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Thesis abstract  

Following the 2016 Referendum, in which the UK electorate voted to leave the European Union 

(EU), xenophobic and racist behaviours experienced by EU migrants become more visible. In 

this thesis, I argue that Brexit has been experienced by EU migrants as a ‘process of Othering,’ 

whereby EU migrants who live and work in the UK are considered strangers. Brexit is thus an 

issue of belonging and difference based on continual comparison between us (British citizens) 

and them (EU migrants). This binary logic relies on identity markers and associates difference 

with negativity.  

 

To demonstrate how this logic may be challenged, this thesis is informed and inspired by 

notions of affirmative difference and non-unitary subjectivity. These theoretical concepts are 

aligned with nomadic theory, a critical feminist perspective which seeks to reduce 

marginalisation of the Other. The data focuses on individual employee experiences of 

belonging and not belonging and was collected in three restaurant chains operating in the UK, 

taking place during the political negotiation of Brexit (2019-’20). The analysis identifies two 

broad themes: i) in-between belonging and ii) tensions between sameness and difference. The 

findings suggest a sense of belonging is co-constituted between regulating identity and 

adapting (or not) to threats that disrupt feelings of belonging in organisations.  

 

This interpretation provides an opportunity to better understand relational perspectives on 

belonging and identity. From this viewpoint, belonging can be explained in two ways. First, as 

in-between, where the experience of Othering leads to ruptures in identity, and a simultaneous 

tension between belonging and not belonging. Second, belonging can be experienced in 

multiple ways simultaneously. This allows for acknowledgment of contradictions that occur in 

research participants’ accounts of belonging and not belonging. In acknowledging these 

contradictions, the thesis encourages a disassociation of difference and negativity. It further 

argues that there is a need to see belonging differently in organisations - not as a demarcation 

of individuals based on identity markers, but as relational co-constitutions of sameness and 

difference. In so doing, the thesis seeks to add to discussions about identity in organisations by 

taking inspiration from deterritorialised, relational understandings of the subject. This will be 

used to explain how individuals experience belonging through (and despite) processes of 

Othering and to consider how belonging shapes identity in organisations. 
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Chapter 1  

Introduction  

 

This introductory chapter sets the scene for the thesis. It will be structured as follows: first, I 

share my rationale and motivations for wanting to study belonging and identity in 

organisations. Second, I introduce Brexit and briefly summarise the subsequent implications 

that are relevant to the thesis. Third, I introduce belonging, identity, and nomadic theory. The 

fourth part of the chapter is dedicated to the research context, including the methodological and 

analytical approach adopted, the research questions and the general aims of my work. In the 

conclusion I offer an overview of the entire thesis and a description of each chapter’s main 

themes and contents.  

 

Rationale for the project  

There are many different goals that can drive a research project and motivate a researcher to 

take the time to investigate a particular phenomenon (Maxwell, 2008). I have continually asked 

myself why I wanted to undertake this research study throughout the past four years. 

Notwithstanding the ambition to achieve a PhD, looking back on the experience I was 

motivated to better understand my own feelings about belonging for a number of reasons.  

 

Personal 

On a deeply personal level, I was raised in a split family. I spent numerous years dividing my 

time between two family households. As a child the fundamental significance of these 

experiences did not really resonate. I thought it was ‘normal’ to have two different family 

homes, two different birthday celebrations, two different Christmas,’ two different family 

holidays.  When I compared myself to my friends, I always remember thinking ‘I wish my 

mum and dad lived together.’ My ‘normal’ family environment became a source of longing to 

be more like my friends’ family. Subsequently, I have come to understand myself as both split 

and torn between two different environments. This is not necessarily a negative consequence, 

on the contrary, I remember times of joy and fond memories. However, looking back on my 

childhood I continually experienced a sense of belonging and not belonging, which was 

disrupted on a fortnightly basis (positively and negatively).  
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As a teenager, I joked I was ‘the suitcase kid,’ because my sense of belonging was continually 

shifting from one family (my mother’s household) to another (my father’s household). I was 

not aware of this shift; it surfaced as emotions - excitement, anxiety, sadness, isolation, 

loneliness. What I realise now is that I was experiencing belonging and not belonging both at 

the same time. On the one hand, the destabilising of my belonging motivated me to want to 

understand identity. On the other, the research project has taught me about myself and my own 

feelings of belonging. Therefore, what was a motivation has become a realisation, a journey 

for myself in understanding who I am, and what belonging means to me.   

 

Professional 

It goes without saying I have already accomplished a Degree and Masters. I was the first of my 

family’s generation to go to University. However, I have also experienced a destabilising of 

my professional belonging. Between beginning my PhD studies at The Open University and 

completing my Masters, I worked in my family’s cleaning company, which is owned and run 

by my father. At this time, I questioned my sense of professional belonging regularly. There is 

an underlying assumption that cleaners are inferior, thus looked down upon through a ‘rather 

you than me’ attitude (Ashforth & Kreiner, 1999). I experienced these first-hand and felt a 

stigma was associated with working in the cleaning industry. This was highlighted with 

comments I received, such as, ‘it’s cleaning how hard can it be?’ When I spoke with friends 

about my feelings, they dismissed them by saying “don’t take it to heart,” or “just ignore it.” 

This made me feel isolated and lonely. 

 

I avoided mentioning in front of my peers the manual cleaning that my job entailed, instead 

speaking about the management and operational aspects of my role. I felt I did not belong and 

did not fit in my peer group who at the time either had office jobs, were continuing their studies, 

or travelling the world. This made me question whether I was an imposter in their social group 

or whether they were an imposter in mine. I did not actively think about these feelings on a 

day-to-day basis. However, over the past four years I have come to appreciate how important 

it was for me to feel a sense of belonging in the job I am doing. It highlighted to me the 

importance of social interactions in influencing who I am, and subsequently impacting my 

identity and who I want to be going forward.  
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Political  

After reading testimonials from EU migrants in Remigi (2018), I realised how much feelings 

of belonging and not belonging resonated for me. EU migrants reported that they no longer felt 

a sense of belonging in the UK due to the label immigrant (Remigi, 2018). The stigma I had 

experienced working in the cleaning industry is associated with job status and education. The 

stigma associated with being an EU migrant in the UK during Brexit related to being accused 

of stealing jobs, homes and abusing the social welfare system (Goodhart, 2017). In this thesis 

I argue that these stigmas have resulted in EU migrants being marginalised and Othered based 

on interpretations of difference (Braidotti, 2011a).  EU migrants also told of how their concerns 

were dismissed, resulting in loneliness and feelings of isolation by those they thought were 

friends, associates and peers (Remigi, 2018: 16).  

 

The similarities I felt whilst reading this book motivated me to want to better understand 

belonging. Not only from my own perspective, but from other points of view, where individuals 

experience marginalisation, and processes of Othering. Since then, I have seen instances of 

belonging and Othering everywhere. My goal, therefore, is to better understand the impacts of 

Brexit on belonging and to consider what this can tell us about identity in organisations.  

 

Issues of belonging and identity in light of Brexit 

On June 23, 2016, the United Kingdom (UK) held a referendum which resulted in the decision 

to leave the European Union (EU). Since then, Brexit – Britain’s ‘exit’ from the EU – has taken 

on a discourse of its own, so much so that it was included in the Oxford English Dictionary in 

November 2016 (Sekscinska & Piorkowska, 2020). It is impossible to identify a single 

underlying reason why the British electorate voted to Leave the EU; economic, legal, and 

sovereign issues have all been cited (Seidler, 2018). Whilst political motivations are not the 

focus of study in this thesis, there is little doubt that both the Remain and Leave campaigns 

leading up to the referendum influenced the electorate vote that took place (Goodhart, 2017).  

The Leave campaign appeared to be predicated on ‘dehumanis[ing] migrants, using vile 

imagery and language, scapegoating them from a nation’s ills and targeting them as job-

stealing interlopers’ (Seidler, 2018: 108). Scapegoating became a common theme in the Leave 

rhetoric, related to depicting the EU as the ‘enemy.’ As Seidler (2018) explained ‘for some on 

the Leave side, the EU is not merely imperfect, or in need of improvement: it is villainous’ (p. 

87). As a consequence, EU migrants have been scapegoated as part of this ideological position 
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and have experienced violence, hate crimes, xenophobic and racist behaviour. Subsequently, 

they have reported feeling like an outsider in the country where they reside, and which many 

call home. For instance, Georgiadou (2018) writes, 

 

I moved to the United Kingdom back in 2008, and I have lived there (here) 

ever since. I’ve got a job, bought a flat, made friends, and integrated myself in 

the local community. This is home, this is where I have chosen to create a 

home […] or so I thought (p. 28, original emphasis).  

 

Georgiadou’s account raises questions about belonging and identity. As a result of the Leave 

campaign and the xenophobic rhetoric (indirectly) aimed at her as an EU migrant, she explains 

that Brexit became an issue of ‘us’ versus ‘them.’ Feelings of being an outsider were evoked, 

as well as ‘feelings of solidarity with other fellow Europeans who may be in a worse position’ 

(p. 30).  

 

The demarcation of ‘us’ versus ‘them’ is further highlighted in relation to Freedom of 

Movement - a right that EU member states benefit from as a result of European Union 

membership. UK political leaders and EU representatives discussed immigration policies in 

attempts to unravel 47 years of trading agreements. In the midst of these legal and political 

formalities, Brexit was (and still is) very much an issue surrounding identity and belonging. 

These issues were (and are) being felt and experienced on a much more personal level by those 

who had chosen to live and work in the UK (Reeves, 2017). In this instance, Brexit did not 

only act as an economic, legal and political crisis, it is also a matter relating to identity and 

belonging, both inside and outside of working environments.  

 

In Chapter Four, I explore the implications of Brexit. I do this by interpreting the context of 

Brexit as a process of Othering driven by populist rhetoric. This is related to the Leave 

campaign having adopted ‘a populist narrative because it seemed to resonate in the anger 

people were feeling against Westminster’ (Seidler, 2018: 91). I will use this position to 

problematise the continued process of labelling and defining those (EU migrants) who are seen 

to be a different group from British Citizens (Van Der Zwet et al. 2020).  
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Belonging, identity and nomadic theory  

Whilst Brexit is likely to have many implications, this thesis focuses on the consequences for 

identity and belonging of EU migrants living and working in the UK. Below I introduce the 

conceptual focus and central issues in the current literature on belonging. In so doing, I also 

provide a brief introduction to the theoretical assumptions that inform my thinking and 

prompted me to ask questions about issues of belonging and identity in organisation studies. 

 

In organisation studies, belonging is often studied psychologically as a relational process. 

Emphasis is placed on human relations whereby relationships are established, developed, 

maintained and used to make categorical in-group and out-group distinctions (Baumeister & 

Leary, 1995; Ashforth & Mael, 1989). These distinctions involve labelling and defining based 

on comparisons between those who are seen as the same, and those that are seen as different. 

They draw attention to the idea that in order to think about belonging, we must also consider 

its opposite – not belonging (Christensen, 2009; Probyn, 1996). This, perhaps inadvertently, 

associates difference with not belonging and creates a binary opposition of belonging or not 

belonging (Cuganesan, 2017; Jarzabkowski et al. 2013). Arguably, such articulations, 

oversimplify conceptualisations of belonging, reducing the understanding to an either/or choice 

between belonging and not belonging. Consequently, the association between difference and 

negativity appear to be reinforced through this binary logic.  

 

This position overlooks the possible contradictions and tensions that employees may 

experience regularly at work in relation to their sense of belonging. In this thesis I acknowledge 

these contradictions and tensions, having been prompted to question potential 

oversimplification of either/or positions, following my exploration of nomadic theorisations of 

difference (Braidotti, 2010). In the first instance, I will consider feminist understandings of 

relationality to explain how belonging coalesces around employees, spaces and places (Wright, 

2015). The emphasis will be placed on understanding that belonging can occur in-between, and 

thus can be contradictory. The suggestion being that individuals can experience belonging and 

not belonging simultaneously. This is not to refute the claim that belonging relies on social 

validation and interactions with others, but rather, to acknowledge and consider the possibility 

that belonging is multiple and ‘is facilitated and hindered by people, things and experiences 

involving the social milieu, which dynamically interact with individual’s character, 

experiences, culture and identity’ (Allen et al. 2021: 88). 
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In the second instance, I have also been prompted to ask other important questions. For 

instance, how difference can be ‘cleansed of [a] negative charge’ (Braidotti, 2011b: 17). In this 

thesis, I consider this question in relation to how we articulate the binary between belonging 

and not belonging. The current construction of belonging, emphasises that difference is 

predicated on relations of domination and exclusion (Braidotti, 2002b). Nomadism is 

introduced, in Chapter Three, as a feminist perspective that problematises the exploitative 

nature of advanced capitalism which, functions on ‘the proliferation of quantitative differences 

for the sake of commodification and profit’ (Braidotti, 2011b: 17). For Braidotti (2011b),  

 

the concept of difference has been poisoned and has become the equivalent of 

inferiority: to be different from means to be worth less than (p. 17).  

 

As a result, marginalisation occurs, along with processes of Othering. At its very core, 

nomadism is a ‘resistance to hegemonic, fixed and unitary views’ (Braidotti, 2011a: 58). It 

encourages us to think differently about knowledge production, selves and subjects. And the 

implications of living in times of fast-moving change (Braidotti, 2002a).  

 

Tenets of nomadic theory, namely the proactive challenge to difference prompted me to think 

about how difference is articulated within conceptualisations of belonging. With this in mind, 

the overall aim of the thesis is to pay attention to how the binary between belonging and not 

belonging is articulated. In so doing, I follow Braidotti (2011b) who asks: ‘what are the 

conditions that may facilitate the thinkability of positive difference?’ (p. 17). Expressing 

positivity (or affirmative) difference is an operational and conceptual task that keeps coming 

up against dualistic habits of thought (Braidotti, 2002b). Braidotti, therefore, asserts that there 

is a need to ‘reset the concept of difference in the direction of a nomadic, non-hierarchical, 

multidirectional social and discursive practice of multiplicity’ (Braidotti, 2011b: 17).  

 

I interpret ‘affirmation’ (or affirmative) to be ‘a process of transformation of negative into 

positive passions [and] essentially and intrinsically the expression of joy and positivity’ 

(Braidotti, 2006: 201). In other words, affirmative perspectives encourage a reconsideration 

behind the meaning of associated words like difference and negativity. This perspective can 

help provide a different conceptualisation of belonging in organisation studies, because there 

is an emphasis on openness and a desire to reinvent the ways we speak about sameness and 
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difference. In so doing, I subsequently consider the implications this has for how we understand 

the relationship between belonging and identity in organisation studies.  

 

Some organisational scholars understand identity as an essence, fixed or givenness (Ibarra, 

1999). Other scholars see identity as a dynamic, emergent and ongoing process of becoming 

(Alvesson & Willmott, 2002; Alvesson et al. 2008a). Both perspectives rely on assumptions 

that are predicated on understandings of the self. In contrast, nomadism and critical feminist 

perspectives place an emphasis on a shift from selves to subjects, which requires an articulation 

of transgression and flows of movement (Braidotti, 2011a; 2011b). From this latter perspective, 

I will argue that EU migrant identities can be better explained through nomadic theory, because 

their identity appears to be ruptured as a consequence of Brexit. In addition, I will show how 

belonging is regulated and maintained through a co-constitution of identity regulation and 

identity work (Alvesson and Wilmott, 2002).  

 

In this way, it is implied that relational belonging and identity formation are intimately related 

(Dixon & Durrheim, 2000). However, to facilitate possible affirmative positions on difference 

I argue that conceptualisations of belonging (and thus identity) should not rely on a unitary 

view of the self. Consequently, a relational understanding of belonging has implications for 

how the concept of identity is understood in organisation studies. The starting point for 

understanding the implications for identity is inspired by Braidotti’s articulations of  nomadic 

subjects and subjectivities. This shifts the focus from the self to subjects as  

 

a site of entitlements, duties and power relations which intersect[s] with the 

psychological entity known as the self but do[es] not completely co-incide 

with it (Braidotti, 2002b: 160).  

 

This thesis aims to extend understandings of identity in organisations through using 

subjectivities. The notion of identity becomes deterritorialised as an ongoing process of 

becoming, rather than a descriptive marker of difference.  

 

Migration, the nomad and nomadism  

Having explained that the research study focuses on conceptual understandings of belonging 

and is inspired and informed by nomadic theorisations of difference,  I now turn to situating 

nomadism in relation to migration. Ahmed (1999) suggests the word “migration” is ‘a 
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metaphor within contemporary critical theory for movement and dislocation, and the crossing 

of borders and boundaries (p. 331). This definition celebrates transgressive movement and 

represents a departure from ‘living-as-usual in which identity is rendered impossible’ (Ahmed, 

1999: 332). As a consequence, there is an assumption that ‘migration is defined against 

identity’ rendering migrants without the latter (and in some cases belonging) – (Ahmed, 1999: 

334). For this reason, it is important to begin the discussion about migration and organisations 

at a different starting point from that of the self. This acknowledges the multiplicity that arises 

in a multi-cultural society, which does not necessarily fit neatly with identity markers and 

categories of who belongs and who does not.  

 

EU migrants who leave other European countries to live and work in the UK have increasingly 

been labelled as migrants, even though they benefit from the Freedom of Movement as 

members of the European Union. EU migrants have been described as ‘people who depend on 

mobility for their livelihood and shift dwelling places according to their movements’ 

(Engebrigsten, 2017: 43). Therefore, the situating of ‘EU citizens’ as migrants can be 

interpreted as a ‘specific political view of the world where nation-states make up the 

foundational ethos’ and ‘presupposes ideas of “them and us” (Engebrigsten, 2017: 52). 

Scholars, such as Engebrigsten (2017) argue that migrants are seen as a threat to stability and 

the dominant way of doing things, including settling. In so doing, these scholars tend to 

interchange between the terms migrants and nomads.  

 

In comparison, from Braidotti’s perspective nomadism reflects ‘the existential situation as a 

multicultural individual, a migrant who turned nomad’ (Braidotti, 2011a: 21). Whilst Braidotti 

is inspired by the experience of people or cultures that are literally nomadic, she is careful to 

distance her usage of this term from the actual movements of nomadic people. She professes 

that nomadic theory and ‘being nomadic is not a glamorous state of jet-setting,’ rather it ‘points 

to the decline of unitary subjects and the destabilization of the space-time continuum of the 

traditional vision of the subject’ (Braidotti, 2011a: 10).  Therefore, nomadic theory is not a 

literal representation of a nomad: 

 

Being homeless, a migrant, an exile, a refugee, a tourist, a rape-in-war victim, 

an itinerant migrant, an illegal immigrant, an expatriate, a mail-order bride, a 

foreign caretake of the young or the elderly of the economically developed 

world, a high-flying professional, a global venture financial expert, a 
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humanitarian relief worker in the UN global system, a citizen or a country that 

no longer exists (Yugoslavia, Czechoslovakia, the Soviet Union): these are no 

metaphors (Braidotti, 2011a: 10).  

 

Instead, the nomad, within nomadic theory, is ‘a mythical figuration of the kind of critical, 

theoretical engagement that refuses to remain entrenched within conventional, stagnatory 

modes of thought’ (Sutherland, 2014: 940). This highlights the need to distinguish between the 

literal nomad and that of nomadic theory, which is politically invested to present (and in some 

cases) challenge current ‘conditions of mobility in a globalized world,’ marginalisation and 

pejorated to those who are Othered (p. 4). As such, one may be empowered or beautified by 

becoming-nomad or be scarred, hurt and wounded by it. Equally, becoming-nomadic is neither 

‘good nor bad, neither free nor bonded, she is both’ which signifies the multiplicity and 

complexity ensued within Braidotti’s nomadic, political project (Engebrigsten, 2017: 48).  

 

Nomadic theory provides a space for nomadic subjects as a figuration of the nomad (and thus 

EU migrants in the context of this thesis). A figuration is a ‘living map’ which provides a way 

to deconstruct, destabilise and challenge fundamental Western assumptions (Braidotti, 2011a: 

10). In this way, nomadism ‘creates space for different understandings of identity, movement 

and statis’ (Engebrigsten, 2017: 52). In addition, it provides an idealistic form which extends 

beyond dominant thinking; it is possible to critically analyse the positionality of EU migrants 

(the nomad) living and working in the UK at times of Brexit.   

 

UK hospitality and restaurants  

This study focuses on the empirical context of the hospitality industry, with specific attention 

paid to restaurants. In my first year of my PhD, I had an interest in the UK hospitality industry 

because of its heavy reliance on EU migrants in relation to filling vacancies and maintaining 

an efficient number of employees within their workforce. In 2017, a KMPG surveyi showed 

the UK hospitality industry employed a total number of three million EU migrants people - the 

largest proportion of EU nationals as a percentage of the total workforce.ii Table 1 shows the 

percentage of the workforce who are EU migrantsiii within hospitality compared to all other 

sectors within the UK.  
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Table 1: Percentage of EU nationals in all sectors compares to the hospitality  

  Industry.iv  

 

The hospitality industry employs twice the number of EU migrants compared to all other 

sectors within the UK. The KMPG survey used data from the British Hospitality Association 

(BHA) members surveyv sent to all BHA members. This survey further demonstrates that 

organisations working in hospitality, record higher numbers of EU migrants as a percentage of 

their total workforce. This provides a rationale for focusing on the hospitality industry in this 

study of belonging among EU migrants working in the UK at the time of Brexit.  

 

Initially I aimed to collect data in a hotel chain because of family connections I had to the 

sector. However, this did not go according to plan due to data collection restrictions the hotel 

sought to impose during access negotiations. Instead, I gained access to three UK restaurant 

chains across multiple locations in England. In Chapter Five, I explain the access negotiations 

further, and reflect on changes in the direction of the research project. I also introduce the three 

restaurant chains and their relationship to one another in more detail.  

 

Research questions, methodology and aims of the thesis  

The overall aim of this thesis is to develop an understanding of EU migrant employees’ 

experiences of belonging in the UK hospitality sector at a time of heightened uncertainty 

following the UK’s vote to leave the European Union (2016). The study addresses the 

following research questions: 

 

1. How are issues of belonging, identity and Othering experienced by EU migrant 

employees working in UK restaurants at the time of Brexit?  

2. How has Brexit impacted the meaning of, and relationship between, sameness, 

difference, belonging and not belonging in organisations? 

3. How can experiences of belonging and not belonging, in times of Brexit, help us to 

conceptualise identity in organisation studies? 

Across all sectors Hospitality Industry 

6.9% 12.3% 
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In addressing these questions, I analyse data from a study that was conducted between July 

2019 and January 2020 in three UK restaurant chains. During this time, I adopted observational 

techniques, held informal conversations and conducted 47 semi-structured interviews with 

research participants (which ranged from 10 minutes to over an hour in length). I also kept a 

personal journal of my own time in the field, which is discussed in the methodology chapter 

(Chapter Five). The data was analysed using thematic analysis. Reflecting on my journal 

highlighted how inexperienced I was as a researcher when I was planning and conducting the 

research study. I explore this in Chapter Five, and critically reflect on my fieldwork experience. 

I thus share a personal account of my fieldwork in Chapter Five. 

 

With these considerations in mind, this research project aims to:  

 

a) review, from a critical standpoint, the inter-disciplinary literature on belonging to offer 

an alternative position about belonging in the context of relationality and identity in 

organisation studies; 

b) offer an alternative understanding of difference, including theorisations of affirmative 

ethics and the deterritorialising process (Braidotti, 2011a; 2011b). These 

understandings of difference, informed by nomadic theory, prompted the research 

which focuses on the impact processes of Othering has had on EU migrants living and 

working in the UK during the uncertainty of Brexit;  

c) critically reflect on the methodological choices I made and consider the impacts of these 

choices on my ambition to conduct fieldwork in the future;  

d) provide an account of the experiences of the research participants who took part in the 

study, and investigate the impact of Brexit on these employees’ belonging and identity;  

e) discuss the results that emerged from the data analysis in light of the theoretical 

considerations developed in the research and theorise the impacts of Brexit in the 

context of organisational studies.   

 

Structure of the thesis  

The thesis is comprised of Eight Chapters. In this first chapter I have briefly introduced the 

research, including issues of identity and belonging as an implication of the Brexit vote. I have 

then shared a brief overview of my conceptual focus and introduced the theoretical perspective 
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that inspired and informed this research. I have ended the chapter by explaining the general 

aims, research questions and approach to the research study adopted.  

 

Chapter Two offers a critical review of the literature on belonging and identity and will address 

aim (a). I highlight possible problematic issues in how the literature approaches belonging and 

discuss the focus this thesis takes as a result. The concepts that I focus on are the inter-

disciplinary understandings of belonging, its demarcating and privileging of sameness over 

difference, underlying themes of relationality and identity construction in organisations. The 

main focus is on the relationality of belonging as intimately related to identity formation. 

 

Chapter Three discusses the relevant tenets of nomadic theory, exploring the binary 

oppositional positioning of sameness and difference. Specifically, it discusses the use and 

meaning of ‘difference’ and introduces the work of Braidotti (2011a, 2011b) who challenges 

the construction of binaries, offers a reimagined understanding of difference and acknowledges 

the complexity, contradictions and tensions that are involved with understanding selves, 

subjects and subjectivity. This chapter addresses aim (b).  

 

Chapter Four relates to the empirical context of this study, which focuses on Brexit. I explain 

how I contextualise Brexit as a process of Othering informed by populist rhetoric used in the 

Leave campaign. Chapter Five explains the methodological approach used to conduct the 

research and address the research question. In addition, this chapter will also address aim (c) 

outlined above. I approach this chapter in a reflexive way to describe my experience as a 

doctoral student finding my way in the field. I explain the socially constructed and interpretive 

underpinnings of the study, explain why I undertook the research and reflect on how I 

implemented it. I also consider the fit between the concepts that have inspired the research and 

my methodological choices. 

 

Chapter Six and Seven are both analysis chapters and will address aim (d). Here I share 

accounts from the data and discuss interpretations of them. Chapter Six focuses on exploring 

the meaning and relationship between sameness and difference, belonging and not belonging. 

I acknowledge contradictions and tensions that arose in participant accounts of belonging. The 

aim is to highlight how belonging can be considered more complex than either/or approaches 

to binary logic permits. 

 



22 
 

In Chapter Seven I explore Brexit as a process of Othering in light of the complexities identified 

in Chapter Six. I draw on examples of how participants were Othered. The purpose is to 

emphasise the in-between encounters EU migrant employees experienced, how this involved 

the simultaneous feeling of belonging and not belonging, and the rupturing effect this had on 

their identity.  

 

Chapter Eight discusses the analysis in relation to the conceptual framework and the inspired 

theoretical assumptions. I also highlight the contributions of this thesis. In so doing this chapter 

will address objective (e). In the first part I summarise the data analysis chapters and revisit the 

research questions set out above. In doing this, I discuss the empirical chapters in light of the 

arguments developed in the preceding chapters. The second part of this final chapter discusses 

the conceptual, theoretical and empirical contributions of the study, identifies the limitations 

and offers recommendations for further research. 
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Chapter 2  

Belonging in organisation studies  

Introduction 

This chapter presents a review of the existing literature on belonging and identity in 

organisation studies. It shows that belonging has been connected to conceptualisations of 

identification, which seeks to understand how individuals maintain meaningful relationships 

with others and the organisation they work in (Ashforth & Mael, 1989). From this perspective, 

there appears to be confusion in the relationship between identity and belonging. While 

organisational scholars imply that identification and belonging can be thought of as the same 

(e.g., Fiol & O’Connor, 2005), sociological and feminist scholars take a different approach and 

study belonging as an independent concept closely related to identity formation (e.g., Yuval-

Davis, 2010; Probyn, 1996). Supported by the latter approach, this chapter explores how 

processual understandings of identity (Alvesson & Willmott, 2002) can be productively 

brought together with performative feminist understandings of belonging (Wright, 2015; 

Probyn, 1996). The aim is to consider the relationship between belonging and identity and 

argue they are intimately related rather than synonymous terms.  

 

With this in mind the chapter is structured as follows: first, the methodological and conceptual 

inter-disciplinary understandings of belonging will be drawn upon to show how belonging is 

understood as relational. Second, the literature on identity will be introduced and discussed, 

including the consideration of the relationship between belonging and identity. Third, the 

identity construction framework (Alvesson & Willmott, 2002) will be explored as a processual 

alternative to the interchangeable use of the terms belonging and organisational identification. 

To conclude, the chapter introduces the conceptual contribution that the thesis aims to develop.  

 

Inter-disciplinary understandings of belonging 

The study of belonging spans several disciplines. This includes the disciplines of psychology 

(Baumeister & Leary, 1995), sociology (May, 2013; 2011), political sciences (Yuval-Davis, 

2011) and feminist studies (hooks, 2009; Probyn, 1996). Belonging has been studied in relation 

to: place (Antonsich, 2010), emotional attachment (Yuval-Davis, 2011; hooks, 2009; Probyn, 

1996), desire (Probyn, 1996), ease (May, 2011; Miller, 2003), need (Baumeister & Leary, 

1995) and organisational identification (Ashforth & Mael, 1989). Within this, methodological 
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and conceptual approaches have differed and there is considerable ambiguity in the meaning 

of belonging (Antonsich, 2010).  

 

Methodological approaches  

In the field of psychology, quantifiable scales are often used to define and measure 

‘belongingness.’ A key definition is ‘a strong desire to form and maintain enduring 

interpersonal attachments’ (Baumeister & Leary, 1995: 522). The scales most commonly used 

are the Need to Belong Scale (Leary et al. 2013) and the Sense of Belonging Instrument-

Antecedent (Pillow et al. 2015). The former focuses on the strength of the desire of an 

individual’s motivation to belong (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). The latter emphasises the 

degree to which an individual feels prepared to contribute successfully to close relationships 

(Pillow et al., 2015). When combined, these scales have been used to measure ‘the strength of 

[an individual’s] desire for acceptance and belonging’ in the context of maintaining 

relationships (Leary et al. 2013: 3).  

 

These psychological approaches have informed research into ‘workplace belongingness’ (Jena 

& Pradhan, 2018). However, Jena and Pradhan (2018) suggest established belongingness scales 

are too general and fail to consider context specific examples, such as organisational settings. 

They, therefore, develop an organisational belongingness scale. Their aim is to produce a 

quantitative, self-report measure that can be administered via an online survey and used to 

calculate means, standard deviations and coefficient variations. This implies a positivist 

approach to understanding belonging in organisations which seeks to translate belonging to a 

numerical value. The assumption is that, on attainment of a predetermined value, belonging 

has been achieved. This perspective assumes that belonging in organisations is fixed and 

measurable (Jena & Pradhan, 2018).  

 

In contrast, sociological scholars seek to dispel the idea that belonging can be captured as a 

whole (May & Muir, 2015). They tend to use qualitative research methods, namely interviews, 

narrative analysis, and documentary analysis, e.g., mass observation projects.vi  From this 

perspective, belonging is described as ‘a sense of ease with oneself and one’s surroundings’ 

(May, 2011: 368). This approach challenges the idea that belonging can be understood through 

measurement of relevant variables (May & Muir, 2015). Instead, qualitative research aims to 

offer an opportunity to explore belonging in a ‘fruitfully deepen[ed] way’ (Wright, 2015: 392). 

This perspective places emphasis on the messiness and complexity involved in understanding 
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belonging. In this thesis, a qualitative approach is taken; the reasons for this will be discussed 

further in Chapter Five.  

 

Conceptual understandings  

In political science, Yuval-Davis’s (2011) politics of belonging framework is considered one 

of the most comprehensive frameworks on belonging to date (Antonsich, 2010). Like May’s 

research mentioned above, the framework challenges the notion that belonging can be 

quantitatively measured. Yuval-Davis (2011) distinguishes between a sense of belonging and 

the politics of belonging. She describes a sense of belonging as ‘an emotional (or even 

ontological) attachment about feeling ‘at home’ (Yuval-Davis, 2011: 10). Yet she does not 

explain what this ‘ontological’ attachment may mean. Ontology of belonging has been taken 

up by human geographers who explore the relationship between belonging and place. For 

example, Bennett (2012; 2015) frames belonging as a way of being in the world. Bennett takes 

inspiration from Miller (2003) who argues that belonging is a state of being ‘in correct relation 

to community, history and locality’ (p. 218). In this respect, ‘belonging as ontological’ allows 

for a processual rather than absolute understanding of belonging to emerge. This is further 

supported by May (2011) who argues that belonging can never be predicted, because it is 

experienced in a fragmented manner (May & Muir, 2015). This supports an understanding of 

belonging which cannot easily be categorised or measured (Wright, 2015). 

 

Yuval-Davis’ (2011) work also focuses on the politics of belonging. She considers this an 

‘arena of contestation’ (p. 18), which is explained as ‘specific political projects aimed at 

constructing belonging in particular ways to particular collectives of who is “in” and who is 

“out” of communities’ (Yuval-Davis, 2011: 10). With a strong ideology of ‘we’ and the 

exclusion of the Other, Yuval-Davis argues that belonging is produced through combined 

processes of being and becoming, and belonging and not belonging (Yuval-Davis, 2004). 

Therefore, the politics of belonging involves the construction of boundaries determining who 

is included and who is excluded. This can create binaries between who belongs and who does 

not belong in a community or group.  

 

The tendency to construct boundaries is also present in other streams of belonging literature. 

The first appears in sociology where an opposition is constructed between ‘authentic’ and 

‘fleeting’ belonging (May, 2016a). The second arises in critical feminist studies where 

belonging is understood in relation to its opposite - not belonging (Probyn, 1996; Christensen, 
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2009). Beginning with the former, May (2016a) suggests authentic belonging is associated with 

ancestral roots and family ties. She argues that sense of belonging is deeply felt and 

experienced. She contrasts authentic belonging with workplace belonging, which she calls a 

‘false intimacy because friendships made at work are at high risk of fading’ (p. 373). From this 

perspective, workplace belonging is only ever ‘fleeting.’ The implication of this is that 

organisational attachment and belonging is ‘practical and instrumental, rather than, personal’ 

(Cronin, 2014: 73).  

 

In contrast, Rousseau (1998) suggests that the workplace can provide a new environment for 

belonging because there is a basis for social interaction and the formation of social bonds; 

employees have a ‘strong drive to believe they are part of the settings in which they work’ 

(Rousseau, 1998: 218). The drive for inclusivity, Rousseau suggests, can lead to a sense of 

belonging. Later work by May (2017) confirms this to an extent. She identifies a participant in 

the mass observation project who describes how the introduction of new computers into the 

workplace made her feel left out. May interprets this as a sense of dislocation in the 

participant’s job which influenced her decision to retire early. This suggests that workplace 

belonging may be more important than merely ‘fleeting’ and ‘attachment to an organization 

can continue even after employment is terminated’ as physical daily presence has ceased 

(Rousseau, 1998: 229).  

 

McClure and Brown (2008) support this notion that belonging in organisations can be enduring. 

Their paper focuses on the importance of belonging at work from the point of view of 

improving organisational efficiency. One empirical finding is the emphasis placed by 

participants on not belonging as a motivation to belong. This argument is drawn out of 

qualitative data analysis and indicates how individuals believe ‘not belonging’ is just as 

important as belonging (p. 14). McClure and Brown (2008) draw on the notion of not belonging 

to extenuate experiences of belonging at work. They argue that experiences of not belonging 

drive and motivate individuals to establish a sense of belonging. In effect this research implies 

belonging is constructed based on its opposite: not belonging.  

 

The second boundary constructed in the literature is closely related to McClure and Brown’s 

(2008) research. This boundary is an outcome of the tendency to explain belonging as part of 

the binary between belonging/not belonging. There is an argument, that to study belonging, 

there has to be an acknowledgment of its opposite, not belonging, which is described as a lack 
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of social connections or not feeling included (Christensen, 2009). As Probyn (1996) explains, 

‘I write in order to remind myself of the ways in which belonging hinges on not belonging’ 

(p.14). From this point of view, belonging and not belonging can be thought about as binary 

terms that create a boundary between who is on the inside and who is on the outside (Yuval-

Davis, 2011). The binary logic is complicated by the ways researchers have focused on the 

experiences of people who are denied belonging based on difference.  

 

These ‘differences’ seem to relate to particular categories, including and are not limited to, 

social class, ethnicity, sexuality and transnational migration (Benson, 2010; Weedon, 2004; 

Ifekwunigwe, 1999; Eade, 1994). From this perspective, not belonging is associated with 

difference, and has been conceptualised as a source of marginalisation. The emphasis has been 

on understanding how the relationship between belonging and not belonging is constructed by 

differentiating those who are the same and experience a sense of belonging from those who 

experience difference and not belonging (May, 2013).  

 

The differentiating between the two is reinforced by other scholars who imply that issues of 

belonging are only ever thought about when it is threatened (May, 2013; Bennett, 2012). 

Building on this, there have also been suggestions that not belonging is a ‘negative counter-

reality’ to belonging (Belle et al., 2015: 94). In addition, May (2016b) asserts that not belonging 

relies on the concept of the Other as strange, marginalised and different. The binary logic is 

further complicated because these scholars understand not belonging to be related to the 

negative and imply belonging can be associated to the positive. By ‘inextricably’ linking 

‘belonging/unbelonging’ (Christensen, 2009: 26) an either/or binary opposition is created 

(Yuval-Davis, 2011). 

 

The importance of this binary, and how binary is understood is extended to organisational 

research. For example, Cuganesan (2017) uses paradox theory to analyse employee identities 

in a policing organisation and shows how tensions arise from the ‘need to feel both a sense of 

similarity to, and distinctiveness from, others’ (p. 490). Cuganesan emphasises similarity to 

others in organisations as a basis for belongingness and satisfaction. He also draws attention to 

the importance of distinctiveness, as a basis for self-expression and self-worth – these opposing 

motivations creating a paradox (Cuganesan, 2017).  From this perspective, Cuganesan (2017) 

does not disregard binary but argues that there needs to be a move away from the ‘either/or’ to 

‘both/and.’ In so doing, there is an implicit assumption that belongingness is associated to being 
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similar to others. This arises because ‘belonging is often perceived as rewarding because it 

contributes to the avoidance of feeling aloneness’ (Guibernau, 2017: 207).  

 

It has been suggested that ‘our sense of self is not only constructed in terms of similarity – it 

also needs an ‘Other’ who is dissimilar to us’ (May, 2017: 79). Belonging is thereby understood 

‘through a process of categorization, [and], the drawing of boundaries between ‘us’ [the same] 

and ‘them’ [different]’ (May, 2013: 79). Jarzabkowski et al (2013) explore the ‘paradox of 

belonging’ that arises when the values, beliefs and identities embodied by one group in an 

organisation differs from those of the wider organisation. The authors suggest that belonging 

often emerges as a paradox at the meso-level of groups, when collective values and identities 

are compared, challenged and pitted against each other, provoking a range of defensive and 

active responses.  

 

Whilst these studies consider both/and dialectical approaches to thinking about identity 

paradoxes, they also highlight the continual comparison that is made between groups who are 

the same and those who are different and are associated with difference and negativity (Probyn, 

1996). These comparisons are becoming increasingly contested by scholars who have called 

for ‘alternative, more inclusive forms of belonging’ to be acknowledged (Antonsich, 2010: 

651). This is because ‘the desire to belong’ should not be ‘seen as automatically superior to not 

belonging’ (May, 2013: 374). Moreover, Antonsich (2010) implicitly problematises either/or 

binary logic and explains,  

 

the problem is that any dominant ethnic group tends to fill the notion of 

belonging with a rhetoric of sameness, which clearly prevents any recognition 

of difference. Often the ‘requisites’ for one person to belong mean that s/he 

has to assimilate to the language, culture, values, behavior and religion of the 

dominant group (p. 650).  

 

This illustrates the potentially problematic consequences of thinking in terms of belonging/not 

belonging and sameness/difference binaries, especially when they rely upon and reinforce 

established identity markers and categories. Further support for this view is given by 

organisational, critical identity scholars who allude to the problematic nature of such binaries 

by explaining that ‘persistent inequalities at work (and wider society) construct marginalized 

Others out of difference. In privileging particular values and ideas relating to this kind of 
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person, or that kind of person, this difference can facilitate social exclusion and a lack of care 

for the Other’ (Knights & Clarke, 2017: 349). In Chapter Three, this position on difference will 

be critically appraised further to explore the possibility that belonging can be understood in 

relation to sameness and difference.  

 

The underlying themes of relationality  

One underlying theme that can be identified across the different methodological and conceptual 

understandings of belonging is relationality. In psychology, belongingness is understood to be 

predicated on long-standing relations. It is suggested that such articulations ‘trump other forms 

of belonging’ (May, 2016b: 749). Individuals are motivated to achieve a sense of belonging by 

establishing, developing and maintaining relationships with others. Similarly, sociological 

scholars, argue that someone’s sense of belonging is created and felt in interactions with others 

(May, 2013). This emphasises that ‘relationships offer not only an important source of 

belonging but also can influence other dimensions of our lives’ (May, 2013: 115). The 

fundamental relationship between belonging and relationality ‘allows us to retain complex 

views’ of an individual’s identity (May, 2013: 9).  

 

The relational self is not something that we are born with. Rather, it ‘emerges in relationships 

with and in relation to others’ (May 2013: 4). In this, belonging can only ever be relational 

because there is a focus ‘on what connects people to one another’ (p. 9). Other scholars interpret 

belonging as ‘the relationships one has with specific other people’ (Miller, 2006: 106). 

Understanding belonging in these ways implies that it is fluid because ‘relational networks 

never remain static’ (May, 2013: 130); instead, people move away, die, leave jobs and join new 

organisations. Belonging, is thus, processual and changing rather than categorical and fixed 

(May, 2013). May’s research on relational belonging draws on Probyn (1996) who suggests 

that belonging cannot be understood as ‘an isolated and individual affair’ and instead it relies 

on ‘a complex view of the self’ (Probyn, 1996: 10-13). Probyn and May’s work also challenges 

binary assumptions through asserting that ‘our sense of relational belonging is at least partly 

based on similarity… and a sense of being different’ (May, 2013: 129, emphasis added).  

 

May’s (2013) relational perspective of belonging assumes that ‘belonging is not just an 

individual feeling or something that individuals achieve on their own’ (p. 83). This suggests a 

collective element, which requires a negotiation involving other people (May, 2011; 2013). 

Therefore, belonging is more than identifying with a particular group; it also means being 
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accepted by others, and the allowance to become an integral part of a community or society 

(Yuval-Davis, 2011). Relational understandings of belonging involve ‘power, negotiation and 

[potential] conflict [or resistance]’ (May, 2013: 84). These relations are reflected both in an 

individual’s desire to belong and the acceptance by others. This points to a potential power 

negotiation between people in the emergence of relational belonging.  

 

However, May’s (2013) work, also extends this position and argues that understandings of 

relationality should not be reduced to the relationships between people. Instead, belonging can 

involve the relational encounters individuals have with places and spaces (May, 2013). This 

point is emphasised by explaining that individuals ‘create [a] sense of self through all these 

relational connections’ (May, 2013: 9). From this perspective, reference to connections does 

not limit relations to people or relationships. This is equally supported by Miller (2006) who 

emphasises the importance of different spheres of life. In addition, Wright (2015) explains that:  

 

it [belonging] is at once a feeling, a sense and a set of practices. It can refer to 

a place – ‘a place of belonging’ – yet also exist despite the absence of any 

specific site at all […] it is found in relationships to humans and non-humans 

and things and ideas (p. 391). 

