving process after the loss of family business (Shepherd, 2003, 2009; 
Shepherd, Wiklund, & Haynie, 2009) is based on Stroebe and Schut’s (1999) dual process model of coping 
with loss. Shepherd’s model elaborates on the process of grief work – a process that individuals engage in 
to deal with grief. A CEO’s reactions after the loss of such an important part of their life would lead them 
to question life, and try and sort through the grief. Shepherd accounts that there are three main processes 
of recovery from grief that individuals engage in: loss orientation, restoration orientation and transition 
orientation. Individuals engaging in Loss orientation confront the loss, revisit the events before and at the 
time of the death, and process some aspect of the loss (Shepherd, 2003, 2009; Stroebe & Schut, 1999).This 
orientation involves a social element of  seeking out friends to “talk through” one's grief (Shepherd, 
2009). Restoration-orientation on the other hand is a process of suppression that offers a distraction from 
thoughts related to the loss and the associated stress (Shepherd, 2009; Stroebe & Schut, 1999). Loss 
orientation is a good mechanism that helps deal with grief, but it is rumination and too much focus and 
time spent on rumination can lead to depression (Nolen-Hoeksema, 1991), restoration on the other hand 
is suppression and too much of this too can be bad for the individual. Thus transition orientation 
dynamics shift an individual’s orientation from loss-oriented dynamics to restoration oriented dynamics 
and vice versa. This back and forth shift between the loss and restoration dynamics enables a person to 
obtain the benefits of each and while keeping the costs associated with maintaining either  for prolonged 
periods at a minimum, thereby speeding the recovery process (Shepherd, 2003, 2009; Stroebe & Schut, 
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1999). 
 
Distress 
Losing elements that help anchor the self-concept or identity signifies loss of source that fulfils basic 
human needs of safety, affiliation and uncertainty reduction (Schlegel et al., 2009; Ventegodt et al., 2005) 
and can lead to distress. Simply defined distress is an unpleasant subjective state (Mirowsky & Ross, 
2003). Distress can range from mild sadness, to acute anxiety and full-blown depression. For humans, as 
meaning seekers (Weick, 1995), loss of an important role may breakdown the basic fabric of meaning in 
life thereby inducing uncertainty due to the changes in the previously familiar environment. This 
uncertainty and loss of meaning, created by the breaking of physical connections, necessitates 
deconstruction of identity involving breaking of psychological connections as well. This is a particularly 
distressing and difficult chore for any individual.  
 
Anger  
Anger is a basic human emotion and one of the strongest and most negative of emotions experienced 
(Carver & Harmon-Jones, 2009; Demoulin et al., 2004; Ekman, 1992). It is also the second stage in Kübler-
Ross’s stages of grief. Anger can be manifested as self-directed or other-directed. Anger, as opposed to 
sadness, has been found to be associated with antisocial behavior as a result of social exclusion (Chow, 
Tiedens, & Govan, 2008). Combined together, CEOs who have had to walk out of their own organization 
would be more likely to experience anger as a result of both this loss, and the social exclusion that it 
entails.  
 
Cognitive Factors 
Sensemaking 
Simply put, sensemaking is as the name implies, making sense (Weick, 1995) of the world around us, of 
the events that occur and of our own lives (Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991; Shepherd, 2009). Sensemaking then 
essentially is an activity that drives the need to comprehend (Klein, Moon, & Hoffman, 2006a). 
Sensemaking is both an individual and social activity (Klein et al., 2006a; Weick, 1995) which interestingly 
does not have a clear beginning and ending (Klein et al., 2006a). Weick (1995) explains that sensemaking 
is, “…placement of items into frameworks, comprehending, redressing surprise, constructing meaning, 
interacting in pursuit of mutual understanding, and patterning.” During sensemaking for identity an 
individual searches for meaning for self and this involves looking for other people to help provide that 
meaning (Pratt, 2000; Weick, 1995).  
 