 

Arguably, this understanding on relational belonging is influenced by new materialism, a 

movement that seeks to draw attention to encounters with human and non-human matter (Fox 

& Alldred, 2017). This perspective broadens understandings of belonging, so that, ‘the term 

captures more accurately the desire to form some sort of attachment, be it with other people, 

places or modes of being’ (Probyn, 1996: 19).   

 

In relation to place, belonging has most commonly been framed and discussed in close 

connection to physical place (Antonsich, 2010). These particular articulations of belonging 

have influenced research in organisation studies. Grey and O’Toole (2020) state that place-

identity is ‘a physical area offering shelter, stability, attachment and meaningful symbols to 

people’ (p. 1). The article explores the relationship between place and identity in organisations 

with an aim to establish ‘what role place plays in the formation of identity’ (p. 1). In this 

instance, belonging is related to identity formation, by emphasising the role of place in 

contributing to belonging. May (2017) supports this perspective but also is cautious of it 

because it implies belonging can be understood as bounded to place. This can be problematic 
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because place, fixes belonging, and thus, implies a certain stability around the understanding 

of identity.  

 

To challenge this position, some scholars use the word ‘home’ to describe belonging (May, 

2013; Yuval-Davis, 2011; Ahmed, 1999).  It is contended that home is not just a physical place 

where individuals seek shelter, rather home is ‘something more transitory and fluid’ (Leach, 

2002: 286) where individuals form attachments, experience belonging and construct identities. 

In this instance, belonging is not tied to a specific place but is a phenomenon that emerges in 

many situations and spaces, while having a connection to identity formation (May, 2013; 

Ahmed, 1999). We do not inhabit a home, like we do a physical structure of a house. Rather, 

our experiences of feeling at home inhabit the self and shape our belonging (and identity) 

(Ahmed, 1999). This is consistent with the position that ‘home’ is a material space that is 

shaped by everyday practices, lived experiences and social relations (Yuval-Davis et al. 2018; 

Yuval-Davis, 2011). It extends the notion of belonging beyond physical place and suggests that 

relational understandings of belonging can ‘exist despite the absence of any specific site at all’ 

(Wright, 2015: 391).  

 

Critical feminist scholars take a different approach to relationality. For Wright (2015), whilst 

there is emphasis placed on relations with human and non-human matter, the understanding 

moves beyond relationality as discrete interactive encounters individuals experience. Wright 

(2015) engages with the work of Barad (2008) to explain relationality as intra-active 

connections between others. She explains that ‘beings that belong do not interact as discrete 

entities acting upon each other (a process of interaction) but as relationally co-constituted 

beings that co-emerge together (a process of intra-action)’ (p. 402-403). Wright (2015) uses 

this understanding to explain ‘belonging as co-emergence’ (p. 403) and argues that ‘reality is 

not composed of things in-themselves or things-behind-phenomena, but of “things”-in-

phenomena’ (Barad, 2008: 135). From this perspective, relationality involves the 

understanding that experiences of belonging and not belonging emerge in-between the 

connections individuals make, rather than as an outcome of the connection itself.  

 

In this instance, in-betweenness can be understood (and theorised) through the lens of 

liminality. This is because conceptualisations of liminality adopt the understanding that 

instances occur on/within the border of two ideals; one country or another, settled status or 

immigrant, belonging, or not belonging. The concept of liminality is developed by Van Gennep 
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(1960) who uses the term to theorise a transition from one social state to another. This process 

is likened to three phases: separation, liminality and aggregation. Liminality is the transitionary 

state which is experienced in-between two eventualities. Turner (1967) explains liminality as 

inter-structural, which he describes as the position individuals occupy when they are in-

between separation and aggregation.  

 

 In organisation studies liminality has been interpreted to mean ‘a position of ambiguity and 

uncertainty: being betwixt and between’ (Beech, 2011: 287). Most of the current literature rely 

on Van Gennep’s (1960) articulation of liminality as a transitionary stage between two stages 

(Soderlund & Borg, 2018). Liminality is said to be receiving increased attention in MOS 

because of its ‘capacity to capture the interstitial and temporary elements of organizing and 

work’ (Soderlund & Borg, 2018: 880). It has been attributed to explaining the experience of 

managers of inter-organisational networks as they move in between and across organisational 

boundaries (Ellis & Ybema, 2010); hierarchical roles (Eriksson-Zetterquist, 2002); and spaces 

which lie on the boundary of two bounded, physical areas of the workplace, e.g., stairwells and 

corridors (Shortt, 2015). The concept is used to emphasise the changeful nature of these 

subjects, meanings that co-exist and the potential negative consequences of elongated (or 

extended) periods of liminality.  

 

Beech (2011) aims to bring together the concept of liminality and the identity construction 

literature by arguing that ‘identity reconstruction can be partial and incomplete’ (p. 287). He 

argues that ‘changes in identity imply changes in the meaning associated with people, and the 

meanings are not simply located in the “subjects” but in the relationship between the individual 

and the organization (or society)’ (p. 288). In some ways this resembles the arguments made 

by Wright (2015) who emphasises the importance of the intra-active processes of encounters 

(as I discussed above). However, Wright’s (2015) articulation on relationality as in-between 

also differs from Van Gennep’s (1960) original conceptualisation of liminality (which Beech, 

2011 relies on). Wright implies that in-betweenness is not a transitory stage that subsides once 

you transition from A to B. Rather, Wright (2015) implies in-betweenness is a continual 

position sustained through intra-active processes.  

 

Wrights (2015) perspective is in contrast to psychological scholars who explain relationality 

and its relationship to belonging as based on the maintenance of relationships. In more recent 

studies on belonging, organisational scholars appear to still take this same approach to 
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understanding belonging. For example, Bryer (2020) describes belonging as ‘those skills and 

sensibilities by which people actively orientate themselves towards and connect with the 

concerns of others, gaining a sense of social acceptance or validations, and building deep and 

lasting relations’ (p. 644). This thesis will take a different approach and rely on Wright’s (2015) 

perspective of relationality (informed by liminal understandings of in-between) to offer a 

feminist, relational perspective on belonging as co-emergence. This will help explain the in-

between position, in which EU migrants have found themselves as a result of Brexit. In-

betweenness and liminality become important within Chapter Seven, where I explore the 

processes of Othering my participants experienced. In addition, Wrights (2015) understanding 

of relationality will also be shown by identifying instances of human and non-human relations. 

This will highlight how experiences of belonging extends beyond relationships. 

 

Identity in organisations 

Whilst the importance of relationality in understanding belonging and identity formation has 

been widely acknowledged in other disciplines, there is little research that explores the role of 

relationality in organisation studies, even though it is considered ‘a vital element of identity 

formation’ (Coupland & Brown, 2012: 1). Identity is considered central to most organisational 

structures (Brown, 2015). It has been argued that the study of identity within management and 

organisation studies (MOS) has a long and diverse history, which makes studying it a 

formidable task (Knights & Clarke, 2017; Sveningsson & Alvesson, 2003). The study of 

identity spans ‘not just the Social Sciences, but Philosophy, the Arts and the Humanities’ 

(Brown, 2015: 21). Therefore, reviewing all the identity literature in one single paper (or 

research project) would not be possible, and there requires specific attention to the most 

relevant parts of the identity literature when engaging with it in any particular research (Brown, 

2015).  

 

More specifically, reviewing all the belonging and identity literature to explore the relationship 

between the two concepts would not be possible. Taking this advice into consideration and 

coupled with the primary focus on reviewing and establishing an understanding of the 

belonging literature, this section focuses on how belonging is related to identity. In so doing, 

the concept of organisational identification and its relationship to belonging will be explored. 

In addition, a critical, constructionist perspective on identity will be considered to aid in 

understanding how belonging can be studied in organisation studies. 
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Like belonging, identity has been studied from multiple and different perspectives (Alvesson 

et al. 2008a). For sociologists, identity is often the ‘conceptual bridge’ between the individual 

and society (Snow & Anderson, 1987: 1338); whereas for social psychologists, ‘it is more 

usually bound-up with needs for social validation and individuation’ (Brewer, 1991: 477). 

Knights and Clarke (2017) describe identity as a paradox, this is because the understanding of 

identity includes an individual ‘simultaneously being different from everyone else and yet the 

same as others’ (p. 337). In other words, identity is a ‘desire to be unique, distinctive and 

different at one and the same time’ (Knights & Clarke, 2017: 337). This would imply that an 

individual’s identity is not a demarcation or a choice between being the same or different, 

rather, identity is some kind of contradictory combination between the two.  

 

This theorisation of identity differs from the conceptualisation of belonging as a demarcation 

between being the same or different and is most often understood as a tension between personal 

and social identity. Coupland and Brown (2012) explain that,  

 

most accounts [of identity] distinguish between ‘personal identity,’ versions 

of our notionally unique features, and ‘social identity,’ understandings of 

selves as members of social categories (p. 1).  

 

As Coupland and Brown (2012) explain, although it is understood from different perspectives, 

there is a consensus that ‘identity as a concept is bound-up with answers to questions such as 

‘who am I?’ and ‘who are we?’ (p. 1), where humans are considered ‘unitary, coherent and 

autonomous individuals’ (Collinson, 2003: 527). Thus, an underlying assumption in the 

identity literature is a rootedness or stability in our personal identity which allows individuals 

to experience a coherence about who they are. In addition, the reference to ‘we’ implies that 

identity involves an understanding of a collective, and thus, can be linked to ideas of belonging.  

 

The different perspectives on identity are also characterised by distinctive ontological and 

epistemological assumptions, such that each stream are not always in agreement. In this way, 

‘there are patches of agreement, some shared interests and ongoing cross-border exchanges of 

ideas’ (Brown, 2015: 23). However, 

 

identity scholars of different types deal often with related theoretical and 

applied issues, notably the extent to which identities are chosen or ascribed, 
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stable or dynamic, coherent or fragmented, and motivated by desires for 

positive meaning and authenticity (p. 23).  

 

Much theorising in MOS situates identity ‘as a dynamic, multi-layered set of meaningful 

elements deployed to orientate and position one’s being-in-the-world’ (Brown, 2019: 9). A lot 

of the attention is paid to the processes of identity formation as identities, where there is an 

emphasis on identity never being finished but always in progress (Brown, 2019). Moreover, 

Brown (2015) explains that ‘there is a continuing need for identity dynamics to be better 

understood’ because of the complexities and ambiguity involved (p. 20). Whilst the literature 

on identity is vast, scholars such as Knights and Clarke (2017) also problematise the identity 

literature doubting our understanding of it. One dynamic that appears to be less well understood 

in organisation studies is the relationship between identity and belonging.  

 

In the next section, this relationship will be discussed by drawing briefly on social 

psychological understandings of organisational identification which have adopted 

interchangeable use of the terms ‘identification’ and ‘belonging’. This approach to the 

relationship to identity and belonging will be contrasted with feminist scholarship which has 

contested the interchangeability of these terms.   

 

The relationship between identity and belonging  

The study of social identity is used to explain in-group and out-group categorisation, and this 

has been linked to belonging through the work of Ashforth and Mael (1989). Organisational 

identification is an identity construct defined as ‘a specific form of social identification where 

individuals define him or herself in terms of their membership in a particular organization’ 

(Mael & Ashforth, 1992: 105). Others have defined organisational identification as 

‘belongingness to the organization’ (Ashforth & Mael, 1989: 21). Here, identification is used 

as a construct to evaluate the meaning of organisational membership (Brown, 2017). Although 

‘belongingness’ is considered one of three criteria required to establish identification, there is 

little explicit research on belonging. Instead, the focus is placed on cognition and often attempts 

to categorise employees using scale-based measures (Ashforth & Mael, 1989).  

 

To this end, organisational identification is principally based on social identity constructs such 

as social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979) - an influential psychological theory focusing 

on the outcome of individual self-classification within organisational groups (Ashforth & Mael, 
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1989). Fiol and O’Connor (2005) state that ‘identification [is] a person’s sense of belonging’ 

(p. 19). They, however, provide little explanation of the conceptual relationship between these 

two terms. The words belonging and identification are sometimes used interchangeably in other 

studies which implies that belonging and identification are similar and/or the same thing 

(Davenport & Daellenbach, 2011). Overall, social identity theory invites ‘quite a dry and 

computational picture’ (Edwards, 2004: 216) of belonging, like identification, and presents a 

thin notion of identity as principally based on cognition (Sveningsson & Alvesson, 2003).  

 

In contrast, feminist scholars contest the interchangeable use of identity and belonging (Yuval-

Davis, 2010; Probyn, 1996). For Yuval-Davis (2010), the notion of identity is confusing and 

should be considered separately from belonging. Yuval-Davis (2010) states that belonging 

cannot be ‘reduced to identities and identifications’ (p. 215). This is because ‘it [belonging] is 

a deep emotional need of people’ which moves beyond reductive understandings of belonging. 

Probyn (1996) argues that belonging goes beyond what identity and identification is able to 

capture. For her, ‘identity has become a set of implacable statements that suppress, at times, 

questions about what identity really is for’ (p. 9). Here, both Yuval-Davis (2010) and Probyn 

(1996) situate belonging independently of identity. For scholars like Probyn (1996) belonging 

is ‘a mode of affective community-making based on physical proximity rather than common 

identity’ (Antonsich, 2010: 661). This challenges the position taken by organisational scholars 

who imply belonging and identification are conflated.  

 

This approach positions belonging in a way which is broad enough to encompass ‘people, 

places [and] modes of beings’ (Probyn, 1996: 19). Both Yuval-Davis and Probyn, arguably, go 

‘beyond belonging as a bounded construct, and challeng[e] the idea of belonging as a stable, 

fixed category (Antonsich, 2010: 651). Not only does this challenge the idea that belonging, 

and identity are conflated, but also enables critical evaluations of individuated perspectives 

which organisational identification has predominantly relied upon. In addition, there is an 

implied connection to understandings of belonging as extending beyond the maintenance of 

relationships.  

 

Feminist theory is key to this understanding of belonging and identity. For Probyn (1996) 

belonging is the notion of be-longing, ‘a desire for becoming-other’ (p. 5). Probyn aims to 

displace and disrupt belonging as a taken for granted, self-explanatory and stable condition of 

identity. As such, ‘belonging has started being increasingly conceptualised as a process 
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(becoming) rather than a status (being)’ (Antonsich, 2010: 652, emphasis as original). Probyn 

positions belonging as a way of enhancing potential for inclusivity and challenges ideas that 

identity is based on individuated visions of the self. She asserts that ‘belonging and desiring 

identities refuse to stand still; in-between being and longing… such belonging is formulated in 

neither exclusionary nor inclusionary terms but in its sheer perplexity and yearning bypasses 

the meanness of individualized identities’ (p. 35). This implies a certain amount of complexity 

in her theorisation of belonging because of the transgressive flows and movements involved in 

belonging.  

 

Probyn also implies belonging occurs in-between, and thus suggests that belonging is more 

complex than categories of belonging and not belonging. The in-between, Probyn 

acknowledges, assumes a certain amount of instability and uncertainty. In so doing she goes as 

far as to question the impossibility of ‘ever really and truly belonging’ due to the emphasis on 

movement she places in her understanding of belonging (Probyn, 1996: 8). Instead, we are only 

ever in-between being and longing. Probyn’s articulation of belonging relies on an open-ended 

view of identity and belonging. This is a contrast to the way organisational researchers tend to 

understand identity in relation to the self and selfhood.  

 

In organisational research there has been much reliance on an individuated understanding of 

identity and belonging. Brubaker and Cooper (2000) explain that, most commonly, identity is 

understood in relation to fixed or individuated understandings of the self. In the context of 

organisations, this creates a stable view of organisations, employees and their identity and 

belonging (Brown, 2017; Stryker & Burke, 2000; Ibarra, 1999). These perspectives on identity 

and belonging assume that individuals have the ability to maintain a stable identity or a ‘fully 

autonomous self,’ (Knights & Clarke, 2017: 338). Consequently, belonging is essentialised 

through the construction of boundaries between ‘us’ and ‘them’ (Antonsich, 2010). Individuals 

belong or do not belong through the categorising and classifying of selves into groups which 

are similar to each other (Stets & Burke, 2000). From this perspective there appears to be a 

clear-cut distinction between belonging and not belonging.  

 

Identity construction  

Not all scholars researching identity agree with individuated notions of the self. One 

preoccupation that has been disputed within the organisational identity literature is the 
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assumption that identity is fixed and finite (Ibarra, 1999). From a critical, constructionist 

perspective, a growing body of literature understands identity as fluid and malleable (Kreiner 

et al. 2006), impermanent and fragmented (Knights & Clarke, 2017), multiple and contextual 

(Alvesson, 2002), and ‘only loosely or fleetingly held’ (Brown, 2019: 9). From this viewpoint, 

there is a ‘disrupting [of] the assumption that [identity] offers stability and security’ (Knights 

& Clarke, 2017: 338). This offers a perspective which goes some way to acknowledge the 

complexity involved in understanding identity.  

 

Critical, identity scholars, present identity as ‘precarious… [and] often [a] contested process’ 

(Alvesson & Willmott, 2002: 621). Such a ‘precarious’ perspective on identity is growing in 

organisational research. This is because organisations ‘mutate more rapidly’ which lead to 

‘identities [being] less secure, more open and increasingly differentiated’ (Coupland & Brown, 

2012: 1). This perspective, often underpinned by interpretivism, argues that identity is 

negotiated, constructed, and encourages a move beyond the dominant positivist standpoint, 

towards an assumption that identity is socially constructed and in a process of becoming. This 

process has been described as the identity construction framework (Alvesson & Willmott, 

2002) and offers an understanding of identity as ‘complex, iterative, often unstable and always 

“in process”’ (Coupland & Brown, 2012: 4).  

 

Current understandings of identity construction rely on self-identity as a ‘repertoire of 

structured narrations’ which is ‘sustained through identity work’ (Alvesson & Willmott, 2002: 

627). Within this, there is an interest in how individuals deal with ‘complex, ambiguous and 

contradictory experiences’ with regard to their identity (Alvesson et al. 2008a: 14-15). 

Individuals are described as ‘identity workers’ (Alvesson & Willmott, 2002: 622) who engage 

in ongoing activities to regulate, construct, and reconstruct understandings of the self, that are 

‘coherent, distinctive (and in the main) positively valued’ (Thomas, 2011: 169). This 

perspective stresses identity as fragmented, negotiated and always in ‘relation to others’ 

(Brown, 2019: 10; Knights & Clarke, 2017). Identity construction is characterised as a 

combination of identity regulation and identity work (Alvesson & Willmott, 2002); a power 

dynamic which involves a continual negotiation in managing and maintaining (or re-

negotiating) individual identity. The elements of identity regulation and identity work are 

considered interrelated because they form a process of co-independence, each intimately 

engaging with one another.  
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Therefore, identity construction operates in a tension between normative control and 

empowered employees:  

 

organizational members are not reducible to passive consumers of 

managerially designed and designated identities. Nor do we assume or claim 

that the organization is necessarily the most influential institution in identity-

defining and managing processes (Alvesson & Willmott, 2002: 621). 

 

In summary, identity construction involves a two-way movement between identity regulation 

and identity work. This perspective destabilises dominant thinking of identity as fixed and 

finite by offering a move beyond systematic categorisations of identity (Alvesson & Willmott, 

2002). Subsequently, everything is always changing and evolving under the exterior of 

remaining the same (Brown, 2019). Therefore, identity is never complete and thus is in a 

process of ‘unfinished betweenness’ (Cooper, 2005: 1692, original emphasis). In other words, 

stable and coherent identity is ‘illusory’ (Brown, 2019: 9).  

 

This point is reinforced by Alvesson et al. (2008a) who describe this process as: 

 

Contrasting with the rather static and fixed conceptualisation of social identity 

[…] especially as manifest in many studies of organizational identification – 

the emphasis for much of the writing on identity work is on becoming, rather 

than being (p. 15).  

 

Therefore, identity construction is not about seeking to stabilise identity as in the organisational 

identification literature. Instead, there is an emphasis on treating ‘identity as a temporary, 

context-specific and evolving set of constructions’ (Alvesson et al. 2008a: 6). 

 

Identity regulation  

Identity regulation refers to the ‘discursive practices concerned with identity definition that 

condition processes of identity formation and transformation’ (Alvesson & Willmott, 2002: 

627). Identity studies ‘are constituted within marshalling yards of power’ where identity 

processes ‘not only facilitate but shape and constrain agency’ (Brown & Coupland, 2015: 3). 

In this instance, ‘issues of power take centre stage’ (Alvesson et al. 2008a: 16). This is because:  
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the spotlight shifts to the role of organizational elites and discursive regimes 

in orchestrating the regulation of identities and the resulting political and 

material consequences (p. 16).  

 

Identity regulation is understood to be a form of normative control that is achieved by designing 

and applying appropriate structures, procedures, measures, and targets (Alvesson et al. 2008a). 

This understanding has been adopted by many critical identity scholars (e.g., Kreiner et al. 

2006; Collinson, 2003; Alvesson & Willmott, 2002). One example of identity-regulating 

structures alludes to ideas of belonging. Alvesson and Willmott (2002) explain:  

 

a common-place example of this process concerns the repeated invitation – 

through processes of induction, training, and corporate education (e.g., in-

house magazines, posters, etc) – to embrace the notion of ‘We’ (e.g., the 

organization or of the team) in preference to ‘The Company,’ ‘It’ or They’ (p. 

622).  

 

This particular focus on inclusion as an example of identity regulation can be compared to the 

conceptual understanding Tyler (2019) has on belonging. In her recent research paper, Tyler 

(2019) explores the relationship between difference in the context of inclusion whilst at work. 

She explains that ‘inclusion is an organizational exploitation of our need to belong’ (p. 56). 

From this perspective, belonging can be reduced to something to be exploited through 

corporate inclusion and diversity practices. In other words, organisations ‘embrace the notion 

of “We”’ (inclusion) as a normative control. A potential connection can be made between 

belonging and identity regulation. However, the identity regulation perspective on this 

connection is somewhat partial because it focuses on a top-down view of power relations 

between management and employees. This is illustrated in Figure 1 below: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



41 
 

Figure 1: The top-down view of identity regulation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The flow diagram offers an interpretation of identity regulation which relies on managers and 

organisations exerting normative controls over employees. This is based on the understanding 

that management strategies can influence and shape belonging and identity in organisations 

(Gotsi et al. 2010). Currently, the most relevant questions explored, focuses on how identity is 

controlled from a managerial and organisational standpoint (Alvesson et al. 2008a).  

 

Identity regulation literature emphasises the controls that can be used to influence employee 

identity (Alvesson et al. 2008a; Alvesson & Willmott, 2002). However, there is also 

acknowledgement that employees have the capacity to consent or contest this regulatory power. 

This is because ‘individuals are now commonly depicted as intelligent strategist[s] who 

negotiate their (increasingly individuated) selves’ (Brown, 2017: 298). For this reason, 

‘employees are [more than] passive receptables’ (Alvesson & Willmott, 2002: 628). Instead, 

they engage in identity work, which also contributes to identity construction. 

 

Identity work  

Identity work can be described as the ‘interpretive activity involved in reproducing and 

transforming self-identity’ (Alvesson & Willmott, 2002: 627). Therefore, it ‘is a significant 

medium and outcome of organizational [regulation]’ (p. 622). Other scholars define it as ‘the 

mutually constitutive processes whereby people strive to shape a relatively coherent and 

distinctive notion of personal self-identity’ (Watson, 2008: 129). It is understood that 

individuals who face threats to their identity, engage in identity work (Watson, 2008). 

Therefore, identity work will ‘arise from encounters with others that challenge understandings 

of self,’ and thus, is considered relational (Alvesson et al. 2008a: 15). Moreover, as Brewer 

(1991) emphasises, identity work is driven by two conflicting forces: our need for validation, 

by establishing our similarities to others, and our need for individuation, by establishing our 

Organisational control/managerial 

power 

 

Employee 
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uniqueness. This highlights issues of power that tend to emerge when individuals interact with 

one another whilst at work and is demarcated by similarities and differences. 

 

Sveningsson and Alvesson (2003) describe identity construction as a ‘processual orientated 

theory’ (p. 1165), because identity can be re-worked and re-negotiated through identity work. 

In this sense, the emphasis in much research on identity work is on becoming, rather than being. 

Scholars therefore ‘focus on specific processes and influences entailed in individual identity 

construction’ (Alvesson et al. 2008a: 15). In so doing, they differ in their approach to this. For 

example, post-structuralists conceptualise identity work as a continuous process (Simpson & 

Carroll, 2008), whereas others consider the extent of identity flux to be a contextual and 

empirical question (Ibarra, 1999). What they share is a willingness to challenge essentialised 

understandings of identity, whilst acknowledging the complexities which encourage re-

negotiation of identity.  

 

The identity construction framework identifies a ‘pursuit of positive work-related identities’ 

that can be multi-layered (Brown, 2017: 299). Identity work can be understood as an ongoing 

process where individuals seek to achieve an affirmative well-being by securing a strong self 

in their social relations (Alvesson, 1994). In this way, identity work becomes more necessary 

and frequent in situations where strains, tensions and surprises are prevalent (Brown, 2015). 

From this viewpoint, identity is no longer seen as uni-dimensional or fully integrated. On the 

contrary, identity is rarely experienced in a unitary way and, more importantly, is never finished 

or achieved but always ‘in-progress’ (Brown, 2019: 9). Scholars such as, Kreiner et al. (2006) 

and Collinson (2003) explore this processual understanding of identity work through the 

analysis of strategies adopted by employees who engage in identity work (Kreiner et al. 2006).   

 

For example, Kreiner et al. (2006) investigate how members of a particularly demanding 

occupation (the priesthood) engaged in identity work to negotiate a balance between personal 

and social identity. Their research focuses on the ‘how’ of identity work. (p. 1039), identifying 

three ‘tactics’ of identity work (p. 1043). First, differentiation tactics are used to separate 

personal and social identity allowing employees to preserve their individuality. Second, 

integration tactics are used to ‘blend’ individual identity to correspond with organisational 

identity (Kreiner et al. 2006: 1046). Finally, a dual-function tactic where employees used 

‘mechanisms that […] could facilitate either differentiation or integration’ (Kreiner et al. 2006: 

1048).  
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Other scholars have identified confirmation, dramaturgy, and resistance as broad strategies to 

encompass different ways employees engage with identity work (Collinson, 2003). Collinson 

(2003) contends that ‘individuals tend to be preoccupied with themselves as valued objects of 

those in authority.’ As a consequence, this results in employees ‘subordinating their own 

subjectivity in the process’ (p. 536). Whilst dramaturgical strategies are similar to conformism, 

this particular strategy relies on impression management to demonstrate how employees 

manipulate possible ways to express themselves. Supported by the work of Goffman (1959), 

Collinson explains individuals tend to want to present themselves in a favourable light. In 

comparison to this, resistant strategies encompass those employees who ‘express their 

discontent about workplace processes’ (Collinson, 2003: 539). It is thought that by engaging 

in resistant strategies, employees often construct a more favourable identity than that regulated 

by the organisation (Collinson, 2003).  

 

Understanding of these strategies has been explored through discursive, dramaturgical, 

symbolic, socio-cognitive, and psychodynamic approaches (Brown, 2017). These approaches 

enable understanding of identification through language (discursive), actions (dramaturgical), 

symbols (symbolic), cognitive mechanisms and sensemaking (socio-cognitive) and the 

operation of unconscious ego defences (psychodynamic). Although all five approaches have 

emerged in organisation studies, Brown (2017) argues that most scholarship is discursive and 

describes identity work as a ‘linguistic metaphor’ (p. 298). This suggests that identity and 

identification processes are constituted through situated processes of language.  

 

Whilst there appears to be an extensive body of research on how identity work emerges in 

organisations, there is a continued argument that identity work remains unexplored. In itself 

this is contradictory; however, Brown (2015) explains that this contradiction arises because 

identity work ‘aids the understanding of ways people draw on their membership of 

organisations in their constructions of “self”’ (p. 17). These processes are dynamic, are highly 

iterative and have the propensity to change (Brown, 2019). Moreover, the ‘processes [are] 

generally referred to as organizational identification’ (Brown, 2017: 296, original emphasis). 

Brown emphasises that identity work and organisational identification are not distinct concepts. 

In some ways this blurs the boundaries between belonging and identity work because Brown 

claims that ‘phenomena referred to under the umbrella ‘organizational identification’ are best 
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regarded as processes of identity work’ (p. 296). From this perspective, Brown implies that 

organisational identification (and thus belonging) can be implicitly linked to identity work.  

 

Other scholars have made these connections between belonging and identity work. For 

example, May (2013) explains that ‘conformity also aids a sense of ease,’ in that confirmation 

(an identity work strategy) contributes to individuals experiencing a sense of ease (and 

belonging) (p. 87). She also suggests that it would be too simplistic to understand belonging as 

a confirmation process and emphasises that individuals have the capacity to resist threats to 

their sense of belonging. This resonates with identity construction perspectives because it 

implies employees’ belonging can be managed and maintained through confirmation and 

resistance (Alvesson & Willmott, 2002). However, the role of identity work in contributing to 

a sense of belonging remains unexplored in organisation studies. The identity construction 

framework will be drawn on in the analysis chapters (Chapter Six and Seven) and in the 

discussion (Chapter Eight) to explore the relationship between identity and belonging.  

 

Discussion  

In this chapter, I have explored the literature on belonging and its relationship to identity in 

organisations. Belonging has been understood in organisations through social identity theory 

and the interchangeable use of the terms ‘belonging’ and ‘organisational identification’ 

(Ashforth & Mael, 1989). This perspective on belonging assumes that individuals use 

belonging as a tool to maintain their relationships with other people and identify with 

organisational identity. This thesis takes a different approach by exploring a more relational 

perspective on belonging which has been developed by Wright (2015) who is a critical feminist 

scholar and relies on new materialist notions of human and non-human matter. This is based 

on the relational co-constitution of the encounters individuals experience, contributing to their 

sense of belonging (Wright, 2015).  

 

Belonging can be understood as ‘a feeling that tells us something about a person’s connection 

to themselves and to the surrounding world of people, [space] and place’ (May, 2011: 78); it is 

not just any connection but ‘the sort of relation in which who and what we are is at issue’ 

(Miller, 2003: 218). It will be argued that belonging is a feature of all aspects of identity (Grey 

& O’Toole, 2020) and should not be understood as ‘partly, replac[ing] or challeng[ing] the 

concept of identity’ (Lahdesmaki, et al. 2016: 234). Instead, belonging should be considered in 
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light of identity ensuring the relationship between the two terms is explored. In this instance, 

belonging ‘is about identity [and] about who we are. But it is also much more than identity’ 

(May, 2013: 7).  

 

This thesis aims to add to the discussion on identity in organisations by exploring the 

relationship between identity and relational belonging. In so doing, it is argued that belonging 

and the study of identity are implicitly related concepts (Dixon & Durrheim, 2000). However, 

this will not only be by relying on the encounters individuals experienced with other people. 

Instead, a new materialist perspective on relationality will be drawn on to understand 

‘belonging as co-emergence’ (Wright, 2015: 403). From this perspective, relational belonging 

is understood not simply as a process of maintaining relationships, but as coalescing around 

employees, spaces, experiences, workplaces, and other assembled relations connecting subjects 

with others between interactions, flows and encounters (Wright, 2015). This suggests that 

belonging is ‘not a cognitive phenomenon,’ but physical closeness and connections (May, 

2013: 131; Miller, 2003). This position on relationality has not been explored extensively 

within organisational studies.  

 

Conclusion 

This chapter has drawn on two bodies of literature; sociological and critical feminist 

understandings of relational belonging and critical processual understandings of identity 

construction in organisation studies. For sociological and critical feminist scholars, belonging 

emerges relationally constructed as a binary between belonging and not belonging. This 

particular conceptualisation of belonging relies on issues of power in so far that belonging is 

both individuals identifying and wanting to belong and others accepting an individual into a 

specific social setting. In this way, sociological and critical feminist understandings of 

relational belonging resonates with organisational understandings of the identity construction 

framework which conceptualises identity as negotiated forms of power.  

 

However, belonging can also be contrasted with identity construction. Cuganesan (2017) 

understands identity construction as a paradox between personal identity (uniqueness) and 

social identity (sameness). Whereas sociological and critical feminist theorists use an either/or 

logic to explain the relationship between belonging and not belonging. As a result, there 

appears to be an assumption that not belonging is the negative counter-reality to belonging, 
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which has been conceptualised as negative and a source of marginalisation. Therefore, a 

disparity exists between the two concepts; identity construction is based on a tension between 

individuality and distinctiveness, whereas belonging is based on an either/or choice. This is 

even though the boundaries between belonging, and identity appear to have been blurred in the 

organisational identification literature. Within Chapter Three, I introduce nomadic 

theorisations of difference, which has prompted me to question how difference has been 

articulated in organisational research. Potential disassociations between difference and 

negativity will provide the opportunity to consider relational understandings of belonging in 

relation to identity formation in organisation studies. This is not to disregard not belonging, but 

to develop new ways of thinking about belonging from a relational perspective within 

organisations. 
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Chapter 3 

Nomadic theory: Reconsidering difference 

 

Introduction  

In Chapter Two I explored the relationship between identity and belonging in organisation 

studies and explored how these literatures may productively be brought together into dialogue. 

In order for this to occur, I suggested that the binary oppositional position of sameness and 

difference, identified in the belonging literature, needs to be interrogated. In this chapter, I 

engage with nomadic theory (Braidotti, 2011a, 2011b), specifically the challenge to negative 

difference, which can be described as a non-essentialist, new materialist perspective. I interpret 

nomadism as a dialectical approach that prompted me to question the either/or binary logic 

between belonging and not belonging. I argue that nomadic theorisations of difference can help 

contribute to reconsidering the association between difference and negativity. And thus, aids 

in rethinking the binary between belonging and not belonging in organisations.  

 

With this in mind, I first explore organisational understandings of difference, drawing on 

critical diversity and mainstream organisational literature. In comparing these bodies of 

literature, I identify how mainstream organisational scholars use an either/or logic to 

understand sameness and difference. I then turn to the concept of dialectics which challenges 

such either/or binary logic. Following this, I introduce nomadism, which provides a new 

materialist, feminist perspective. The second part of the chapter discusses affirmative 

difference and considers the operationalisation and possible implications of a nomadic 

approach for understanding belonging and identity in organisations. I conclude by suggesting 

an affirmative perspective may encourage a more complementary relationship between the 

identity paradox and belonging discussed in Chapter Two.  

 

Organisational understandings of difference  

Issues of people and difference in organisations have been mainly approached through the 

study of diversity and inclusion (Ozkazanc-Pan, 2021). In the mainstream organisational 

literature, inclusion is defined as: 
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the degree to which an employee perceives that he or she is an esteemed 

member of the work group, through experiencing treatment that satisfies his 

or her needs for belongingness and uniqueness (Shore et al. 2010: 1265).  

 

This literature suggests that belongingness and uniqueness need to be balanced in order to 

foster inclusion. Importance is placed on the inclusion of individuals whilst at work. However, 

critical diversity scholars argue that the mainstream organisational literature approaches 

diversity and inclusion from a social psychological perspective which relies on ‘naturaliz[ing] 

identities into objective entities […] reduc[ing] individuals to representatives of a social group 

distinguished by a common socio-demographic trait’ (Zanoni et al. 2010: 13). They argue that 

mainstream organisational literature conceptualises diversity and inclusion through 

understanding difference as a strategic asset (Zanoni et al. 2010). There is an implication that 

differences have become instrumentally driven, as a potential source of value that needs to be 

activated (Zanoni & Janssens, 2004). As Zanoni et al. (2010) explain, mainstream 

organisational scholars suggest difference ‘if well managed, could provide a competitive 

advantage’ (p. 12). In so doing, difference is treated as a performative instrument that can be 

managed.  

 

In contrast, a key contribution of the critical diversity literature has been to challenge the idea 

that identity and difference are stable. These challenges emphasise the dynamic nature of 

difference and diversity (Zanoni et al., 2010). Consequently, there has been a move towards 

questioning the main focus of analysis and the nature of the construct. The aim is to develop a 

more ‘rigorous and theoretically grounded conceptualization of diversity’ (Zanoni & Janssens, 

2004). It has been argued that: 

 

if diversity research is to overcome the limits of its managerial roots and 

promote practices that truly value differences within equality, it will need to 

address critically the role of power in the construction of difference and its 

managerial use (Zanoni & Janssens, 2004: 72).  

 

Instead of emphasising difference as a tool to exploit, critical diversity scholars use difference 

as a lens to investigate the power relations between minority and majority groups in 

organisations (Zanoni & Janssens, 2007). Diversity, inclusion, and difference are therefore, 

reconceptualised as an ongoing dynamic social practice rather than a stable notion.  
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In addition, another concern for critical diversity scholars ‘has been the ways in which 

organizations pursue inclusion conditionally, as well as its associated de-politicization of 

difference’ (Tyler and Vachhani, 2021: 250). Tyler and Vachhani go on to explain that,  

 

difference emerges when the relationship between Self and Other comes to be 

organised in binary, hierarchical terms, so that the inter-subjective 

relationality that underpins embodied social relations and processes of 

recognition becomes subject to perpetual misrecognition, resulting in relations 

or circumstances characterized by the Other’s negation (p. 250).  

 

This perspective highlights the continual reliance on binary logic and the association between 

difference and negativity. Tyler and Vacchani (2021) suggest that this has become a dominant 

issue in organisational understandings of difference.  

 

Outside the critical diversity literature, difference has also been thought about in relation to 

belonging in organisation studies. Yet here also, there is a tendency to categorise belonging 

through sameness or difference (Tomlinson, 2010; Ozbilgin & Woodward, 2004). Difference 

is understood as being overcome through ‘minimizing or bridging differences to reach a 

predetermined static endpoint’ (Cunliffe & Locke, 2020: 1080). From this perspective 

difference is understood as something that should be managed and reduced. Subsequently, 

those who are considered different risk being marginalised through a process of minimising 

difference in relation to what is considered the norm.  

 

In comparison, Tomlinson (2010) understands experiences of belonging by the categorical use 

of sameness or difference. Tomlinson’s research draws on a study of pathways from voluntary 

work into paid employment for refugees in the UK. The study ‘reveals how they [the 

participants] drew on […] markers of difference to express and explain their experiences of 

exclusion or belonging’ (Tomlinson, 2010: 278). Tomlinson argues that ‘managing diversity is 

associated with the introduction of ever more categories of difference by which organizational 

members may be distinguished’ (p. 281). Difference is associated with exclusion because 

‘people mark and differentiate themselves and are marked and differentiated by others through 

many different categories of difference’ (Tomlinson, 2010: 280). Such a perspective 

categorises people, similar to the in-group and out-group categorisations of belonging through 

organisational identification (see Chapter Two). Tomlinson explains that ‘belonging is 
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activated when there is a sense of exclusion, so that the experience of “sameness” in one space 

is association with the estrangement from another’ (p. 280). To this end, Tomlinson implies 

that there is a boundary between sameness and difference. In effect, people understand their 

belonging through a comparison between their sameness and differences to others. This 

comparison then determines what Tomlinson describes as exclusion or belonging.  

 

From an alternative perspective, Ozbilgin and Woodward (2004) describe belonging and 

Otherness as twin concepts and a dualistic process. They define belonging as ‘the feeling or 

experience of being part of a group’ and Otherness as ‘the feeling or experience of being an 

outsider excluded from a group’ (p. 677). Dualism emerges between belonging and Otherness 

from inclusion and exclusion (respectively), where ‘the construction of “the Other” is 

contingent upon the simultaneous construction of “the Same”’ (Ozbilgin & Woodward, 2004: 

676). In this, greater power and status is accorded to the one who is “The Same” than that 

which is defined as “The Other.” This understanding of difference and belonging is important 

for two reasons. First, belonging is constructed as a power relationship and there is a ‘greater 

role accorded to individual agency compared with the implied passivity of those being Othered’ 

(Ozbilgin & Woodward, 2004: 676-677). Organisational scholars like Ozbilgin and Woodward 

(2004) formulate belonging and difference based on power relations. This resonates with 

understandings of identity construction which is formulated based on similarly negotiated 

powers (Alvesson & Willmott, 2002).  

 

Second, a binary is implied between the construction of “The Other” being the opposite to “The 

Same” (Ozbilgin and Woodward, 2004). This reinforces that difference is associated with 

exclusion (similar to Tomlinson (2010) above). It presents an either/or scenario where 

‘opposing opposites can occur’ (Collinson, 2005: 1421). On the one hand, identifying 

structures, distinctions and boundaries is ‘clearly important for making sense of the world, 

helping to create meaning and clarity’ (p. 1421). However, on the other:  

 

problems arise when complex relations and interwoven processes are reduced 

to overly simplified binary oppositions. In such cases, distinctions and 

dichotomies can be reified as seemingly concrete, independent, and 

ontological “representations of reality,” whilst interrelations and asymmetries 

are denied or underestimated (Collinson, 2005: 1421). 
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Oversimplifying associations of belonging, subsequently, privileges one side of the binary 

(sameness) at the expense of the other (difference) (Baxter & Hughes, 2004). In relation to 

Ozbilgin and Woodward’s (2004) conceptualisation of belonging, sameness is privileged over 

difference, which upholds the understanding that difference is associated with the ‘negative 

counter-reality’ in opposition to belonging (Belle et al., 2015: 94). Moving away from 

‘either/or’ thinking about binary opposites and towards a both/and dialectical orientation can 

prevent the privileging of one side of a binary (Collinson, 2005).  

 

Dialectical challenges to either/or binaries  

Dialectical approaches have been used in organisation studies to overcome the rigidity of 

binary opposites, where the latter are presented as either/or choices and one of the binary 

elements is privileged over the other. For example, power over resistance, or leaders over 

followers (Bristow et al., 2017; Collinson, 2005; Mumby, 2005). Dialectical approaches 

instead focus on the exploration of complexity, tensions, and contradictions in organisational 

life (Benson, 1977). In his article (foundational for understanding dialectics in organisation 

studies), Benson argues that there are three ‘principles’ that underpin the dialectical approach 

(Benson, 1977: 4).  

 

The first emphasises that dialectical approaches are committed to the concept of process. 

Dialectical approaches advocate a continuous state of becoming and ‘challenge[s] the view that 

organizational structures and practices result from rational choices’ (Hessler, 2013: 190). 

Second, an important commitment in dialectic thinking is relationality with particular attention 

placed on multiple interconnections (Benson, 1977). Third, dialectical approaches call for 

organisations to be understood within their context. This includes understanding organisations 

as interconnected, rather than separate entities and consists of considering interest groups, 

differences, and divisions (Hessler, 2013). As such, a dialectical approach attempts to bring 

‘alternative worlds into view and examines their potential to reorient the organization’ (Hessler, 

2013: 191).  

 

Dialectical strands in the tradition of Adorno’s (1973) negative dialectics in particular reject 

Hegelian search for synthesis and instead approach binary elements as not only co-emergent 

and co-present but also as remaining in continuous interplay with each other (Mumby, 2005). 

From this point of view, there is an encouragement to move from ‘either/or’ logic to both/and. 
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An ‘either/or’ logic can derive from the aim to simplify subjects into absolute categories 

(Ybema & Horvers, 2017). This ‘either/or’ logic advocates a rational and functional approach 

to theorising in organisations (Benson, 1977). For Cooper (2005), this is done because 

categories make it easier to grasp realities. Yet, such categorising does not facilitate 

understanding the complexity and entanglement between multi-layered subjects (Benson, 

1977). In contrast, a dialectical approach provides a processual perspective in organisations 

drawing ‘attention to multiple interconnections’ (Benson, 1977: 3).  

 

A both/and perspective assumes that divisions between ‘components are not clear-cut or clean’ 

whereby ‘analysis must deal with the complex interlocking’ of phenomena to provide 

understanding of it (Benson, 1977: 4). A both/and orientation enables an exploration of a  

 

complex, contingent, interrelated, and dynamic nature of contradictory aspects 

of organizational politics and focuses on exploring the ways in which they 

struggle with each other but also mutually constitute each other (Bristow et al. 

2021: 4).  

 

Thereby, in organisational research, a dialectical approach can offer a perspective which 

continues to challenge the ‘labelling and fixing of essentialist identities’ (Thomas & Hardy, 

2011: 325). There is a suggestion that nothing is taken as fixed, which encourages the 

consideration of complexity. This would support the study of belonging because it is not easily 

categorizable within an either/or logic (Allen & Ogtem-Young, 2020). Instead, experiences of 

belonging emerge through complex relational encounters between others, contingent on 

individual sameness and difference.  

 

Chapter Six and Seven will explore the numerous ways that research participants described 

belonging in relation to sameness and difference. Sometimes this corresponds to the either/or 

binary logic, but in other cases it appears that belonging and not belonging, sameness and 

difference can emerge simultaneously. This provides an opportunity to reconsider the 

privileging of sameness. This is not to disregard the importance of individuals wanting to be 

the same, but also to acknowledge the potential contradictions and tensions that arise when 

there is an assumption that belonging is associated with being the same, and not belonging is 

associated with being different.  
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Nomadism  

Nomadic theory or nomadism is a feminist perspective and intellectual movement that seeks to 

deconstruct dualistic, binary categories attached to human subjects (Dolphijn & van der Tuin, 

2012). Nomadism is predicated on conceptualisations of becoming which challenge ‘taken-for-

granted assumptions grounded in the negativist logic of the dominant systems of thinking’ 

(Golanska, 2017: xiii). Nomadism, thereby, offers a revision of dominant Western ways of 

thinking in terms of process (Braidotti, 2011a). An implication of this intellectual movement 

is that it requires an alternative ontological and epistemological stance from the dominant poles 

of positivism.  

 

Braidotti is a social theorist whose work on nomadism enables exploration of the potential 

oppressive practices embedded within society and institutions that exclude particular human 

subjects (Coole & Frost, 2010). A key motivation, for Braidotti, is to understand the 

complexities of capitalism that impact and reproduce inequalities between human subjects 

(Coole & Frost, 2010). Braidotti (2011b) introduces nomadism as a theory that challenges the 

exploitative nature of capitalism. According to a nomadic position, capitalism commercialises 

difference as negative ‘indexed on a hierarchy […] governed by binary oppositions’ (Braidotti, 

2011b: 17), which assume identity is categorical and unitary (Stoate, 2011). In so doing, 

nomadism provides a tool that can be used to destabilise and challenge fundamental Western 

assumptions about identity and marginalisation. 

 

Nomadic theory is underpinned by the notion of flow, movement and of a nomad’s intense 

desire to go trespassing and be transgressing (Braidotti, 2011a). Braidotti’s emphasis on 

movement helps to explain the relevance of nomadism as a theoretical lens in relation to Brexit. 

Nomadism also becomes important when contextualising this study in Chapter Four. However, 

in this chapter, I introduce nomadism because it informed the direction of the research.  

Specifically, how difference is (and can be) theorised. Braidotti (2011a; 2011b) asserts that 

nomadic theory derives from understandings of becoming and difference which relinquish all 

idea of desire or nostalgia for fixity. In this respect, nomadism can be interpreted as an 

affirmative response to universalism, where Others are marginalised, and difference is reduced 

to marginalisation.  
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Nomadism, is thus, a perspective that seeks to resist the construction of binaries that lead to 

universalism through an ethics of affirmation and becoming (Braidotti, 2002a). Within this, 

affirmation is understood as ‘the result of a process of transformation of negative into positive 

passions [and] essentially and intrinsically the expression of joy and positivity’ (Braidotti, 

2006: 201). This would imply that tenets of nomadic theory have the potential to aid in the 

reimagining of either/or binary opposites that have emerged in theorisations of belonging and 

not belonging. Thereby, nomadic theory is used in this thesis to inform the argument that 

conceptualisations of belonging do not have to rely on clear cut distinctions between sameness 

(and belonging), and difference (and not belonging).  

 

Such a perspective relies on a both/and ‘dialectical way of thinking’ (Dolphijn & van der Tuin, 

2011: 17). Braidotti refers to this as and…and.vii She explains: 

 

In spite of the sustained efforts of many radical critics, the mental habit of 

linearity and objectivity persists in its hegemonic hold over our thinking. Thus, 

it is by far simpler to think about the concept A or B […] rather than the 

process of what goes on in between A and B’ (Braidotti, 2011b: 15) 

 

Braidotti describes nomadic theory in a way that is dialectical by advocating ‘thinking through 

flows and movements’ (p. 15). She reinforces this position by emphasising the need to reorient 

the ‘dialectical relationship between self and others’ (Braidotti, 2011b: 15). In this thesis, I will 

adopt the phrase and…and to describe both/and dialectical approaches to binary, this being 

consistent with Braidotti’s use of the term in her theorisation of nomadic theory.  

 

Dialectics is used as an approach to challenge the privileging of sameness over difference. She 

does this by identifying the complexities and contradictions that are always present when 

attempting to make sense of the subject. However, instead of flattening difference, in favour of 

privileging sameness, Braidotti (2011b) acknowledges them both. She suggests that the 

challenge faced by critical feminist scholars is ‘how to develop a transformative politics by 

disengaging difference or otherness from the dialectics of sameness’ (p. 173). In so doing, 

nomadism moves away from either/or towards a dialectical approach (and…and) by 

positioning difference towards the affirmative (Braidotti, 2016).  
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Nomadic difference  

One of Braidotti’s (2006) central propositions is that difference has become associated with 

exclusion (and thus not belonging). She argues that difference has been predicated on relations 

of domination and exclusion by explaining that ‘the concept of difference has been poisoned 

and has become the equivalent of inferiority: to be different from means to be worth less’ 

(Braidotti, 2011b: 17). Difference, thus, acquired lethal associations, which have reduced entire 

categories of people – branded as the Others – to the ‘status of disposable bodies’ (Braidotti, 

1996a: 158). For Braidotti (2006), ‘post-industrial societies make “difference” proliferate to 

ensure maximum profit’ (p. 44) and emphasis is placed on a ‘unification process [that] has 

resulted in making ‘difference’ more divisive and contested then ever’ (Braidotti, 1996a: 159). 

She argues this point further by saying, 

 

in European culture, history and philosophy, the notion of ‘difference’ is 

central. It functions through dualist oppositions which assert a monological 

system of sameness through subcategories of difference. The respective 

positions of being ‘identical to’ or ‘different from’ therefore mark 

asymmetrical power relations (p. 158).  

 

The association between difference and negativity is critiqued by Braidotti (2006) because ‘the 

‘Others’ are not merely markers of exclusion or marginality but also the site of powerful and 

alternative subject-positions’ (p. 44). Nomadism, therefore, suggests that difference has 

previously been used negatively (Braidotti, 2013), such that Otherness is excluded and creates 

a binary opposite between self and Other.  

 

Binary logic results in reducing difference to ‘pejoration, disqualification and exclusion’ 

(Braidotti, 2010: 409), which are associated with the Other. For Braidotti (2011b) such binary 

opposites need to be challenged, and she does this by using the concept of the nomadic subject 

to reimagine the association between difference and negativity. She explains, ‘the point is not 

just mere deconstruction, but the relocation of identity on new grounds that account for multiple 

belonging’ (Braidotti, 2011a: 10). Braidotti (2002a) explains that a habit deriving from 

advanced Capitalism ‘consists in dealing with differences in pejorative terms, that is to say, to 

represent them negatively’ (Braidotti, 2002a: 3).   
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These exclusionary ways of thinking resonate with the binary between belonging/not belonging 

that has been created by using social identity theories in organisational research (see Chapter 

Two). It is also indicative of how difference has been positioned within the organisational 

literature explored above (Tomlinson 2010; Ozbilgin & Woodward, 2004). Therefore, we have 

learnt and been taught to identify through categorisations of difference which have become the 

dominant hegemonic way of thinking (Braidotti, 2011a). From this perspective, difference 

functions as a negative term that is indexed on a hierarchy of values governed by binary 

opposites. In other words, difference has become associated with the justification for exclusion 

(and thus not belonging). Braidotti (2002a) challenges this position and asks, ‘how one can free 

difference from the negative charge which seems to have [been] built into it?’ (p. 4).  

 

Braidotti (1996a) contends that ‘one of the aims of feminist practice is to overthrow the 

negative, oppressive connotations that are built into the notion of difference and the dialectics 

of Self and Other’ (p. 159). In response to this Braidotti adopts a position based on affirmative 

ethics. This involves a respect for and an interrogation behind the meaning of difference, where 

affirmation is ‘the result of a process of transformation of negative into positive passions’ 

(Braidotti, 2006: 201). To engage in affirmative practices ‘entails the creation of sustainable 

alternatives geared to the construction of social horizons of hope’ (p. 267). Braidotti questions 

the meaning behind difference in order to create alternative ways of understanding difference. 

However, she emphasises that the relationship between creation and critique is a problem that 

confronts all critical scholars - ‘how to balance the creative potential of critical thought with 

the dose of negative criticism’ (Braidotti, 2011b: 267). There is a belief that negative effects 

can be transformed through an ethics of affirmation. An understanding of affirmative ethics 

involves a ‘freedom from the burden of negativity’ (Braidotti, 2011b: 294).   

 

Affirmative ethics 

Affirmative ethics ‘is based on the praxis of constructing positivity, thus propelling new social 

conditions and relations into being’ (Braidotti, 2013: 129). Within this, nomadism can be 

understood as an ethics of creativity, moving toward positivity (Sutherland, 2014). This 

position emphasises the need to interrogate the associated negative with difference (Braidotti, 

1996b). It has been understood that ‘difference negates’ because it is only when ‘one sign is 

defined against another’ in order for terms to make sense (Colebrook, 2002: 15). In this way, 

there is an importance placed on pursuing the positive (or affirmative) nature of difference. 

Colebrook (2002) explains that ‘difference, rather than identity, is primary’ (p. 27) and 
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therefore, the purpose of the concept of identity is its interrelationship with managing 

difference (McMahon, 2011). Difference has been made relative to the concept of identity as a 

mode of division. This is because difference is identified by picking out qualities of things that 

are the same and comparing those qualities with each other (Colebrook, 2002).  

 

Braidotti uses this position in her aim to unfold difference. She does this by challenging 

Other/difference and majority/sameness ideologies. From this perspective, difference is 

integral to all existence, considering that nothing can be said to ‘be’ without it. This can be 

interpreted by explaining that ‘we are necessarily within difference, and any presence that we 

might think of, or desire, is only thinkable through difference (Colebrook, 2002: 17). In this 

way, difference has long been subordinated and only emerges when one compares pre-existing 

things. This comparison can then be said to have differences, through the emergence of a binary 

with sameness. Braidotti argues for the positioning of difference as positive through 

affirmation, in an attempt to interrogate the negativity associated with difference.   

 

Braidotti places the idea of affirmative difference at the centre of nomadic theory. To Braidotti 

(2011a) ‘all differences are flattened out in a shift of perspective that encourages us to move 

beyond race, gender and sexuality to construct a future beyond difference’ (p. 172). Braidotti 

implies that differences are flattened, so that ‘being’ is seen as univocal and reinforces 

sameness. This results in exclusion, Othering, and the minimising of difference (Braidotti, 

2002a; 1996b). Instead, ‘nomadic theory stresses difference as the principle of not-one, so as 

to remind us that difference is not a concept but a process’ (Braidotti, 2011b: 172). Nomadism 

attempts to discourage the flattening of differences, allowing for a disassociation of difference 

from negativity. Therefore, the Other is not merely the marker of exclusion or marginality 

(Braidotti, 2011a), just like those that are considered different are not markers of not belonging. 

This position is used to challenge essentialist notions of negative difference. Braidotti (2006) 

says:  

 

this sort of turning the tide of negativity is the transformative process of 

achieving freedom of understanding through the awareness of our limits […] 

this results in the freedom to affirm one’s essence as joy, through encounters 

and mingling with other bodies (p. 246). 
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By circumventing the pitfalls of negativity, Braidotti suggests that difference can be 

affirmatively attributed. In this way, Braidotti attributes ‘difference’ by focusing on easing 

pain, so that she does not ignore the importance of sameness. This challenges the notion that 

the Other is different and therefore marginalised. Braidotti does not suggest that binaries are 

not useful, instead, she emphasises that the binary can be interrogated by not relying on 

negation and hierarchical values of difference (Dolphijn & van der Tuin, 2011). She does this 

by acknowledging that there is ‘a certain amount of pain… [or] knowledge about vulnerability 

and pain… [which] forces one to think about the actual material conditions of being 

interconnected and thus being in the world’ (Braidotti, 2012: 186). The negative effects that 

arise as a consequence of pain and uncertainty about belonging (and not belonging) are thus 

transformed into activity, through encounters with multiple others. This requires an ‘awareness 

of one’s condition of interaction with others’ (p.191).   

 

Taking Braidotti’s affirmative positioning of difference into account, this research offers an 

opportunity to explore possible contradictions and tensions in relation to the either/or binary 

logic used in the belonging literature. Braidotti does not ignore sameness, rather, she 

acknowledges it through emphasising how sameness and difference can be contradictory as 

well as complementary. She argues the emergence of process itself unfolds difference because 

change (and thus difference) is inevitable. In other words, Braidotti’s theorisation of difference 

can prompt the shift from understanding what belonging is, towards understanding how 

belonging is done in organisation. Braidotti (2002b) acknowledges that thinking in these ways 

is challenging but important. Conceptualisation of affirmative difference ‘entails an ontological 

philosophical practice predicated on leaving behind all prioritizations’ (Dolphijn & van der 

Tuin, 2011: 382). This is because ‘difference structured by affirmation does not work with 

predetermined relations’ (Dolphijn & van der Tuin, 2011: 383). Braidotti suggests that 

creativity is required in thinking about these processes.  

 

Deconstruction through reconsidering 

Whilst nomadic understandings of affirmative difference provide an opportunity to think 

beyond either/or logic, care must also be taken when considering how to reconsider binary 

logic. In a study of women in senior managerial roles, Tomlinson et al. (1997) use difference 

in their explanation of why there were small numbers of women in these roles. However, in 

focusing on difference, they also emphasise that ‘there is a danger of essentialism, of assuming 
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that all women are the same and thus neglecting differences amongst women and amongst men’ 

(p. 219). Subsequently, the potential self-contradiction in challenging binaries is identified:  

 

To speak of non-binaries is at one level self-contradictory insofar as the non-

binary only serves to constitute another binary and is equally hierarchical in 

seeking to elevate non-binary over binary thinking (Knights, 2015: 203).  

 

This is because binaries are so embedded in dominant ways of thinking that there is a practical 

implication in attempts to deconstruct them fully. In effect binary is not resolvable, or even, 

reversable. 

 

In the organisational literature, Knights (2015) suggests a way to avoid self-contradiction in 

relation to binaries is to ‘remove the discriminatory ground that is the condition of possibility 

for binary thinking and the hierarchies it sustains’ (p. 204). From this point of view, distinctions 

are not necessarily problematic, they are indeed fundamental to analysis. It is ‘only when the 

distinctions are reified and reflect and reinforce discriminatory and hierarchical judgments that 

they can be classed as binary in structure and content’ (Knights, 2015: 203, emphasis as per 

original). A suggestion is to dissolve binaries by ‘collapsing the terms so that they no longer 

sustain and reproduce polarities’ (Knights, 2015: 206).  

 

Embracing ‘positive notions’ is drawn on from Braidotti’s (2011b) work as an example of 

dissolution. Moreover, there is an implicit assumption that such a position not only dissolves 

binaries but also encourages ‘ontological forces of becoming’ (Knights, 2015: 206).  Even 

though ‘organizations and institutions are often resilient to new thinking or embrace it so 

slowly as to severely constrain its radical potential to transform practice. Nonetheless, we 

should not be deterred from challenging deep-rooted closures on meaning that are sustained 

[on discriminatory grounds]’ (Knights, 2015: 206).  

 

A way of challenging these deep-rooted closures is by leaving behind all previous significations 

anchored in dualistic thought about sameness and difference. Derrida’s (2016) work on 

deconstruction enables the possibility of leaving behind these understandings, by interrogating 

the assumed meaning that exists within the structures of the binary that has emerged. In doing 

so, Derrida’s work shows that each system or binary can be thought of as necessarily 

contradictory (Glendinning, 2011). In this, deconstruction has been identified in four ways; 
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first, the idea is to show how a particular construction creates binary pairs. Second, we need to 

identify how within this binary one term is privileged over the other. Third, we must challenge 

this prioritisation by indicating that both the terms are interdependent of each other. Finally, it 

is important to show that the binary is dependent on the marginalising of the second term, when 

in fact it relies on the second part of that binary in order to create meaning.  

 

Deconstruction does not seek to reverse a binary, the idea is to reconsider the way we think 

about the binary from within (Stocker, 2006). Deconstruction is made possible because of 

Derrida’s critique of logocentrism - a philosophy driven by a desire for the certainty associated 

with the existence of an absolute truth. In this, logocentrism separates concepts to make sense 

of them, indirectly creating a hierarchy of terms which are never equivalent. Binaries emerge 

because one concept is privileged at the expense of the other. In relation to belonging, sameness 

has become privileged over difference, and this leads to belonging being associated with the 

‘same’ and consequently legitimised as the dominant concept.   

 

Derrida (2016) engages with the term differance (with an ‘a’) to emphasise that meaning cannot 

be regarded as fixed or static because it is constantly evolving. Meaning arises from a constant 

process of negotiation between concepts. This negotiation enables the interrogation of the 

competing interpretations free of hierarchical ranking (Wolfreys, 1998). There is not a concern 

with the discovery of truth or reaching correct conclusions but rather the process of questioning 

itself. This particular line of reasoning will become important within Chapter Five because it 

assumes an epistemological position that differs from the prominent pole of positivist and (in 

some ways) social constructionist knowledge building.  

 

With this in mind, deconstruction is understood (in this thesis) as a process where ongoing 

questioning enables alternative views and understandings to emerge. There is no aim to provide 

an answer, nor does the process of deconstruction seek to prove objective truth or support one 

concept privileging the other (Stocker, 2006). Instead, it will enable the opening up of 

structures and reveals the ways in which our understanding of difference is constructed and 

how it can be understood. In addition, deconstruction consists of overturning the hierarchy that 

emerges through binary logic (Glendinning, 2011). In this way, deconstruction is described as 

an affirmative force because it opens possibilities that have been suppressed by the emphasis 

of privileging one concept over the other (Stocker, 2006).  
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As discussed in Chapter Two, belonging/not belonging emerges within the sociological and 

feminist discipline as a binary where sameness is privileged over difference (respectively). 

Adding to the complexity, difference has also been assumed to be associated with negativity, 

such that, to not belong is to be different (and thus negative). Such a position implies an 

either/or logic and identifies a logocentric hierarchy among terms, which Derrida would 

consider a privileging relationship. This should be avoided because by considering one there 

is a possibility of negating the other. However, this thesis places an emphasis on the 

acknowledgment of difference as affirmative. This involves the encouragement to blur the 

boundaries between sameness and difference (Braidotti, 2011b: 2), and to argue that sameness 

and difference are ‘related terms [that] belong to one another’ (Dolphijn & van der Tuin, 2011: 

390).  

 

To summarise, by reconsidering the meaning behind socially constructed meanings of 

difference, there is potential to argue that ‘being different’ can be experienced in multiple ways, 

which is fundamental in relocating marginalisation (Braidotti, 2002). I take inspiration from 

this theorisation of difference and argue that the possibility of difference being positive and 

negative is important in relation to belonging. In so doing, a discussion can begin on the 

potential oversimplification of the conceptual association between belonging and sameness and 

not belonging and difference (as identified in Chapter Two).  

 

Implications of a nomadic approach to difference 

Braidotti situates the possibility of affirmative difference through the deterritorialising process. 

In reconsidering difference there requires an understanding of the implications of 

deterritorialising on the subject. Deterritorialising, in this instance, is an ‘interactive process 

that brings out aspects of our existence, especially our own implication with power, that we 

had not noticed before.’ In a way ‘it estranges us from the familiar, the intimate, the known, 

and casts an external light upon it’ (Braidotti, 2002a: 13). Deterritorialising is used to relocate 

dominant understandings of difference and encourages the emphasis from the individualised 

identity towards nomadic subjectivities (Braidotti, 2011a). As Braidotti (2011b) explains, this 

achieves an important goal, ‘it makes all thinking into an affirmative activity that aims at the 

production of concepts, precepts, and affects in the relational motion of approaching multiple 

others’ (p. 2).  
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For Braidotti (2011b), the nomadic subject can be interpreted as an extension to ‘conceptually 

frozen’ understandings of identity and the self (p. 15). It extends understandings of identity as 

‘a bounded, ego-indexed habit of fixing and capitalizing on one’s selfhood’ (Braidotti, 2011b: 

3-4). Instead, ‘nomadic thought is the expression of a nonunitary vision of the subject’ 

(Braidotti, 2011b: 3-4). From this perspective, Braidotti (2011a) explains:  

 

Identities are, to a large extent, imaginary tales, which project a reassuring but 

nonetheless illusory sense of unity over the disjointed, fragmented, and often 

incoherent range of internal and external fractures that compose them (p. 78).  

 

Braidotti implies that unity in dominant understandings of identity conflict with the potential 

tensions that arise when individuals attempt to understand their sense of self. Instead, she 

argues for subjectivity, a ‘process, a becoming, a constructing that cannot rightfully be said to 

originate or end… it is open to intervention and resignification’ (Butler, 1999: 43). This 

involves ‘a disidentification from established hegemonic identity formation’ (Braidotti, 2011a: 

78). From this position, identity may solidify over time and appear static, however, it is worked 

through and de-territorialised through socially mediated processes of becoming. In so doing, 

this is not a disregard (or challenge) to the self; ‘the nomadic mode is the active reinvention of 

a self that is joyfully discontinuous, in contrast to being mournfully consistent’ (Braidotti, 

2011b: 235).  

 

As a result, nomadic theory is said to ‘de-territorialize us’ (Braidotti, 2002a: 13) in a way that 

defends open-ended and relational visions of the subject. Braidotti uses the notion of 

deterritorialising to position the nomadic subject as ‘a socially mediated process of relations 

and negotiations with multiple others and with multi-layered social structures’ (Braidotti, 

2011b: 4). Using Braidotti’s affirmative approach to inform the research suggests there requires 

a shift away from the notion that employees’ need to belong in organisations and towards a 

more relational understanding of identity in organisations, as based on connections between 

others.  

 

This particular theorisation of the subject moves beyond dominant Western organisational 

thinking which views humans as ‘unitary, coherent, and autonomous individuals’ (Collinson, 

2003: 527). Instead, nomadic thought ‘undoes the static authority of the past and redefines 

memory as the faculty that decodes residual traces of half-effected presences’ (Braidotti, 
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2011b: 2). Such an assertion presumes that no identity can be taken as permanent. The resultant 

effect of deterritorialising is that identity is never fixed, it is always shifting, partial and 

complex. There are no systematic or linear identity but rather a ‘zigzagging itinerary of 

successive but not linear’ events and interactions (Braidotti, 2011b: 35).  

 

The idea of the nomadic subject can be used to support the development of a more relational 

understanding of belonging and identity in organisations. Braidotti encourages the subject to 

be ‘joyfully discontinuous’ through an emphasis on ‘multiple belongings’ whereby ‘relation[s 

are] neither fixed nor unitary, but rather floating and multi-located’ (Braidotti, 2011a: 10). 

Nomadism, thereby, supports the idea of relations in motion as the basis for encounters between 

subjects. This is similar to Wright’s (2015) interpretation of relational belonging discussed in 

Chapter Two and invites a focus on fluid encounters.  

 

The emphasis on fluidity relies on a process ontology that privileges change and motion 

(Braidotti, 2013). This position is underpinned by a process of becoming and discourages 

applications of nomadism as a ‘direct representational model’ (Braidotti, 2006: 148). Braidotti 

(2011b) explains that the ‘ontology of becoming… is the conceptual motor of nomadic thought’ 

(p. 213). To this end, becoming is a ‘multiple and constant process of transformation’ 

(Braidotti, 2011b: 246). The process of becoming supports the deterritorialising of identity 

because it becomes ‘relinquished in favour of a flux of multiple becomings’ and subjectivity 

(Braidotti, 2011a: 246). Nomadism is thus a perspective that embraces fluidity, with the 

emphasis on transgression rather than classification.  

 

This point of view advocates the ‘emerging-subject-in-process’ which marks ‘patterns of 

becoming that requires new forms of expression and representation’ (Braidotti, 2011a: 8). 

Processes of becoming challenge notions of stable identity because becoming is always on the 

verge of stability before it can be stabilised it transforms into something new (Engebrigsten, 

2017), allowing subjects to be in flux and flows of connections (Braidotti, 2011a, 2011b). This 

perspective invites consideration of the relations between things. Belonging becomes the 

relations we encounter, transgressing and flowing between and through interactions with each 

other. A process of becoming avoids ‘approaches which theorize people and organizations as 

entities independent of each other’ (Kyriakidou & Ozbilgin, 2004: 7). There is no forming of 

identification, but rather, continual movement backwards and forwards in negotiating 

belongings whilst employees work.  
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Braidotti’s understanding of nomadism has been referred to in organisation studies to explain 

Deleuze’s theorisation of nomadology in relation to processes of becoming and organisational 

change (Styhre, 2011). Here, emphasis is placed on process ontology and used as an ontological 

positioning for scholars to connect nomadism to organisations. Understanding of becoming is 

thus not new in organisation studies and is most closely associated with process philosophy 

(Hernes, 2014; Nayak & Chia, 2011; Chia, 1996). Process philosophers critique organisational 

attempts at stabilisation to create a predictable world (Hernes, 2014; Nayak & Chia, 2011; 

Chia, 1996) because ‘ceaseless change, emergence and the immanent becoming of things, 

entities, and events’ (Nayak & Chia, 2011: 281) is unavoidable. For process philosophers, 

things cannot to be considered as a final state but rather as a process of becoming (Hernes, 

2008). This perspective challenges the idea that identity is rational and conscious (Stoate, 

2011). From a process-orientated perspective, Hernes (2008) argues that becoming is about 

considering what individuals seek to be ‘through the way they relate to others’ (p. xv). 

Processes of becoming, therefore, support a relational perspective where ‘continuous work of 

connecting and disconnecting takes place’ (Cooper, 2005: 1689).  

 

This approach has been adopted by Styhre (2001) who relies on  nomadic theory to support 

Deleuze’s theorisation of nomadology. Styhre argues that organisations are nomadic - drawing 

on the nomad to emphasise movement, change and the dissolution of boundaries between 

entities. Assuming a postmodernist perspective, he suggests that the ‘inability to provide stable, 

predictable meaning-creating structures of necessity, creates nomadic organizations’ (Styhre, 

2001: 2). In this way, nomadism facilitates the idea of movement as opposed to assuming a 

position of stability and control. Styhre (2001) interprets Braidotti’s nomadism as an ‘escape 

[from] hegemonic and exclusionary views of subjectivity’ (p. 4) which encourages 

destabilisation of the static organisation. Nomadism underscored by movement, change and 

novelty is interpreted as ‘there [being] no subject as such, but only a set of relations, ambitions, 

activities, and beliefs’ (Styhre, 2001: 5). Indirectly, this implies ‘there are no structures, no 

systems, and no mechanisms at work […] instead there are ‘events;’ endless cascades of events 

comprising the material effects of both nature and culture that together produce the world’ (Fox 

& Alldred, 2017: 7). Nomadic organisations, therefore, are understood as fluid and ambiguous, 

characterised by a ‘multiplicity of activities, processes, relations, connections, and changes’ 

(Styhre, 2001: 5). This particular application of nomadism underscores the need for new ways 

of thinking about organising that enable ‘structures’ to be thought about differently.  
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Discussion  

My argument in this thesis is that belonging is multiple and contradictory which encourages 

subjects to connect, circulate and move back and forth between their own sameness and 

difference. This argument will be informed by nomadic theorisations of difference that have 

been discussed in this chapter. The aim is to begin to consider how we can organise terms, such 

as belonging and not belonging through affirmations rather than through negation and 

hierarchy (Dolphijn & van der Tuin, 2011). I interpret this to mean having an appreciation for 

‘turning the tide on the negative’ by transforming negative to positive (Braidotti, 2011b: 315). 

This is to identify that ‘belonging is irreducibly complex’ (Lerman, 2017: 5). It is complex 

because experiences of belonging are not simple computational pictures. There are conflicts, 

tensions, and continual movements in-between belonging and not belonging which make it 

difficult to reduce individuals to single in-group and out-group categories.  

 

In order to situate belonging in these multiple ways, there needs to be an acknowledgement 

(and acceptance) that subjects do not belong everywhere (with everyone), and this is not a 

negative consequence. Equally, this move towards a reorientation between difference and 

negativity is not a disregard for sameness, or an argument suggesting sameness is something 

that needs to be overcome. Instead, belonging is embedded in relational encounters with human 

and non-human matter through an appreciation of contradictions and tensions. Such a 

suggestion engages with reconsidering the boundaries that have formed within the belonging 

literature and offers the possibility that belonging can be contradictory and emerges through 

sameness and difference. In Chapter Seven, these ideas are explored where I will show how 

participants describe experiences of belonging and not belonging at the same time. This 

interpretation of the empirical data offers an open-ended and relational vision of the self as 

emerging through encounters between subjects. As a result, identity in organisations can be 

better understood from a relational perspective where individuals ‘are aware of their conflicting 

– yet meshing – identities [and as a result embrace] this conflict’ (Ehlers, 2016: 353).  

 

Furthermore, this thesis seeks to open discussions on the oversimplification of belonging in 

relation to social identity theory. Such a position is in support of Jacob et al (2020) who explains 

that ‘to create a culture of belonging [in organisations] requires nuance. Rather than either/or, 

try ‘and and and and…’ (p. 65). This approach is described as encouraging ‘openness,’ a need 

to move beyond inclusion towards belonging (Jacob et al. 2020: 65). In Chapter Six, there will 
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be an acknowledgment for how participants describe experiences of belonging which relate to 

both sameness and difference. To some extent this shows the potential contradictions and 

tensions that emerge in conceptualising belonging in categorical ways.  

 

This particular position is not an attempt for ‘a utopian future world awaiting for engagement’ 

but is to engage with the experiences of ‘people we are missing right here and now’ and 

acknowledge the possible pains that come from the ways belonging (and sameness) and not 

belonging (and difference) are spoken about (Braidotti, 2011b: 172). The emphasis within the 

empirical chapters is not to represent the data through determining whether employees who 

took part in the study belong (and are the same) or do not belong (and are different). Rather, 

the analysis will explore the possible ways in which articulations of sameness and difference 

emerge within processes of Othering and the implications this has for the relational encounters 

employees experience at work. This will provide an opportunity to better understand how 

experiences of sameness and difference, in the context of Brexit, have shaped identity and 

belonging for EU citizens who work in the restaurants studied.  

 

Conclusion  

This chapter explores, in detail, nomadic theorisations of difference highlighting how 

Braidotti’s challenges to negative difference has (and will) inform this research. It began by 

considering how organisational research conceptualises difference, which appears to be heavily 

dominated by the assumption that difference is associated with negativity. This position is 

consistent with how Braidotti problematises socially constructed meanings of difference. The 

remainder of the chapter explores nomadic difference which seeks to deterritorialise subjects 

through a focus on affirmative ethics and relational encounters. I argue that such a position can 

inform an alternative, relational way of conceptualising belonging. 
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Chapter 4  

Brexit as a process of Othering  

 

Introduction  

The fieldwork that will be discussed in Chapter Five took place during the time of intensive 

political debate and negotiation of Brexit (2019-2020). This chapter aims to contextualise the 

research by situating Brexit as a populist phenomenon (Bristow & Robinson, 2018). I argue 

that Brexit was a political and social shock that has resulted in the Othering of EU migrants, 

and more generally, the EU. Positioning Brexit as a process of Othering (aided by populist 

rhetoric relied on by the Leave Campaign) enables discussions and problematising of the 

potential marginalisation of EU migrants based on difference. In this chapter, I aim to consider 

the significant implications this contextual understanding of Brexit has on identity and 

belonging in the UK (and beyond).  

 

This chapter is structured as follows: first I explain how populism is understood in organisation 

studies. Second, I use this understanding to consider the broad societal implications of 

populism in relation to Brexit. Third, I move on to discuss the implications of Brexit populism; 

this includes a consideration of European migration in the context of the UK and Othering. I 

conclude by considering the implications of Brexit as a populist phenomenon in two ways: i) 

the Brexit vote legitimised xenophobic and racist abuse which intensified leading up to (and 

after) the Brexit vote (Rzepnikowska, 2019), and ii) the uncertainty surrounding EU migrant 

identity and belonging in the UK, through a process of Othering.  

 

Understanding populism  

Populism is ‘a style of discourse reflecting first order principles about who should rule. Populist 

rhetoric claims that legitimate power rests with ‘the people’ not the elites’ (Norris & Inglehart, 

2018: 2, original emphasis). Most commonly, populism refers to the political practice residing 

in a wider appeal from political leadership to ‘the people’ which are juxtaposed against ‘the 

elite’ (Kaltwasser et al. 2017). From this perspective, populism is not necessarily a problem to 

be resolved because as it is a way to encourage a democratic society and reconnect it with the 

will of the people (Hensmans & van Bommel, 2020). Yet most prominently, populism is often 

viewed negatively because it appears to undermine the bureaucratic democracy based on a 
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‘thin-centered ideology’ separating society into two homogeneous and antagonistic groups, 

‘the pure people’ versus the ‘corrupt elites’ (Iakhnis et al. 2018: 2).  

 

Populism is described as ‘thin’ because, it generally is not grounded in a specific policy agenda, 

even though it incorporates substantive beliefs about politics. The beliefs are usually attached 

to whatever other ideology is dominant at the time in the relevant context (Mudde, 2004). A 

populist political belief can emerge through figure heads who use rhetoric to corrode faith in 

the legitimate authority of elected representatives. As a result, populism can express anger with 

politicians who seem not to have much time or attention for the complaints of those being 

bypassed by globalisation; ‘populism flourishes when people feel betrayed by elites’ 

(Calhourn, 2017: 63). A consequence of this anger is that individuals are Othered based on ‘an 

imaginary community demarcated by signifiers of us versus them – our people versus the 

others’ (Norris & Inglehart, 2018: 7). 

 

Moreover, for Guibernau (2017) populism is connected to the failure of managing modern 

societies successfully and the will to control and limit them. Despite the prominence of the 

topic of populism in the social sciences, it has only recently been (re)discovered in 

organisational research (De Cleen et al. 2018). Most literature has been published over the past 

three-to-four years, between 2017 and 2021. This nascent literature has contributed to 

understanding of the organisational impact of populism (Prasad, 2020; Ladkin, 2017) and the 

consequences of populist politics in organisations (Hensmans & von Bommel, 2020; Grey, 

2018).  

 

In organisation studies populism has been described as:  

 

a particular logic related to articulating the popular will – an anti-

establishment logic built on passions and affects which carries the promise of 

emancipation of the ‘people’ from overly rational and institutionalized 

political practice in times of socioeconomic upheaval (Hensmans & Bommel, 

2020: 371).  

 

From this perspective, populism is understood as a belief system which conveys the idea that 

power sits with the people and has the capacity to ‘violently shake and reshape societies 

(Robinson & Bristow, 2020: 367),  
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Brexit populism  

Thus far, the organisational literature on populism mostly centres on the empirical cases of 

Brexit and Trump’s presidential election campaign. In this thesis I situate the empirical study 

of EU migrants working in UK restaurants within the context of Brexit. From here onwards I 

refer to the latter as ‘Brexit populism’ for readability purposes.  

 

My approach is inspired by Braidotti (2011b) who discusses the implications of the EU:  

 

the great resistance to the European Union […] is a defensive response to a 

process that aims at overcoming the idea of European nation-states. The short-

range effect of this process is a nationalist wave of paranoia and xenophobic 

fears, which is simultaneously anti-European and racist (p. 242). 

 

In recent years, Euroscepticism and xenophobia have combined to challenge the construction 

of a European identity through the European political project (Braidotti, 2011b). This threatens 

the ‘progressive potential of the EU’ (p. 218) and can be interpreted as evidence of a reduction 

in the fostering of the collectivity on which becoming-nomadic relies (Braidotti, 2011b). An 

example of this is the UK’s decision to leave the EU, following the Brexit referendum. These 

changes are likely to have an effect on the experience of belonging and identity in 

organisations, particularly for EU migrants working in the UK who may find themselves in 

seemingly hostile environments (Yuval-Davis et al. 2018). This particular hostility can be 

interpreted as a consequence of a resurgence in populist politics that has emerged within the 

UK during the time of the Brexit referendum (Aldea, 2018).  

 

Brexit was different from an ordinary election because voters assumed it was a phenomenon 

that would make a difference in their lives (Koch, 2017). This points to the idea that Brexit 

became an opportunity to move beyond the current system by saying no to the government 

(Koch, 2017). Koch describes this as an emerging culture war where anti-immigrant sentiments 

are a key feature. This is because ‘Brexit is explicable not just in terms of the economic 

insecurity associated with economic liberalism but also as part of a ‘cultural backlash’ against 

social liberalism’ (Grey, 2018: 665). However, this cultural backlash tends to remain blind to 

the fact that both the EU Referendum (2016) and other events (such as Trump’s victory in 
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becoming the 46th President of the United States of America) took place in a broader context 

of ‘negative and aggressive hostility towards migrants and refugees’ which was encouraged by 

populist rhetoric (Guma & Dafydd-Jones, 2018: 1).  

 

One example of the populist rhetoric surrounding the Referendum was the presentation of 

Brexit as the people’s vote (Norris & Inglehart, 2018). In this sense, ‘Brexit could be seen as 

the largest popular rebellion against the power elites in the UK modern history’ (Bristow & 

Robinson, 2018: 636). This rebellion revealed and deepened a disconnect between citizens and 

the State (Wincott, 2019). Anti-elite sentiment, therefore, emerged as important in 

understanding the Brexit vote, in so far as, it increased support for Brexit by 17% (see, Iakhnis 

et al. 2018). This segment of the electorate highlighted the mistrust emerging against the 

political elites and has been described as ‘a crucial element of populism’ (Iakhnis et al. 2018: 

1).  

 

Moreover, it was widely regarded in media coverage that Brexit was a consequence of the ‘left 

behind’ delivering a protest against Westminster (Goodhart, 2017). Brexit from a populist 

perspective has been depicted as a medium to tell a story about the silent minority or ordinary, 

hard-working people. From this viewpoint individuals ‘share a common conviction about what 

they are against, depicting themselves as outsiders rooted in the wisdom of ordinary folks’ 

(Norris & Inglehart, 2018: 67, emphasis as original). This shared common conviction has 

partially emerged as a fightback against a racially diverse society within the UK (Sobolewska 

& Ford, 2020; Norris & Inglehart, 2018). By claiming to represent the true people who make 

up the true nation and whose purity is being muddied by new entrants, populism is infused with 

xenophobic and racist sentiment that emerged throughout the Brexit campaign.  

 

Thereby, ‘Brexit per se [represents a] much wider unfolding phenomenon of right-wing or 

“heritage” populism’ (Robinson & Bristow, 2020: 360). It unearthed hatred, xenophobia and 

racism that had previously been more hidden and subtle (Bristow & Robinson, 2018), 

paralleled by ‘right-wing national populist immigration policy aimed explicitly at constructing 

an exclusionary hostile environment’ for EU migrants (Yuval-Davis et al. 2018: 236). Britain 

has long been an attractive destination for migrants, with one of the highest levels of inward 

migration within the EU. However, those ‘left behind’ who relied on low-skilled jobs prior to 

the Referendum, ‘found themselves competing with migrant workers from Poland, Bulgaria 

and the Czech Republic’ (Norris & Inglehart, 2018: 377). Negative attitudes toward 
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immigration were significant predictors of authoritarian and populist values (Clarke & 

Newman, 2017). As a consequence, new divides in the electorate have ‘mobilised and polarised 

voters over their identity attachments’ and ‘are inherently about groups, boundaries and 

belonging’ (Sobolweska & Ford, 2019: 142).  

 

In organisation studies, Brexit has also been described in similar ways. For Bristow and 

Robinson (2018), it is a ‘momentous event’ (p. 637) and a ‘complex and multi-faceted social 

and political phenomenon’ that is likely to have long-term effects on organisations (Kerr & 

Śliwa, 2020: 496). These effects are emerging both in the way organisations manage and 

operate, and in the way, people feel and behave within them. There has been a call for the ‘org-

studying’ of Brexit to consider how MOS scholars might begin to analyse the organisational 

consequences of Brexit through seeing it as part of a continuing global crisis (Kerr and Śliwa, 

2020: 494). They assert that there has already been a broad range of effects on organisations 

and all citizens.  

 

To summarise, Brexit is approached in this thesis in light of the populist rhetoric used in the 

Leave campaign. Subsequently, the implications have the potential to be felt long after the 

official transition period which expired in December 2020. I take inspiration from Kerr and 

Śliwa (2020) in trying to ‘minimise – and perhaps even reverse – the damage done by Brexit 

to us, our organisations and society’ (p. 502). In the next section I explore the implications of 

Brexit which are most relevant to this research project; specifically, identity and belonging of 

individuals who live and work in the UK (Grey, 2018).  

 

Implications of Brexit populism for identity and belonging 

The implications of the populist rhetoric surrounding Brexit emerge in two ways. First, driven 

by UKIP’s long campaign to minimise EU migration to the UK, populist political contests have 

been propelled by a wave of nativism and anti-immigrant resentment (Inglehart & Norris, 

2017). Brexit, from this perspective, is a ‘populist victory driven, in large part, by fears over 

immigration’ (Schwartz et al. 2020: 1) and these concerns have been validated through the 

significant increase in the number of reported hate crimes after the referendum.viii Rather than 

redressing divisions, it appears populist, directed Brexit campaigns exacerbated divisions 

within the UK fuelling negative stereotypes (Mintchev & Moore, 2019). Second, the negative 

stereotypes have resulted in xenophobic and anti-immigrant sentiment which has manifested 

as a shock, impacting, intensifying, and unsettling already complex dynamics of identity 
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construction and belonging. This instability emerges not only in everyday life but within 

working lives too (Bristow & Robinson, 2018).  

 

EU migration and Othering in the UK  

Although there is no single reason that can explain why British voters decided in favour of 

leaving the EU (Lerman, 2017), the UK electorate had expressed increasing concern about 

rising levels of immigration in the lead up to the 2016 referendum (Van Der Zwet et al. 2020). 

The issue of migration was a decisive factor in the pre-Brexit vote (Duda-Mikulin, 2019). 