Sensebreaking 
Sensebreaking (Pratt, 2000) takes away from the core of identity that which gives the individual a sense of 
meaning and coherence, leading the individual to challenge who he/she really is (Ashforth et al., 2008). 
The question then of, “Who am I,” essentially becomes unanswerable. Sensebreaking creates tensions and 
strips away the core, creating a meaning void that needs to be filled (Pratt, 2000). Unlike sensemaking 
which is grounded in identity construction (Weick, 1995), sensebreaking involves a fundamental 
questioning of who one is, challenging ones sense of self and accentuating knowledge gaps (Ashforth et 
al., 2008).  
Clearly then, this process can be extremely painful – as humans we strive for a sense of meaning in our 
lives (Ventegodt et al., 2005; Weick, 1995), and stripping away that meaning would cause pain. For a 
CEO, forceful breaking of ties with the company, and severing important elements of relationships with 
the organization, that provide meaning for his or her identity, can be a painful experience. The stronger 
the core, and the deeper the organizationally derived elements of identity are embedded in the personal 
and ego identity of an individual, the more will the severance of those bonds lead to sensebreaking and 
subsequent pain. Thus, a CEO who has spent considerable number of years with the organization will 
have a more difficult time deconstructing and severing those ties. Regardless of the pain, sensebreaking is 
essential to the process of identity transition as one deconstructs the old identity that is not based on the 
former relationships, status, and roles. In the event of a failure of sensebreaking and sensegiving 
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practices, the individual might not fully form a new identification (Pratt, 2000) or even a new coherent 
identity. 
 
Sensegiving 
Sensegiving (Pratt, 2000) is a parallel concept to sensemaking. Both the processes are sequential and 
reciprocal to each other and work in tandem (Ashforth et al., 2008). While sensemaking involves making 
sense, sensegiving involves attempting to influence this sensemaking process towards a desired 
redefinition or reality (Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991). As asserted earlier, sensemaking is a social activity, 
and thus the social environment around an individual serves as important source of sensegiving. 
Sensegiving and sensemaking feed into each other as the individual accumulates the meaning and sense 
of self provided by the society and interprets and explores it before deciding to accept and integrate it. 
While it seems that research has not explicitly talked about sensegiving, Ashforth and colleagues 
(Ashforth et al., 2008) assert that the link between sensegiving and identification is well developed in the 
literature. Sensegiving provides the much needed validation of identity and the sense of self of an 
individual. As the proceeding section on social influences will elaborate, sensegiving in the form of social 
labels, feedback, comments, and attention helps an individual explore identity and validate it.  
In a gist, sensebreaking is a cognitive mechanism produced more so by the external events and the 
environment. This mechanism leads the individual to perceive a meaning void that needs to be filled. 
This meaning void is filled with a sense of identity – sensemaking an internally guided mechanism. This 
mechanism is aided by the social environment that gives meaning and helps the individual make sense of 
both life and the events occurring in the life - sensegiving. All three processes are mutually reciprocal in 
this particular model, and help the individual achieve the final goal of a new coherent sense of identity. 
 
Social Psychological Factors: 
Relational and Affinitive ties 
Relational identity through work relationships forms an important source of self-concept (Sluss & 
Ashforth, 2007) and determines the elements of the core and content of identity. Being stripped of those 
relational ties, economic ties, power and status would result in significant distress. An individual who 
founds an organization and sees it through its early years, and then later in the established stage (Ward, 
2003), has considerable investment in the firm. Founders do not simply enjoy the status of being the 
founding member, but have also had the opportunity to exercise more autonomy (Hong & Gimeno, 2007) 
and be credited with greater innovation and success while assuming a prominent position in the firm. 
Thus, their organizational identification would be different from employees who later join the firm. We 
would expect that a founder or a CEO of a company, would have strong emotional attachment to the firm 
(Shepherd, 2003). Furthermore, a CEO with large equity in the firm will have economic dependence and 
attachment.  
Furthermore, research on corporate governance has proved how CEOs can derive power and exert 
influence over the board too (J. Wade, O'Reilly, & Chandratat, 1990; Westphal, 1998). Separation from the 
organization would entail not just breaking connection from the organization and changing social 
identity, but also redefining those elements of the personal identity that are intricately tied to the social 
identity and derived by it. Thus, the power and status that the CEO enjoyed as a result of their position in 
the organization would also contribute to their self-definition and self-concept. On top of this, the CEO 
may forge friendships with the TMT and Board members. Friendships form an important element of the 
relational identity of an individual, and severing these would lead to considerable pain.  
Thus when the CEO walks out of a firm they are severing economic ties, positional power, interpersonal 
ties, and a fixed daily routine that is based on all these relationships with the physical and social aspects 
of the organization.  
 