Migration was not a unique and isolated concern in relation to Brexit, rather, it became 

magnified, revealing an underlying division that the electorate was able to articulate through 

populist rhetoric and right-wing Leave Campaign initiatives (Kilkey & Ryan, 2021). This was 

further legitimised by an immigration policy imposed by the UK government as part of the 

transition out of the EU in 2020 (Kilkey & Ryan, 2021). The consequence being, that EU 

migrants became ‘feared, hated, demonized and dehumanized in an ever-growing cascade of 

highly political, economic and social crisis’ (Lerman, 2017: 1). This included the 2008 Global 

Recession and the European migrant crisis, in which EU countries struggled to cope with, and 

resettle, a high number of migrants and refugees who travelled to the EU having escaped 

conflicts in Afghanistan, the Middle East and Africa (Kilkey & Ryan, 2021; Tong & Zuo, 

2019).   

 

EU Freedom of Movement enshrined into the European project, grants all EU citizens the right 

to move to and reside in another EU member state and receive equal treatment to nationals of 

the host state. Some scholars, therefore, think about migrants as in-between, this is because 

migrants move from one place to another experiencing a period of disruption which takes place 

from leaving one country and settling in another (Crawley & Jones, 2020; Huot et al. 2014; 

Ahmed, 1999). In the UK, the Leave Campaign problematised free movement as allowing 

‘uncontrolled’ migration from the EU (Kilkey, 2017: 228). As such, ‘the concept of “EU 

immigrants” became a symbol of the tension between the EU and the UK’ (Tong & Zuo, 2019: 

463). Arguably, this created hostility towards migrants from the EU driven by negative 

articulations surrounding immigration and EU migrants (Van Der Zwet et al. 2020; Tong & 

Zuo, 2019). EU migrants collectively became ‘a physical threat, an economic threat and a threat 

to identity and Britishness’ (Tong & Zuo, 2019: 447).  
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Focusing more specifically on EU migrant workers, research published since 2016 (the time 

Brexit was announced in the UK) has analysed the potential implications of Brexit in relation 

to access for EU migrant workers (Turnpenny & Hussein, 2021; Ortiz-Valverdre & Latorre, 

2020); legal implications of Brexit and its possible impacts on EU migrants and migration 

(Barnard & Butlin, 2021; Sumption, 2019). Other scholarship has focused on the possible 

personal implications of Brexit for EU migrants who live and work in the UK (Aragon & 

Bretones, 2020; Rzepnikowska, 2019; Duda-Mikulin, 2019; Cox, 2018).  

 

Rzepnikowska (2019) considers Polish migrants who have been victims of racist abuse before 

the Brexit vote. She argues that ‘while a lot of attention is paid to the rise of racist and 

xenophobic incidents after the EU referendum, this is not a new phenomenon in the UK’ (p. 

62). The article explores how Polish migrants spoke about their experiences of racism and 

xenophobia pre- and post-Brexit. The conclusion drawn is that Brexit only intensified and 

legitimised racist abuse already being experienced by Polish migrant workers living in the UK. 

This point is supported by Hughes (2019) who argues that the Brexit Leave campaign has 

normalised hatred towards immigrants.             

 

Thus, although the movement of migrants into the UK has created a very multi-cultural, 

dynamic society, not everyone appears comfortable, nor agrees that this is desirable. Hence,  

 

one view accuses migrants in general – and EU migrants in particular – of 

being free-riders and taking job opportunities and social benefits from locals. 

The other view, which is pragmatic and instrumental, sees them bringing 

benefits and helping to relieve social burdens by the aging population in 

Britain (Tong & Zuo, 2019: 448). 

  

A divide emerges through the ‘growing emphasis placed by newspapers over these years on 

the EU as both a source of (Eastern) European migrants as well as a conduit through which 

illegal migrants and refugees flood into the UK’ (Tong & Zuo, 2019: 464). For example, 

Rzepnikowska (2019) explained that ‘the Leave campaign argued that exiting the EU would 

allow Britain to take back control of its borders’ (p. 66). 

 

These events can be interpreted through the concept of ‘Othering’ which attempts ‘to capture 

the practices and processes through which the ‘outsider is produced’ (Lumsden et al. 2019: 
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170). Othering is frequently used in relation to migration and migrants, this is because it 

describes a process of labelling and defining those (them) who are seen to be in a different 

group to ‘us’, and somehow deviant. Increased concerns about immigration have ‘led to an 

increase in a process of Othering,’ so much so, it is suggested that immigration is a ‘clear […] 

driver for Othering’ (Van Der Zwet et al. 2020: 526). 

 

More specifically, Hughes (2019) argues that Othering, a prominent ‘prong’ of populism, is 

the ‘language intended to demarcate between in-group and out-groups’ (p. 250). He explains,  

 

language is characterized as specifically including the in-group of Britishness, 

for example, ‘British people,’ ‘British jobs,’ and also illustrating difference 

from Britishness, for example, foreigners, immigrants, and Muslims (p. 250).  

 

From this perspective, Brexit becomes a matter of belonging. The continual comparison 

included in the Brexit rhetoric resonates to prior understandings of belonging which articulates 

belonging as a construction of boundaries between those who are the same or those that are 

different (May, 2011, 2013). Brexit has created a position which demarcates EU migrants as 

on the outside (Probyn, 1996) and British citizens (‘Britishness’) as the dominant group. This 

process of Othering can be explained by suggesting that, within the UK there was a ‘weak 

sense of community and a strong emphasis on difference [which were evoked] as arguments to 

justify discrimination’ (Guibernau, 2017: 217). A connection, therefore, can be made between 

the conceptualisation of belonging as an either/or binary (discussed in Chapter Two), the 

pejoration of difference (discussed in Chapter Three) and processes of Othering.  

 

These processes of Othering also occur in the literature through researchers explaining their 

own personal experiences of Brexit. For instance, Georgiadou (2018) explains:  

 

while I have managed to protect myself from the rather offensive discourses 

that dominated Britain in the months leading up to the referendum, the 

moment I heard that the British people voted to leave the European Union, I 

immediately passed – or, maybe, pushed myself – to the other side. I identified 

with ‘them’ – Europeans. I became an immigrant, one of those people who 

‘come and steal jobs’ and whom the Leave supporters complain about’ (p. 29-

-30).  
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As a consequence, Brexit appears deeply negative and problematic because it continues to 

unsettle notions of identity for both EU migrants and British citizens who may not agree with 

the result of the Brexit vote (Van Der Zwet et al. 2020). This is because Othering creates new 

processes of exclusion and tends to be demarcated by a comparison between who is the same 

(us) and who is different (them).  

 

However, this position is further complicated by reflections on how EU migrants have 

responded to these processes of Othering and exclusion:  

 

Feelings I had never experienced before started growing inside me, feelings 

of childish spitefulness that come from rejection: “If they don’t want me here, 

I don’t want to be here.” I became an “I,” distinctively separate from “them” 

(British people) and certainly miles away from the previous sense of “us” that 

I had constructed within my local community […] I found refuge in 

constructing a “transversal” us, that is a “collective sense of us” across borders 

and boundaries of membership […] it was us against them (Georgiadou, 2018: 

30). 

 

From this perspective, Brexit and Othering have created a process of longing, which is ‘a desire 

for becoming-other, a longing for someone/something else’ (Probyn, 1996: 5). This disrupts 

belonging as a stable condition because EU migrants sought ‘refuge’ with others who were 

experiencing hostile environments within the UK. Van Der Zwet et al. (2020) explains that 

these environments resulted in ‘members of those Other groups [EU migrants] be[ing] viewed 

as ‘strangers’ (p. 522). ‘The persistent “Othering” of Europe and the EU’ has resulted in the 

intensification of identity unsettling (Van Der Zwet et al. 2020: 527).  

 

Unsettling of identity and belonging 

A primary concern in the literature has been on how Brexit is likely to impact individuals and 

their families and the effects on their identity and belonging. There is an assumption that Brexit 

prompted EU migrants to question their unsettled belonging due to a continued process of 

Othering triggered by the vote to leave the EU. From an organisational perspective, Kerr and 

Śliwa (2020) explain:   
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on the streets and in other public places, EU citizens risk being subjected to 

individual acts of aggression on the grounds of their ‘foreignness.’ The Brexit 

campaign and the referendum result have licensed the extension of racism and 

xenophobia to including more citizens as alien ‘others’. This, in turn, has 

affected all types of organisations, including workplaces. Colleagues might 

have become less open and more suspicious towards each other; some might 

have decided – or will decide – to leave UK-based organisations (p.  501) 

 

Brexit, therefore, represents an unsettling and a source of emotional shock for individuals. An 

unsettling because it ‘disrupts familiar interpretations of the world and established social 

identity (Kerr & Śliwa, 2020: 501). An emotional shock because ‘it affects how individuals 

feel and act, both in their private and working lives’ (p. 501).  

 

However, studies such as Rzepnikowska (2019) and Benson and Lewis (2019), also remind us 

to be cautious about framing Brexit as a complete qualitative change of attitudes, behaviour 

and experiences. Benson and Lewis (2019) considered British citizens of colour residing in 27 

EU countries and contended that, while Brexit may amplify the process of racialisation, the 

latter both precedes and supersedes the referendum. This reminds us that these deeply 

unsettling experiences were not created as a result of Brexit. Rather, Brexit brought them to 

the forefront and ‘further outlines the uncertainty and insecurity experienced during this period’ 

(Guma & Dafydd-Jones, 2018: 1).  

 

Research surrounding Brexit, identity and belonging can be divided into two categories. The 

first body of literature focuses on the implications, before and after the Brexit Referendum in 

relation to EU migrant identity (who live, work, and reside in the UK). Guma and Dafydd-

Jones (2018) argue these EU migrant rights have been directly unsettled by Brexit and 

consequently have had an array of ‘diverse’ impacts on ‘formal and informal (non-) belonging’ 

for EU migrants who live and work in the UK (p. 7). Similarly, McGhee et al. (2017) 

demonstrate that a large number of Polish migrants were keener to apply for legal residence 

and explore formal pathways into feeling a sense of belonging in the UK. Thereby, this 

perspective focuses on the more formal aspects of uncertainty surrounding belonging as a result 

of Brexit.  
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Georgiadou (2018) takes a slightly different approach. She focuses on the impacts of Brexit 

based on her own personal experiences of residing in the UK as a migrant from the EU. She 

reflects on the disruption Brexit has created for her sense of identity and belonging. More 

specifically, she explains:  

 

given that belonging is relational and context dependent, I would expect it to 

be rather fluid, to fluctuate on circumstances and relationships. What was 

surprising for me to experience, however, was how quickly and abruptly my 

relatively robust sense of belonging vanished as a result of the referendum 

outcome. I am now wondering what happened to the internal sense of “I 

belong” that I constructed relationally over the years (p. 29).  

 

Similarly, others have also focused on informal experiences of belonging and identity. Allen 

and Ogtem-Young (2020) explore the impacts of Brexit on secondary migrant Somali families 

living within the UK. The Brexit Referendum vote is positioned as a ‘political mechanism and 

subsequent process catalysing a political turn that shaped and informed collective 

understandings and notions about who was able to belong and who was not’ (Allen & Ogtem-

Young, 2020: 49). From this perspective, the Referendum vote functioned to demarcate the 

“us” (British nationals) from the “them” (EU migrants and non-EU migrants) in terms of 

community and identity. Although not central to my thesis (in terms of non-EU migrants), this 

identifies how far reaching the implications of the vote were (and potentially still are). Brexit 

polarises the identification of ‘issues which mobilise and polarise voters over their identity 

attachments’ where there is a ‘tendency to divide the world into ‘in’ and ‘out’ groups’ 

(Sobolewska & Ford, 2019: 142).  

 

The second body of literature focuses on explaining Brexit in the context of national identity. 

For example, Van Der Zwet et al (2020) explain that ‘the construction of a national identity 

within the UK – and particularly in ‘England-without-London’ – there appears to be a belief 

that an identity which embraces ‘being European’ is at odds with a British national identity’ 

(p. 523). Such a positioning continues to reinforce a process of Othering which was discussed 

above. Van Der Zwet et al. (2020) go on to explain that ‘the construction of national identities 

goes hand in hand with the construction of difference – from others who do not belong’ (p. 

521). This highlights a contextual example of how difference has been identified within the 

either/or binary logic that was explained in Chapter Two. 
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The Brexit referendum vote thereby served as a mechanism to encourage the continuation of 

the growing divide between ‘us’ (national identity) and those with ‘different identities’ (Allen 

& Ogtem-Young, 2020: 51). The continued reinforcement of this process of Othering, and 

subsequent destabilisation, polarised English identity (us) through a resistance to European 

integration (them) (Wellings, 2019). This comes at the expense of EU migrant identities and 

belonging, the group that became targeted by a xenophobic Leave Campaign (Sobolewska & 

Ford, 2020). Brexit has, therefore, driven ‘a wedge through the centre of any sense of European 

belonging,’ and continually reinforced an already polarising process of Othering, which creates 

a disparity between EU migrants ‘call[ing] the United Kingdom home, but belong[ing], on 

paper, elsewhere’ (Aldea, 2018: 155). In Chapter Seven, I draw on the interpretation that Brexit 

has brought to the forefront processes of Othering. I will consider the implications this has on 

matters of belonging (and identity) in organisations. The aim is not to identify where unsettling 

occurs, but to analyse what this unsettling means for the study of belonging (and identity).  

 

Conclusion  

This chapter discussed Brexit as a process of Othering, which intensifies already uncertain and 

precarious identities of employees living and working in the UK (Hobolt, 2016). This 

contextualisation of Brexit provides an empirical example of the ways in which difference 

becomes associated with negativity and not belonging. There has been growing recognition 

among organisational scholars of the importance of examining populist phenomena which are 

shaping lives and organisations (and will continue to do so into the future). To this end, there 

is a need to understand the lived workplace experiences of those who are affected by this 

context. This thesis, therefore, will explore the implications of Brexit as a process of Othering 

in relation to belonging and identity for EU migrants working in UK organisations.  
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Chapter 5  

A study of individuals working in three UK restaurants  

 

Introduction  

My data was collected between June 2019 and January 2020, which coincided with the political 

negotiations of Brexit in the UK (2016-2020). This chapter explores the methodological 

choices that underpin the study. I chose to study individual employees who worked in three 

UK restaurant chains. I used a combination of observational techniques and semi-structured 

interviews to collect the data. I conducted a thematic analysis, from which two broad themes 

emerged. These themes will be analysed in Chapter Six and Seven and include in-between 

belonging and tensions between sameness and difference. All names of the restaurant chains 

and research participants have been anonymised to ensure the privacy of all who agreed to take 

part in the study (see p.89 for details on ethics approval).  

 

The chapter is structured as follows: first I outline the interpretivist research philosophy which 

underpins this research study. Second, I explain the decisions I made before I entered the field, 

including sampling, the unit of analysis, research methods and ethics considerations. Third, I 

reflect on my time spent in the three restaurant chains. Fourth, I explain my abductive approach 

to reasoning and the thematic analysis that was used to analyse the data. The final section 

critically reflects on my fieldwork experience.  

 

An interprevist study  

At the beginning of my PhD journey, I chose to conduct a study which assumed social 

constructionist and interpretivist research qualities. Cunliffe (2008) explains that,  

 

within the social sciences, and particularly organization studies, the 

predominant idea that there is a reality “out there” of which we become 

conscious and act into as individuals, form the basis of mainstream research 

and knowledge (p. 123).  

 

This perspective assumes a social world that consists of ‘self-contained individual actors, each 

becoming aware, and developing accurate mental images and understandings of the world’ 

(Cunliffe, 2008: 123). These assumptions are challenged by claims that social reality is not 
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separate from us. This is because ‘social realities and ourselves are intimately interwoven as 

each shapes and is shaped by the other in everyday interaction’ (Cunliffe, 2008: 124). The 

premise of this challenge finds it origins in social constructionism which is commonly 

associated with the work of Berger and Luckmann (1966).  

 

A social constructionist perspective assumes that social realities and identity are created and 

maintained in conversations and interactions with others. Such assumptions involve the 

dismissal of the principle of representation (Pearce, 1992). Social constructionism has informed 

a wide range of work in organisation studies. For example, ethnographic based studies 

(Watson, 1994), discursive approaches (Boje , 1991), post-structuralist-influenced work 

(Collinson, 2003) and relationally orientated work (Cunliffe, 2002; Shotter & Cunliffe, 2002). 

My philosophical assumptions have mostly been influenced by the work of Cunliffe (2008).  

 

There are four main assumptions that underpin the relational perspective that I take in this 

research project and are best aligned with ‘intersubjective social realities’ (Cunliffe, 2008: 

128). Intersubjectivity comes from the work of Berger and Luckmann (1966) who claim that 

‘everyday life is intersubjectively constructed because we live in a web of relationships’ 

(Cunliffe, 2008: 129). The premise being two or more subjectivities become intersubjective as 

we coordinate our responses with others. From this, the first assumption this study is based on 

is the idea that reality is constructed as a relational process (Cunliffe, 2002). We create meaning 

about our social surroundings and ourselves in interactions with those around us; ‘we are 

always selves-in-relation-to-others’ and do not live or act in isolation to others (Cunliffe, 2008: 

129). The premise being, we are who we are because of others (Cunliffe, 2008; Shotter & 

Cunliffe, 2002). 

 

Second, knowledge is produced between people in everyday conversations and interactions 

(Cunliffe et al. 2004). Our sense of the social world emerges continually as we interact with 

others, and we are always in relation to others whether they are present or not. The focus of 

study is not on what social reality is – because there is no fixed, universally shared 

understanding of reality – but how people shape meaning between themselves’ (Cunliffe, 2008: 

128). Knowledge, therefore, is not possessed by people but created within interactions and 

social practices (Gergen, 1985).  
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Third, meaning occurs between us spontaneously in the lived responses we engage in (Shotter 

& Cunliffe, 2002). In their work of managers as practical authors, Shotter and Cunliffe (2002), 

add to the discussion on social constructionism by arguing ‘the importance of our living, 

spontaneously responsive relations to our surroundings’ (p. 33). They explain, from a dialogical 

perspective, that ‘we voice our utterances, shape and intone them in responsive accord with our 

circumstances that gives our utterances their unique, once occurrent meanings’ (p. 17). The 

way we act and respond creates meaning within interactions, thereby, ‘everything we do is a 

complex mixture of our own and others’ actions and talk: we are inherently responsive to each 

other’ (Cunliffe, 2008: 130).  

 

Fourth, social constructions ‘are rooted in power and reflect the ability of the powerful to “fix” 

meaning in ways that privilege those forms of reality that serve the interests of the powerful’ 

(Mumby, 1998: 168, see also MacAlpine & Marsh, 2005). Equally, there is a recognition for 

resistance to these dominant powers. This points to the assumption that power is a co-

constituted construct (similar to the position taken by Alvesson and Willmott, 2002) between 

the powerful (exerting the power) and the Other (who resists or conforms to the power). 

 

Coupled with these assumptions, social constructionism best complements an interpretivist 

perspective which assumes:  

 

different people of different cultural backgrounds, under different 

circumstances and at different times make different meanings, and so create 

and experience different social realities (Saunders et al. 2015: 140, see also 

van der Walt, 2020).  

 

We see and understand reality depending on where we stand (Yanow & Ybema, 2009), such 

that interpretivist ontologies are socially constructed. Such a perspective engenders ‘a shift 

from the search from universal, generalizable principles or laws of human behaviour to more 

situated, contextual knowledge’ (Yanow & Ybema, 2009: 46). This philosophy seeks to 

understand and explain the social world from the point of view of the actors directly involved 

in the social process (Burrell & Morgan, 1979). The purpose of interpretivist research, thereby, 

is to create rich understandings and multiple interpretations of social worlds, which in some 

cases are contradictory.  
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In organisation studies, this points to the assumption that organising arises through interactions 

that occur between internal and external actors and their understanding of these interactions 

(Hatch & Yanow, 2008). My research project offer insights into how EU migrant employees 

are negotiating meanings about their experiences of identity and belonging considering Brexit. 

There will be an acknowledgment for differing and contradictory participant accounts to better 

understand how experiences have been impacted by Brexit. The underlying assumption is that 

individuals working in organisations experience and interpret things in different ways, and this 

is a result of the encounters and interactions they have with others. 

 

Decisions I made before I entered the field 

Inspired by recent qualitative studies in sociology on belonging (May, 2016a; 2016b) and 

consistent with interpretivist assumptions, I decided to use a qualitative approach to collect 

thick, detailed descriptions and in-depth data (Gephart, 2004). This section will discuss the 

decisions I made before I entered the field to study individuals working in three UK restaurant 

chains. This will include, i) explaining how I decided upon the UK restaurant sector and the 

access negotiations that were involved; ii) an introduction to the three restaurant chains and 

their relationship to each other; iii) the specific unit of analysis I chose within the restaurant 

chains; iv) the research methods that would be used to collect the data; and iv) details of the 

ethical approval the project received.  

 

Purposefully selecting restaurants and negotiating access  

The UK hospitality industry consists of several different sectors including, restaurants, cafes, 

pubs, bars, catering, hotels, camp sites and other accommodation. Sampling choices were made 

at different stages of this research study. Before I entered the field, I made decisions involving 

what hospitality sector I wanted to collect data in and why. These decisions were closely related 

to my access negotiation; I will discuss both in this section. Later in the chapter, I will return 

to my sampling decisions when I discuss the individual participants who took part in the study.  

 

I used a purposeful, evidence-informed sample to determine which sector of the hospitality 

industry to focus my research. Using the most recent industry statistics, which was the 2017 

KPMG report for British Hospitality Association at the time,ix I chose to start my search for 

organisations in the hotel sector. This was because the hotel sector is identified as the most 

reliant hospitality sector on EU migrants to fill workplace vacancies (between 22.1% and 34% 

of the workforce). Whilst my aim was to focus on the hotel sector, I also chose the restaurant 
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sector as a ‘back-up’ (in-case I was unable to gain access to any hotel chains). The KPMG 

report listed the restaurant sector as the second highest to rely on EU migrants to make up its 

workforce (between 13.8% and 26% of the workforce).  

 

Gaining access to the field is considered crucial to fieldwork and is described as ‘obtaining 

permission to get into the organization to undertake research’ (Cunliffe & Alcadipani, 2016: 

537). In my first attempt at gaining access to the hotel sector I tried to utilise my own personal 

connections with individuals who worked within the hotel sector (Bryman, 2012). However, 

once I was able to make initial contact with the CEO of the hotel chain, the managers who 

operationalised the hotel locations became a ‘barrier of access’ (Cunliffe & Alcadipani, 2016: 

538).  

 

In my second attempt, I resorted to more ‘creative forms of access;’ I sent several LinkedIn 

messages and letters to different hotel chains to enquire about their potential interest in the 

research project (Cunliffe & Alcadipani, 2016: 538). At the same time, I also sent introductory 

messages to several restaurants. This initially appeased my anxiety of unsuccessful access 

routes into the hotel sector. I received interest from one London based hotel, and one restaurant 

chain located across the UK. In initial conversations with the hotel chain, the gatekeeper would 

only allow me to conduct interviews with employees of 15-20 minutes in length and restricted 

shadowing/observation to customer facing areas of the hotel. In comparison, the restaurant 

chain was willing to provide me access to the restaurant with minimal restrictions.  

 

The level of access the gatekeepers were prepared to give me can show asymmetrical power 

relations that are involved in access negotiations. The hotel chain gatekeeper exerted her power 

and gave ‘minimal’ access (Cunliffe & Alcadipani, 2016: 537). This demonstrates the 

restrictions I would have been under in collecting the data for this research project, and raised 

questions about whether the data I collected would be sufficient to contribute effectively to 

knowledge building (Oscar et al. 2018). In contrast, the gatekeeper at the restaurant chain was 

prepared to provide me with maximum access. Asymmetrical power relations also appeared in 

this context, where the restaurant gatekeeper negotiated feedback in return for access. This 

would suggest that access places organisational researchers in a potentially weaker position 

than that of the gatekeeper (Bell & Bryman, 2007).  
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I had to decide between these two different organisations; i) pursuing the restaurant chain with 

minimal restrictions on access and adjusting my initial sampling choice of collecting data in a 

hotel chain, or ii) collecting restrictive amounts of data in a hotel chain, which could potentially 

have an impact on the knowledge I could develop as a result of the minimal access (Oscar et 

al. 2018). I decided to remain flexible in the planning stages of the study and pursued the 

restaurant chain.   

 

Introducing the three restaurant chains  

Access negotiations at the restaurant chain (here after referred to as Coral) started through my 

gatekeeper, Dean (People Director, Coral). My initial contact with Dean was by email and 

telephone conversations, followed by a face-to-face meeting where we agreed on the details of 

access. These discussions included considering how many restaurant locations I would collect 

the data in, when the data collecting could and could not take place, and how long I needed to 

be in the restaurant for. It was agreed that I would visit four different restaurant locations before 

customer facing hours.x Dean felt my presence during customer facing hours may be too 

disruptive for the operating of the restaurant. In addition, Dean wanted the fieldwork to be 

completed between July 2019 and September 2019 to avoid Coral’s ‘height of season’xi (Dean, 

People Director).  

 

Once I had an initial agreement in place with Dean, he then introduced me to HR District 

Managers (Dan, Michael, and Helen) who are responsible for specific geographic restaurant 

locations (London, North and North of the UK respectively). This became a further stage of 

negotiating and identified how time-consuming access negotiations can be (Karjalainen et al. 

2015). Dean wanted me to collect data across all three of the geographic regions; he wanted 

feedback on the data collected and wanted it to ‘represent Coral as a whole, rather than one 

region’ (Dean, People Director). He asked the District Managers to help identify the four 

geographical restaurant locations where I could carry out my data collecting.  

 

My access negotiations became even more challenging at this stage because I was negotiating 

further access permission from multiple gatekeepers (Azungah, 2018). I spent a further three 

weeks (over the phone) explaining and introducing my project. Dan, Michael, and Helen all 

recommended four restaurant locations where I could carry out my data collection.xii Two of 

the locations were in Michael’s region (Milton Keynes and St Peter’s Square Manchester). Two 

locations were recommended in this region because it is Coral’s biggest region 
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(geographically). I asked all three District Managers to provide a reasoning for their chosen 

locations (see Appendix 1). From Appendix 1, the reasoning for choosing the locations were 

based on the diversity of each restaurant location. Each of the District Managers explained that 

the locations they recommended employed high numbers of EU migrants, and thus would be a 

good way to gain understanding of the experiences of EU migrants working in the hospitality 

industry. Once the locations were identified I was introduced to the General Managers of each 

Coral location (Alessandro, Lucia, Jeremy, Rebecca, and Brian). We communicated through 

email to organise the appropriate dates when I was able to visit each location (see Appendix 

2).  

 

In the process of completing my data collecting at Coral, I stayed in contact with Dean. He 

recommended I speak to one of his contacts who had expressed an interest in the project. My 

second and third restaurant chain, here after referred to as Eddies and Luke, did not emerge 

until I had finished my data collection at Coral. My second gatekeeper was named Mia (People 

Director, Eddies and Luke). Mia recommended I collected the data in the same way I had 

collected the data at Coral. This included Mia helping me identify restaurant locations and 

providing reasoning for her choices (see Appendix 1). Mia based her decision on the restaurants 

employing high numbers of EU migrants, and thus, would provide a good understanding of 

‘Brexit related issues’ (Mia, People Director). I was then introduced to the General Managers 

at Eddies and Luke so that dates and times could be organised for my data collection visits (see 

Appendix 2).  

 

Whilst the three restaurants chain operate as independent organisations, they are all owned by 

the same parent organisation (TPO). Luke was purchased in 1989 by TPO and rebranded 

shortly after. It had 79 locations in the UK at the time of the study. However, shortly after the  

announcement of social distancing restrictions being lifted in the UK during the global 

COVID19 pandemic (August 2020), TPO announced Luke would be placed into 

administration. Eddies was the first chain owned by TPO not as a result of an acquisition or 

merger and opened in 1995. At the time the data was collected, Eddies had 236 restaurant 

locations in the UK. Since then, 120 locations closed following the UK lockdown as a result 

of the COVID19 pandemic. Coral was purchased by TPO in 2018, has 132 locations in the UK 

and had ambitions to expand to 160 locations before the COVID19 pandemic. Since being 

purchased by TPO, Coral restaurants have been confirmed to open in locations where Eddies 

are permanently closing. In Chapter Eight I reflect on the significant changes that have occurred 
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in the UK hospitality industry since I collected my data. This includes the COVID19 pandemic 

and UK lockdowns, which occurred two months after I finished collecting my data for this 

research project.  

 

When I eventually started my fieldwork, I encountered more access negotiations with managers 

at each of the restaurant locations, with varying outcomes. For example, at Bristol Clifton Coral 

I was able to engage with, interview and spend as much time as I wanted with employees, 

moving around the restaurant freely. Whereas at Milton Keynes Coral, Jeremy (General 

Manager), allocated time slots for when each interview could take place. He explained this was 

to manage the time of employees and make sure the restaurant’s day-to-day tasks did not get 

affected by the interviews. At Coventry Eddies, Asim (General Manager) encouraged me to 

keep interviews to 40-45 minutes, to minimise disruption to the preparations that occurred each 

morning. This implies that access is never complete and is an ongoing process through 

fieldwork (Oscar et al. 2018; Cunliffe & Alcadipani, 2016) 

 

My access negotiations, thereby, were closely related to the sampling decisions I made about 

the organisations I wanted to study. Coral was chosen based on purposeful decisions made 

about what sector to focus my study on. Eddies and Luke emerged out of opportunity, because 

of the personal recommendations made by Dean (Karjalainen et al. 2015). The negotiations 

were also lengthy and based on asymmetrical power relations, which meant I was in a weaker 

position than the gatekeepers I was negotiating with (Bell & Bryman, 2007). This reflects the 

shared space, which is ‘mutually shaped by the researcher and the researched’ (Azungah, 2018: 

414), and also signifies that it is not ‘enough to negotiate access once and for all’ (Karjalainen 

et al. 2015: 283). Upon reflection, my access negotiations highlighted my inexperience as a 

researcher, on which I will critically reflect towards the end of this chapter.  

 

While the negotiations described above involve gaining access to three restaurant chains, the 

purpose of the study is to provide insight into EU migrant experiences living and working in 

the UK since the Brexit vote. With this in mind, the unit of analysis will be on an individual 

level, focusing on the employees who worked in the three restaurant chains. This was decided 

upon due to belonging being understood as an experience which has implications on individuals 

(see, Probyn, 1996; May 2013). This would suggest that there are potential implications on the 

way employees experience belonging rather than a need to interrogate organisational policies 

and practices that the restaurant chains implement. However, in the analysis, I have pointed 
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towards certain similarities and differences between the three restaurant chains where this helps 

add to the understanding of individual experiences of belonging and not belonging. 

 

Selecting research methods 

Early on in my PhD journey, I had taken an interest in the shadowing method because I wanted 

to study people in their natural surroundings (McDonald & Simpson, 2014) and collect data 

from the point of view of the participants (McDonald, 2017; Gill, 2011). In addition to this, 

prior research conducted in restaurants used observational techniques (e.g., Kitcharoen, 2007; 

Crang, 1992). Whilst the fact that previous studies used similar research method is not a wholly 

justifiable reason to use the same methods, it did contribute and help me determine what kind 

of observations I wanted to undertake. Crang (1992) conducted a covert participant observation 

in his study of the restaurant ‘Smokey Joes.’ He collected data without the knowledge of the 

restaurant or research participants whilst he worked in the restaurant himself. In contrast, 

Kitcharoen (2007) used overt non-participant observations and interviews to collect data in 

‘The Jasmine,’ a restaurant located in the UK.  

 

In organisation studies, participant observation has been considered intrusive (Sandiford, 2015) 

and static (Czarniawska, 2014) because of the length of time and potential disruption for 

employees’ working day. Additionally, covert approaches like Crang adopted in his study, 

would produce questions about the ethical trustworthiness of the research study. Based on this, 

I was able to distinguish the research methods I wanted to conduct in the restaurant sector from 

those who have done studies before (e.g., Kitcharoen, 2007; Crang, 1992). That being, I wanted 

to try a different, overt approach to observing, by shadowing employees to better understand 

how ‘actors enact organizations through interactions in everyday situations’ (Vasquez & 

Groleau, 2012: 145).  

 

Shadowing can be described as ‘a researcher closely follow[ing] a subject over a period of time 

to investigate what people actually do in the course of their everyday lives’ (Quinlan, 2008: 

1480). In effect, the research method helps to understand how meaning is constructed by the 

participants in everyday situations  (Gill et al. 2014). The shadowing method in organisations 

was first used as a quantitative method to record the work activities of a foreman on a factory 

floor (Walker et al. 1956). Then, the method was used to shadow business executives in their 

workplace over a seven-day period (Mintzberg, 1973).  
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More recently shadowing has become a qualitative method (Johnson, 2014) and has gained 

more attention in organisation studies (Gilliat-Ray, 2011; Gill, 2011). Shadowing is largely 

contrasted to participant observation because the researcher does not assume a role in the field 

(McDonald & Simpson, 2014). I chose shadowing because I did not have a job in any of the 

restaurant chains and, thereby, could not fully participate as an employee daily. Yet, the 

advantage of using a shadowing approach means that whilst ‘the shadower remains an outsider 

to the organisation’ they also ‘can see the organisational action directly’ (McDonald, 2017: 

209).  

 

Furthermore, the shadowing method requires an open-mind and the ability for the researcher 

to improvise whilst in the field (McDonald & Simpson, 2014; Gill et al. 2014). A disadvantage 

being that ‘fieldwork can be highly unpredictable and uncertain’ (Gill et al. 2014: 71). 

However, I felt this unpredictability would give me the possibility for flexibility in the field 

and would potentially equip me should I come across unexpected events whilst I was collecting 

data.  Closely related to the point of flexibility and supportive of a multiple research method 

design, I chose to use two research methods in this research study. Shadowing techniques and 

interviews are complementary research methods because data can be compared to explore any 

inconsistencies in participants accounts.  

 

In addition, the two methods reflect different time frames of experiences, such that,  

 

shadowing techniques focus on lived experience, like many other qualitative 

approaches, but they are interested in understanding them in the now. Unlike 

interviewing approaches which focus on actors’ narratives about what has 

happened (McDonald, 2017: 214).  

 

Comparison, thereby, can combat a weakness of the interview where ‘responses are notorious 

for discrepancies between what people say that they have done, or will do, and what they 

actually did, or will do’ (Robson, 2002: 311).  

 

Semi-structured interviews are a type of interview that are highly flexible (Rubin & Rubin, 

2005). They ‘take on a variety of different forms, with varying numbers of questions, and 

varying degrees of adaptation of questions and question order to accommodate the interviewee’ 

(Rowley, 2012: 262). Even with flexibility as an advantage of this interview style, researchers 
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tend to enter the field with an idea of the questions they wish to ask (Roulston, 2010). I followed 

this advice and created an interview guide. This included an idea of what questions I wanted to 

ask, and also questions that may be helpful (see Appendix 4).  

 

The choice in methods, thereby, resulted in the expectation of two different types of data, i) 

interview data and, ii) observational fieldnotes. Consequently, such a research design could 

provide ‘an abundance of information and experiences that can make notetaking and analysis 

unwieldy’ (Gill et al. 2014: 71). Whilst the interview data acknowledges the co-construction 

of knowledge between researcher and participant (Azungah, 2018), the rationale for collecting 

observational data is to provide information that is contextually rich and provides ‘grounding 

for developing explanatory insights concerning the phenomena under investigation’ (Azungah, 

2018: 415). Combined, the two forms of data can illuminate contextualised experiences, 

viewpoints, meanings, and interpretations both from the perspective of the participant (in 

interview responses) and the researcher (from her observational notes).  

 

Ethical considerations  

Prior to contacting any gatekeepers and entering the field to collect my data, full ethical 

approval was granted by The Open University Ethics Committee.xiii Following the ethical 

guidelines of my university, before any data was collected all research participants were briefed 

on what the research was about, what was expected from them, their ability to control what 

information they shared and how to withdraw from the study. All participants were given a 

copy of the information sheet and the consent form to sign (see Appendix 3). While gaining 

ethical approval, the ethics committee recommended several procedures I put into place to 

ensure the anonymity of my research participants. As I have already mentioned, this included 

using pseudonyms for all restaurants and participants, and anonymising all fieldnotes and 

interview transcripts. Ethical procedures were also followed during the data collection 

regarding the storage of data (see Appendix 7 for full details).   

 

Being in the field  

The fieldwork comprised of 29 days spent in the field, this included back-to-back days (in some 

cases 5-6 days) at different restaurant locations for 4-5-hour periods. I left the field with 104.5 

hours of observational notes, and 47 semi-structured interviews (ranging from ten minutes to 

over an hour in length). In this section, I explain what I did when I was collecting the data in 

the restaurant chains. The section will include, i) additional sampling decisions and how I chose 
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the employees who took part in the study, ii) a reflection on using my chosen research methods, 

how I implemented and any tensions I faced in applying them, and iii) reflecting on my 

positionality as a female British researcher who has experience working in a cleaning company 

and developing relationships and friendships with colleagues who were EU migrants, directly 

impacted by the Brexit vote.  

 

Participants: Restaurant employees  

I refrained from setting any rigid criteria for employees to meet in order to take part in the 

study. I wanted to take advantage of the ‘flexibility in the procedure of sampling’ that occurs 

within qualitative research studies (Shaheen et al. 2019: 25). Flexibility in the sampling choice 

allowed me to remain open-minded to who should be able to take part in the study. Thereby, 

the research participants included anyone who was employed by the three restaurant chains. I 

chose to include a broader mix of participants because it provided me with a wide range of 

potential comparisons that can be drawn on whilst focusing on experiences of EU migrant 

workers. 

 

Following this flexible line of enquiry, I chose to adopt an opportunistic sampling technique. 

Opportunity sampling can be described as ‘on-the-spot sampling decisions that help collect 

data from new opportunities that arise during the process of data collection’ (Shaheen et al. 

2019: 35). While an opportunity sampling technique is often considered ‘the weakest form of 

sample selection’ (Brady, 2011: 207), the main reason for using it in this study was to remain 

open to new opportunities that may arise after my fieldwork started (Brady, 2011). In addition, 

the three restaurant chains that took part in the study were purposefully selected to provide as 

much exposure to a sector and organisation who employs a high proportion of EU migrants. 

Therefore, the opportunity-based sampling is supplemented with other sampling techniques in 

the study (Shaheen et al. 2019; Brady, 2011).   

 

Furthermore, the exposure I had to the restaurant locations, and subsequently, the times I was 

in the restaurants collecting data, meant that I was interacting and engaging with small numbers 

of employees at a given time. For instance, when I arrived at Luke Coventry, I was introduced 

to four members of the team, and I was able to spend 3-4 hours with those members. I observed 

and interviewed all 4 of these employees. In this respect, the evidence-informed decisions I 

made when identifying the sector, and thus the restaurant chains taking part in the study, meant 

there were certain limits placed on who the participants were going to be. Incidentally, the 
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context of the research setting provided me with the flexibility to engage with an opportunistic 

technique to sampling. For instance, participants were restricted to i) the restaurant chain; and 

ii) the restaurant location; and iii) the participants who were on a shift at the time I was in the 

restaurants (usually between 3-6 employees); and iv) the restaurant spaces I was in.  

 

There were two other reasons why opportunity sampling best suited the selection of participants 

for this study. First, it allowed for decisions on who can be included in the study to evolve 

during the fieldwork (Shaheen et al. 2019). For example, when I arrived at Coral (Milton 

Keynes), the General Manager, Jeremy mentioned in passing that Cristan (Waiter) had ‘some 

stories to tell.’ In this case, I was able to make ‘on-the-spot sampling decision[s]’ to interview 

Cristan (Shaheen et al. 2019: 35) From this perspective, I was able to use direction from the 

field as well as my own intuition to search for participants (Bell et al. 2019). Second, I was 

able to take advantage of any ‘information provided by the participants, during interviews, 

about the experience of their close associates which are related to the issues of the study’ 

(Shaheen et al. 2019: 51). For example, in Chapter Seven, I refer to Paulina (Waitress, Eddies 

Bury St Edmunds) who shared stories about her husband who was subjected to xenophobic and 

violent behaviour while he was at work. Opportunistic sampling allowed me to include these 

supportive accounts to supplement the data I collected from other participants.  

 

In summary, the demographics of participants were broad ranging (details of which can be 

found in appendix 6 which provides information about the individual participants who were 

interviewed and/or were observed while I was in the field). To summarise the information 

provided in Appendix 6, I encountered a total of 88 employees but observed (and/or) 

interviewed 55 (29 were male, 26 were female) who worked in the three restaurant chains. 

Those that were interviewed (a total of 47 semi-structured interviews) included, 23 EU 

migrants, 1 non-EU migrant, 23 British employees. The age range of all 55 participants were 

between 19-47 years old, participants had lived in the UK ranging from when they were born 

to a total of approximately three months. The nationalities of the participants included British, 

Spanish, Romanian, Polish, Russian, Greek, Italian, Lithuanian and French migrants. Out of 

the 47 interviewees, 18 held managerial positions, 24 held back of house roles (chef, sous chef 

and kitchen porters), 23 held front of house roles (waiter, waitress and bar staff). Employees 

had worked in the organisations ranging from 6 weeks to 15 years.  
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Using research methods in the field  

Upon exiting the field, and reflecting on the data collection process, researchers who engage 

with the shadowing method seem to share the realisation that shadowing was not what they 

expected (see Gill et al. 2014). This has included shadower’s ending up in unexpected places 

(Gilliat-Ray, 2011; Quinlan, 2008); and the relationships between shadower and shadowee 

changing and developing through the research (Vasquez et al. 2012). However, some scholars 

claim that there is misunderstanding and confusion as to exactly what shadowing may involve 

(e.g., McDonald & Simpson, 2014). Early in my research I feel I made assumptions, perhaps 

erroneously, about what shadowing is.  

 

In the first instance, the planned implementation of the method proved challenging to follow. 

Inspired by the ten recommendations of shadowing discussed by Gill et al. (2014) I began my 

data collecting ‘follow[ing] the rules, at first’ (p.74). this included closely following 

participants, making fieldnotes and trying to get an idea of the employees working day (Gill, 

2011). As I became familiar with the restaurant settings, it became clear that the shadowing 

method may not have been appropriate in the restaurant chains. Closely following individuals 

over a period (Gill, 2011; Quinlan, 2008) proved difficult in several instances in my fieldwork. 

In some restaurant locations, I was not permitted to enter the kitchen due to health and safety 

regulations the management were subjected to at the restaurants. These restrictions prevented 

me from observing encounters and probing kitchen employees, as is a characteristic of the 

shadowing method (Bartkowiak-Theron & Robyn Sappey, 2012). My own experience can be 

compared to Karjalainen et al. (2015) who also found shadowing difficult in their study of 

work-life balance and boundaries. 

 

Equally, the fast-paced nature of the kitchen made it challenging to closely follow employees 

without influencing or disrupting the everyday running of the organisation (Gilliat-Ray, 2011). 

I recalled these tensions in my fieldwork journal: ‘I felt I was in the way, distracting participants 

from their work,’ and subsequently, questioned the appropriateness of the shadowing method 

to the research setting:  

 

‘[it was] unclear as to where I was allowed to be in the restaurant, I felt I was 

getting in the way of what [Ali] was trying to do and I wondered whether my 
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understandings of shadowing were going to be practical in a restaurant 

setting?’ (Coral Bristol Clifton). 