Alternate Identities 
Strength of multiple identities 
Individuals hold multiple identities at any given point in time (Burke, 2003; Hillman et al., 2008; Johnson, 
Morgeson, Ilgen, Meyer, & Lloyd, 2006). Each of these identities differs in its relative importance for the 
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individuals and the degree to which it is central to the self-concept (Ashforth & Mael, 1989; Hong & 
Gimeno, 2007; Ruvolo, 2004). Upon exit from the firm, the loss of organizational identity associated with 
that firm can be quickly recovered from and a new identity formed, if the individual already has multiple 
organizational identities included in the self-concept (Iyer et al., 2009; Ruvolo, 2004). As an example, an 
individual who is a CEO of a firm and co-founder of another simultaneously might be able to form a new 
identity faster after exiting from the first firm (Jetten, Iyer, Tsivrikos, & Young, 2008). An important 
caveat is that the new identity that replaces the old one should be similar in importance to the individual 
as the first one and compatible with it too (Burke, 2003; Iyer et al., 2009). Thus, if another social identity is 
already competing and supersedes the importance of the previous organizationally derived social 
identity, the individual will start the process of fortifying this competing identity. This could happen 
easily and most often when CEOs voluntarily leave an organization. 
 
Presence of attractive alternatives 
Regardless of the process of deconstruction, whether or not an individual has attractive alternatives 
available will determine the time it takes to form the new identity. Without the presence of a suitable 
alternative that has the potential to reinstate the loss of self-esteem associated with the exit from the first 
firm, the individual will be in a limbo and unable to successfully form a new identity. Of course, the new 
social identity does not have to be organizationally derived. The individual might want to engage in an 
alternative career, or might want to focus on philanthropic work, may even want to engage more actively 
in family activities and not get involved actively with an organization at all (J. Sonnenfeld, 1988). 
Nevertheless, it is the attractiveness of all those identities (Dutton, Dukerich, & Harquail, 1994) available 
to the CEO that determine how easily and quickly they are able to move into the new role and 
consequently the new social identity.  
 
Social Influences 
“Identities are not simply a matter of how we experience our own lives, but also of how others see 
us.”(Nelson, 2001) 
Our definitions of ourselves are based on our own perceptions of who we are, on how we behave during 
social situations, and on the perceived perceptions of others (Tice & Wallace, 2003). Social feedback is an 
important mechanism for the individual to determine the veracity, validity and utility of their actions and 
identity. Central to this is the validation of the identity through  identity narratives (Barbulescu & Ibarra, 
2008; Nelson, 2001). Self-narratives (Barbulescu & Ibarra, 2008) and organizational narratives (Ashforth et 
al., 2008) help construct a story that aids the individual chronicle and track the sequence of events 
involved in the transition process (Barbulescu & Ibarra, 2008) thereby helping the individual make sense. 
During identity transition, this validation becomes even more pertinent, as the need for congruence 
between ego, personal and social identity increases.  Positive social feedback received concerning those 
aspects of identity (Schwartz, 2001), and organizational narratives that validate the individual’s own 
sense of self and self narratives, would be a strong factor in sensegiving during this time. As an example, 
a young boy who constantly engages in pranks and practical jokes on his friends and family is labeled as 
naughty or mischievous. Over time, the child starts to identify that description with self as more and 
more reinforcement is provided by others. 
 
Positive social feedback 
Behavior modification theory informs us how social feedback can and does change our behavior 
(Bandura, 1969, 1977; Skinner, 1963, 1966, 1981). As social animals, we integrate this feedback and modify 
our behavior accordingly.  Results from a recent pair of studies evaluating the status of social feedback on 
self-esteem found that approval and disapproval clearly affected the self-esteem of even those individuals 
who denied that social evaluations affected their feelings about themselves (Leary et al., 2003). This 
indicates how important social feedback is (Bandura & McDonald, 1963; Bandura & Walters, 1963). 
Individuals either accept the feedback or integrate it into their subsequent actions and cognitions 
(Schwartz, 2001), or they may reject it as faulty and disregard it. What determines whether an individual 
accepts or rejects this social feedback depends in large part on the type of feedback (positive or negative), 
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content of feedback (discrepant or consistent), and on the originator of that feedback (trusted friends and 
family members or random individuals) (Lundgren, 2004) .  For an individual struggling to make 
important changes such as changes to self and identity, getting such positive feedback then would not 
only enhance their self-confidence, but can also be a source of motivation. Furthermore, narratives shared 
with close others would strongly validate the changes and self-appraisals of the individual. Friends, 
spouse, parents, offspring and close others would be important sources of such positive social feedback 
and self-validation.  
 