 

This indicates that I was experiencing ‘a persistent tension of shadowing’ which ‘requires that 

the researcher be aware of what is most needed from her in a particular moment and improvise’ 

to adjust to that position (Gill et al. 2014: 71). Becoming more aware of the imposition I was 

being, I began to modify my initial plan by using a more observational based method. This 

involved me holding back from ‘closely follow[ing] a subject’ (Quinlan, 2008: 1480), and 

being less intrusive on the participants working day.  

 

In hindsight, I have realised that shadowing one individual was not allowing me to see the 

engagements occurring around me. This supports the understanding that shadowing produces 

highly selective data; wherever the participants day took them, I was bound to follow (Gill et 

al. 2014). Organisational researchers have claimed that this produces more grounded research, 

because these circumstances are determined by the field (McDonald & Simpson, 2014; Gill et 

al. 2014). However, it can also be restrictive, as was the case in my research study. For instance, 

when I shadowed Alessandro and spent an entire day in a small office with no interaction with 

any other employees who were in the restaurant.  

 

In addition, I found that I engaged in participant observation, even though initially I chose the 

shadowing method because I did not believe I was going to be able to fully participate as an 

employee. When I was invited into the kitchen at Coral:  

 

I had to wear a blue hair net today because I was in the kitchen… I felt I was 

immersing myself deeper into the restaurant (Fieldwork Journal, London, 

North Greenwich) 

 

On this given day, I took on a role. This shows how my modified plan continued to evolve over 

the time I was in the field. The plan involved a combination of engaging in non-participant 

observations, participant observations and spending some time shadowing specific employees 

(e.g., Alessandro). Consequently, the boundaries between the three became blurred in my 

research study. I was adapting and modifying the ways in which I was collecting the data, yet 

the data I was collecting was observational in the form of fieldnotes which is a common 

characteristic across the three different methods (McDonald, 2017). It prompts me to think 
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about the relationship between these different methods, question how they are similar, and 

equally, how they differ.  

 

There has been growing debate in organisational research on the distinctions between 

shadowing and observations. Some scholars distinguish between the two by explaining 

shadowing allows the researcher to openly ask questions of their participants, offering ‘a richer 

and more multi-faceted data set (Monahan & Fisher, 2010). This is compared to observation 

alone, which gives no insight into the meaning and intention of the observed action’ (McDonald 

& Simpson, 2014: 9). Whereas other scholars argue for a term encompassing all observation-

based techniques because the distinctions between the three are hard to find (Ciesielski et al., 

2018). McDonald and Simpson (2014) describe the distinctions using a lighting system which 

categorises the methods based on the exposure a researcher gets whilst adopting them. Table 2 

summarises the distinctions:  

 

 Source of light  Summary and distinctive features  

Non-participant 

observation  

‘Flood light’ - Researcher’s gaze is like ‘a strip fixed to the 

ceilings of a room, or the flood lights around 

a football pitch’ (p. 10)  

- The data records everything that happens in 

that room if the researcher is there.  

- Illuminates context and actions but is 

passive in shedding light on the meaning 

ascribed to the action by the actors.  

Participant observation  ‘Lights round a 

dress mirror’ 

- The researcher is also the participant under 

scrutiny  

- Likened to the those ‘mirrors surrounded by 

lightbulbs that found in theatre dressing 

rooms, designed to give the actor the best 

possible view of their face’ (p. 11) 

- Shift from outsider to insider in the context 

of the organisational context 

- Illuminates context and meaning from the 

perspective of the researcher as participant  

Shadowing  ‘Miner’s helmet’ - ‘the researcher wears a miner’s helmet with 

a light attached to the front… when they 

talk, the light shines on the actor being 

shadowed and as they are walking the light 

shines out in front’ (p. 11) 

- The light only falls on places inasmuch as 

they are relevant to the day the actor is being 

shadowed.  
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Table 2: Sources of light – the distinctions between observational methods (McDonald & Simpson, 

2014: 10-12). 

 

McDonald and Simpson’s (2014) distinctions highlights that the study I undertook 

incorporated all three of the methods. From this perspective, the methods can be understood as 

‘clusters of varied and overlapping approaches that cannot be separated out’ neatly (McDonald 

& Simpson, 2014: 11).  

 

When I got into the field, collecting the data became far more complicated than labelling all 

the methods I engaged with as shadowing. It involved observations and for the most part 

restricted to a non-participatory role. Yet, I experienced participatory roles and engaged in a 

degree of active probing of the research participant being shadowed. What I called shadowing 

may better be thought about as ‘observation-based research techniques’ which encompasses 

shadowing, participant observation and non-participant observation, and includes all the 

complexity it implies (McDonald & Simpson, 2014: 4). 

 

In similar ways to implementing the shadowing method, I also came across challenges and 

unexpected issues when I began conducting interviews in the field. I remember my first few 

interviews very clearly; they were robotic and in places awkward. This was partly due to getting 

used to the recording device between my participants and myself, but also because I, ignorantly, 

saw the interview to extract data for the research study. I was eager to collect data and have 

enough for my research project, that I failed to be fully flexible in my approach to conducting 

the interviews. I was attempting to ask all the questions and not actually engaging with the 

participants, this made the interviewing process difficult. I found that it impacted on the length 

and detail of responses because the interviews became structured around a series of questions 

and answers. An implication being that some interviews only lasted between 10-15 minutes in 

length. 

 

I experienced a great deal of anxiety, particularly in relation to the quality of the data being 

collected during the interviews. I sought advice from my supervisor, who recommended I take 

a step back from the interview guide and engage in conversations with the participants. This 

resembles the work of Rubin and Rubin (2015) who describe interviews as ‘conversations’ (p. 

4). Conversational interview techniques may appear to be simply two individuals chatting. 

However, they have been used in organisational research to enable researchers and participants 
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to speak more broadly around the focused topic (Lee, 1999). Strictly speaking, conversations 

are more likened to unstructured interviews. In my research study I adopted a conversational 

approach to conducts my interviews, but still used my interview guide to ensure the 

conversations produced the data required. 

 

Such an approach resulted in participants becoming involved in the interviews as opposed to 

answering the questions I asked (Roulston, 2010). It demonstrated that we were having a 

conversation rather than a one-way exchange where I (the researcher) asked the question and 

the employees (participants) answered (Rubin & Rubin, 2005).  For example, participants 

asked me questions about my own identity and belonging as a response to them sharing their 

own accounts. This approach meant that I felt more comfortable in engaging with the 

participants, moving away from the initial robotic encounters. Participants appeared to respond 

to the questions asked in more detail, and in some cases revealed additional information that 

was equally important data (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2018).  

 

Engaging in these ways meant that my understanding of the interview and how knowledge can 

be created developed during (and upon leaving) the field. The use of semi-structured interviews 

signifies that knowledge is co-constructed between the researcher and participant. This 

provided me with the understanding that interviewing is not just a practice of extracting data, 

it is an active process between the researcher and the participant (Gemignani, 2014). Thereby, 

participants are not just objects or data, they are integral in the process of developing 

knowledge (Rubin & Rubin, 2005).  

 

Researcher positionality   

Cunliffe’s (2008) research on social constructionism revealed to me the importance of 

reflexivity in research. Reflexivity refers to the: 

 

ability to reflect inward towards oneself as an inquirer; outward to the cultural, 

historical, linguistic, political, and other forces that shape everything about 

inquiry; and in-between researcher and participant to the social interaction 

they share (Sandelowski & Barroso, 2002: 222).  

 

Interpretivist scholars suggests that this entails ‘emphasis [placed] on textual practices [which] 

are used to invoke and present various forms of reflexive analysis’ (Alvesson et al. 2008b: 
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481). I incorporated reflexive practices by recording my experiences in a field journal (Ortlipp, 

2008). This gave me the opportunity to interrogate my research practices, the assumptions 

underlying my actions and engage with a ‘process of reflecting-in-action’ (Cunliffe, 2008: 134, 

original emphasis).  

 

I made a journal entry every day I was in the field. These entries included reflections of my 

day in the field, honest accounts of the ways I was collecting data, and different ways I could 

be influencing participants. In addition, my journal entries referred to questions that arose while 

I was in the field, the doubts I had about my experience as a researcher, my naivety, blinkered 

approaches to research methods and the anxieties, fatigue, and exhaustion I experienced. This 

exhaustion appears to be an acknowledged implication of shadowing/observational methods 

(Gill et al. 2014; McDonald, 2005). In so doing, my fieldwork journal illustrates that my own 

actions and interactions are ‘both implicitly knowledgeable (a kind of knowing that is not 

typically theoretical) and a means of creating knowledge’ (Cunliffe, 2008: 132). 

 

What surprised me most about my time in the field was how much I relied on my journal to 

make sense of what I was experiencing around me. This involved recognising that we are in-

relation-to-others and thinking critically about ourselves and our actions. One goal of 

reflexivity is to monitor effects and enhance ‘the credibility of the findings by accounting for 

researcher values, beliefs, knowledge and biases’ (Cutcliffe, 2003: 137). In so doing, I reflect 

here on several of my own identity characteristics which I feel could have implications on how 

participants responded to me while I was collecting the data for this study. This includes my i) 

gender identity, ii) class identity and, iii) national identity.  

 

Gender identity: A female researcher 

The potential fixity of a researchers gender during the research process, can be a source of 

difficulty, and can impact on the data collected in a research study (Adeagbo, 2021). For 

instance, Stiedenroth (2014) explains that her positionality as an unmarried female in Pakistan 

created boundaries and limitations around who she could interview. These boundaries emerged 

because of cultural and religious values in Muslim countries. Consequently, her sample of 

participants was limited to other females. Whereas Chiswell and Wheeler (2015) provided a 

gendered experience of their fieldwork encounters with farmers, which is still considered a 

male-dominated industry. They focused on their positionality as female researchers and the 
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implications gender has on researcher safety in the field (particularly in male-dominant 

industries).  

 

These examples illustrate the potential restrictions placed on female researchers who conduct 

fieldwork studies and highlights the ways in which gender identity can impact not only on who 

can take part in a study but also on the safety and well-being of the researcher. In contrast, in 

the context of my research, my positionality as a female conducting research in a Westernised 

country can be contrasted with Stiedenroth (2014) and Chiswell and Wheeler’s (2015) 

accounts. The cultural differences between conducting research in Pakistan, compared to the 

UK, meant that the environment I was collecting data in (as a whole) provided me with access 

to a mix of participants (26 female and 29 male participants were observed and interviewed). 

These participants were all willing to take part in the study. In addition, the restaurant 

environment I collected the data in, meant that I was not alone in isolated places with research 

participants. In this respect, my positionality as a female researcher did not appear to place me 

in such an obvious position of difference as in these other research studies. 

 

However, negotiations of my identity as a female researcher became more prevalent when I 

was interviewing female chefs in the restaurant chains. The proportion of males working in 

kitchen-based roles was significantly higher than females, (with only two females working in 

the kitchens across all restaurant locations - while I was in the field). This meant on certain 

days I did experience male-dominant environments, which was explicitly referred to by female 

participants who worked in the restaurant chains. For instance, Maja (Coral, Bristol Clifton) 

positioned herself as ‘different’ based on her gender and her job role as a chef. Maja joked that 

‘it is unusual for a woman to be [a] chef;’ this reinforces a gendered, male-dominant stereotype 

of working in restaurant kitchens and males being chefs (Demetry, 2013).  

 

While female researchers in Westernised contexts are much less likely to encounter extreme 

gender-related access issues, male-dominated working environments still do occur in certain 

job roles, and thus, gender does play an essential role in all research (Manohar et al. 2017; Bell, 

1999). Maja’s reference to being different as a female chef, presents a possible scenario where 

she is experiencing a process of Othering based on her gender. While I did not personally 

experience overt instances of gendered Othering in the field, it is perhaps reasonable to suggest 

that my gender could also place me within this Othered group, specifically in the male-

dominated kitchen environment.  
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In these instances, the responses I received from both male and female participants could have 

been influenced. As a woman it could have been that other females were more readily open to 

being interviewed by me. Perhaps the ease of breaking down barriers with participants and 

creating rapport was influenced by the fact that I was a female. This emphasises that ‘women 

or men in the field will find some doors open more readily than others’ (Bell, 1999: 23). Female 

participants could be more open in relation to their thoughts and feelings since a gender 

commonality may provide more opportunities to build trust and rapport between myself and 

female participants (Liamputtong, 2013).  

 

Conversely, there is a possibility that barriers can emerge when I encountered male participant. 

Male participants may have exercised caution as to not offend based on gender or may be less 

inclined to share their thoughts and feelings with those whom they perceive to be Other. These 

stereotypes are based on men being associated with weakness when expressing their feelings 

and may result in them holding back in their responses. This is particularly prevalent 

surrounding sensitive topics (Liamputtong, 2013). Thereby, reflecting on my own gender 

identity identifies potential influences my positionality as a female researcher may have on 

participant responses and the data collected.  

 

Class identity: Prior experience working in a cleaning company  

In Chapter One I explained that one of my motivations for starting this research project related 

to personal struggles I had in my professional life (surrounding my belonging). As mentioned, 

I worked in a family-run cleaning company, which is considered a low-skilled profession, 

whereby certain stigmas are associated (Ashforth & Kreiner, 1999). While my role included 

certain managerial responsibility, my day-to-day tasks included elements of cleaning. The team 

I worked with was made up of four people; myself and three EU migrant workers who relocated 

to the UK from the European Union, some years before the Brexit referendum vote.  

 

Having worked alongside my colleagues for over three years, we considered each other friends. 

Upon hearing the Brexit referendum result (2016) my friends began asking me questions such 

as ‘can we stay in England? Are we welcome here? Do we still have a job? Does this affect our 

friendship?’ These questions were difficult to hear, difficult to answer and still cause me a great 

deal of discomfort. These relationships have the potential to impact on my position as a 

researcher, because I began the study with personal experiences that were directly impacted by 
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the Brexit referendum. While I was mindful to remain neutral and minimise the sharing of my 

own views and experiences with my participants, the responses I received were met with 

empathy (from my perspective).  

In some cases (e.g., my interview with Maja, Coral Bristol Clifton) I drew on my own personal 

experiences to establish connections with my participants (Butcher, 2013). By this, I was able 

to empathise, resonate with those I was interviewing and observing (Collins & McNulty, 2020). 

Upon reflecting on this, I was able to build a rapport with my participants, making them feel 

more comfortable in sharing their own experiences of belonging and Brexit. However, Collins 

and McNulty (2020) also explain that a potential drawback of researchers sharing their own 

experiences may lead to participants responding with exaggerated, embellished, or downplayed 

accounts of their own experiences. The practice of reflexivity allows for these potential 

influences on the data to be acknowledged in organisational research (Cunliffe, 2008). The 

‘ability to reflect inward’ allows a researcher to be mindful of ways the participant responses 

may be impacted by their presence in the field (Sandelowski & Barroso, 2002: 222). 

 

National identity: British born national as researcher 

Another factor which arose as a potential influence on participant responses was my own 

nationality as a British born citizen. This was highlighted within the data when a number of 

participants referred directly to my nationality:  

 

He [Darius] said to Florin (who translated into English): Brexit torn me inside! 

I am Romanian but I live in England. Brexit changed this, I am torn, Do I go 

to Romania where I belong? Do I stay in England where I want to belong? I 

am being under torture, and I am conflicting in my feelings. I want to stay here 

my life is here, but you don’t want me. I don’t think anyone understand until 

they are told “fuck off you rapist Pole,” I am not a Pole. (Day 2 fieldnotes, p. 

5 - emphasis added) 

 

Before I began my research I did not fully acknowledge, appreciate, or reflect on how my 

positionality as a British national could impact on the responses generated from participants. 

Although I felt I was able to resonate with participant feelings of not belonging, my nationality 

symbolised a divide between myself and my participants. The xenophobic and racist behaviour 

Darius had experienced in England was extended to me as part of the collective, “English 
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people.” This has made me ‘ponder the ways in which who [I am] both assist and hinder the 

process of co-constructing meanings’ (Berger, 2005: 3).  

 

Ganga and Scott (2006) argue that ‘interviewing within one’s own “cultural” community – as 

an insider – affords the researcher a degree of social proximity that, paradoxically, increases 

awareness amongst both researcher and participant of the social divisions that exist between 

them’ (p. 1). My positionality within the field signifies a power imbalance emerging from a 

distinction between us (English people) and them (EU migrants) (Ganga & Scott, 2006). This 

asymmetrical power is illustrated in a response from Angelo (Chef, Luke Milton Keynes), who 

‘felt the need to apologise to me’ because ‘he forgot for a second that I was here and that he 

felt it was quite rude to speak in Italian in front of me’ (Day 2 fieldnotes, p. 8). This imbalance 

is what Ganga and Scott (2006) described as ‘inevitable’ (p. 2). It arises because distinctive 

identity markers such as nationality are unavoidable when considering the relationship between 

the researcher and participants. 

 

In summary, by adopting reflexive practices and keeping a field journal, I was able to question 

my relationship with the current research context and the research participants (Corlett & 

Mavin, 2018). Engaging in these practices ‘not only improves research quality but also 

improves fieldwork learning’ (Collins & McNulty, 2020: 204). As this makes clear, participant 

responses were likely to have been influenced by certain characteristics namely, i) my 

positionality as a female researcher; ii) my prior experience and relationship working with EU 

migrant workers; and iii) my positionality as a British born national interviewing migrant 

workers. Consequently, this will have an impact on the data that I collected in the field. It 

implies that as a researcher I cannot be separated from the empirical material that has been 

generated (Corlett & Mavin, 2018). In my acknowledgement of this imbalance, I open myself 

to critical scrutiny and recognise the researcher (myself) as ‘a subject just like any other that is 

constructed in and through the research project’ (Alvesson et al. 2008: 483b). 

 

Analysing the data  

This section details the process I have gone through in analysing my data. It will include my 

approach to reasoning, transcribing the data, and the thematic analysis that was undertaken to 

write Chapters Six and Seven.  
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Abductive reasoning 

Reasoning has conventionally been divided into three categories, deduction, induction, and 

abduction (Schwartz-Shea & Yanow, 2011). To summarise the distinction, deduction is where 

hypotheses are offered, data are collected, and analyses is conducted to determine if the 

hypotheses can be supported (McAbee et al. 2016). Inductive reasoning is considered to ‘run 

in the opposite direction’ (Ketokivi & Mantere, 2010: 316) and involves formulating theories 

by ‘drawing general inferences from particulars or cases of empirical data’ (McAbee et al. 

2016: 278). In contrast, abductive reasoning involves a continuous movement between an 

empirical and theoretical world (Dubois & Gadde, 2014; 2002). Abduction is a process where 

theoretical frameworks, empirical frameworks and analysis evolve simultaneously. Miles and 

Huberman (1994) argue that too much prior structuring of a study might ‘blind the researcher 

to important features’ (p. 16). With this in mind, abductive reasoning provides a flexible 

approach in understanding the relationship between theory and data (Schwartz-Shea & Yanow, 

2011). 

 

I used an abductive approach for one main reason; my analysis (discussed in the next section) 

involved constant comparisons between emergent theory and data. This comparison initiated a 

cycle which motivated me to go back and forth to look for connections and relationships 

between the data and the literature. Therefore, belonging in organisations (in this thesis) is 

‘guided by the findings in the empirical world’ (Dubois & Gadde, 2002: 553). Arguably, 

inductive reasoning is also guided by the findings in the data (McAbee et al. 2016). However, 

the difference between abduction and induction is that inductive approaches aims to build up 

theory using the data (McAbee et al. 2016). In these instances, there is an assumption that 

theoretical development is significant and contributory. Whereas abductive reasoning includes 

the use of well-established theory (like nomadic theory and identity construction) to add to 

existing discussion. From this perspective, theoretical development is relatively minor and 

offers new ideas on established theories.   

 

I engaged with the literature to make sense of the data, and then went back to the data to make 

sense of the literature. The conceptualisations of belonging that are made in Chapter Eight have 

been formulated based on an abductive reasoning approach. This being with the aim to offer a 

new perspective based on existing theory. The benefit of this approach enabled me to describe 

and better understand the messiness of Brexit, identity and belonging as intertwining 

phenomena. I went into the field with an idea of the topic I was interested in (namely identity 
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and belonging), I collected the data, and then I analysed the data revealing understandings that 

I could then theorise using existing theory which complemented the findings.  

 

Transcribing data  

I had an ambitious plan to transcribe each interview as it was conducted. However, I 

underestimated the emotional and psychological exhaustion I would experience while being in 

the field (Gill et al. 2014). As a contingency, interviews were transcribed by the end of February 

2020 (approximately two months after completing the data collection). I chose to personally 

transcribe all my interview data verbatim because, it allowed me to thoroughly examine what 

participants were saying in response to interview questions whilst permitting continual 

repeated examination of answers (Heritage, 1984) and transcribing verbatim ensured I did not 

lose the accuracy of what employees said (Braun & Clarke, 2006).  

 

Thematic analysis 

Identifying themes is a common approach to qualitative data analysis. There appears to be a 

debate surrounding whether thematic analysis should be an analysis method in its own right. 

Many authors claim that thematic analysis is not a separate analysis method and is used by 

many qualitative methods to assist in analysis (King & Brooks, 2019; Holloway & Todres, 

2003; Ryan & Bernard, 2000). Others have argued against this assertion and claim that thematic 

analysis should be considered a method in its own right (Nowell et al. 2017; Braun & Clarke, 

2006; King, 2004). From this perspective, it is designed for ‘identifying, analysing, organising, 

describing and reporting themes found within a data set’ (Nowell et al. 2017: 2).  

 

I chose to consider thematic analysis a method of analysis in its own right, and thus, use it as 

my analysis method based on four reasons. First, it is considered a highly flexible approach to 

analysis, mainly due to there being no clear agreements about how to go about conducting such 

an analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Second, it has been suggested it is useful for comparing 

across different sources of data and accounts from different participants (King, 2004; 

Alhojailan, 2012). In this way, it complements the multiple case study design used to collect 

the data (Nowell et al. 2017). 

 

Third, it acknowledges that the researcher is an active part of the research process supporting 

a social constructionist and interpretivist research philosophy (Braun & Clarke, 2019; 2006). 

Finally, ‘it provides a rich and detailed, yet complex account of data’ (Nowell et al. 2017: 2). 
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However, the flexibility in the approach to thematic analysis has meant that there is a 

‘reluctance of many authors to lay bare the procedures associated with the analysis’ (Bryman 

& Burgess, 1994: 216). As Bryman & Burgess (1994) point out, the criteria employed in the 

identification of themes in the literature is often unclear. The lack of guidance, arguably, leads 

to potential inconsistencies and a lack of coherence in developing themes (Holloway & Todres, 

2003). Braun and Clarke’s (2006) aim is to offer insight into this by suggesting a way thematic 

analysis can be conducted. 

 

Braun and Clarke (2006) suggest that researchers should engage in six phases in a thematic 

analysis:  

 

1.0. Become familiar with the data by immersion, ‘repeated reading of the data, and reading in 

an active way’ searching (and noting) meanings and patterns (Braun & Clarke, 2006: 87). 

2.0. Develop codes from the ideas that have been noted down whilst reading the data.  

3.0. Search for themes that can connect different codes together. From this perspective there is 

a distinction between the coded ideas and the themes. At this point, Braun and Clarke 

(2006) have been careful in articulating that themes do not emerge from the data. Instead, 

themes are ‘creative and interpretive stories about the data, produced at the intersection of 

the researcher’s theoretical assumption, their analytic resources and skills, and the data 

themselves’ (Braun & Clarke, 2019: 594).  

4.0. Review the themes, with a careful engagement involving reflexivity to examine whether 

the themes are supported by the data if the reviewing process highlights a lack of data to 

support the theme, a researcher should return to phase two).  

5.0. Define and name the themes; the aim is to refine the themes that will be presented in the 

analysis. (Again, if the refining identifies issues with the presenting of the theme, the 

researcher should return to phase three).  

6.0. Writing and producing the report to show the analysis. 

 

Reflecting on my approach  

I decided to adopt the suggested approach outlined above because it helped me feel less anxious 

about analysing a big data set and provided me with a guide to follow in analysing my data. 

Since writing about their guide to thematic analysis, Braun and Clarke (2019) articulate that 

the method should not be treated ‘like a baking recipe that must be followed precisely in order 

to ensure a successful outcome’ (p. 589). Instead, there requires an appreciation for flexibility 
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which acknowledges that the guide is ‘an orientation to qualitative research that was fully 

qualitative (Braun & Clarke, 2019: 591, original emphasis). Inspired by this, I chose to remain 

open-minded in my analysis. I reflected on the phases, asked questions about the story being 

told and determined whether I had done enough for my analysis to be convincing. In so doing, 

I found I had to move back through the phases at different points of the analysis, and these 

points differed from the loops that Braun and Clarke (2006) suggested above. Figure 2 

illustrates where these loops occurred in my analysis compared to Braun and Clarke’s (2006) 

guidance (see overleaf).  

 

Figure 2 (adapted from Braun & Clarke, 2006): Flow chart detailing the steps I followed in my thematic 

analysis of the data  
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The additional green arrowed lines show where I implemented additional flows to move back 

between the phases. This included: i) ensuring that as many themes had been searched for as 

possible (phase 3 to phase 1). In this instance I moved from phase 3 to 1 because I felt that I 

was not wholly familiar with the data. This could have been what was preventing me from 

identifying other potential themes; ii) critically reflecting on the sufficiency of my themes and 

deciding they needed more data to be convincing (phase 4 to phase 3) and iii) writing my 

analysis, reflecting on how far the data reflects the aims and focus of my overall arguments. 

When the answer was no, I moved back to the beginning of the process (phase 6 to 1).  

 

The continual back and forth between the phases, in hindsight, brought me closer to my data. 

My approach reinforces that the use of prior research and literature should be used as a guide 

rather than a procedure to follow when using thematic analysis (Braun et al. 2019). In so doing, 

the assessment of whether thematic analysis warrants good knowledge is determined by the 

reflexive practices included in the process: 

 

Quality reflexive TA [thematic analysis] is not about following procedures 

‘correctly’ (or about ‘accurate’ and ‘reliable’ coding, or achieving consensus 

between coders), but also about the researcher’s reflective and thoughtful 

engagement with their data and their reflexive and thoughtful engagement 

with the analytic process (Braun & Clarke, 2019: 594).   

 

There are two main aspects of my analysis where I engaged with reflexive and thoughtful 

practices: i) in my approach to coding, and ii) in reviewing the themes and writing up my 

analysis.           

   

Coding appears to be a common way that organisational researchers have managed the large 

data sets that can be involved in analysing qualitative data (Miles & Huberman, 1994). Coding 

can help organise the vast amounts of data that can be produced, which can be ‘voluminous, 

unstructured and unwieldy’ (Bryman & Burgess, 1994: 216). For instance, Mason (1994) 

explains that they indexed their data, which Bryman and Burgess (1994) argue ‘refers to a 

similar process of coding (p. 218). Whereas Conrad and Reinharz (1984) claim that computers 

are an important role in making data more manageable. However, heavy reliance on computer 

software can also dehumanise data, compromising the lived and very real stories participants 

share. This is because coding often entails ‘cutting and pasting of transcripts and notes, 
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whereby chunks of text are cut out and pasted with other items that fit under a certain heading’ 

(Bryman & Burgess, 1984: 217).  

 

In so doing, data is taken out of context to fit the codes, and there is a possibility that the 

meaning behind the data can be fragmented and desensitised (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2019). 

In some ways coding defies the aims of conducting a qualitative research because it reduces 

the rich accounts from participants into discernible snippets of data to support a particular 

development of a concept (Braun & Clarke, 2019). A common, manual way this is done is by 

identifying the frequency of the occurrence of certain incidents, words, phrases and so on that 

can denote a theme (Bryman & Burgess, 1994). From this perspective, thematic analysis 

implicates a quantification of qualitative data such that the prominence and frequency of certain 

themes are prioritised over others.  

 

These attempts to manage the data and themes have been criticised by Braun and Clarke (2019) 

who argue that such approaches were not the intention for thematic analysis as ‘fully 

qualitative:’ 

 

we intended our approach to TA [thematic analysis] to reflect our view of 

qualitative research as creative, reflexive and subjective, with researcher 

subjectivity understood as a resource, rather than a potential threat to 

knowledge production (p. 591).  

 

I have sought to respect this intention and use an alternative approach to making sense of the 

data. I coded my data using handwritten spider diagrams (see Appendix 5), maintaining a 

closeness with the data, embracing my own subjectivity, and ensuring I included the detail that 

was required to contextualise the accounts in each theme. I noted down all the different things 

participants referred to when they spoke about belonging and not belonging (phase 2) and then 

searched for commonalities across these codes (phase 3).  

 

My aim was not to discover and find truth in the data, but to explore meaning-making and 

viewing these within the ‘context-bound, positioned and situated’ setting it was shared with me 

(Braun & Clarke, 2019: 591). The approach did feel messy, and often I felt overwhelmed, with 

no clear vision of what the data was saying. However, I felt it maintained an integrity which 

did not compromise the powerful and personal stories being told by the participants. This 
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approach can support the assumption that researchers contribute to knowledge building by 

being involved in the research process. In addition, the approach takes a socially constructed 

perspective paying respect to participants as co-constructors in knowledge building. 

I would also like to reflect on the difficulty I experienced in knowing how to deal with and 

write-up the themes into an analysis that supported my argument and the concepts relevant to 

the study (Bell et al. 2019). The abductive approach I took to reasoning meant that my data 

analysis was an important part of identifying the developments this thesis will make to 

knowledge. Therefore, overall, I found ‘writing up’ the most anxious and difficult part of the 

analysis process. After defining the themes, I had five different themes that were very broad, 

encompassing all the data I had coded into spider diagrams. I labelled these as: sameness, 

difference, in-betweenness, time and space, culture and place.  

 

In some cases, it became clear that some of the themes (sameness and difference) did not really 

constitute a theme in isolation of each other because there was not enough data to support them 

(Braun & Clarke, 2006). To engage with these themes in a more effective way, I combined 

them so that they could be productively compared and contrasted in the analysis. The remaining 

four themes were still problematic because they involved different concepts that have been 

researched and theorised in organisation studies. Attempting to include them all in my thesis 

would be ambitious and unrealistic. Sameness and difference, as a theme, related well to the 

literature I had reviewed earlier in the research project. I used this as a starting point to review 

the other themes. This involved writing drafted chapters of my analysis, frustration and I felt 

my progress was slow and non-existent. Whilst this is common in a thematic analysis due to 

the vast amounts of data (Braun & Clarke, 2006) experiencing it during the research project 

became overwhelming at times (McDonald, 2005). These frustrations can tell us two things 

about thematic analysis. 

 

First, upon reflecting on this process, I realise that my confusion emerged from not fully 

understanding or engaging in what a theme actually is. I began my analysis by, presumptively, 

drawing a connection between a theme and finding everything that was similar to it. During 

the reviewing of the themes my position changed, and I began to think about themes as 

‘reflecting a pattern of shared meaning, organized around a core concept or idea’ (Braun et al. 

2019: 845). A similar understanding is taken by organisational researchers who describe a 

theme as: 

 



109 
 

Recurrent and distinctive features of participants’ accounts, characterising 

particular perceptions and/or experiences, which the researcher sees as 

relevant to the research question (King & Brooke, 2019: 219). 

 

This description can be unpacked in two ways. First, a theme has to repeat in the data. This 

means that knowledge can be produced not by grouping data together through how they are 

similar, but by having an understanding of how ideas are repeated through participant accounts. 

For instance, my sameness and difference theme (analysis is in Chapter Six) is articulated by 

‘capturing the essence and spread of meaning’ by comparing and contrasting, not by analysing 

them in isolation (Braun et al. 2019: 845). Second, the description reinforces that ‘themes do 

not exist independently from the researcher carrying out the analysis’ (King & Brooke, 2019: 

220).  

 

The second reflection I would like to emphasise is the frustrations of refining my themes and 

managing others that appeared unrelated to the research topic. This reflection shows how a 

thematic analysis is an iterative process, which involves the repeated moving between phases, 

and dispels the idea that the guidelines articulated by Braun and Clarke (2006) is a rigid, linear 

series of stages (see Braun and Clarke, 2019 who critique rigid approaches to thematic 

analysis). This can tell us that this particular analysis method is contextual, situated and relies 

on the reflexivity of a researcher in being mindful about the phases in the analysis (Braun & 

Clarke, 2006). The two themes that were most relevant to the analysis in this research project 

are in-between belonging and tensions between sameness and difference (see Chapter Six and 

Seven). 

 

Reflections on my fieldwork 

In this chapter so far, I have explained why I chose to conduct a multiple case study of three 

UK restaurants and how I implemented the research design and analysed my data. In this 

section I reflect on my fieldwork in two ways. First, I explain the ways in which I feel I was an 

inexperienced researcher. Second, I reflect on my adopted research philosophy and discuss its 

relationship to my use of nomadic theory in Chapter Three.  

 

An inexperienced researcher  
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In this section I will reflect on three ways I feel I was inexperienced, i) in relation to my 

understanding of access, ii) being seduced by ethnography, and iii) my lack of acknowledgment 

for the implications of exiting the field.  

 

 

The significance of access  

As I explained earlier in this chapter, I initially took the approach that my access negotiations 

were a practical stage of the research study (Cunliffe & Alcadipani, 2016; Bell & Thorpe, 

2013). I inaccurately thought access was a process that occurred before I entered the field, 

where I would receive ‘official permission to conduct research in an organisation’ (Azungah, 

2018: 413). However, what initially was a practical step to get into the field, emerged as an 

elongated, complex and challenging negotiating process (Azungah, 2018). Access did not just 

stop at formal routes into the restaurants. I also had to gain access to people and information in 

the organisation and this was negotiated when I arrived at each restaurant location (Brannick 

& Coghlan, 2007).  

 

Reflecting on the length and detail of my negotiations, I feel I overlooked the potential 

complexities of accessing an organisation, and to some extent oversimplified the research 

experience (Cunliffe & Alcadipani, 2016). Part of the reason for this was because the ‘actual 

access negotiations are usually downplayed or downright disregarded’ in published articles and 

reports on organisational researchers undertaking fieldwork (Karjalainen et al. 2015: 275). I 

interpreted the lack of time spent discussing access to mean that once I received formal 

permission to collect data in an organisation, access was complete. Going forward I would like 

to pay more attention on the position I take when negotiating access. This would entail thinking 

about access negotiations as ‘stretched out in time, unfolding through phases and as such are 

continuous, dynamic, unstable and dependent on social relations between the researchers and 

researched (Oscar et al. 2018: 2; see also, Cunliffe & Alcadipani, 2016).  

 

Seduced by ethnography   

Early in my PhD journey I described the research that I was going to conduct as ethnographic. 

This was because I, somewhat naively, wanted to use ethnographic style research methods 

(typically shadowing, observing and semi-structured interviews). As the research developed, 

and through receiving critical feedback on my methodology, I began to question whether the 

study I was conducting could be described as wholly ethnographic. Organisational ethnography 
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usually involves a researcher immersing, observing and understanding human experience 

within a single work context (Cunliffe, 2010). This approach has been adopted by other 

scholars who have conducted research in restaurants (e.g., Kitcharoen, 2007; Crang, 1992). 

Both scholars describe their work as ethnographic because they were exploring the nature of a 

certain phenomenon within a particular context i.e., a single restaurant over a period of time 

(Hammersley & Atkinson, 2019). 

 

My study differs from this in two ways. First, I collected data which focused on the individual 

employees who worked within three restaurant chains, rather than the organisations 

themselves. Second, my research study took place between 19/07/2019 and 07/01/2020. In 

comparison to other ethnographic studies, my study was much shorter in time. I nonetheless 

continued to describe my study as ethnographic, inspired by scholars who use labels such as 

‘short-term ethnography’ (Pink and Morgan, 2013, Cunliffe, 2010, Czarniawska, 2007, Jeffrey 

& Troman, 2004). I resonate here with Knights and Clarke’s (2017) critical review of the 

organisational identity literature. They argue that identity scholars have a tendency towards 

‘amnesia and myopia,’ forgetting what has gone before to reinvent the wheel of understanding 

identity (p. 339). I feel I suffered similar ‘amnesia and myopia’ methodologically speaking. I 

engaged in a tunnel vision approach clinging onto literature I had read (e.g., Cunliffe, 2011; 

Cunliffe, 2010; Crang, 1992) even though it may not have been appropriate to do so.  

 

I became inflexible in thinking about my research study, compromising the advantage of 

flexibility in using a qualitative approach. This made me question what flexibility actually 

means and how it can be practiced in the field effectively. I presumed that flexibility entailed 

keeping an open-mind and being forthcoming to unforeseen circumstances in the field. To 

some extent this is true, however, I believe being flexible is more than this. It required me to 

be aware of the methods I was engaging in and have the ability to recognise if (and when) they 

were not working (Gill et al. 2014). This suggests that reflexivity is the difference between 

speaking of flexibility and practicing flexibility in the research process.  

 

Engaging in reflexivity, (after leaving the field) helped me improve how I understand fieldwork 

and collecting data. Even though I kept a field journey, noted down my thoughts and questions 

about the research approach I was taking, I did not engage in a reflexive practice enough while 

I was in the field. One of my entries said:  
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I have learnt a hell of a lot being here, yet, realised I know so little. I have gone 

through a bit of a rollercoaster this week because of my expectations of being 

in the field, my stress of getting this right. I have just learnt it has left me with 

more questions about my own methodological preferences. Am I too 

involved? What is the right balance? Am I interfering with the data too much? 

Who is creating this knowledge I am collecting? (Field journal, Coral Bristol 

Clifton).  

 

The excerpt shows how many questions I asked, and revisiting this entry now reminds me of 

my confusion in the moment of writing the field journal entry. Reflexivity allows a researcher 

to become part of the research process, and identifies that fieldwork is not just a tool to collect 

data. It engages the researcher in an intersubjective affair (Cunliffe, 2008). In order for me to 

develop my reflexivity skills I need to continue to unravel my preconceived ideas about 

methodologies, methods and research. I need to step back from assumptions that I did not know 

I had and become more confident in, my understanding about the construction of knowledge 

(Cunliffe, 2008). More specifically, fieldwork is intersubjective because the data collected co-

emerges (and is co-constructed) out of the relationship between researcher and participant (Gill, 

2011).  

 

Exiting the field  

It can be shown from the sections in this chapter that the focus has been on pre-entry to the 

field and my experiences in the field. When I was writing this chapter, I deliberated about 

where to position this section. I thought about discussing it after my section on ‘being in the 

field,’ yet this implies that I considered exiting the field when I designed this study. I remember 

writing about leaving each restaurant location in my field journal,  

 

My best day yet also happened to be the day I leave this location; I have mixed 

emotions. I finally feel like I am enjoying my fieldwork, but I feel sad, like I 

am saying goodbye to colleagues, to people I have gotten to know over the 

past week. Yesterday I didn’t think it would impact me quite in this way, but 

I will be sad to leave (Field journal, Coral London North Greenwich).  
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Will leaving each restaurant ever feel any better? I am beginning to dread it, I 

feel like I am leaving a job over and over again (Field journal, Eddies Bury St 

Edmunds).  

 

I am not sure how I feel about my last day in the field. It wasn’t as I expected, 

I knew it was the final day across all restaurant locations and a cloud hung 

over the day (Field journal, Luke Coventry).  

 

It would be inaccurate of me to say that I thought about the implications of exiting the field 

before I collected my data. This, in part, is because there is an absence in discussion on exiting 

fieldwork in the MOS literature (Michailova et al. 2014). More prominently, it may be because 

I did not appreciate the impacts exiting the field would have on me as a researcher. My field 

journal illustrates the emotional impact of withdrawing, which entailed an ‘embedded process 

of disentangling from the field’ (Michailova et al. 2014: 139). The nature of my study meant 

that I experienced this process repeatedly, which can add to the mental and physical fatigue of 

fieldwork itself (Gill, 2011; McDonald, 2005). In future research I would like to explore this 

notion in detail, paying particular attention to my exit from the field. From this perspective, the 

field and fieldwork, can be understood as an ongoing process that has the potential to impact a 

researcher long after they leave the field (Gill et al. 2014).  

 

Fit between theories, concepts, and methodological choices  

To conclude this chapter, this section will reflect on the ‘fit’ and tensions between the theories 

and concepts that inspired the research (Chapter Two and Three) and the methodological 

choices (Chapter Five) I have made in carrying out the research project. This will include, i) 

reflecting on the relationship between relational conceptualisations of belonging and 

intersubjective social realities, and ii) the relationship between nomadism and social 

construction.  

 

Relational belonging and intersubjective social realities  

One way the concepts I was inspired by ‘fit’ with my methodological choices can be reflected 

upon by considering the underlying intersubjective reality of social construction and Wright’s 

(2015) articulation of belonging as co-emergent. To summarise, in Chapter Two (see p.29-33 

of this thesis) I explain that Wright draws on intra-active performativity to conceptualise 

belonging as co-emergent. Whilst Wright emphasises the work of Barad (2008) to explain the 
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premise of belonging, the co-constituted nature of relationality implies that knowledge is 

constructed through the interactive (intra-active) encounters between human and non-human 

matter. In comparison, at the beginning of this chapter I explore one premise of social 

constructionism, which Cunliffe (2008) explains as intersubjective social realities (see p.79-80 

of this thesis). This perspective assumes that knowledge is socially constructed and 

underpinned by intersubjectivity; people create meaning and realities with each other and 

knowledge emerges continually through these interactions. Intersubjective social realities 

imply that knowledge is constructed from interactions and encounters that are potentially 

complex, entangled and in-flux. Thereby, we are always in relation to others (whether in each 

other’s presence or not) – (Shotter, 1989).  

 

The comparison can suggest that feminist conceptualisations of relationality (particularly in the 

context of belonging as co-emergence), in some ways, implies a possible reliance on the 

intersubjectivity of social relations. From this perspective, there is an assumption that ‘there is 

no “I” without “you”’ (Cunliffe, 2008: 128). The premise being that our experiences of 

belonging and not belonging are ‘interwoven with particular and generalized others’ (p. 129). 

Cunliffe (2008) suggests that this perspective on social constructionism requires ‘us to radically 

rethink our notions of reality […] because it suggests that the origin of our experience is social 

and relational rather than individual and cognitive’ (p. 129).  

 

These assumptions resonate to the way Wright (2015) articulates her understanding of 

belonging as co-emergent; belonging are ‘entangled, connected and in flux’ (p. 392). She 

argues that this extends epistemological insights because co-emergent conceptualisations of 

belonging are actively co-constituted between ‘people and things and processes and places’ (p. 

393). To some extent, Wright assumes that the construction of relational belonging is 

underpinned by the premise that people create meaning and realities with others, not in 

isolation. This point is similar, again, to Probyn (1996) who explicitly states that 

understandings of belonging rely on the interaction between people (and other matter). It is 

possible, thereby, to suggest that the assumptions surrounding intersubjective social realities 

can contribute to the understanding of the co-constituted conceptualisations of belonging as 

co-emergent.  