Media coverage 
We see ourselves through our social interactions, and also through the eyes of others. A person’s 
definition of their social and personal identity absorbs characteristics that the others give them on a fairly 
regular basis (Berzonsky et al., 1990). How do we know whether we are beautiful, smart, boring, 
aggressive or submissive? Through our interaction with the outside world, and the labels outsiders give 
us. We internalize these labels and integrate them into our identity and self-definition. Media serves the 
role of such a label provider. Leary et al.’s studies (2003) show that even impersonal social feedback 
effects an individual’s self-esteem and self evaluations. As such the role of media cannot be ignored as an 
impersonal evaluator and feedback provider. Media serves dual function of providing labels, and 
constructing publicly accepted narratives. A CEO is much more visible in the media than other 
employees of the organization usually are. Research has shown how CEOs can be affected by such media 
coverage (Hayward et al., 2004). Their achievements, decisions regarding the organization, career and 
employment events are all documented by the media and actively discussed. The media does not just 
document or discuss these events, but it also makes pronouncements that provide the CEO with 
ingredients to add to their self-definition. As such the CEOs progression during the succession event 
would be, and usually is, kept track of by the media. Take Yahoo’s former CEO Jerry Yang or Starbuck’s 
founder Howard Schultz – both aggressively followed by the media during their exit from the CEO 
position. The amount and kind of media coverage would be an important factor in determining self-
evaluation and self-appraisal of the individual. Moreover, the media reports would also serve as 
important sources of sense of self for the individual, that is sensegiving (Pratt, 2000).  
 
Outcomes of Identity transition 
There are three possible outcomes of the distress caused due to sensebreaking and consequent 
deconstruction of identity.  
 
Depression 
The distress can lead to a permanent inability of the individual to muster enough energy to move 
towards reconstructing the identity and the individual might move towards depression or anxiety 
(Mirowsky & Ross, 2003).  
 
Retaliation 
On the other hand, the inability of the individual to accept the loss and deconstruction and sensebreaking 
may lead them to retaliate towards the organization or the object of their projected blame for the loss of 
meaning in their lives. As mentioned earlier, CEOs high in narcissism might respond more aggressively 
and violently to termination of employment and the consequent loss of meaning in life and threat to self-
concept. These individuals then might be more prone to file a lawsuit, publicly debase the organization, 
or launch a personal vendetta against the company and try to sabotage it. Retaliation may not be the 
ultimate outcome for the individual. A cathartic release through sabotage may help the individual make 
sense of the event and thus be able to finally form a new identity, on the other hand it may become the 
individual’s end goal, in and of itself giving him/her a purpose in life – to destroy the company.  
 
Reconstruction of Identity 
The third possible, and a more desirable outcome, would be for the individual to move towards 
reconstruction. Reconstruction of a new organizational identity constitutes the process of rebuilding and 
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constructing a new identity that defines the self-concept of the individual in terms of a new social 
identity. Deconstruction of the old identity would be meaningless and virtually impossible if there isn’t 
an alternative identity available to replace it. In the absence of another equally powerful social identity, 
individuals cling to the old identity so that their self-concept is complete. Moreover, they derive feelings 
of self-esteem from their organizationally derived identity and thus unless there is another social identity 
that can match the cognitive consequences and benefits of the previous one, the process of deconstruction 
will not come about. This is an important outcome from a strategic human resource perspective. 
Displaced CEOs who have been able to reconstruct a new identity through their role with a new 
organization should ideally be able to identify with this new company.  
 