 

Nomadism and social construction  
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During my PhD journey, my philosophical positioning underwent a temporary destabilising. I 

experienced self-doubt in how far my social constructionist assumptions fit (or were relevant) 

to my theoretical inspirations (nomadic theorisations of difference) in the thesis. Not so much 

in that I no longer resonate with social construction, but because I became more aware of the 

references Braidotti has made to social construction and the possible relationship between the 

two. Braidotti (2011b) explains that nomadism does not rely on the linguistic turn and suggests 

that ‘the dualistic mode of thinking supported by social constructionism is no longer sufficient, 

though it remains a necessary hermeneutical key to the analysis of the present’ (p. 16).  

 

Braidotti, thereby, acknowledges the potential limitations that emerge from a social 

constructionist (and linguistic) perspective, but does not wholly dismiss the potential 

sufficiency of the assumptions that have developed within social constructionism. In so doing, 

Braidotti appears to view social construction as being just about language. However, Cunliffe’s 

(2008) research on social constructionism (as a philosophy) also emphasises how co-

constructed knowledge can be developed through interactions and engagements individuals 

have in every day work practices. These differing views question the relationship between 

nomadism and social constructionist perspectives.   

 

Nomadism assumes a new materialist position, concerned with the ‘material turn,’ which 

emphasises ontology over epistemology (Fox & Alldred, 2017). From this perspective objects 

and bodies are relational and emergent (Fox & Alldred, 2015; Coole & Frost, 2010). In its 

attempts at reinstating materialism within research, new materialism is not concerned with 

proving what bodies and things of social institutions are but shifts the focus to investigate the 

capacities for action, interaction, feeling, and desire produced in bodies or groups of bodies by 

affective flows (Fox & Alldred, 2013). One specific point emphasised by new materialist 

scholars is that new materialism is not a ‘new’ epistemological or ontological position (Fox & 

Alldred, 2017). 

 

I understand this to mean that new materialism has the potential to build on the philosophical 

assumptions developed by social constructionism. This is because the ‘material turn’ does not 

disregard the theoretical underpinnings of social construction but reorientates them towards a 

concern for materiality. The assumption being the material world and its content is not fixed 

and stable, but relational and uneven, emerging in unpredictable ways around actions and 

events (Fox & Alldred, 2017; Braidotti, 2011b). One-way this is done is through the 
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maintaining of agency by extending it beyond human actors to the non-human and non-

inanimate (Fox & Alldred, 2015). This displaces humans from the central focus of social 

inquiry and encourages things other than humans to be agents in the constructing of knowledge 

(Fox & Alldred, 2021). When considering the construction of knowledge there is an emphasis 

on drawing out (and interrogating) the relational links (human and non-human) within the 

social world. There is a focus on a variety of forces, ‘from physical interactions to biological 

processes to social encounters and emotional reactions’ (Fox & Alldred, 2019: 4).  

 

The ‘fit’ between nomadism and social construction lies with the emphasis place on relational 

encounters and the potential interactions and engagements that cascade into interconnected 

events (Fox & Alldred, 2019). This establishes a perspective upon the world which assumes 

knowledge is ‘continuously emergent via a series of intractive (or interactions)’ events (Fox & 

Alldred, 2021: 3).  Equally, the difference between the two rests with new materialism having 

a greater concern for the encounters, affects and connections between human and non-human 

matter. This would imply that constructed knowledge can develop through exploring 

interactions with both human and non-human matter. The additional consideration for non-

human matter provides an opportunity to deconstruct boundaries between dualisms such as 

human/non-human. Subsequently, this relates to the argument developed in this thesis, that the 

relationship between belonging and not belonging is more complex than an either/or 

distinction. The suggestion being that clear cut boundaries are predicated on distinctions 

between sameness and difference. A possible implication of this is the marginalisation of those 

considered different.  

 

Conclusion  

In this chapter I have explained that I undertook a study of individuals who work in three UK 

restaurants. I used observational-based techniques and semi-structured interviews in the style 

of conversations. I have reflected on the implementation of my research methods and discussed 

my approach to analysing the data. In the latter section of the chapter, I have critically reflected 

on my fieldwork, and the relationship between the concepts and theories that inspired the 

research and the methodological choices I have made to collect the data. In the next two 

chapters, I share the empirical analysis. The aim is to explore the interrelationship between 

belonging and identity by drawing attention to in-between belonging, and tensions between 

sameness and difference.  
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Chapter 6  

Sameness and difference  

 

Introduction  

This chapter is the first of two analysis chapters. The purpose of the analysis is to explore the 

impacts Brexit has had on EU migrants’ belonging (and identity). This is to enable a discussion 

(in Chapter Eight) about how belonging can be understood in organisations in light of an event 

like Brexit. In this chapter, I analyse the relationship between sameness, difference, belonging 

and not belonging. I aim to explore the ‘ongoing tensions and contradictions that constitute the 

process by which organizational actors attempt to shape workplace practices’ (Mumby, 2005: 

23). This will offer an interpretation of belonging that provides the opportunity to reconsider 

the meaning of difference. In so doing, I identify instances of human and non-human relations 

and interpret the impact of these encounters on employees belonging and not belonging.  

 

I will start the chapter by analysing an understanding of belonging in relation to demarcations 

between sameness and difference. I show how categorisations of the two may be too simplistic 

to explain the complexities that surround experiences of belonging. I then divide the chapter 

into three main sections. The first section will explore micro-level, role-based belonging where 

employees experienced matters of belonging to a particular position, role or space in the 

restaurants. The second section will consider meso-level, organisational belonging. This will 

include the exploration of organisational policies which appear to be associated to experiencing 

belonging and not belonging to the restaurants studied. The third section considers macro-level, 

societal belonging which exemplifies the impacts Brexit has had on distinctions of sameness 

and difference. I will finish the chapter by analysing the relationship between all three levels 

of belonging and arguing that macro-societal belonging has disrupted micro (role-based) and 

meso (organisational) levels of belonging.  

 

Tensions between sameness and difference  
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Employees described belonging in ways that demarcated themselves as either the same as or 

different to others. Mary felt that ‘belonging boils down to being accepted by people who are 

the same as you, ‘you fit in if you are accepted as the same, but if you are different that pretty 

much means bugger off’ (Day 2 fieldnotes, Coral North Greenwich, p. 7). This can be explained 

by suggesting that those who have the capacity to accept Mary, have greater power and status 

because they are assumed to be part of the group that is considered the same (Ozbilgin & 

Woodward, 2004). Mary’s account of belonging, therefore, involves a power relationship with 

other human-matter (people) who have a degree of control over where (and to whom) Mary 

was accepted (and thus experienced belonging).  

 

In similar ways, Georgie (General Manager, Eddies Bury St Edmunds) said, ‘no one wishes to 

be different or feel they are different to the group of people they wish to be like, so I do associate 

not belonging with being different.’ Together, Mary and Georgie’s responses suggest that 

belonging is ‘typically seen as a positive concept’ (Adamson et al. 2021: 214). In addition, 

Georgie’s articulation of difference and not belonging evokes the work of Tomlinson (2010), 

who argues that belonging is a process where people mark and differentiate each other based 

on a categorisation between sameness (belonging) and difference (not belonging).  

 

Alongside the acknowledgement that not belonging appears to be associated with difference, 

these descriptions also identify instances of ‘human relations’. Fox and Alldred (2021) explain 

that human encounters have the capacity to affect. In other words, there is an opportunity to 

explore what these encounters do (Fox & Alldred, 2017). In this instance, Georgie’s association 

between not belonging and difference could imply that human encounters have the capacity to 

result in instances of categorisation and exclusion from a group. Consequently, this articulation 

of belonging highlights the potential problematic nature of categorisation. Braidotti (2010) 

explains that these kinds of categorisation can result in ‘pejoration’. This points to the 

suggestion that over-simplified binary logic can increase the possibility of ‘disqualification and 

exclusion’ of the Other (p. 409).  

 

There were also other instances where employees negatively attributed difference, reinforcing 

the issues with the associated marginalised Other. For example, Lyla (General Manager, Luke 

Milton Keynes) said:  
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Being different, I have always been made to feel like it is a negative. Like the 

snide comments you get or the way someone looks at you. Don’t tell me that 

being different has really ever been seen as positive. More recently that has 

changed but there is still a long way to go in this crazy world to accept 

difference.  

 

Similarly, other employees reflected on the implications of Brexit and how difference acted as 

a marker for discrimination and Othering. Asim, the General Manager at Luke (Coventry) 

explained:  

 

It [Brexit] reminded me of the fact I am seen as different. I know full well that 

being a “Paki” is different from the majority of white people. Does that affect 

me? Yes, it does, like a punch to the stomach because I am actually British. 

I’m not welcome. Will it stop me? No, it won’t but at the moment Brexit is a 

constant reminder that difference is not accepted in the UK… it is a constant 

reminder that there is racism festering in the country.  

 

Asim’s reference to racism, Brexit and subsequent connections to difference is clearly negative 

and reflects the position that sameness is privileged at the expense of difference (Baxter & 

Hughes, 2004). From a new materialist perspective, the engagement with human encounters 

(as a form of matter) appears to have been magnified by Brexit (as an ‘event’), and thus, the 

capacity for people to impact Asim’s sense of belonging (based on difference).  In so doing, 

there appears to be an element of pain for Asim (like a punch to the stomach). An 

acknowledgement of this pain can be a possibility for affirmative ethics of in practice. This is 

because an aspect of understanding affirmations includes the need to acknowledge and embrace 

pain rather than minimise and avoid it (Braidotti, 2011a).  

 

However, this negative association is contradicted by Asim’s further explanation of difference 

 

I don’t think difference is negative or should even be associated with not 

belonging. The issue is with people, [they] make you feel being different is 

negative. People want me to feel something is wrong with me, because I am 

Asian, that is the way they behave. 
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Asim’s description of difference can be interpreted in two ways. First, Asim makes a 

connection between the interactions he experiences with others and the capacity these 

encounters have (‘people want me to feel something is wrong with me’). This highlights that 

issues of belonging are ‘agentic’ to interaction with others (Fox & Alldred, 2017). In other 

words, issues of belonging are dependent on the encounters with others. In addition, these 

encounters suggest that experiences of belonging emerge as a power relation that is imposed 

on Asim by others who made him feel different. This reinforces Ozbilgin and Woodward’s 

(2004) theorisation of belonging which they argue involves tensions between those accepting 

others and an individual being demarcated based on difference.  

 

Second, Asim challenged the association between difference, negativity and not belonging. 

This not only highlights a contradiction in Asim’s account and a conflict with the dominant 

position that sameness is privileged over difference, but it also begins to point to a more 

affirmative ethical practice of difference. The act of challenging the dominant association 

between sameness and difference, implies that Asim can acknowledge his pain, which is 

integral to Braidotti’ (2011a) articulation of affirmative ethics. In this context, the challenge 

made by Asim can be interpreted as an ongoing tension and contradiction in the interplay 

between difference, belonging and not belonging (Mumby, 2005; Adorno, 1973).  

 

Other employees began to reconsider the association between difference and negativity more 

explicitly. Lucas (Chef, Luke Milton Keynes) said, ‘when has being treated as different been a 

positive thing? Look at racism, it isn’t positive. It doesn’t mean differences should be like this. 

In the end we will all be clones.’ Rosanna (Assistant General Manager, Luke Coventry) made 

a related point:  

 

Call me naïve but difference is everywhere, it doesn’t mean I belong less 

because I am different from the next person. For all I know that person who 

has whacky hair and a tattoo on his forehead loves walks on the beach like me. 

That’s belonging to me, a connection. Not mindlessly categorising people 

because I look the same as them […] it is about understanding that everyone 

is different, if I wanted to work with clones, I would build a robot.  

 

Similar to Asim, Lucas’ challenge to negative difference, provides an opportunity to reconsider 

how we construct the meaning of difference.  
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In addition, Rosanna challenges the understanding that difference is associated to not belonging 

by referring to it as ‘a connection’. Belonging as a connection could be interpreted in relation 

to both the similarities and differences individuals have between each other. This understanding 

could minimise the categorisation between individuals. In so doing, this aligns with tenets of 

nomadism which seeks to minimise these boundaries (Braidotti, 2006). The distinctions 

between sameness (belonging) and difference (not belonging) are softened, and, therefore, may 

be interpreted as a possible way of exploring affirmative ethics in practice. Braidotti (2006) 

argues that affirmations open these boundaries up to scrutiny, and acknowledges different 

opposite pairs, like belonging and not belonging (and sameness/difference).  

 

In addition, Kathy (Waitress, Luke Milton Keynes) pointed out:  

 

I mean […] isn’t the point of finding a place you belong is that you are 

“different” from the next group, so it would be silly to say being different 

makes you not belong.  

 

Like Asim, Kathy, Lucas and Rosanna challenged the positioning of difference, negativity and 

not belonging, in which case highlights the potential complexities in over-simplifying 

understandings of belonging as reduced to sameness, and not belonging to difference.  

 

To summarise, this introductory section explores how encounters with sameness and difference 

were described in different ways by the research participants. There appears to be a 

predominant reference to describing belonging in regard to human relations, which reinforces 

that belonging is fundamentally relational (May, 2013). However, in some cases the association 

between difference and not belonging was challenged by participants. This shows potential 

examples of where understandings of belonging and difference can be affirmative. These 

differing accounts point to an elusive understanding of belonging because there does not appear 

to be a clear-cut categorisation based on being the same or being different. The remainder of 

this chapter will offer an explanation of how and why participants have described belonging 

and not belonging in these ways.  

 

I will do this by exploring three different levels of belonging that participants described in the 

data: micro (role), meso (organisation) and macro (societal) belonging. I use these levels to 
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explore the ways belonging (sameness) and not belonging (difference) are managed and 

experienced by restaurant workers. I will also identify instances of non-human relations to 

develop the idea of relational belonging/belonging as co-emergent (Wright, 2015). In so doing, 

I explore what these relations can do (Fox and Alldred, 2017). The analysis will show why 

caution should be taken when approaching binaries from an either/or perspective and will offer 

examples of an alternative and…and dialectical approach. The main reason being that 

participants appear to privilege sameness over difference in some cases, and also privilege 

difference over sameness in others. This would suggest that it may be too simplistic to over-

rely on privileging sameness over difference to articulate understandings of belonging/not 

belonging. 

 

Micro-level, role-based belonging  

Experiences of micro-level belonging were most prevalently described in the data with regard 

to the distinguishing of employees based on job roles. The interactions employees described 

can be interpreted as engagements with non-human matter and has the potential to show how 

relational understandings of belonging can extend beyond human relationships. These non-

human relations begin to bring awareness towards material forces that may contribute to 

experiences of belonging and not belonging. In the data, these included, i) uniforms, ii) the role 

of the manager, and iii) spaces in the restaurants.  

 

Uniform  

All three restaurants prescribed what employees should (and should not wear) at work. Front 

of house employees (waiters, waitresses and bar staff) wore black t-shirts with the restaurant 

logo displayed and a dark pair of trousers/jeans. All employees who worked in the kitchen 

areas wore white chef jackets, white/black chequered trousers, a black hair net and white hat. 

The uniform code was understood by employees as a position of power in the restaurants, 

especially for managerial staff who distinguished themselves from other employees through 

their attire.  

 

Most  senior managers (District Managers, General Managers and Assistant General Managers) 

wore smart casual clothing, including shirts, and suit jackets; other managerial staff who 

worked within the restaurant wore the same black t-shirts as all other employees. The extent to 

formalities in how senior managers dressed varied from manager to manager. Asim (General 

Manager, Luke Coventry), wore a suit:  
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After his interview, Asim stood up and brushed down his suit, he made a joke 

that his shirt and suit jacket made him feel important here. He liked that the 

General Manager stood out from those who worked beneath him as it gave 

him a sense of identity as Manager. He explained that putting on these 

“distinguishable” clothes gave him a sense of belonging. He said:  

 

“When customers look over, they know I am the one in charge, I like that. It 

makes me feel I belong in the role” 

 

He explained that the ‘staff’ wore basic black t-shirts with the restaurant logo 

on it and smart trousers (these had to be black). No one else in their job roles 

were distinguishable from what they wore (Day 1 fieldnotes, p. 2). 

 

In this instance Asim’s references to his suit and job role, shows an example of how 

engagement with inanimate objects (the suit) and associated job positioning (job role as 

General Manager) can impact Asim’s sense of belonging positively. This can extend 

understandings of belonging beyond the dependence on human relations and suggests that 

belonging ‘is found in relationships to humans and non-humans and things and ideas’ (Wright, 

2015: 391). 

 

In addition, Asim said ‘as soon as I put my shirt and tie on in the morning and I step into this 

place I become the Manager’. This could imply that Asim experienced multiple identities, in 

which he associated his suit with his role as manager. These multiple identities can highlight 

the ability for Asim to move between identities. Braidotti (2011a) argues that this movement 

would require flexibility in identity construction and describes this as ‘an interactive process’ 

(Braidotti, 2002a: 13) which is both ‘reassuring but nonetheless illusory of sense of unity’ 

(Braidotti, 2011a: 78). The experience of moving between multiple identities suggests that 

identity is never fixed and is only ever passing through (Braidotti, 2011a). From this 

perspective, there is an emphasis placed on the potential multiplicity involved in understanding 

belonging, moving beyond a ‘singular identity framework’ (Gaither, 2018: 448), towards the 

recognition of multiple and interconnected issues individuals engage in (Evans & Bobel, 2007).  
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This position taken by Asim was similar to Rosanna’s (Assistant General Manager, Luke 

Coventry). In her account she compared a previous job with her role at Luke:  

 

R: In my previous job I had to remove my nose stud, I had to wear a skirt with 

a blouse, and I had to tie my hair back in a tight ponytail. It was a dress code 

so that we all looked the same, but what difference would it make if I had my 

nose stud in really? Come on if we sit and think about it? It didn’t hinder the 

job I was there to do, and it didn’t make me any less good at my job  

 

LR: How did it make you feel? 

 

R: This is going to probably sound very dramatic, but I wasn’t myself, my 

nose stud represented a part of who I was and to have to take it out changed 

that. Making me look the same as others made me not belong there.  

 

LR: What’s different about working here [at Luke]? 

 

R: Well, I am wearing my nose stud [laughing] no but in all seriousness, I 

don’t feel like I am walking in that door and having to change who I am, that 

is why I feel I belong here. I don’t have to be the same as everyone else, I wear 

my shirt and trousers and I am not putting on a show. We don’t all have to 

look the same to fit in.   

 

Rosanna places emphasis here on her nose stud; an inanimate object. The encounter with 

removing the stud disrupts Rosanna’s identity, and thus has the capacity to make her experience 

not belonging. Similarly, the organisational policy which enforced a dress code (a skirt and 

blouse), also signifies instances where interactions with inanimate objects have the potential to 

alter experiences of belonging and not belonging. The emphasis placed on these examples of 

non-human matter highlights the complexity that is involved in understanding the relationship 

between belonging and not belonging.  

 

At Luke, the absence of a stringent uniform policy could identify a possible way organisations 

can practice ethics of affirmation. Luke’s policy on uniform encourages individuality amongst 

employees and perhaps indicates a move towards a ‘transformation of negative [associations 
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to difference] into positive [associations to difference] (Braidotti, 2006: 201). Whilst up until 

this point in the analysis affirmative practices appear to be more prevalent on an individual 

level amongst employees, this example shows a way organisations can equally engage in 

affirmative, ethical practices.   

 

In other examples, uniform also provided distinguished qualities for employees. For instance,  

Ellen (Waitress, Coral Bristol Clifton) said:  

 

It sounds really silly, but I put this round my neck [a lanyard that says Black 

Belt Team Leader] and I feel that my role is important. I walk through that 

door and I get that respect, that sense of responsibility, that pride in myself 

that I can show off my position here. I know I belong here. 

 

The lanyard is another example of an inanimate object which Ellen engages with as part of her 

job role. The lanyard acts as a symbol for Ellen, conveying meaning, where Ellen was able to 

be distinguished from others in her position at Coral. The continual engagement (and associated 

meaning) of the lanyard, provided a capacity enabling Ellen to experience a sense of belonging 

to her job role. In this instance, the capacity attached to the lanyard disrupts the assumption 

that distinguishing features results in an experience of not belonging.  

 

A similar sentiment was shared by Marius (Chef, Eddies Bury St Edmunds):  

 

All the kitchen staff wore white Chef jackets and white and black chequered 

trousers, a hair net and a hat on top. Marius explained he loved his Chef jacket, 

to him it was a privilege to be able to wear them. In his country the Chef jacket 

symbolised a good career, he wanted to progress to Head Chef one day. He 

explained that he felt “at home” in his Chef jacket: “I found my place here” 

(Day 2 fieldnotes, p. 1). 

 

In this example the inanimate object was Marius’ chef’s jacket, which distinguished him from 

his colleagues and contributed to his sense of belonging. The encounter with non-human 

matter, thereby, reinforces the idea that relationality (in the context of belonging) goes beyond 

human relations (Wright, 2015). This identifies how complex experiences of belonging can be; 

it can be experienced through human and non-human relations, uniformity with other, and also 
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differentiation with others. This implies belonging can be experienced if you are the same or 

different to others.  

 

In later accounts from Marius, experiences of belonging and not belonging were further 

complicated when specific contexts (or ‘events’ in new materialist scholarship), such as Brexit 

are taken into account. In this instance, Brexit can be interpreted as disrupting role-based 

belonging for employees working in the restaurants. For example, Marius explained that his 

jacket was associated with the prestige of a good job, and thus this had the capacity to influence 

his sense of belonging: 

 

He said that in England there are lots of opportunities and he will work hard 

for them, in Romania a Chef is paid very little and given no training. Marius 

explained that Brexit frightens him because ‘if I am made to leave, I lose my 

job, my passion, my love for becoming a good Chef.’ He said he will have to 

go home to potential conditions of poverty (Day 2 fieldnotes, p. 1).   

 

Brexit appears to threaten Marius’ role-based belonging due to the uncertainty of potentially 

having to leave the UK. Whilst Marius maintains the affirmative associations he had with his 

jacket, EU migrant experiences of role-based belonging, in times of Brexit, appeared to be 

uncertain. This highlights how Brexit has cascaded and become interwoven in organisational 

lives. It also shows how disruptive Brexit is to already established organisational practices 

which impact employee experiences of belonging and not belonging. Events, thereby, are not 

discrete and unitary, but relational, contingent, complex and in-flux (Fox & Alldred, 2017).  

 

While there were dress codes and uniform policies for those employees that worked in the 

restaurants at Coral, the managerial staff who were based in the Head Office had a more 

informal policy. Head Office employees were allowed to choose what they wore to work, most 

adopting a dress code which was informal and casual. In this instance, the informality in the 

dress code signified a blurring of boundaries between work and nonwork situations (Fleming, 

2005). In effect, it implies a culture of fun, where employees ‘experience a context in which 

fun experiences are more likely to happen’ (Fleming, 2005: 287).  

 

However, the active engagement with this dress code (which is another example of a non-

human relation) also created a potential ‘unintended effect [capacity] of fuelling cynicism 
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among some employees’ (Fleming, 2005: 285). Dan (District Manager, Coral) explained that 

‘even though we do accept anyone and there is no judgment, there actually can be [judgment] 

when someone does walk in with a suit on, and I don’t think it is done in a malicious way it 

[wearing a suit] is just different you know.’ Dan identified a potential tension between 

sameness and difference; Dan goes on to say, ‘look around this office, no one wears a suit, so 

when someone walks in that door, we instantly know they don’t work here. They are different 

to us and it’s so obvious. We don’t have that corporate suit mentality here.’   

 

This particular observation made by Dan exemplifies the darker side of  a culture of fun. In his 

study on popular trends among management academics, consultants and practitioners, Fleming 

(2005) explained that some participants distinguished themselves from others based on a 

relaxed dress code compared to ‘the boring office look’ (p. 292). Dan’s position on the 

workplace mentality at Coral evokes this and suggests ‘it stands in contrast to the way work 

has traditionally been conceived’ (Fleming, 2005: 287). As a consequence, those who wore a 

suit to visit the Head Office of Coral were potentially marginalised as the Other. From this 

perspective difference acted as a source of exclusion (and potentially not belonging) for those 

that chose to align to a traditional dress code and wear a suit.  

 

This presents an even more complex interpretation of belonging and not belonging. Socially 

constructed meanings of sameness (wearing a suit) was aligned with employees being different 

from Coral Head Office employees. The complexity arises due to the closely entwined meaning 

placed on sameness and difference, as a result of the interactions with non-human matter (in 

this instance a dress code policy). Being the same (in the broader context of office workers 

wearing a suit) results in potential marginalisation at Coral. In this scenario, engagement with 

non-human matter signifies instances where difference (the relaxed dress code) is privileged 

over sameness.  

 

The role of the manager  

New materialist scholars do not reduce non-human matter to tangible objects that can be seen, 

physically felt or touched (Fox & Alldred, 2017). Instead, non-human matter extends to other 

inanimate circumstances: connections, associations, interactions and engagements. In the three 

restaurants some of the management staff discussed their role (and the management of) in the 

restaurants as a source of belonging. The role perhaps, could be interpreted as non-human 

matter because employees engage (and manage) their job positions. Subsequently, this appears 
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to contribute to experiences of belonging or not belonging. In particular, Asim, Greg, Brian 

and Chloe all engaged in different strategies to manage their experiences of belonging with 

some feeling distinguished in their role as manager (and belonging), and others not.   

 

Asim (General Manager, Luke Coventry) had worked at Luke for over 15 years and been 

General Manager for 5 of those years. He had ambitions of achieving further promotions to an 

‘office’ job in Head Office. Asim presented himself as ‘corporate’ and maintained this 

managerial image by engaging in detachment-based strategy to manage his sense of belonging. 

For example, he said ‘I have to make sure the restaurant is running well, and I am meeting 

targets set from my management team in Head Office, so the relationships I have with people 

here are professional.’  

 

He went on to say:  

 

I would say my role as a manager and the expectations that come with being 

the manager here impact my sense of belonging. Like I said earlier as a 

manager and particularly the GM, there are expectations to hit targets, perform 

and keep performing. This is what the role of the manager is and that is where 

I belong as a manager.   

 

The normative expectations placed on Asim motivated him to engage in detachment and 

distinguish himself from other employees. Asim’s role of the manager differentiated him from 

others and became a source of his role-based belonging.  

 

Other managers approached these managerial expectations differently. For example, Greg 

(Bristol Clifton Coral) was a Shift Manager, he had worked at Coral for over 6 years. Greg 

engaged in an integration strategy by ‘get[ting] to know people’ he worked with (Kreiner et al. 

2006). Greg explained that ‘I really struggled to understand why employees below were 

slightly detached from me.’ He went on to say: 

 

I have tried to make sure I live and breathe the same space as my team. They 

have become friends, not a bad bunch here, I don’t mind getting my hands 

dirty if it means we work well as a team and I don’t feel like an outsider.     
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Greg appeared to find it difficult to experience a sense of role-based belonging as manager. In 

this way, differentiation from other employees disrupted his sense of belonging. It appeared 

that Greg wanted to be seen as the same as others, where his managerial position acted as a 

barrier to this. In contrast to Asim, Greg consciously engaged in identity work to minimise his 

differences with other employees and alleviate threats to his sense of belonging. Alleviating 

this threat supports the assertion that ‘people go to great lengths to ease all pain, but especially 

the pain of uncertainty about identity, origin and belonging’ (Braidotti, 2012: 181). This would 

suggest that people engage in identity work ‘when the routinised production of a self-identity 

is challenged’ (Thomas, 2011: 169). In this case, Greg’s identity as an employee appeared more 

important than experiencing belonging as a manager.   

 

Brian (Coral Manchester) was the General Manager and had worked there for over 15 years. 

Like Asim, Brian was aware of his management position and he regulated this by drawing 

analogies to not wanting to ‘blur the lines’ between himself and other employees (Day 4 

fieldnotes, p. 1):  

 

LR: You just mentioned that you don’t consider staff friends because it 

muddies the water and should you have to become the manager it would 

become complicated err, what do you mean by becoming the manager?  

 

B: Well, you know I [h]ave to be on the same level as staff here err but I’m 

also the manager in here, so I can kind of switch from staff Brian, and manager 

Brian. So, I become manager when need be (Audio recording, Day 4 

fieldnotes, Coral Manchester p. 1 – emphasis added). 

From this perspective, Brian showed signs of feeling torn between two roles: ‘staff Brian’ and 

‘manager Brian.’ This creates a potential tension between being manager, maintaining 

boundaries and building connections with other employees (Watson & Harris, 1999). In so 

doing, Brian’s identity appears split, which emphasises the processual and multiple nature of 

the subject. Braidotti (2010) argues individuals are emancipatory subjects who do have the 

capacity to manage multiple (and sometimes) contentious identities. Therefore, an appropriate 

interpretation of these tensions would be to consider identities as in transition and acknowledge 

both the entrapping and self-emancipatory nature of being in the world (Braidotti, 2006, 

2002a). Such a perspective, would thereby, also disrupt Brian’s role-based belonging as a 
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manager. Instead of completely detaching, Brian engaged in a combination of both integration 

and detachment to manage the conflicts and tensions he experienced as a manager (Kreiner et 

al. 2006; Collinson, 2003).  

 

Furthermore, while I spoke with Brian (General Manager, Coral Manchester) he explained his 

decisions to vote Leave in the Brexit referendum (2016), and subsequently, the implications 

this has had on him as an employee and manager: 

 

Brian is worried about expressing his opinion [on Brexit] through fear of being 

called a racist and said he prioritised his managerial position so that he did not 

cause offence (Day 4 fieldnotes, p. 5).  

 

Staying professional makes him feel most comfortable. He said, ‘when I hear 

people talk about Brexit it makes me anxious because I know my views on it 

can be perceived as racist. I keep quiet because I don’t want to lose my job, I 

don’t get drawn into discussion because I will be looked at as the bad one for 

voting Leave. I don’t want to have to deal with that feeling, I guess I am a bit 

of a coward, I keep quiet, so I don’t get shunned by my colleagues. I need 

respect as a manager.’ Brian appeared a little upset when I was speaking with 

about his decision to vote Leave. He felt he didn’t belong because of being the 

idiot who voted leave. Brexit made him feel awkward and he wanted to protect 

his sense of belonging as a Manager at work. He didn’t want to appear 

anymore different in his job role than he already was (Day 4, fieldnotes, p. 6).  

 

What was once a fragile balance between being a manager and being an employee (see above), 

has become even more precarious when events such as Brexit have become interwoven with 

organisational practices. A consequence appears to be a clash with micro-level role-based 

belonging. This example emphasises how Brian experienced belonging to his role and not 

belonging because of his decision to vote Leave in the Brexit Referendum.  

 

Simultaneous experiences of belonging and not belonging emerge, showing instances where 

either/or approaches to binary logic appear restrictive in understanding experiences of 

belonging and not belonging. For instance, in Brian’s account above, there is an implied 

assumption that Brian engaged with identity work to maintain a balance, switching between 
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‘Staff Brian’ and ‘Manager Brian.’ Moreover, these kinds of identity work may point to 

instances of deterritorialising which involves denoting the ways individuals are subjected to 

and participating in the construction of their identity (Ehlers, 2016). In effect, this can be 

interpreted as a co-emergence of multiple identities, whereby Brian was able to maintain his 

sense of belonging. In this instance, there was no ‘dual effect of reifying the preferred pole and 

subsuming the deferred pole beneath that which is privileged’ (Mumby, 2005: 20). The 

emergence of Brexit (as an interwoven event) highlights ways in which issues of belonging 

intersect ‘in the moment to moment to produce complex and often contradictory dynamics’ 

(Mumby, 2005: 21). The intersecting of these contexts implies that events cascade into each 

other in continuous interplay (Gamble et al. 2019). 

 

Brian also mentioned that he felt more at ease with other managers ‘because they are able to 

bounce things off each other’ (Day 4 fieldnotes, p. 1). This would imply that ease is felt with 

those in a similar role and reinforces the associated privileging of sameness over difference. 

This led to another strategy managers appeared to use in the restaurants to manage tensions in 

their experiences of role belonging. This involved finding a commonality (or common ground) 

to feel a sense of belonging. For example, Georgie (General Manager, Eddies Bury St 

Edmunds) said: 

 

I also think I feel it [belonging] with other managers because they know what 

I am up against. Like we can come together and talk about things. Other 

managers understand that because we are all managers and are facing the same 

thing.  

 

Additionally, in her interview, Chloe (Assistant General Manager, Coral Milton Keynes) said:  

 

I mean being part of the management team does come with certain 

expectations and you are seen as the senior people here… I think I feel more 

included with other managers than I do employees… so yeah, I guess in a way 

my belonging with the employees in that sense is different… I have a 

connection with management because we are all the same, we have to all be 

managers, face difficult decisions you know. Being in a management position 

obviously does contribute to belonging, making sure I am around other 
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managers helps me feel that belonging. But it’s all relative to my management 

position because that is how I am seen here. 

 

Commonality provided a potential divide between the role of manager and the role of 

employee. Chloe found a sense of belonging in her role as manager by surrounding herself with 

other managers.  

 

Spaces in the restaurants  

Role-based belonging also emerged in relation to associations with different spaces in the 

restaurants. For the purposes of this section of the chapter, I have interpreted space as an 

example of non-human matter. This is based on Fox and Alldred’s (2021) articulation of ‘things 

other than human’ which can include (but is not limited to) ‘a tool, a technology or a building’ 

(p. 3). In so doing, there is an opportunity to explore how each of these non-human relations 

affects other human matter in interactions. The aim is to explore how these encounters with 

space can help understand experiences of belonging and not belonging in organisations.  

 

Space in organisations has been theorised most dominantly in relation to ‘recognizable, 

physical, and bounded location that is invested with meaning and value by those who occupy 

it’ (Demetry, 2013: 2). This includes offices, staffrooms and meeting rooms (although this list 

is not exhaustive). There were two main spaces in the restaurants that were explicitly spoken 

about in relation to specific job roles. The first was the managers’ office and the second was 

the kitchen. These spaces were defined by boundaries which demarcated them from other 

spaces within the restaurant (Dale & Burrell, 2008).  

 

Managers’ office  

In all three restaurants, the managers engaged with an office space which was used for 

paperwork, emails, phone calls and any private meetings. The office was hidden from the view 

of the restaurant, usually tucked behind a corner. Each office was labelled either ‘Managers 

only’ (Eddies and Luke) or ‘Staff only’ (Coral). At Eddies and Luke, the office was restricted 

to managers entering the space, which prioritised and differentiated managers from other 

employees. At Coral the office label was less divisional (‘Staff only’). Arguably, the office 

labels were symbolic messages that conveyed ‘rules’ that were meant to be followed by the 

employees (Baldry, 1999).  
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Although the offices were labelled slightly differently, it appeared that the space was associated 

with the role of being a manager. The private office space can be understood here to demarcate 

on the basis of position and status. The offices highlighted the manager’s position along with 

the power this holds (Konar et al. 1982). However, although this can imply a higher status (with 

associated signifiers of managers’ superiority in an organisation) in the restaurants, the 

engagement with the space created a capacity to create feelings of detachment from the main 

restaurant, which had implications for associated role-based belonging. 

 

Helen (District Manager, Coral) explained: 

 

Everyone has this perception that when you are a manager you are here to 

manage and control and make sure things are working. That is true, and it can 

be a lonely place. You know being on the outside looking in because you have 

a position of power to the rest of the team. It can quickly alter any sense of 

belonging. Don’t get me wrong, I am here to do a job, but I am human too, I 

want that attachment to my team. I want to come here and feel I belong […] 

There is an office here, managers use that office, but it is so small and tucked 

away, if I went in there now no one would actually know I am here. I would 

become invisible. I don’t want that image, the manager that comes and hides 

in the office. That would affect me (Day 5 fieldnotes, Coral Bristol Clifton, p. 

3). 

 

As a consequence of being seen as different, others also associated their role as manager and, 

subsequently, the office space as detrimental to their sense of belonging. Greg pointed out, ‘I 

don’t feel I belong in there [the office] because I don’t know what is going on out here.’ The 

contrast between the office and ‘out [t]here’ emphasised a tension for Greg between his role as 

manager, using the office space and wanting to be part of the restaurant more generally. Greg 

said, ‘managers don’t have to be sat in the office all day, it’s such a stereotype, I know it may 

be assumed but that’s a bit of a lonely place to be.’ This implies that managers can experience 

contradictions to their role-based belonging, and this seems to be driven from the differences 

in job roles, leading to managers being on the outside. This suggests being demarcated based 

on job role can impact experiences of belonging and not belonging.  

 

The kitchen  
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Kitchens are another example of non-human matter, that have been theorised within the 

literature from a relatively negative perspective. For example, Demetry (2013) describes 

restaurants kitchens as ‘barren’ because they do not have any ‘classic indicators of hierarchies’ 

(p. 3). Whereas Fine (1990) noted that kitchens are metaphorically holding employees captive 

because of the stringent time expectations and the needs to wait for customers to place orders. 

This sub-section explores these assertions in the context of the restaurants studied and argues 

that kitchens can also be a source of familiarity and community for kitchen-based staff.  

 

In the restaurants there appeared to be a distinction between the kitchen and front of house 

spaces. The participants seemed to speak of both these spaces in terms of constructed 

boundaries and divides between being a waiter/waitress and being a chef. Alberto (Chef, Coral 

Bristol Clifton) said:  

 

Sometimes we work in kitchen and they work here, it is hard to get to know 

colleagues. I am familiar with my friends in kitchen. Not people here. It feels 

a bit of a divide because we work hard in kitchen, they work hard here (Day 2 

fieldnotes, Coral Bristol Clifton p. 2).  

 

In the first instance, this implies that shared experiences with colleagues appeared to be 

important to Alberto’s role in the kitchen (Demetry, 2013). Moreover, there appears to be an 

entanglement between human and non-human matter which contributes to Alberto’s 

experiences of belonging. These entanglements identify a blurring between human and non-

human relations and highlights the importance of the material world (Fox & Alldred, 2021).  

 

In addition, Alberto’s account suggests that the division was down to different people having 

to work in difference spaces of the restaurant. However, in other participant accounts the divide 

can be interpreted from a darker side. Manuele, Lucas and myself had a discussion on the 

restaurant layout:  

 

I found it interesting that they [Manuele and Lucas] stay in the kitchen when 

they have tea and didn’t go into the main restaurant. Why is this? I asked after, 

and Manuele said that they were always mostly in the kitchen area and never 

went ‘FOH’ [front of house]. They both felt it would be weird to go out and 
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sit in there because it wasn’t “their area” (they would feel like they couldn’t 

talk and chat like this out there). 

 

I asked if they felt this weirdness of going to sit in a booth in FOH impacted 

their sense of belonging. Lucas said he would feel a bit out of place sitting 

there [front of house] he would feel he were being watched by FOH. He said 

he feels more at home in the kitchen and wouldn’t think about going to sit 

FOH (Day 2 fieldnotes, Luke Milton Keynes, p. 9).  

 

Feelings of being at home (an associated feeling with non-human matter) can be likened to 

spaces where individuals form attachments, and subsequently experience a sense of belonging 

(Yuval-Davis, 2011). In addition, references to ‘feel[ing] a bit out of place’ implies that 

experiences of belonging are felt more in spaces associated with job roles. A further 

entanglement emerges between two examples of non-human matter. Equally, the different 

spaces in the restaurants differentiate employees and can contribute to experiences of belonging 

and not belonging.   

 

This view is supported by Marius (Chef, Eddies Bury St Edmunds) who was chopping onions 

for the gravy he was preparing and,  

 

began to talk about being in the kitchen, he explained that he wanted to be in 

the kitchen because it was the “chef’s place” to be. He felt he “got on better” 

with his Chef friends because the kitchen is what they shared. He didn’t have 

that same feeling in the main restaurant and therefore felt he belong in the 

kitchen. When I asked him to say more about the kitchen being something he 

shared, he explained that it was a common place for them; “I know every inch 

of this kitchen, so I am familiar and belong here” (Day 2 fieldnotes, p. 3-4).  

 

To Marius, the kitchen assumed the name of ‘the chef’s place’ which directly associates the 

kitchen with the role of chefs. In so doing, Marius seemed to construct boundaries around those 

included in the space and those excluded. This resonates with Yuval-Davis’ (2011) theorisation 

of belonging, in which she contends that the politics of belonging explains the different ways 

belonging is constructed based on particular collectives of who is ‘in’ or ‘out’ of a specific 
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setting. In this instance, belonging is constructed across two intersecting examples of non-

human matter: job roles and spaces.  

 

The intersectionality in these accounts illustrates the complexity (and to some extent fragility) 

involved in experiencing belonging (Yuval-Davis, 2011). This implies that while employees 

experienced role-based belonging in one space, they simultaneously experienced not belonging 

in another. From this perspective, the binary logic that underpins the conceptualisation of 

belonging and not belonging as either/or is disrupted. Instead, the simultaneous experience of 

belonging and not belonging resonates to a dialectic approach on binary which draws ‘attention 

to multiple interconnections’ (Benson, 1977: 3) and acknowledges the complexity and 

entanglement between intersecting levels (Braidotti, 2011a). From this perspective belonging 

and not belonging remain in continuous interplay with each other experienced by encounters 

with sameness and difference (Mumby, 2005).  

 

This section sought to explore micro-level, role-based belonging. This included analysing 

instances of non-human matter (e.g., employee job roles) and their impact on experiences of 

belonging and not belonging. Most prevalently, it seems that engagements with distinguishing 

qualities of a job title, be it a manager, chef or waiter/waitress contributed to belonging and not 

belonging for employees. Moreover, uniforms and lanyards reinforced these positions, whilst 

different spaces in the restaurants presented possible tensions between the role employees had 

and to what role/group of employees they wanted to belong to. I have argued throughout the 

chapter that belonging and not belonging are capacities that emerge from the interaction 

between human and non-human matter. In so doing, the conceptualisation of belonging appear 

to be more complex than an either/or choice, because these encounters highlight the possibility 

that participants experienced belonging and are different than others (and vis-versa).   

 

Arguably, an underlying commonality in this interpretation of role-based belonging is an 

element of intersectionality which encourages a continual interplay between sameness and 

difference and belonging and not belonging. In so doing, non-human relations, be it with 

uniform codes, job titles and allocated spaces in the restaurants can all be interpreted as being 

entwined and intersecting with meso-level organisational controls which have the potential to 

regulate belonging and identity. In the next section I consider meso-level organisational 

belonging further.  
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Meso-level, organisational belonging  

Sameness and difference were expressed and explored through organisational policies in each 

of the restaurants. I interpret this as meso-level, organisational belonging because it appears 

that the policies directly impacted employee experiences of belonging and not belonging. In 

this section I analyse three organisational policies; i) recruitment policies and training 

procedures, ii) the Order of Service implemented by Coral and Eddies, and iii) cultural norms 

and sub-cultures. It appears that employees who took part in the study engaged with all three 

of these organisational policies, as a result they experienced issues of belonging. This would 

imply that organisational policies can also be considered a non-human relation.  

 

Recruitment and training  

All three restaurants professed to be inclusive. In the organisational literature, inclusivity is 

characterised ‘by a collective commitment to integrating diverse cultural identity as a source 

of insight and skill’ (Nishii, 2013: 1754). In some ways, an inclusivity policy can (partly) be 

an indication of affirmative ethics in practice, because there is a suggestion that difference is 

transformed from a negative into a positive (Braidotti, 2006). However, when I compared the 

restaurants’ inclusivity policies to the implementation of probation periods, it appeared that 

inclusivity was used as an example of identity regulation to support uniformity between 

organisational and employee identity (Alvesson & Willmott, 2002). This would suggest that a 

seemingly affirmative gesture is limited in practice in favour of uniformity (and the further risk 

of marginalising those considered different).   

 

All three restaurants implemented a probationary period as part of their recruitment process. 

For example, at Coral, Helen (District Manager) explained:  

 

We recruit on behaviours I guess […] you could recruit somebody into the 

kitchen, you can teach them those skills what you can’t do or is much harder is 

to teach someone the ways in which we work together […] just be you and [if] 

that fits with the organisation rather than changing to fit to the organisation.  

 

This implies that Coral can only ever be inclusive to those that ‘fit’ and, thus, are considered 

similar to the organisational identity and norms. From a nomadic perspective, this position 

inadvertently reinforces the marginalisation of those who are different, or on the outside 

(Braidotti, 2011b, Probyn, 1996). In this instance, recruitment practices were used as a 
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regulatory tool to manipulate identity so that employees fit with the organisational values and 

norms (Brewis & Jack, 2011; Alvesson & Willmott, 2002) 

 

Such manipulation is exemplified further when probationary periods are taken into account. In 

many organisations, probationary periods are used for training, and in some ways, they 

determine if an employee is ‘right’ for a job. At Coral, Ellen (Waitress, Bristol Clifton) referred 

to this period as the ‘buddy system,’ whereas, at Eddies, Leah (Bar Staff, Bury St Edmunds) 

described it as a ‘trial period.’ Ellen (Waitress, Coral, Bristol Clifton) explained:  

 

I remember when I started here, there is that new girl feeling where everyone 

is watching you because you are new […] having someone you can go to for 

help, I mean everyone has a question they feel is stupid to ask […] I have never 

had that anywhere else, it was just like “here’s your uniform, put it on and 

start… oh, by the way you are in 3 months of probation, so if you mess up 

you’re gone…” here there is more importance put on making sure staff know 

what they are doing and are comfortable with what they are doing. Probation 

exists but it isn’t called that, we don’t make it so obvious people are being 

trained.  

 

Ellen explained this system is implemented by pairing new and experienced employees 

together, so that they can work alongside each other. However, Helen (District Manager) hinted 

that the buddy system is a tool to ensure employees fit into the Coral culture. She explained, 

‘we train people to be able to fit in here, but if someone doesn’t have that mentality that is hard 

to do, I guess that is what the initial probationary period is for. Teasing out people who won’t 

get on here, and teaching others what we strive for.’ But she suggested this process was not 

‘obvious.’  Coral thus use probation as a normative control to manage identity and to ensure 

that employee identity is similar to the organisational identity (Cunliffe, 2014).   

 

At Eddies, Leah was still in her probation period, having worked at the restaurant for almost 

three months. She explained:  

 

During my probation I am almost on trial a bit, I mean I know that I have made 

friends here and I feel like I do get on with everyone but I just feel like until I 

am out of my trial period I have not been fully accepted […] it’s like they are 
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watching you […] I don’t think I ever feel completely settled until I am out 

probation […] it sounds silly but I just think during probation I am on trial and 

being watched and assessed by the management a bit […] they want to make 

sure you are good enough to work here and not going to be a problem […] 

probation is just another way of seeing if someone is right for the organisation, 

and they use it to assess that. In other places they find excuses not to pass you 

through if they don’t like you.  

 

Leah’s description of the probation period exemplified the managerial control that is intended 

to ensure employees are shaped to align (and be the consistent with) the organisational image 

(Cunliffe, 2014). The presence of an inclusivity policy appears contradictory to the 

implementation of it in practice. Again, this limits the scope of how far affirmative ethics is 

being practised in the restaurants. Together, both accounts show that the probationary period 

is used as a means of identity regulation to ensure employees’ willingness to conform to 

cultural norms (Cunliffe, 2014). This begs to question how far difference is embraced within 

the restaurants, even though there is an explicit support for inclusivity.  

 

One consequence of the probation period was identified by Leah (Bar Staff, Eddies Bury St. 

Edmunds).  She explained that her compliance with the probationary period (thus engagement 

with non-human matter) resulted in a ‘barrier for belonging’ because it kept her ‘from being 

accepted.’ This suggests that engagement with material forces, such as probation periods, has 

the capacity to impact on sense of belonging (in this case negatively). Similarly, Ellen 

(Waitress, Coral Bristol Clifton) described that being the ‘new girl […] can make you feel a 

bit of an outsider’. The controls put in place through the recruitment policies exemplified new 

employees as different. This being contradictory to the inclusivity policies all managers 

professed to implement in the three restaurant chains. 

 

Furthermore, the idea of ensuring that the ‘right’ person was recruited also helps to explain 

why employees aligned themselves with the inclusive rhetoric of Coral:  

 

Some people don’t want to be here, and I don’t think that is because of our team, 

but [be]cause its hard in this work and I think you have to fit into the mentality 

here, whether you are fitting in with the team it is whether you have that friendly 
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approach, if you are going to be good in the team (Ellen, Waitress, Coral Bristol 

Clifton).  

 

Employees constrained their identity in order to ensure they fit to the organisational norms and 

values (Kreiner et al. 2005). 

 

This was reinforced by Alessandro (General Manager, Coral Bristol Clifton) who said that a 

manager ‘wouldn’t expect people to join [Coral] and try to change that [the culture], as it would 

become very clear they may not be right for the company’ (Day 4 fieldnotes, p. 8-9). This 

would imply that there are certain expectations for employees when they join the restaurant. 

As such, the inclusiveness professed by the management at Coral is hampered and would 

suggest that their inclusivity policy aligns more to a ‘plural’ organisation which focuses ‘on 

increasing diverse representation but continue to expect non-traditional employees to 

assimilate to dominant norms’ (Nishii, 2013: 1754). An implication of this managerial 

approach is that individuals who align to these controls are constrained to a similar ideal which 

is enforced on them through the organisational policies. As a result, an employee’s ability to 

fit in (and potentially belong) is subject to managerial controls (Alvesson et al. 2008a; Alvesson 

& Willmott, 2002). 

 

This position was also illustrated by Rachel (Manager, Eddies Bury St Edmunds) who 

explained:  

 

We are open to anyone who wishes to work here, we consider anyone but 

obviously there are certain things that need to be considered because we are 

so customer facing […] you wouldn’t want someone who had tattoos all over 

their face serving you, it gives off the wrong image and I think this is the same 

in any business.  

 

This account illustrates a contradiction between a demonstration of ‘open[ness]’ and a rebuttal 

of difference. Rachel’s ideas of inclusiveness illustrate how an organisation can seek to 

minimise difference by recruiting those who ‘look’ the same (Cunliffe & Locke, 2020). The 

restaurants organisational policies on inclusiveness were juxtaposed with their policies on 

recruitment and training. This juxtaposition reinforces the habit of ‘dealing with differences in 

pejorative terms’ and results in the potential marginalising of employees to conform (Braidotti, 
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2002a: 3). In effect the contradiction between the policies reinforces the assumption that 

sameness is privileged over difference.  

 

This particular example identifies where potential ‘unconscious’ marginalisation occurs. 

Braidotti (2011a) argues for a mindful articulation of difference, so that we do not reinforce 

the association between difference, negativity and the marginalised (Braidotti, 2011a). In 

addition, such contradiction compromise the implementation of inclusivity policies, which (in 

part) can be understood as a move towards affirmative ethics in practice. The disparity between 

policy and practice encourages difference to be seen in opposition to sameness (Braidotti, 

2010); a counterpart to the subject (Braidotti, 2011b). This further supports the idea that the 

restaurants are more pluralistic than inclusive (Nishii, 2013).  

 

Order of service  

In the restaurant sector, organisations normally implement an Order of Service (Crang, 1992). 

These are in place to ensure employees (mostly waiters and waitresses) follow a script in 

delivering uniform service to each customer. Whilst I spent time at Eddies, I met Georgie 

(General Manager, Bury St Edmunds). Georgie had previously worked at Coral, so she was 

able to provide a comparison between the Order of Service used by the two restaurant chains:  

 

The way things are done at Eddies was different […] she explained. At 

Eddies waiters and waitresses follow a certain procedure when serving to 

“ensure everyone gets the same service.” Whereas, at Coral waiters were 

encouraged to make the service personal for customers and not 

standardised. They were encouraged to show their differences rather than 

making all “staff into clones of each other.” She felt the consequence of 

Eddies approach was no one was motivated to work, “no one belong here 

because they were all the bloody same. Doing and saying the same thing, 

it reminded me of a really pissed off old woman who serves you at an 

American Diner, who says the same thing every single day. No 

individuality, no personality! And yes, it wasn’t an encouraging 

environment to belong in” 

 

[The Order of Service was]:  

1. Seat customer and provide menus  
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2. Allow 5 minutes for them to settle and ask if they wish to start 

off with drinks.  

3. Whilst waiting for drinks explain the specials and starters, do 

not mention the set menu as want them to order from the main 

menu  

4. Get drinks from bar and serve, encourage them to order food.  

5. Whilst waiting for food check if need any more drinks  

6. Serve food 

7. Within 5 minutes double check everything is ok to reduce any 

risk of complaints after eating or leaving the restaurant  

8. Keep an eye on table, if they are finished approach and ask if 

they want anything else and if they liked their food  

9. Offer dessert and drinks and clear down table.  

10. Give 5 minutes and then take any dessert orders. 

11. If dessert is wanted set table with cutlery, if not provide the bill.  

12. Serve dessert and check if anything else is needed, double check 

they are ok 

13. Once dessert is finished ask if they require any more drinks or 

provide bill  

14. On leaving thank and say goodbye.  

At Coral the requirements are to engage and personalise the experience, “show 

your differences, we used to say.” Georgie felt Eddies was too regimental and 

when she suggested a less formal approach to encourage employees to be 

different other managers laughed at her and “resisted” (Day 2 fieldnotes, p. 2-

3).  

  

An Order of Service is used to ensure a standardisation in the way employees are expected to 

serve customers and ensure that differences between employees are minimised (Cunliffe & 

Locke, 2020). Such a standardised approach is usually enforced as a tool which aids in 

intervention in the service provided by waiting staff (Crang, 1992). In the case of Eddies, it 

could also indicate a sense of uniformity especially across a restaurant chain that has a high 

number of different locations. The assumption being that customers receive the same (if not 

similar) service experience no matter the location (Leidner, 1993).  
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Eddies active encouragement with an Order of Service was interpreted by Georgie as everyone 

being the same, and thus, ‘no one belong[ing] here.’ Employees were expected to engage with 

this policy by implementing a uniformity in the service they provided to customers. Moreover, 

Georgie implied that being the same as others could be associated with a sense of not belonging. 

Thus, an Order of Service could be understood as a non-human relation that appeared to directly 

impact employees sense of belonging in the restaurant. As a consequence, the interaction 

Georgie had with the policy challenges the privileging relationship between sameness and 

belonging.  

 

At Coral, a different approach was adopted, whereby there was an encouragement for 

employees to ‘show your differences’ when delivering a service to customers. This can be 

described as a managerial approach where ‘normative alignment is downplayed’ (Fleming & 

Sturdy, 2009: 569). In so doing, employees were empowered to be themselves. This is 

epitomised by Coral’s corporate slogan, which all employees were trained to acknowledge: 

“Be you, Be Coral.” Dan (District Manager) explained the meaning behind this slogan was, 

 

If you look at the posters there was an old GM with pink hair, tattoos, braids 

which is cool you know, we accept people of all different races and we don’t 

really think much about what people look like … we do accept anyone.  

 

This position was supported by other managers, such as Alessandro (General Manager, Bristol 

Clifton) who explained that Coral ‘breeds openness and belonging’ within their organisational 

culture. 

 

In addition, there were also instances in the data where Brexit intersected with these 

organisational practices. For example, Michael (District Manager, Coral) used the corporate 

slogan to emphasise how Coral’s approach to individuality disagrees with the discrimination 

EU migrants were experiencing as a result of Brexit. He said,  

 

Yes, I mean everyone has their own story and here at Coral we don’t strip that 

out of people, be it where they are from, what they look like, their sexual 

orientation. I think that is what I like the most here that doesn’t change just 

because of Brexit. In fact, I think it’s more important to maintain that mentality 
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now. Discrimination is vile at the moment I am not saying it didn’t happen 

before [Brexit] but migrants are literally being targeted because they were not 

born here [in the UK]. We don’t want clones at Coral, and I know you probably 

have heard it a thousand times, but it genuinely is ‘be you  be Coral’ here  

 

The intersecting of Brexit with Coral’s inclusivity policy highlights how important 

organisational practices are on inclusion and individuality. In some ways, this implies that 

managers at Coral are implementing ‘neo-normative control’ which ‘entails an exhortation to 

“be yourself’ and encourages ‘a dimension of employee selves through a process of existential 

empowerment’ (Fleming & Sturdy, 2009: 571 original emphasis). This type of control can be 

described as hybrid because it emerges through difference not bureaucratic control (Fleming 

& Sturdy, 2009).  

 

This managerial approach could also indicate how organisations can practice ethics of 

affirmation. The active encouragement for openness and individuality empowers employees to 

carry out a unique Order of Service. Taking a nomadic perspective implies that the meaning of 

difference has the potential to be reorientated towards more positive (and less discriminatory) 

grounds (Braidotti, 2010). This link can help dispel the assumption that being different is 

associated with not belonging. In subtle ways this begins to highlight the potential ‘complex 

relations and interwoven processes’ that are involved in understanding the relationship between 

belonging, sameness and difference. Pointing to the idea that ‘seemingly clear concrete, 

independent and ontological “representations of reality”’ may inaccurately reduce belonging 

and not belonging to overly simplified either/or binary opposites (Collinson, 2005: 1421).  

 

Cultural norms and sub-cultures  

Difference can also be thought about through the existence of cultural norms in the restaurants. 

For example, Rosanna (Assistant General Manager, Luke Coventry) explained:  

 

I am speaking for myself when I say this but here, I don’t encourage any kind 

of discrimination from anyone, and I think that is so important in a team. 

Everyone is different, god if we were all the same would it really be any fun 

getting to know people.  
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Rosanna created a norm, in that she discouraged any kind of discrimination and implied that 

this is something typical of her management style (Sinclair, 1993). Rosanna added that, 

  

This [discouraging discrimination] is even more important with Brexit. I know 

how it feels to be verbally abused because I am not British and that is why I 

make a conscious effort to ensure no discrimination occurs here [at Luke].  

 

Brexit appeared to reinforce attempts to maintain meso-level, organisational belonging. 

Employees seemed to positively receive this approach to difference. Some went as far as 

saying, ‘it isn’t something that anyone does, I just think it is because it [difference] doesn’t 

matter. It doesn’t matter what we look like if we are able to do the job then it doesn’t make a 

difference’ (Louise, Waitress Luke Coventry). To some extent this shows that difference is 

normalised at Luke (even during times of Brexit), as it is ‘embedded in the organization such 

that it is more or less taken for granted’ by employees (Ashforth & Anand, 2003: 1). 

 

In addition, it also appeared that difference can be understood with reference to sub-cultures:  

 

LR: …what about not belonging, how would you describe that? 

 

L: It is feeling as though you are not accepted, that when you enter a room, 

they don’t want you there. I think sometimes it is really portrayed well on the 

TV.  

 

LR: How do you mean portrayed well?  

 

L: You know like when a character is laughed at by others, bullied or made 

fun of, that to me would make me feel like I am not accepted, like I am 

different to what they want me to be you know.  

 

LR: Different – to what extent do you associate difference with not 

belonging? 

 

L: I don’t think it is the same thing, I mean belonging is when you are not 

welcome somewhere but being different doesn’t mean you don’t belong. Look 
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at goths and the old-fashioned emo’s all those people are different, but they 

belong together, so I don’t think it’s the same (Leah, Bar Staff Eddies Bury St 

Edmunds).  

 

Leah’s understanding of difference and not belonging alludes to the idea of sub-cultures, where 

a set of unique values are shared by smaller groups of employees with the same problems, 

situations and experiences (Martins & von der Che, 2006). The assumption here would be that 

everyone belongs to a particular group regardless of their similarities or differences. While they 

may be different from others, they are similar to members that belong to the sub-culture. In 

some ways this blurs the categorical boundaries between sameness and difference, and 

potentially minimises the possibility of marginalisation. This resonates with the findings of 

Skovgaard-Smith and Poulfelt’s (2018) study on transnational professionals working in 

Amsterdam that draws attention to cosmopolitanism and belonging. Cosmopolitanism, they 

explain, is commonly assumed to be based on ‘a willingness to engage with the Other’ (p. 130), 

whereby, it is ‘impossible not to belong to social relations, groups or cultures’ (Calhoun, 2003: 

536).  

 

While on a superficial level, Leah’s description of not belonging is associated with difference, 

on a deeper level there appears to be an affirmative positioning to her understanding of 

belonging. Braidotti (2013) explains that affirmative positions on difference are attempts are 

not precluding the Other. From this perspective, the idea of a sub-culture can be understood as 

‘based on the praxis of constructing positivity’ (Braidotti, 2013: 129). This is further supported 

by Jakub (Chef, Coral North Greenwich) who reflected on how he had been treated in the UK 

post-Brexit:  

 

I heard that people were wanting foreigners to go home, like on the news, but 

working here [at Coral] that did not happen maybe because lots of different 

people [work] here, maybe, this is why it is different, we are all different.  

 

Brexit, thereby, acted as a mechanism for some employees which motivated them to form 

smaller groups to whom they experienced a sense of belonging. In other words, difference can 

be associated with positive affirmations of belonging because individuals are able to share their 

differences within smaller sub-cultures in the restaurants.  
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The idea of a sub-culture creates a scenario where the emphasis is placed on individuals having 

shared value (Pfaff-Czarnecka & Toffin, 2011). Olivia (Waitress, Coral Milton Keynes) 

explained, ‘I think belonging is having something in common with others […] and I think it is 

only “different” when you are looking in, like someone who is not the same. Yeah, we are 

different but have stuff in common. That’s belonging.’ Similarly, Kathy (Waitress, Luke 

Milton Keynes) said:  

 

I just don’t really get why being “different” has to mean you don’t belong or 

that somehow you are lonely. Belonging is about sharing something not about 

being identical or different. Not every set of identical twins belong together.  

 

In support of this, Ross (Regional Manager, Coral) ‘believe[d] that the people who work at 

Coral bond because they have one thing in common; the fact that they are all different.’ From 

this perspective, difference is not considered ‘negative,’ instead it is based on the ‘anticipation 

of togetherness’ (Braidotti, 2011b: 210). The data, thereby, indicates a possible move towards 

affirmative ethics in practice (in the context of belonging).  

 

This suggests that the relationship between belonging and not belonging, sameness and 

difference can be more elusive, conflicting and complex than simple associations between 

difference and negativity. And points to the idea that care needs to be taken when understanding 

experiences of belonging. It does not appear that individuals always experience organisational 

belonging as a result of their similarities to the organisational identity. This opens up the 

opportunity to disrupt the either/or approach to the belonging and not belonging binary and 

interpret certain practices from an affirmative perspective. In so doing, experiences of 

belonging and not belonging are directly impacted affirmatively (and in some cases negativity).  

 

This interpretation of the binary logic relies on nomadic assumptions of an and…and dialectic 

approach which supports the co-emergence and co-presence of belonging and not belonging 

(Mumby, 2005). From an and…and perspective, binary is not problematic because it is not 

built on discriminatory grounds in the ways an either/or approaches are (Knights, 2015). The 

assumptions underlying a nomadic and…and approach would not attempt to over-rely on 

privileging sameness and difference. Instead, there is an understanding that some people do 

privilege sameness over difference, whereas others privilege difference over sameness (and 

both scenarios are neither positive nor negative).  



148 
 

 

In summary this section of the chapter explores different examples of meso-level, 

organisational belonging. I explained that belonging and not belonging was experienced as a 

direct impact of the implementation of different organisational policies. This included i) 

recruitment and training, ii) Order of Service policies, and iii) cultural norms and sub-cultures. 

Similar to micro-level, role-based belonging, Brexit appears to disrupt certain experiences of 

meso-level organisational belonging and not belonging (namely with reference to cultural 

norms and sub-cultures). This further reinforces how experiences of belonging and not 

belonging in times of Brexit are rooted in (and disrupting) other organisational practices. And 

shows how a and…and dialectical approach to binary can be applied to acknowledge that 

difference can be privileged over sameness (and vis-à-vis). In the next section, I explore macro-

level, societal belonging focusing on how Brexit has impacted experiences of belonging and 

not belonging.  

 

Macro-level, societal belonging  

Miller (2006) argues that ‘the most common perception of belonging is as a social designation 

– that belonging describes a relation with and to our fellow human beings, our family, our 

friends, our community or society’ (p. 96). I interpret this at a macro-level which can 

encompass the exploration of how Brexit has impacted relations between individuals (human-

matter) and experiences of belonging and not belonging. This section will explore three identity 

markers that were spoken about in the data, i) national identity, ii) spoken languages, and iii) 

appearance and voice.  

 

National identity 

Examples of difference arose around the event of Brexit and national identity. The British 

national identity – or ‘Britishness’ - is considered a complex case because it consists of four 

nations coming together that make up the United Kingdom (Jacobson, 1997). Non-migrant 

participants who took part in the study identified with being both British and English and used 

these national identities in ways to distance themselves from Brexit. For example, Anna 

(Waitress, Coral Bristol Clifton) identified as English and explained, ‘I’m not sure how useful 

I will be [in the study] because I am English, but I will try my best.’ After asking what she 

meant by this she replied, ‘I am British, Brexit doesn’t really affect me. I don’t have to leave.’ 

Further through her interview, Anna said, ‘I work with people from Spain, Italy, and other 

places too, and it’s just horrible that England are so cruel to people. They are no different to 
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us, it makes me feel uncomfortable to even be labelled English.’ This illustrates a contradiction; 

Anna disengages with the Other, and then, disassociates with cruel English people. Anna 

appeared to associate Brexit to EU migrants being different to non-migrant participants. 

Consequently, boundaries have been polarised as a result of Brexit (Allen & Ogtem-Young, 

2020).  

 

Ali (Kitchen Manager, Coral Bristol Clifton) expressed a similar perspective: ‘Brexit doesn’t 

affect me because I am not European, but I am an Asian Brit, so I understand [how EU migrants 

feel].’ Ali, like Anna disengages with the implications of Brexit, in some ways,  identifying, 

and equally disengaging. An understanding that can be used to explain this would be that Ali’s 

being an Asian Brit places him in some kind of safer (if not more superior) position relatively 

to EU migrants (Jacobson, 1997). Together, both Anna and Ali construct a boundary around 

their national identity as British (Colley, 1992). In so doing, they demarcated themselves in 

relation to the Other and imply they were in a dominant position because they do not ‘have to 

leave.’ 

 

In contrast, other non-migrant participants felt Brexit had impacted them negatively. Olivia 

(Waitress, Coral Milton Keynes) said ‘I feel like I belong to the world… and Brexit pretty 

much blocks us off from that… I don’t want to have an address or postcode… I want to see the 

world.’ In so doing, Olivia distanced herself from ‘Britishness’ in exchange for mobility and 

transgression. However, Michael too identified as a ‘citizen of the world.’ Michael (HR District 

Manager, Coral) was asked whether he would consider himself ‘European’ and he responded: 

 

I mean when I fill out those questionnaires, so I look for White British if 

European was an option I would still pick White British but in my heart and I 

am going to sound pink and fluffy now [laughing] I would like to think I am a 

citizen of the world and I do have just as many rights to wherever I am with 

whoever, so when Theresa May first came about us not being citizens of the 

world that affected me, it made me question whether I belong in the UK if our 

leader could have such shitty views. I am proud to be British… but I think 

[this] is heightened by being married to a non-UK citizen. He has to pay for 

visas, he is renewing his settlement visa at the moment and we have to pay 

£2000 for that. I feel incredibly lucky we can go pretty much anywhere visa-

free, so yeah, I am a citizen of the world.  
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Theresa May’s dismissive comments acted as a catalyst for him in questioning his sense of 

belonging in the UK. This can evoke a discussion on understandings of belonging that imply a 

certain amount of fixity and boundedness to a particular national identity (e.g., Antonsich, 

2010). This shows that multiple and complex perspectives on belonging and not belonging, and 

sameness and difference can be identified. From a new materialist perspective, these multiple 

complexities are encouraged and can be considered part of the entangled relations between 

human and non-human matter (Ruck & Mannion, 2019). These complexities suggest that clear-

cut either/or categorisations within the binary risks over-simplifying how belonging and not 

belonging are experienced (Collinson, 2005). 

 

Entangled complexities are further illustrated by discussions between EU migrants working in 

UK restaurants. On one day in the field, a dialogue took place between Julia (Kitchen Staff, 

Coral Bristol Clifton) and Alberto (Line Chef, Coral Bristol Clifton). Julia identified as Polish, 

whereas Alberto struggled to make sense of his birth home, Spain, and his adopted home, 

England. He identified as a ‘Spanish-Brit’ creating confusion and tension surrounding 

belonging and Brexit:  

 

As we were talking [Greg and myself] Alberto approached and shook Greg’s 

hand, Alberto adds that Brexit is ridiculous anyway. He said it worries him 

more because he doesn’t want to have to leave. ‘I am Spanish-Brit’ he says. 

He felt that Boris Johnson being announced as Prime Minister was another 

reminder of Brexit for him, and he tries not to think about it because it does 

make him anxious. Julia is stood on the other side of the kitchen bar and said 

that it doesn’t worry her because she would leave if she had to.  

 

Audio recording between Julia and Alberto (in the field): 

Julia: I don’t worry for Brexit because I will leave for my country if I have to 

leave. I am different and that is OK. I enjoy my job here, but I don’t worry, it 

doesn’t worry my mind because it is temporary for me. 

 

Alberto: I want to live in England for my life, I am different but don’t want to 

be different to my home in England, this is why my worries here. I am anxious 

for this.  
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Julia: But what about home, you can go home to Spain, so no anxiety 

 

Alberto: Spain is not same for me I have no belonging in Spain. I create my 

home in England, Brexit ruins that.  

 

Julia: I belong to Poland, to my family, my friends, this is Poland for me, it is 

not same here. I am here to work and become good Chef 

 

Alberto: I am here to build home and life for me. It is very poor in Spain. But 

I am happy in my space here, this is my reminder when I am thinking of Brexit. 

Positive things like [the] good times in England.  

 

As Alberto responds to Julia his tone of his voice changes and he appears sad 

at the prospect of leaving England. Julia seems shocked and stops chopping 

the vegetables whilst Alberto responds (Day 5 Fieldnotes, Coral Bristol 

Clifton, p. 10). 

 

This exchange illustrates how difference is interpreted differently by research participants. 

Julia is accepting of her own differences and was able to detach from the worry of Brexit 

because her sense of belonging is closely associated with Poland. Arguably, this is because 

Julia did not want or need to belong in the UK. Moreover, accepting difference placed Julia in 

a position where her sense of belonging was not necessarily impacted negatively. This could 

imply that accepting difference, is perhaps, a possible way of a more affirmative perspective 

on difference. This is because, Julia does not interpret her own difference as negative or 

derogatory (Braidotti, 2010). In contrast, while Alberto acknowledged his difference as a 

‘Spanish-Brit’ he wanted to experience a sense of belonging in the UK, which he considered 

to be his home. Home, in this context, implies a non-human relation which has the capacity to 

impact Alberto’s sense of belonging because it becomes more than just a shelter (Leach, 2002). 

In so doing, experiences of belonging are impacted beyond relationships (Wright, 2015). 

 

Appearance and voice 

Another identity marker that emerged in the data relates to employees’ appearance and voice. 

Individual appearance is an example of where difference acted as a motivation to either 

conform or resist pressures to adapt how someone looked. Some employees spoke about their 
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appearance as a distinguishing factor which resulted in an assumption that they were different. 

For example, Paulina (Waitress, Eddies Milton Keynes) explained that post-Brexit, ‘people 

look at me different, they look at me because I am different, because I am [a] foreigner. I am 

not accepted with these looks [from people].’ This implies that Brexit had exemplified 

differences in appearance and reinforces the association between being different and not being 

accepted. Whereas in more general ways, other non-migrant participants spoke of the ways 

they adapted their appearances to conform to ideals where they felt the same as others. Ellen 

(Waitress, Coral Bristol Clifton) explained this by suggesting that ‘we easily follow to have a 

sense of belonging.’ In the context of the participants, this appeared to mean minimising 

difference, and conforming to ideals of sameness.  

 

It appeared that, as a result of Brexit, some EU migrant participants hid certain characteristics, 

like their accent, as a way of minimising observable differences. For example, ‘I lowered my 

voice, so they didn’t know I had an accent’ (Adrianna, Assistant General Manager, Coral North 

Greenwich). Olivia (Waitress, Coral Milton Keynes) explained a similar approach; ‘I die down 

how I look because I am worried, I will be judged and made to feel excluded.’ Both migrant 

and non-migrant participants, thereby, engaged in conformist identity work to ensure they 

minimised difference and thus experienced belonging (Collinson, 2003). Such identity work 

suggests individuals are subordinated to those who are considered the ‘same.’  

 

Other employees explained that the engagement with others, and thus, the feelings of difference 

resulted in them changing the colour of their hair and the way they speak. For example, Lucas 

(Chef, Luke Milton Keynes) said: 

 

L: My family is Spanish, but my parents and actually also my grandparents 

moved to England about 2 years before I was born so over 30 years ago. Even 

though I have been brought up in a very Spanish family I am British, I was 

born here, have a British passport and I haven’t actually lived anywhere else 

really… I went to an English school and college so for me I am English, but 

because I have a very Spanish name and olive skin so many people confuse 

me for Spanish.  

 

LR: How has that made you feel over the years? 
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L: Actually, as a teenager I really hated it, I felt like a bit of an outcast when 

people would go ‘where are you from?’ I don’t think it helped that I went 

through quite a moody phase [laughing] which made it worse. But now, I joke 

about it, but I don’t think it affects me as much as it did.  

 

LR: Why did it make you feel like an outcast? 

 

L: Because it made me different from my friends when I didn’t see myself as 

different. I think because I am actually English it made it even worse for me 

[laughing] I went through this mad phase of being extra British [laughing]. I 

put blonde in my hair, I changed my speech and I thought by making things 

up about traditions and stuff at home it would help people not think I was 

Spanish.  

 

LR: And did it? 

 

L: [laughing] Absolutely not, every photo of me with blonde hair has been 

burned [laughing].  

 

A further example of how EU migrants had adapted their identity to fit British culture was 

provided by Alessandro, a General Manager (Bristol Clifton, Coral). He explained, ‘I embrace 

British culture, this is why I belong here.’ Similarly, Cristan (Waiter, Coral Milton Keynes) 

explained, ‘I adapted to belong here.’  

 

Adapting to a culture in these ways resonates with the idea of ‘fight[ing] to belong to Britain,’ 

an analogy used to emphasise tensions between living in the UK and having connections (and 

heritage) in other countries (Gilroy et al. 2019: 178). The way in which Lucas, Alessandro and 

Cristan conformed to different ideals of sameness implies that maintaining a sense of belonging 

can be connected to adapting someone’s identity. This suggests identity and belonging are 

intimately related and entangled as concepts (Dixon & Durrheim, 2000). In this instance, the 

changing of identity markers enabled the participants to try to be the same and thus experience 

belonging.  
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However, Declan (Waiter, Luke Coventry) sought to resist these pressures: ‘not being accepted 

for who you are, even if different, having to hide or change part of you to fit in constitutes not 

belonging.’ This provides an alternative perspective on the relationship between belonging and 

not belonging. Whilst Declan engaged in a different strategy to manage his identity and 

belonging, his account, equally, reinforces two things. First, the negative association of 

difference, as related to the either/or binary between belonging and not belonging. Second, the 

connection between identity and belonging. From this point of view, identity markers directly 

impact experiences of belonging and can help support the suggestion that belonging does not 

(and should not) replace identity as a concept (Lahdesmaki et al., 2016). This argument was 

made in response to Brubaker and Cooper (2005) who question the very need of identity, which 

they consider to be ‘heavily burdened, deeply ambiguous’ (p. 8).  

 

Spoken language 

Language emerged as a prominent theme within the data. Two sources of tension are discussed 

here; first, xenophobic encounters motivated by differences in spoken language experienced as 

a result of Brexit. Second, assumptions were made within the restaurants about which language 

should be dominant. Beginning with the former, Lucia (General Manager, Coral North 

Greenwich) experienced an interaction with a group of customers after the Brexit referendum 

in 2016:  

 

I was talking to a group of guys and they were 20 years old. I said something 

like I am going to bring you back the receipt and I just said receipts something 

like this, I didn’t know how to pronounce it, one of the guys made a remark 

about how I pronounced it. Very sarcastic pretending not to have understood, 

making comments about Brexit, getting rid of foreign people, and it was 

horrible, I was like oh my god [laughing], I was so out of place, here what am 

I doing, and it made me feel really bad. Still when I think about, it makes me 

shiver [laughing] there was absolutely no reason for him to think like that, be 

like that, you know he understood me just being horrible because of Brexit. It 

makes me laugh because it is his problem not mine, but it is just not, a very 

good vibe between me and the customer. They made me feel embarrassed 

about my accent and English, like I say makes me shiver thinking about it.  
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In this scenario, the interaction between Lucia and the group of male customers identifies a 

human relation which had the capacity to negatively impact Lucia’s sense of belonging. This 

encounter can be understood as driven by a marker of difference, which is based on 

‘discriminatory grounds’ (Knights, 2015: 204). So much so, Lucia emphasises physical affects 

(shivering, embarrassment) as a result of the engagement. This illustrates how identity markers 

appear to influence sense of belonging when negatively defined by others (Van Der Zwet et al. 

2020). This is problematic because it encourages a ‘pejoration of difference’ where ‘difference 

functions as structures of differentiation, which defines the parameters that frame the 

acceptable, normal and standard vision of the subject’ (Braidotti, 2008: 14).  

 

Similarly, Anamarie shared stories of times when she was subjected to xenophobic behaviour. 

She recalled a human encounter with a group of boys on the London Underground after the 

Brexit vote was announced:  

 

I was shocked you know; I didn’t see it [Brexit] coming […] This is [the UK] 

only place I know as home because my parents moved here when I was a baby 

from Spain. I have a Spanish passport because they didn’t think I needed an 

English one. What if I have to leave and go to a country, I don’t know anything 

about? It was funny I speak English and Spanish, and I was on the phone to a 

friend on the tube. I was speaking in Spanish because my friend isn’t good 

with her English. A group of boys were being knobs and were speaking loudly 

and said, ‘she won’t be here much longer.’ I don’t really know if they were 

talking about me, but I think they were because I was speaking Spanish. I am 

mad with myself because I stopped speaking Spanish and spoke English. It 

made me angry because I feel as though I am English, I don’t even remember 

Spain, but I have a right to speak in Spanish (Day 4 fieldnotes, audio recording 

p. 5). 

 

Like Lucia, Anamaria was physically impacted by this encounter and stopped speaking Spanish 

as a result. This implies that the interaction placed Anamarie on the outside through differences 

in her speech. This led to her resorting to conformist strategies to try to minimise her difference 

(Collinson, 2003) and counteract these processes of Othering.  

 



156 
 

Negative associations to difference, thus, motivated Anamarie to engage in identity work 

(Alvesson & Willmott, 2002). These encounters can be interpreted as a demarcation of negative 

difference for both Lucia and Anamarie. This exemplifies the idea that ‘Otherness in most 

cultures and certainly in Europe, has historically functioned as a site of pejoration or negativity’ 

(Braidotti, 2008: 13). Therefore, these examples illustrate how the Other has been subjected to 

‘increasing hostility towards migrants’ experienced after the Brexit vote (Kilkey & Ryan, 2021: 

228). Negative demarcations of difference suggest exclusion (and subsequently not belonging) 

is imposed on those considered different (them) by those who are the same (us) (Braidotti, 

2008).  

 

Spoken language can also be interpreted as a source of inclusion (belonging) and exclusion 

(not belonging) in the restaurants. English was the ‘lingua francsa’ (Boussebaa et al. 2014: 

1152, original emphasis) at Coral, Eddies and Luke. Before moving on to explore the language 

tensions in the restaurants studied, empirical differences between this research study and the 

research carried out by Boussebaa er al. (2014) will be considered. This is to explain why 

‘Englishization’ – the assumption that English is the lingua franca and the dominant spoken 

language – is an important concept for this analysis.  

 

In this study, the restaurants are all located in the UK, where English was believed (and 

expected) to be the dominant spoken language. This appeared to be the assumption before 

Brexit, and thus, identifies potentially discriminative assumptions made by participants before 

the Referendum (even though there were no explicit organisational policy requirements that 

English should be the spoken language). This highlighted tensions of inclusion and exclusion 

amongst employees which were expressed through relational exchanges and resulted in 

resistance to the lingua franca. In contrast, Boussebaa et al.’s (2014) research was conducted 

in India where English is not the dominant spoken language. However, ‘Englishization’ is an 

important concept in this analysis because of the expectations surrounding the English 

language in an ‘informal language-based hierarchy’ (Boussebaa et al. 2014: 1154).  

 

In some cases, language and the way someone speaks was explicitly identified as a marker of 

negative difference. For instance, Jakub (Chef, Coral North Greenwich):  

 

Feels that EU citizens are blamed for Brexit because “we are different […] 

look […] language […] everything” (Day 3 fieldnotes, p. 3).  
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In this instance Jakub compared being different with being blamed for Brexit. This is further 

supported by Silvano (Manager, Coral North Greenwich) who explains, ‘“we look different, 

we speak different, our language is different.” From a new materialist perspective, difference 

can be interpreted as an engagement with non-human matter. This is because of the impact 

these differences have on EU migrants. The interaction between other individuals and 

difference, appears to clash with the event of Brexit making EU migrants targets for racism 

and abuse. The impact has resulted in participants ‘feel[ing] lonely and excluded’ (Day 4 

fieldnotes, p. 4).  

 

The way in which individuals think about spoken language has the potential to exclude those 

who do not speak the dominant language - in this case English. Exclusion took two forms: first, 

the form of employees speaking in English and assuming English to be the expected language 

spoken. Second, it took the form of employees speaking in a language other than English (and 

thus who were assumed to be ‘different’). In relation to the former, there was an expectation 

among some restaurant employees that other colleagues speaking in different languages should 

not do so. Exclusion and feelings of discomfort were expressed in response to this. For 

example, Emily (Assistant General Manager, Coral Xscape Milton Keynes) said:  

 

Everyone is speaking in their own language […] its makes me feel like they 

don’t want to talk to me, and they created a barrier you know, that I am the 

minority because I speak English […] that doesn’t make me feel included or 

even accepted by them.  

 

In this case, exclusion resulted from Emily’s lack of relations with other employees speaking 

in their own language. This destabilised her sense of belonging. Similarly, Declan (Waiter, 

Luke Coventry) said:  

 

When you walk into the staff room and they are sat around the table laughing 

and joking in Polish sometimes, it would be nice to get involved, but it’s never 

offered, I don’t feel very accepted […] I can stand there leaning against the 

kitchen counter for the whole duration the kettle is boiling, and they don’t. I 

have always felt excluded, and for me that makes me feel a bit uncomfortable 

here. 
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Emily and Declan exemplified the assumption that spoken language demarcated a difference 

and had the potential to create a negative divide between us (English speaking employees) and 

them (non-English speaking employees). An implication of this is feelings of not belonging 

manifesting through the interactions between human relations where a different language is 

spoken.  

 

The second form of exclusion concerns employees who spoke in a language other than English, 

and articulated feelings of not belonging when they were questioned by other employees for 

doing so. Alberto (Chef, Coral Bristol Clifton) spoke about his experiences working in a 

kitchen since the announcement of the EU referendum vote (2016):  

 

Alberto talked about a time when he couldn’t remember the word “spatula” 

and a colleague laughed at him and made a comment about Alberto learning 

English. Alberto said, “it makes me feel foreign and not part of the community 

because my speech [is] different” (Day 2 fieldnotes, p. 1). 

 

The act of laughing and making a comment about Alberto’s language use devalues (Neeley, 

2013) and positions him in a ‘linguistically subordinate position’ (p. 477). Alberto’s colleague 

(the native speaker) placed himself in a position of power through the encounter and accords 

Alberto (as a non-native speaker), lower status (Boussebaa et al. 2014). This illustrates a 

process of Othering which appears to suggest two things. First, it explicitly differentiates 

Alberto in ways that create an ‘us’ versus ‘them’ scenario. It implies particular exclusionary 

boundaries are constructed, driven by difference in spoken language (May, 2013; Yuval-Davis, 

2011). Second, it suggests a certain power dynamic which places Alberto as linguistically 

inferior to native speakers. Colleague had the power to exclude (and inflict feelings of not 

belonging on) Alberto.  

 

Eric’s (Chef, Eddies Milton Keynes) difference in spoken language led him to explain that ‘I 

am a guest, and I should speak English. It is rude for me to speak in Polish.’ Like Alberto, Eric 

assumed a lower status of ‘guest.’ However, in this example, Eric indicated that his response 

was to minimise the difference and conform by speaking in English (Collinson, 2003). The 

respect Eric explained he had for living in England was shared in a slightly different way by 

Angelo (Chef, Luke Milton Keynes). Whilst observing a conversation between Angelo and 
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Roberto (Chef, Luke Milton Keynes), Angelo ‘felt the need to apologise to me’ because ‘he 

forgot for a second that I was here and that he felt it was quite rude to speak in Italian in front 

of me.’ Angelo also recalled a time when speaking in Italian caused tension with other 

employees who worked at Luke:  

 

[Angelo] said that previously some other employees who were English and 

worked in the kitchen complained about this happening because they felt left 

out. Now Angelo makes an effort to not converse in Italian if other people are 

around. He explained that his Italian accent, his language and his Italian look 

made him different to everyone else here and he wanted to make sure the 

people he worked with accepted him. Speaking in English helps that, 

especially when they complain. Speaking in English stops others in the kitchen 

complaining (Day 2 fieldnotes, p. 8).  

 

Angelo’s feelings of difference led him to conform to speaking English. This example 

illustrates a tension within the subjective interpretation of ‘who is left out.’ English speaking 

employees complained about others speaking in a different language, resulting in them 

‘fe[eling] left out.’ Their complaints in turn act as a source of relational power and normative 

control in ensuring that Angelo spoke in English. Angelo, thus, conformed by minimising his 

difference, so that he was accepted by other employees.  

 

In contrast, other employees accepted exclusion (and potential feelings of not belonging) as a 

consequence of their refusal to speak in English. Marius (Chef, Eddies Bury St Edmunds) said:  

 

Sometimes some comments are made by English chefs who do not really like 

it [Marius speaking in Romanian]. He says that he has been asked to speak in 

English […] this made him feel lonely, stupid, unsettled, afraid and 

unwelcome (Day 2 fieldnotes pg. 2).  

 

Marius resisted the assertion by the English chef’s and said, ‘he is adamant that he will never 

be forced to change who he is even if it means he is not welcome (including speaking 

Romanian)’ (Day 2 fieldnotes p. 2). In this way, Marius embraced his spoken language and 

risked feelings of not belonging. In comparing this to Angelo, Marius engaged in identity work 
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to resist the control exerted on him by other employees (Collinson: 2003; Alvesson & Willmott, 

2002).  