MODELS OF CEO IDENTITY TRANSITION 
Process of Identity Transition During Involuntary Exit for a CEO 
This type of exit is forced and marked by a shocking event the degree of unexpectedness of which may 
vary for different CEOs. The sudden decision of the board to dismiss the CEO, takeover of the firm by a 
venture capitalist firm and displacing the founder-CEO with someone else, or merger or acquisition of 
the firm by another and a subsequent exit of the CEO can all mark a shocking event for the CEO. Figure 1 
depicts the schematic representation of the proposed identity transition process that is believed to takes 
place during a forced exit. It is noteworthy that as forced and involuntary as the exit may be, it may not 
necessarily be completely unexpected for the individual in every instance. Some CEOs may see it coming, 
hear the rumors from trusted sources, or be given ultimatums by the board that warns them of the exit to 
come. Thus, there might be a temporal element that determines the suddenness of the exit and the 
consequent shock that the individual experiences. Nevertheless, it is the involuntary and forced nature of 
the exit that makes the process more painful and different from the one that an individual takes when the 
decision to quit is voluntary.  

----------------------------------------- 
Insert Figure 1 about here 

----------------------------------------- 
The precursor in this model is the event of exit which leads to subsequent loss of affinitive ties of the CEO 
with the organization. These ties are primarily broken physically at this stage.  For an individual who has 
a strong sense of identification with the organization, and has numerous meaningful and strong 
relational ties, this loss will lead to sensebreaking. The intense feelings of attachment that the individual 
develops as a result of strong organizational identification (Elsbach, 1999) would only intensify the effects 
of sensebreaking. Sensebreaking (Ashforth et al., 2008), the loss of meaning and coherence leads to the 
deconstruction of identity. Deconstruction, under these circumstances, is a painful, agonizing and 
stressful process and would produce intense feelings of distress for the individual. This ensuing distress 
can be the precursor of one of three responses: anger, depression or action. An individual can experience 
outwardly and inwardly directed anger. Anger has been shown to have distinct approach motivational 
dynamics as opposed to avoidance (Carver & Harmon-Jones, 2009). Subsequently, angry individuals are 
also more likely to react negatively upon social exclusion (Chow et al., 2008). In such a case, narcissistic 
individuals will be highly likely to act out this anger and retaliate in a bid to avenge their loss of status, 
identity and associated grief (Baumeister et al., 1996; Exline et al., 2004). Alternatively, the distress caused 
by identity deconstruction may lead the individual into even more grief and permanent depression 
(Kübler-Ross, 1970). In such a case, the individual may resign and accept the fate, but may also be 
unmotivated to change the situation. Thus there may be those who instead of ruminating about the 
depression and their distress, instead distract themselves through action (Nolen-Hoeksema, 1991). 
CEOs who are psychologically more hardy will be able to cope and not get overwhelmed with the 
distress that comes along with deconstruction of old identity better than those who are not as hardy 
(Kobasa et al., 1982; Maddi, 2005, 2006). This will occur even in the event that the CEO has strong ties to 
the organization. Their psychological hardiness will provide them with better coping abilities and 
flexibility. Similarly, individuals who are high on positive affect (Staw, Sutton, & Pelled, 1994) would be 
more prone to move towards searching for and reconstructing a new identity.   
Before an individual can sift through the incoherence produced by the loss of meaning and reconstruct a 
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new identity, they need to engage in sensemaking – the process of making sense of the world around us 
(Weick, 1995). Coping with deconstruction through the grief process (Shepherd, 2009) helps an individual 
make sense of their environment and reconstruct a new identity. Individuals would engage in loss 
orientation to deal with distress and move towards sensemaking, while restoration orientation would aid 
in the journey from deconstruction to sensemaking. Lack of transition orientation might be a 
characteristic of this process, thereby making it a more painful and distressful process.  
Sensemaking is aided by the process of sensegiving (Ashforth et al., 2008) and involves filling the 
meaning and identity void created by sensebreaking. How strong the new social identity is will depend 
on the factors responsible for providing sensegiving to the individual. The individuals’ multiple 
identities, positive social feedback and media coverage all provide coherence, sense, meaning, 
metacognition, and raison d'être for the individual. Through the process of exploration then, the 
individual obtains the elements that provide meaning for the new identity. 
 
Process of Identity Transition during Voluntary Exit for a CEO 

This type of exit is characterized by feelings of control by the individual, thus both sense-breaking and 
associated degree of distress are considerably lessened. Moreover since the decision to exit is probably 
made long before the event actually takes place, the individual is not forced into sense-breaking, thereby 
lessening the pain over deconstruction of previous identity.  Figure 2 depicts the schematic representation 
of the proposed identity transition process that is believed to takes place during a voluntary exit. Once 
the decision to exit has been made, the individual voluntarily engages in sensebreaking and thus uses it 
to break psychological ties and affinities for relational affiliation with the organization. There is lesser 
focus on loss orientation as compared to restoration and transition orientations, because of the temporal 
and voluntary nature of the decision. The individual thus, actively uses transition orientation to engage in 
sensegiving, and restoration orientation to help the transition from deconstructed identity to sensegiving.  

----------------------------------------- 
Insert Figure 2 about here 

----------------------------------------- 
A noteworthy point is that for many CEOs, who choose to retire or leave their company, exploration and 
reconstruction of a new identity may happen long and even before they actually exit the organization. 
This then affords them the luxury to determine the pace of deconstruction, what ties to break first, and 
what identities to explore all on their own and to be able to garner enough psychological buffer to deal 
with the loss of the company. Needless to say, any loss, even if initiated by self, would lead to some 
feelings of grief. Losing a routine, losing relational ties, and colleagues can be unsettling for any 
individual – no matter how well planned they may be. For that reason, there may be some traces of grief 
and distress surrounding the deconstruction of identity. Nevertheless, since the decision has been made 
of the CEO’s own volition, an effective loss orientation coupled with hardiness helps lessen this distress 
and aid the individual to focus on finding a new sense of self.  
The individual’s multiple identities and social feedback provide them with a sense of self. Another 
essential difference between the process for identity transition during involuntary and voluntary exit is 
the reciprocal exchange between sensegiving and sensemaking as the individual explores various 
identities while determining what their new, reconstructed identity will be.  Voluntary exists, unlike 
involuntary ones, may not be covered as much by media, nevertheless, there may be substantial media 
coverage depending on the size, standing and reputation of the organization. All these social 
psychological factors help the individual evaluate who they are, who they want to be, and to find a new 
sense of self that they will have once they leave the organization.  
This process is ideal as it provides an opportunity for the CEO to gradually explore alternate identities, 
break affinitive and relational ties, and find a new sense of self. Furthermore, since the previous identity 
is not suddenly and forcefully pulled away, the individual experiences lesser pain and anguish and 
consequently has considerably more resources at their disposal.  
 
FUTURE RESEARCH 
The two models of identity transition proposed in this paper are embedded in extant theory in the areas 
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of CEO succession, identity and social identity theory. All too often management researchers neglect to 
investigate specific phenomenon of interest, either due to an over emphasis on the content or due to the 
extremely dynamic nature of the phenomenon itself.  The process of identity transition is one such 
phenomenon. This paper aims to be the first step in ameliorating this alck of work on CEO identity 
transition u providing a framework to work ainstigate research and to build experimental work around.  
It is comparatively easier (albeit still ambitious) to trace the process of identity transition in the event of 
such a major life change to understand how individuals deconstruct and reconstruct identity core in 
order to restore meaning and consequently equilibrium. Thus, grounded theory and other qualitative 
methods, aimed at teasing apart such phenomenon through first person introspective interviews would 
be beneficial in validating and further developing the model of identity transitions. 
 
CONTRIBUTION AND PRACTICAL APPLICATION 
This paper contributes to a wide range of fields of study. Firstly, it is the first in its kind to actually try 
and develop a model that traces the process of identity transition. Thus, this paper seeks to contribute 
knowledge both within the realm of organizational behavior and social psychological research. Secondly, 
from an executive HR perspective this paper attempts to redress the dearth of knowledge about the 
processes that occur after the termination of employment (Ward et al., 1995), succession event, or 
business failure (Shepherd, 2003). Thirdly, the paper seeks to help practitioners and venture capital firms 
ease the founder-CEO’s transition from this powerful leadership position to either one of advisory role, or 
towards complete separation without worrying about potential ramifications. Finally, this paper hopes to 
help those CEOs who have faced separation events from their organization to understand the painful 
process of identity transition, and how to make it easier.  
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Figure 1: Proposed Process of CEO’s Identity Transition during Involuntary Exit from Organization 
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Figure 2: Proposed Process of CEO’s Identity Transition during Voluntary Exit from Organization 
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