 

By engaging with these strategies, it shows a complex articulation of how belonging is 

maintained by the employees who worked in the restaurants. Some minimise difference to 

ensure they feel a sense of belonging. Whereas others resist the enforced powers to conform 

and instead risk not belonging by maintaining identity markers which differentiates them from 

others. This would imply that both identity and belonging are intimately connected concepts 

but not necessarily the same thing (Dixon & Durrheim, 2000). Moreover, both these scenarios 

have the potential to reinforce the association between belonging and sameness. This is because 

using the English language amplifies difference and results in the disproportionate 

marginalisation of the Other (Braidotti, 2011a). 

 

Intersecting levels of belonging  

The three levels of belonging explored in the sections above, while explicitly spoken about by 

employees in seemingly isolated ways, all appear to be entangled, exemplifying the complexity 

in understanding belonging. The intersectionality of the different levels of belonging extenuate 

the entangled elements in understanding the binary between belonging and not belonging. 

Subsequently, this reinforces the need to be cautious in over-relying on an either/or approach 

to explain belonging and not belonging in relation be sameness and difference. Experiences of 

belonging and not belonging can be felt because of the ways these levels intersect, co-emerge 

and interact with one another. From this understanding, conflicting and often contradictory 

articulations of belonging are possible.  

 

Micro-level, role-based belonging showed certain links to organisational controls that were 

used to regulate belonging and identity. For instance, uniforms acted as a form of non-human 

matter which employees were able to engage with. As a result, a potential affirmative 

experience of difference emerges. It also can be described as ‘a mechanism for asserting 

organizational control’ (Pratt & Rafaeli, 1997: 865). These controls occurred at different levels 

of the organisation, including among restaurant workers who had a specified uniform and a 

more informal policy in Coral’s Head Office empowering employees to wear more casual 

clothing to work. The entwined relationship between meso-level organisational controls and 

micro-level experiences of belonging highlights the power relations involved in issues of 
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belonging and suggests role-based and organisational belonging are entwined in practice in 

complex (and often contradictory) ways.  

 

More strikingly, macro-level, societal belonging (in the context of Brexit) emerged as a 

disruption to experiences of micro and meso-level belonging and not belonging. From this 

perspective, the impacts of Brexit have spilt over different levels, blurring the boundaries 

between understandings of belonging and not belonging. It can be argued that the emergence 

of events increase the complexity in understanding experiences of belonging. This reinforces 

the entwined characteristics of belonging with material forces including human and non-human 

matter (Fox & Alldred, 2017). Considering these forces can add to the argument that matters 

of belonging are not always easily reductive to either/or categories. Arguably, it magnifies how 

difficult it becomes in attempting to demarcate experiences of belonging and not belonging 

using an either/or approach. And exemplifies instances where role-based belonging and 

societal belonging intersect in contradictory ways.  

 

In addition, the data showed an explicit example of intersections between the levels of 

belonging.  In this instance, EU migrant employees banded together to form a shared European 

identity to circumvent precarity between discrimination outside and a safe haven inside the 

workplace. For instance, Maja (Chef, Coral Bristol Clifton) explained:  

 

 Outside of my work some people shout, ‘go home,’ ‘fuck off you Pole’ to me. 

I do not feel included by British people mostly. At work it is different, it is 

lovely here. My accent is not laughed at, my Polish look doesn’t matter. 

Sometimes I walk down the street and they know I am Polish, we have a look, 

‘you’re a Pole’ they shout, ‘don’t steal our jobs.’ I can’t help that. At work I 

feel safe, welcomed. We are together here, we are European, and I forget 

Brexit (Day 2 Fieldnotes, p. 2). 

 

In this case, the feelings of being difference was a motivation for belonging to emerge. This 

signifies that difference is not necessarily aligned with not belonging. Maja’s account 

highlights a juxtaposition between macro-level societal belonging (in the context of Brexit) 

and meso-level organisational belonging. Maja’s identity work could be interpreted as an 

example of ethics of affirmation in practise because she surrounds herself in an environment 
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where her differences are positively received, thus transforming a negative to a positive 

(Braidotti, 2006).  

 

This shows that belonging is not uni-dimensional but is more elusive, transgressing across 

different micro, meso and macro-levels which have the potential to conflict and intersect with 

one another (Miller, 2006). In some ways this brings to the forefront the importance of 

understanding the meaning and relationship between sameness and difference because it will 

show how the impacts of Brexit has ruptured already existing organisational practices. There 

is an understanding here that both sameness and difference can be acknowledged as intimately 

connected (Braidotti, 2011a). In addition, a propensity to assume that ‘tensions and 

contradictions [are] in constant play,’ which minimises the tendency to reduce phenomena to 

‘a single, monolithic (and nondialectical) mode of explanation’ (Mumby, 2005: 22). Taking a 

nomadic perspective on this allows for the encouragement and dynamic interplay between 

different levels of belonging and keeps existing opposites (belonging and not belonging) in 

tension (Mumby, 2005).  

 

Conclusion  

This chapter has explored how research participants describe belonging and not belonging in 

relation to sameness and difference. There appears to be three different levels of belonging 

where participants were continually experiencing belonging and not belonging. These included 

micro (role-based), meso (organisational) and macro-level (societal) belonging. The data 

identifies two things: first it has been possible to explore human and non-human relations. This 

suggests experiences of belonging can be impacted by human, non-human and inanimate 

objects. Second, the data reinforces the idea that belonging and not belonging emerges as a 

binary. In some cases, sameness is privileged over difference reinforcing the negative 

association with difference. In other cases, difference is privileged over sameness, which 

disrupts the established associations. I use these instances to argue that an and…and nomadic 

approach can be applied to the belonging and not belonging binary.  

 

I finished the chapter by exploring some of the ways that micro, meso, and macro-level 

belonging intersected in the data. This enabled me to argue that role-based, organisational and 

societal belonging are entwined in practice in complex and contradictory ways. In some ways 

Brexit emerged as the tip of the iceberg rooted in but also disrupting these levels. In the next 
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chapter I build on the macro-levels of belonging and explore Brexit in more depth as a process 

of Othering. Chapter Seven will identify the problems that Brexit has reignited and show how 

socially constructed understandings of difference marginalise and exclude individuals. The 

overarching impact is that EU migrants are experiencing in-between belonging and not 

belonging, and ruptures to their identity.   
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Chapter 7  

Processes of Othering  

 

Introduction  

In the previous chapter I explored the relationship between sameness and difference, drawing 

on micro (role-based), meso (organisational) and macro (societal) levels of belonging. The aim 

was to explore the different ways belonging and not belonging emerged in tensions with 

sameness and difference. In so doing, I highlighted instances of human and non-human 

relations, and possible ways a nomadic, and…and approach enabled the acknowledgment that 

experiences of belonging and not belonging can be conflicting and not easily categorizable 

within either/or binary logic (Allen & Ogtem-Young, 2020). In this chapter I build on the 

macro-levels of belonging and explore how Brexit-related Othering has disrupted belonging 

and not belonging. I draw on the ways that participants have experienced Othering and the 

subsequent impact of this. In so doing, the data shows how EU migrants’ experiences of 

Othering (and difference) amplifies asymmetrical power relations and in-between belonging; 

a liminal position where it is possible to belong and not belong simultaneously. This position 

will be explored by exploring connections between in-between belonging and nomadism.  

 

The chapter is structured as follows: first, I will show how Brexit emerged as a process of 

Othering, analysing the implications of this process in relation to in-betweenness and ruptured 

identity. Second, I will explore the different ways in which participants experienced Othering 

and the impacts on their belonging and not belonging. This includes, i) verbal Othering, ii) the 

organisational managing of the uncertainty surrounding Brexit, and iii) xenophobic encounters, 

including how issues of xenophobia are managed by managers who took part in the study. 

Third, I consider the implications (and pain) that has been inflicted on those who are Othered.  

 

Brexit as a process of Othering  

Participants who took part in the study explain Brexit in ways that suggest EU migrants have 

been Othered as a result of the referendum result. This can be shown from two perspectives: 

first, from participants who identified as British citizens and engaged in stereotypical rhetoric 

that was commonly referred to in the Leave campaign (Goodhart, 2017). Second, from EU 

migrant participants who described their experiences leading up to the referendum and after 

the vote was announced.  
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Some non-migrant participants categorised individuals using rhetoric that demarcated EU 

migrants as less of a priority than British citizens. For example, Joe (Waiter, Coral 

Manchester):  

  

explained he was brought up in a poor area on an estate (Oldham, Manchester) 

that is dangerous and where you have to protect yourself or mind your own 

business.  He said that most people couldn’t get a job because they were never 

given a chance, “they were given to immigrants.” He felt he was lucky that he 

was given a chance at Coral because he doesn’t think he would have been 

given one anywhere else.  

 

“Us English are suffering, Brexit will help those who can’t get a job, we will 

be a priority again. I don’t care they are foreign, but they shouldn’t come here 

and steal jobs” (Day 1 fieldnotes, p. 8). 

 

Joe juxtaposed English people as the priority, with immigrants as a threat and, subsequently, 

subordinated, expelled and excluded (Baikovick & Wasserman, 2020; Strani & Szczepaniak-

Kozak, 2018). Joe’s marginalised account of immigrants implies a ‘spit them out’ effect 

because he erected strong boundaries between us (“English”) and them (“immigrants”) – 

(Stokes & Gabriel, 2013: 469). This kind of rhetoric is problematic because it establishes a 

hierarchy, reinforces stereotypes which is a common practice of Othering and exclusion (Strani 

& Szczepaniak-Kozak, 2018), and denies ‘the Other those defining characteristics of the 

“Same”’ (Stokes & Gabriel, 2010: 466). Braidotti (2011b) seeks to challenge this position 

because she argues that hierarchy tends to lead to forms of discrimination, marginalisation and 

pejoration.  

 

In similar ways, EU migrant participants also described instances where immigrants are 

Othered based on being conceived as the ‘enemy.’ For instance, Erik (Chef, Eddies Milton 

Keynes) said:  

 

Brexit for me is silly, it [is] go[ing] on and on and on, we are enemy now, 

people think we are immigrant, we are not immigrant and I think made worse 

by social media. I don’t think it impact me as I am not staying here. Brexit 
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made immigrants not accepted here, we do not belong somewhere we are not 

welcome. 

 

In this example, it appears Erik attempted to resist the processes of Othering by defiantly 

opposing the label ‘immigrant’ (Baikovick & Wasserman, 2020). This would imply that 

experiences of belonging are dependent on human relations and based on demarcations of 

sameness. This exemplifies that ‘Otherness and sameness interact in an asymmetrical set of 

power relations’ which is problematic because it reinforces hierarchical terms where sameness 

is privileged over difference (Braidotti, 2011b: 129).  

 

This can be reinforced by Manuele (Chef, Luke Milton Keynes) who said:  

 

I do not believe I am a “problem” here, I work, pay taxes, I am not here to 

steal jobs. This is hurtful. It is not my fault. But I am the “problem” because 

you say I am a problem and Brexit happened. I live with this feeling every day 

that I am not wanted here. It affects my friendship, my work everything. Like 

a cloud over my head.  

 

Highlighting another characteristic of the process of Othering, Manuele has been labelled the 

‘problem’ and, consequently, subjected to marginalisation (Duda-Mikulin, 2019; Stokes & 

Gabriel, 2010). In addition, this interview excerpt magnifies the human relations that appear to 

be central to experiences of belonging. The impact of these human encounters, dehumanise EU 

migrants (Valkeakari, 2009) and points to the ‘external events and testing episodes [that] can 

impel an individual into a […] phase that may have wide-ranging effects on professional 

identity’ (Soderlund & Borg, 2018: 885). Manuele reflected on this label as the ‘problem,’ 

which Beech (2011) describes as a type of identity work where individuals consider the views 

of others and question the self.  

 

Moreover, Andre (Waiter, Coral Bristol Clifton) explained:  

 

His [Andre] voice has been taken away. He lives in England and has done for 

many years, but he was not allowed to vote in the referendum because he was 

not a citizen. “My voice was taken, but the outcome changes my life, how is 

that fair?” Andre was frustrated by this, angry because British people were 
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allowed to call him an immigrant… foreign but he had no say in the Brexit 

vote (Day 2 fieldnotes, p. 2).  

 

An essential feature of Othering is being denied a voice (Stokes & Gabriel, 2013). From this 

perspective, qualities and opinions are enforced on individuals in derogatory ways and results 

in marginalisation (e.g., depictions of immigrants stealing jobs and claiming benefits.) In the 

fieldnote extract above, it is not just a matter of being denied a voice, but also a matter of 

Andre’s position being shaped by seemingly negative associations with being an immigrant. 

This can be interpreted as an example of ‘pejorated’ difference, because of the derogatory 

association that appears to unfold with the word immigrant (Braidotti, 2010). The display of 

frustration is a signifier of a response to these asymmetrical power relations where British 

people have constructed boundaries affording themselves a higher status (Strani & 

Szczepaniak-Kozak, 2018). 

 

These processes of Othering, which Alberto (Chef, Coral Bristol Clifton) explained were 

‘experienced before, during and after the Brexit vote was announced’ (Day 2 fieldnotes p. 4) 

have resulted in EU migrant participants experiencing ruptures and tears in their identity and 

instances of feeling in-between. This has been described in the data as feelings of being in ‘no 

man’s land,’ ‘feeling torn’ and experiencing ‘waiting:’ 

 

I feel we are no man[s] land, you know that saying, yes. That is how Brexit 

had made it for me as an immigrant in your country. I am not welcome no-

where, but still here. I am invisible with no rights but target for racism. It is 

[this] feeling that disturbs my comfort in Britain. What is alternative, go home 

and be poverty (Paulina, Waitress, Eddies Milton Keynes).  

 

Brexit torn me inside! I am Romanian but I live in England. Brexit changed 

this, I am torn, do I go to Romania where I belong? Do I stay in England where 

I want to belong? I am being under torture and I am conflicting in my feelings. 

I want to stay here, my life is here, but you don’t want me. I don’t think anyone 

understand until they are told “fuck off you rapist Pole, I am not a Pole” 

(Darius, Chef, Luke Coventry).  
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These examples shows liminal experiences where Darius and Paulina are ‘betwixt and between 

a social position’ (Shortt, 2015: 637). Paulina referred to no man’s land, a term often referenced 

in relation to World War I to describe the disputed ground between the front lines or trenches. 

She used this analogy to emphasise the uncertainty and subsequent impact Brexit has had on 

her experience of belonging in Britain. Brexit, thereby, can be understood as an ‘event’ which 

intersects (and disrupts) experiences of belonging in Britain.  

 

Whereas for Darius, there is a suggestion that he was torn between his birthplace (Romania) 

and England (where he wants to belong). Brexit appears to have intensified, reignited and 

prolonged experiences of in-betweenness. This position is in contrast to the prominent 

understanding of in-betweenness which occurs temporarily in transition from one country to 

another (Crawley & Jones, 2020). The prolonged experience of in-between can be explained 

by thinking about Braidotti’s understanding of identity, which rests on the assumptions that 

identity can only ever appear solidified and static over time but has the propensity to be 

‘joyfully discontinuous’ (Braidotti, 2011b: 235).  The implication being that EU migrants are 

experiencing magnified uncertainty and ruptures to their identity (and belonging) which is 

ongoing. 

 

In similar ways, Alberto (Chef, Coral Bristol Clifton) explained he felt:  

 

unwelcome here because Brexit was a “status” to English people he felt it was 

rebelling against immigrants and foreigners. He explained to Lucas that he 

[Angelo] was a foreigner and he was proud of Italy and his Italian heritage but 

felt torn because he loved living in England and missed Italy (Day 2 fieldnotes, 

p. 6-7).  

 

This identity in-betweenness (in the above example, belonging in-between Italy and England) 

acted as a simultaneous tension which constituted both belonging and not belonging at the same 

time. EU migrants were experiencing ruptures to their belonging, with Brexit placing them in 

a position where they could not ‘ever really and truly belong’ in the UK (Probyn, 1996: 8). 

 

Other examples show that in-betweenness was experienced continually by EU migrants whilst 

they lived and worked in the UK. This reinforces that EU migrant identities (and belonging) 

can be better explained by thinking about Braidotti’s (2011a) assertions surrounding identity 
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being contradictory; identity can be both ‘illusory’ and ‘reassuring’ (p. 78). In this example, 

these contradiction occur as a result of encountering two different cultures highlighting an in-

between occurrence with non-human matter (Wright, 2015; May, 2013). For example, Alonzo 

(Chef, Coral Milton Keynes) explained that,  

 

It is funny to him that he doesn’t feel Spanish but never forgets how to speak 

Spanish or never lost his accent. “I feel split, I am Spanish, but I am not 

Spanish because I feel English and live English life. I belong in both. My birth 

right is Spain, my choice is England. My choice is taken from me because of 

Brexit (Day 4 fieldnotes, p. 11).  

 

In other participant accounts, identity in-betweenness was spoken about in general terms and 

was experienced as deeper than Brexit. Alessandro (General Manager, Coral Bristol Clifton) 

felt split between two countries: 

 

When I go home now, to Italy, I don’t feel I belong there anymore, I see myself 

as an Italian Brit, I have this divide in me… I don’t feel I belong 100% here, 

but I don’t feel 100% there either, I am split between two country, but I love 

both. I love this, I see both country, I experience both culture.  

 

From this perspective, Alessandro can be described in relation to the voluntary inducements of 

liminality, that is, entering/experiencing liminality by choice (Soderlund & Borg, 2018). The 

idea of being ‘split between two countr[ies]’ highlights ‘the existential situation as a 

multicultural individual’ (Braidotti, 2011a: 21). A reinforcement that identity is never fixed or 

static but emerges as a flow of movement contingent on these ‘existential situation[s]’. 

 

Moises (Chef, Coral Bristol Clifton), described himself in similar ways, which divided him in-

between two identities:  

 

LR: Does your mum enjoy being in the UK?  

 

M: She moved when I went to school, she wanted to make sure I wasn’t alone. 

I think, for me, she moved. Make better life, she loves Spain, she always likes 

to return. It is hard for me because I am torn.  
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LR: torn?  

 

M: How do you say, err, my hometown Spanish, and I love Spain, visit friends 

and family always go home for vacation but my mum, I think, my Mumma 

would love to go home. For me, I prefer being in England, err, I like the grey 

skies, my friends here, my work would be hard for me to be chef back home. 

Spain is too poor now we won’t get work and progress. I like to visit but I like 

England  

 

LR: How does it make you feel being torn between Spain and England?  

 

M: It is ok, I have two identities, I am divided by them because of the different 

culture but for me I enjoy both. Brexit makes this hard. I am scared England 

will be taken from me if I have to leave. 

 

These continual disruptions felt by migrants who voluntarily chose to relocate to another 

country imply that EU migrant belonging, and identity were experienced as unsettled. The 

continual nature of these disruptions point to the assumption that theorisations of the self should 

move closer towards subjectivity; the deterritorialised, socially mediated process of relations 

and negotiations that occur between human (and non-human) matter (Fox & Alldred, 2017; 

Braidotti, 2002a) 

 

This articulation of in-betweenness differs from Van Gennep’s (1960) theorisation of liminality 

because the data implies that in-betweenness was experienced continually by migrants. 

Consequently, they experience ruptures to their identity because they appear split between two 

identities. In this instance, the data shows that EU migrants were experiencing liminal states 

without a ‘specific rite of passage to help them become securely incorporated into a new state’ 

(Soderlund & Borg, 2018: 886). This contrasts to how scholars have theorised liminality in 

organisations studies where liminality provokes an identity change to adjust to new contexts 

(Beech, 2011) and offers a way of explaining the more illusory and uncertain side of identity 

and belonging. 

 

In addition, Alessia (Manager, Luke Coventry) described an experience of ‘waiting’ as follows:  
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we live in uncertainty now I am scared they will bang my door and ask me to 

leave. Some friends have already left, they did not like living like this, like we 

are just waiting to be deported like animals. It’s like I am just waiting… my 

life is waiting.  

 

Other participants reinforced this uncertainty. Alonzo (Chef, Coral Milton Keynes) explained 

that:  

 

he feels that Brexit has changed things in England because there are still so 

many unanswered questions and that makes him worry, I become immigrant 

overnight and now I have no answers. Even at work they cannot tell me 

anything. My life is in balance here (Day 4 fieldnotes, p. 10). 

 

‘Waiting,’ exemplifies ‘the profound challenges and significant consequences’ EU migrants 

were placed in as a result of the Brexit vote (Soderlund & Borg, 2018: 880). In this example, 

Alessia referred to ‘them,’ a fearful image of someone coming to her home to deport her. It 

appeared personal and work lives are placed on hold which highlights the deeply unsettling 

and challenging aspects migrants had (and will still be facing) as a consequence of Brexit.  

 

In other instances, participants referred to being ‘in-limbo’. Anamarie (Waitress, Coral London 

North Greenwich) said: 

 

I was shocked you know [rolling her eyes] I didn’t see it coming. I was a 

student at the time so it didn’t really impact me because I was here studying, 

and I suppose could have got a student visa if I really needed to. I was accepted 

here because I was a student not because I had an accent. Because I am not 

student anymore it worries me, can I stay, or do I go? I am feeling in-limbo…  

This is the only place I know as home because my parents moved here when I 

was a baby from Spain. This doesn’t matter, I am still immigrant, I am still 

told I am not welcome (Day 4 fieldnotes, p. 5).   
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This example shows how experiences of in-betweenness were being imposed on individuals 

(Soderlund & Borg, 2018) and reinforces the suggestion that experiences of belonging appears 

to be directly impacted by engagement with human matter.  

 

In addition, asymmetrical power relations were also imposed on those who were wrongly 

ascribed to a nationality (Strani & Szczepaniak-Kozak, 2010). For example, Lucas (Chef, Luke 

Milton Keynes) identified as English (and was born in England) but was given a Spanish name 

by his parents. Lucas said:  

 

with Brexit I was targeted almost, people would ask me if I was going to stay 

or leave, I’d be associated with Spain because of my name. It was frustrating, 

I felt the need to prove I was English, even though people thought I was 

Spanish. It made me feel like I did not belong in my own country, I even 

questioned it. Did I belong here? I certainly didn’t belong in Spain... I can 

sympathise with Europeans because you feel like someone is tearing you. I 

felt like that and I am English.  

 

This would imply that in-betweenness and feelings of being torn are not necessarily associated 

(or linked) solely to EU migrants as a category of Otherness. Rather, experiences of in-

betweenness occur when individuals encounter exclusionary behaviour. As a result, they are 

marginalised based on differential identity markers (Braidotti, 2011a).  

 

In summary, this section explores how Brexit can be understood as a process of Othering and 

considers the implications of this for EU migrants identity and belonging. This includes a 

recognition of EU migrants being positioned in-between, which can suggest EU migrants’ 

identity is unstable and relies on elements deterritorialization. In the next section, I discuss how 

participants experience these processes of Othering.  

 

Experiences of Othering 

The participants spoke about their experiences of Othering in three broadly different ways: i)  

they reported verbal Othering, where individuals used distinct self-Other differences to position 

a particular category of people as the Other (Baikovick & Wasserman, 2020), ii) they talked 

about the organisational management of Brexit, specifically in relation to supporting EU 
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migrants before, during and after the Brexit vote was announced, and iii) they shared 

experiences of xenophobic encounters.  

 

Verbal Othering  

Verbal Othering was experienced by EU migrant participants in two ways. The first was 

through labels and stereotypes and the second was through the encounter with humour and 

jokes.  

 

Labels and stereotypes  

Labels, or what Strani and Szczepaniak-Kozak (2018) call stereotypes, involve reducing ‘a 

marked group into a single category in a way that members of the group cannot be considered 

in any other role or context’ (p. 169). A label, more often than not, differentiates individuals 

on the basis of associations made in relation to certain words. Stokes and Gabriel (2010) argue 

that the labelling of the Other can be understood in different ways. First, labels can be applied 

by oneself; second, labels can be applied by others around you enforcing the labels; and third, 

labels can be imposed by others and either reinforced or resisted by the individual being 

labelled.  

 

Some of these were present in the data. For example, Marius (Chef, Eddies Bury St Edmunds) 

reflected on the label foreigner that has been imposed on him by others:  

 

For me it is complicated because I am different but sometimes, I am belonging 

here. My difference is because I am different, I cannot change this fact. I am 

not sad because I am different. It is painful when it is used against my person. 

I feel when I come to England it was worse… I did not know how to speak 

‘hello’ in English and it is very scary, people look at me because I cannot 

speak English… Made me different and I cannot speak to people, I did not 

understand people and I feel I was foreigner here… it was not nice and hard 

to be here, I was outsider because of my nationality as Romany. I want to share 

my feeling and pain. Some people say ‘Marius it is ok, we don’t want you to 

leave, it’s the others’ they don’t understand I am the others, I am immigrant, 

foreigner, I am not English. 
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Similarly, Filip (Chef, Coral Manchester) drew a comparison between personal experiences of 

labelling and the safe haven he experienced at the restaurant:  

 

For me some people are rude, say nasty things but this happened before Brexit 

vote, so for me it hasn’t changed for me I am ‘foreign’ here. Brexit just makes 

it worse.  

 

[when was Filip asked if Brexit had impacted his sense of belonging at work?] 

 

No, no, here we are foreign together, we are not different. Sometime customers 

say things but no, I can forget Brexit here.  

 

Scholars such as Baikovick and Wasserman (2020) have understood references to someone as 

‘foreign’ or a ‘foreigner’ as signifying an individual identity that is both external and 

subordinate to the dominant group in a given context. This understanding of the label ‘foreign’ 

could explain why Marius experienced certain amounts of pain when the term was ‘used 

against [his] person.’ Even though this is painful, Marius applied this label to his own identity, 

but protested against those who attempted (and in some ways were successful) in distinguishing  

him from other ‘immigrants’. Furthermore, the acknowledgment of pain identifies a possible 

practice of affirmative ethics. The reference to ‘we are foreign together, we are not different’ 

implies a collective, a transformation of difference as exclusionary towards the affirmative 

(Braidotti, 2006). The resultant effect of this position is that belonging can be experienced 

based on individuals being different together. To some extent this implies a possible gesture of 

hope for those who experience being on the outside due to markers of difference.  

 

Equally, Filip associated the restaurant to some kind of safe haven, drawing similarities from 

the label of foreign with others he worked with. While Marius and Filip appear to accept the 

label as ‘immigrant’ and ‘foreign,’ other participants resisted these labels. For example, Moises 

(Chef, Coral Bristol Clifton) said,  

 

I work with lots of Europeans, we are the same as each other for this I think 

we have belonging, because we are Europeans. I have lots of Spanish friends, 

the Brits don’t like being with us.  
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By identifying a group who shared the label of ‘European,’ Moises responded to the processes 

of Othering by distancing himself from those who he felt Othered him (i.e., ‘the Brits’). As 

such, he appropriated the restaurant as a space for a single identity that he could identify with 

(Baikovick and Wasserman, 2020). The restaurant acts as an entanglement between human 

(Moises) and non-human matter and reinforces the suggestion that experiences of belonging 

extends beyond encounters with other humans (as explained by Wright, 2015). 

 

Labels can also be enforced on those Othered by human relations (Stokes & Gabriel, 2020). 

For example, after being referred to as ‘immigrant’ Hector (Chef, Eddies Milton Keynes) 

reflected on this experience by explaining:  

 

I am Spanish and I don’t want to be called an immigrant […] Brexit makes 

Europeans look bad  

 

[later in the interview]  

 

in this country being an immigrant is not a good thing, you do not want 

immigrants here and that makes people feel unwanted and unwelcome, for me 

it makes me feel like I am a virus, virus are not welcome and that is what 

England is doing to foreign people making us feel like virus 

 

Fabregat (2021) argues that certain words can be used in two ways. First, the word ‘immigrant’ 

can be used in a bureaucratic sense, for example, in the context of immigration policies. 

However, it can also be used in a way that is meant to demean and place individuals in a 

subordinate position. Hence, a possible example of pejorated difference (Braidotti, 2006). 

Hector’s description of how immigrants were treated as viruses, can also be likened to a 

derogatory and pejorated position and depicts a process of Othering which marginalises and 

excludes (Stokes & Gabriel, 2010). Moises protected himself against this by disidentifying 

with the enforced identity of ‘immigrant.’ In other words, Moises exercised power by refusing 

the identity the situation imposed on him.  

 

The restaurants, in some cases, appeared to be a refuge from these instances of labelling, as in 

Moises’ example:  
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‘[Here is] where I always feel welcome. My friends are here, we laugh and smile. 

Always so happy, I can be me, I don’t worry about Spanish, my accent, mistaking 

words. I am not worried about my ‘Spanish look’ I am not called an immigrant’ 

(Moises, Coral Bristol Clifton).  

 

This safe haven simultaneously created a tension between work and personal life. This is 

similar to Kirton’s (2013) research on the plight of individuals in liminal situations between 

work and family. He argues that this creates a liminality which magnifies the tensions in-

between the two different aspects of an employees’ life. Moises constructed a boundary 

between the inside of the restaurant where he ‘claims normality’ and outside where he 

experiences Othering and not belonging (Jensen, 2011: 72).  

 

The boundary between the inside/outside magnified a liminal space where Moises experienced 

belonging and not belonging simultaneously. In addition, the blurring of boundaries also 

provides another instance where EU migrant identities are less than stable and imply that 

theorisations of the self may be too static to articulate the continual ruptures to identity (and 

belonging). A more appropriate interpretation would be taken from the idea of the nomadic 

subject, which acknowledges the potential stability that identities provide (in a given snapshot 

in time) but also provides for the blurring of boundaries and conflicting experiences of 

belonging and not belonging.  

 

Humour and  jokes  

Some participants shared experiences which involved encounters with humour and jokes. 

These encounters can show how human and non-human matter entangle to create capacities of 

exclusion (Fox & Alldred, 2017). Individuals engage with other individuals (human matters) 

and also encounter humour and jokes (non-human matters) which appear to negatively impact 

belonging (in the context of Brexit) and has the capacity to be exclusionary.  

 

There has been a considerable amount of literature that provides examples of the impacts of 

humour in organisations. For example, Collinson (1988) examines workplace humour on the 

shopfloor, where it is used as a coping mechanism for deskilled, high pressure and/or physically 

dangerous work. Whereas in other work, Collinson (2002) argues that humour can be a form 

of control in organisations. These often-coercive sides of humour can have detrimental effects 

on individuals and groups, in some instances leading to exclusion, Othering and 
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marginalisation. The data shows the darker side of humour, where participants experienced 

jokes in the form of laughing at rather than laughing with someone (Billig, 2005).  

 

The distinction between these two forms of joking was articulated by Jen (Waitress, Coral 

Manchester) who explained:  

 

You can be made to feel like it, like someone saying something that they may 

not mean but it makes you feel excluded anyway. It is one of my pet hates 

when someone says, “don’t be offended but…” or “I was just joking,” it 

actually can make you feel excluded especially if everyone else laughs at the 

joke.  

 

It is pointed out here that, though jokes and joking can imply fun, ‘it is not necessarily funny’ 

for all involved (Plester, 2009: 585). A similar point was made by other employees who 

reflected on experiences in the aftermath of the Brexit referendum:  

 

I went to work naïve to what happen[ed], I had work[ed] with these people for 

a year and I didn’t expect colleagues asking me if I had booked [my] plane 

ticket. At first, [I thought] they were confusing me with someone going on 

holiday, but no. It was a slap to me they meant about Brexit. I thought some 

of them [were] my friend, when I ask[ed] my colleague he said “Oh man it 

was only a joke” but for me it was not funny (Josef, Chef Coral Manchester).  

 

Josef explained how the human encounters ‘made [him] feel unwelcome,’ highlighting the 

impact co-workers can have on an individual’s sense of belonging. In this instance, joking by 

the colleagues is experienced as a darker side of humour. The resultant impact is Josef being 

laughed at, because he did not reciprocate the humour that is emphasised by his colleague 

(Billig, 2005). This acted as a constrain on Josef’s sense of belonging (Collinson, 2002). In the 

context of this example, humour became a practice of Othering and (potentially) not belonging.  

 

Others shared similar experiences:  

 

Like being in England, I am different from others here because I am Polish, 

sometimes I am reminded of this, I am a guest. Even here [at work] my friends 
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joke about this. They joke I say things different. I know it’s funny, but it hurts 

sometimes, it catches me. They don’t understand it is not joke but I have to 

accept this joking (Erik, Chef Eddies Milton Keynes).  

 

[Alonzo (Chef, Coral Milton Keynes] remembered being laughed at for saying 

English words “wrong.” He explained that his colleague laughed at him, joked 

about how he said ‘water’ – “it was humiliating and embarrassing because it 

made me feel stupid and different to everyone” (Day 4 fieldnotes, p. 11).  

 

These jokes positioned Erik and Alonzo as inferior. Erik’s downplaying of the joking signified 

a potential ‘lack of sympathy’ by others (Plester, 2013: 2). Meanwhile, Alonzo suggested the 

potential impact joking can have on employees the joke is aimed at. An element of coercion 

appears here, whereby Erik must take the joke or risk further Othering and exclusion (Billig, 

2005). This is reinforced by Erik (and Alonzo’s) subordinated self-Other position as ‘guest’ 

which indicated an already exclusionary situation (Jensen, 2011).   

 

Organisational managing of Brexit: ‘Carry on as normal’ 

Brexit was managed through a ‘carrying on as normal’ ethos in the three restaurants chains. 

Policies at Eddie’s and Luke were silent on Brexit, the approach being that Brexit was a 

politically driven subject which could cause tensions between employees. Some restaurant 

managers went further and sought to actively discourage any discussion on Brexit in the 

workplace in order to avoid potential disruption and division. For example, Asim (General 

Manager, Luke Coventry) said, ‘I don’t encourage that kind of political conversation here in 

the restaurant or anything that can lead to discrimination or assumptions of discrimination.’  

 

Asim’s approach to ‘carrying on as normal’ appeared to actively discourage discrimination. In 

so doing, the discouragement can also be interpreted as an engagement with a process of 

Othering. In discouraging talk on Brexit, Asim enforced a kind of silence which is exclusionary 

of employees who may need support with Brexit related concerns (Bigo, 2018). In addition, 

silence on Brexit also can act as a way in which EU migrants were silenced or denied a voice 

(Stokes & Gabriel, 2013). Some employees explained that,  

 

I feel I am not allowed to speak of my concerns. I do not want to get into 

trouble, so I do not say anything (Darius, Chef Luke Coventry).  
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The discouragement expressed by Asim, therefore, resulted in employees being dissuaded from 

speaking about their concerns on Brexit. On the one hand, this suggests how being Othered 

(because of the silent approach from Luke) also impacted individuals’ voice (McFadden & 

Crowley-Henry, 2013). On the other, it demonstrated a form of compliance on how Brexit was 

being managed. In a study of silence among graduate trainees, Brown and Coupland (2015) 

argued that ‘one set of discursive practices that seemed to us to have a silencing effect were 

what our participants articulated as normative pressures to conform’ (p. 1054). Darius 

expressed a similar response to Asim’s organisational policy on Brexit, by not speaking up 

through fear of not getting into trouble. A seemingly inclusive approach from Asim 

inadvertently led to the potential exclusion of the Other, marginalising a group of employees 

through a pressure to not speak up. Furthermore, whilst silence implies an ‘absence of,’ it can 

also be understood as a non-human relation which has the capacity to place individuals in 

subordinate and exclusionary positions.  

 

In comparison, At Coral, the restaurant chain provided support and advice on demand to those 

employees who needed it via an App (a seemingly affirmative practice). This consisted of 

frequently asked questions, website links deemed informative about Brexit and contact details 

for employees who were managing Brexit related issues within Head Office. However, in the 

restaurant, managers felt that nothing had changed, so were reluctant to actively discuss Brexit. 

This identifies how an affirmative ethics of practices appears to be limited in scope when 

managers implement policies from Head Office. This ethos manifested in the data mostly 

through managerial responses to Brexit. Silvano (Assistant Manager, Coral North Greenwich) 

said, ‘nothing [has] change[d] yet, so yes going on as normal to make sure we deliver good 

service. It is uncertainty and change that may impact people so why change when nothing has 

happened yet.’ From this perspective, Coral adopted a normalisation (and ignorance of Brexit) 

to ensure the delivery of good service. There was a focus on the importance of keeping the 

customer happy – a seemingly capitalist driven perspective in ensuring the income and 

profitability of the restaurant.  

 

In addition, at Eddies, Rachel (Assistant General Manager, Eddies Bury St Edmunds) said: 

 

There was a bit of a disagreement in the staff room, there was a bit of a debate 

over Brexit and two of my employees had to be separated and it did get heated. 
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In some ways I don’t really like to encourage the talk of Brexit because it is 

so sensitive for different people. 

 

Similar to Silvano, Rachel adopted a ‘carrying on as normal’ approach in order to prevent 

disagreements and friction among employees who differ on opinions regarding Brexit. These 

approaches to managing Brexit, seemingly, in attempts to avoid regulating belonging in light 

of Brexit, was not how it was experienced by the restaurants’ employees. Even at Coral, the 

most supportive of the three organisations, employees felt the policy of ‘carrying on as normal’ 

amounted to a lack of support and care, resulting in Othering and feelings of not belonging.  

 

Some employees spoke of the negative impact of this active discouragement from managers to 

speak about Brexit,  

 

I feel no one speaks about Brexit, it is [a] distressing thing for me and my 

family… no speak of it here. Am I safe in my job? Shall I go home? A lot of 

questions for me and no answers. My employer should be supporting me, I am 

living in fear of leaving (Florin, Chef Luke Coventry).  

 

The silence surrounding Brexit appeared to magnify the uncertainty of the position EU 

migrants found themselves in. In addition, it exemplified the potential consequences that an 

inadvertent process of Othering had on employees.  

 

Catalina (Waitress, Coral Bristol Clifton) also explained how she felt about the masking over 

of Brexit:  

 

Brexit is a sad time… I do not know if I can stay, this is big change for me. 

Here… nothing is said about Brexit. I can ask my manager, I can search on 

App, but it is not same as caring about us  

 

[Audio recording during fieldwork] 

LR: How do you feel Brexit has impacted you here at Coral? 

 

C: I think for me it makes me feel unwelcome at home and work.  
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LR: Why is that? 

 

C: Brexit is a sad time and I think that is why at home. I do not know if I can 

stay, this is big change for me. Here [at Coral] I think we are normal, so 

nothing is said about Brexit. I can ask my manager I can search on App, but it 

is not same as caring about us [clarifying this Catalina said ‘Europeans’]. I 

am worried, do I apply for citizenship and give up my Spanish passport, no I 

am Spanish. This is unfair. Do I return to Spain, no I do not want to. For me it 

is difficult. 

  

[later Catalina said] 

 

LR: Going back to Coral and acting normal? Do you feel that affected you 

here? 

 

C: For me yes, it is difficult because I am worried about my life, my job, my 

home. I worry I am not allowed to stay. My employer should be helping me, 

not being normal. Brexit is not normal (Day 6 fieldnotes, p. 2). 

 

‘Carrying on as normal’ in this context is met with a resistance to the silent approach adopted 

by management at Coral. Here, Catalina questioned the silent approach and likens it to a lack 

of care (Brown & Coupland, 2005). Similarly, Cristan (Manager, Coral Milton Keynes) also 

felt that ‘carrying on doesn’t help the employees know what is going on:’  

 

I asked him [Cristan] about Brexit (again) and he said he feels more could be 

communicated in the organisation – he feels that ignoring it and carrying on 

doesn’t help the employees know what is going on. Feels this is particularly 

important as we get close to the exit date – he said that they should be reassured 

and made to feel ‘safe’ more rather than the “keep calm and carry on” 

mentality. Appreciated that there probably is little to update but he still thinks 

that not enough was being said – more should be filtered down. 

‘We want to feel secure here, silence is not feeling secure.’  
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What does he think could be done? Cristan feels that it can be improved (and 

this may improve sense of belonging among staff rather than just individually). 

Regular updates in weekly meetings they have in the restaurants (even if this 

is just tracking what is happening and reassuring that this isn’t directly going 

to change anything – it’s the silence that causes the uncertainty not the 

transparency in addressing the lack of development with Brexit).  

‘things may well be being put into place for Brexit, but this doesn’t mean we 

know about it’ (Day 2 fieldnotes, p. 2-3). 

 

Cristan provided a perspective on what he thinks may help to improve the uncertainty felt by 

employees, communication. In this, Cristan wanted a more proactive approach that could help 

to co-construct the security of belonging, and thus could be a move towards a more affirmative 

ethics of practice. This is because communication can act as a signifier of inclusivity (and 

transforms negatives to positives). While Cristan provided possible ways Coral could approach 

more effective communication on Brexit, he did not act on his reservations surrounding the 

‘carrying on as normal’ approach (Brown & Coupland, 2005). 

 

In contrast, Marius (Chef, Eddies Bury St Edmunds) engaged in active practices of affirmative 

ethics by creating a support group, which became a forum for employees to meet and discuss 

any Brexit related worries. This can be understood as affirmative because Marius transforms 

the negative of ‘silence’ is a proactive support of EU migrants. This group became known as 

the ‘Brexit Group,’ and was created in response to Marius saying ‘we are forgotten about 

because nothing has happened to leave Brexit yet’:  

 

LR: I have heard whilst I have been here that you have developed a group for 

people to share Brexit experiences 

 

M: Social group we have you mean?  

 

LR: Yes, I believe so  

 

M: For me I created here for number of reasons, I did so people can share their 

Brexit feelings.  
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[Later in the interview]  

 

M: I wanted to share experience with people, some others have questions about 

living in England, if they stay and it is nice to speak with people  

 

LR: Is everyone invited along? 

 

M: Of course, anyone can come along, it is not [just] for us EU workers.  

 

The founder and participants saw the group as a vehicle of workplace belonging, where 

everyone was welcome. In this way, employees like Marius actively engaged with the 

sentiment of the group (the engagement with non-human matter) and were able to manage their 

own identity and belonging by disrupting the approach adopted by Eddies (i.e., silence). 

Coupled with this resistance, although not actively condoning the group, Georgie (General 

Manager, Eddies Bury St Edmunds) appeared to encourage the group to take place ‘outside of 

the workplace.’ This may be interpreted as an example of Georgie attempting to maintain 

alignment with the ‘carrying on as normal’ approach and discourage any tensions arising from 

the support group. An in-betweenness emerged between Eddie’s silence on the anticipation of 

Brexit, and the support group; a safe haven for participants to share their feelings and concerns.  

 

On the other hand, the support group also appeared to create tensions between employees 

(especially those who voted to leave the EU). For example, Leah (Bar Staff, Eddies Bury St 

Edmunds) explained that ‘Dean who used to work here didn’t really like it [the social group], 

he thought it was racist.’ Similarly, Steve (Waiter, Eddies Bury St Edmunds) described the 

group as ‘divid[ing] in the workplace’ which left him ‘uncomfortable’ and feeling as though 

‘he doesn’t belong in the group because he voted to leave. He explained he felt embarrassed to 

even talk about Brexit because he voted to Leave’ (Day 2 fieldnotes, p. 8). Although a source 

of comfort and belonging for Marius, it appeared the group also acted as a ‘silencer’ through 

embarrassment to those participants who voted Leave in the referendum (MacAlpine & Marsh, 

2005). Engagement with the group, thereby, acted as a simultaneous barrier to belonging for 

other employees at Eddies who did not align with the associated goals of the group.  
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The support group appeared to challenge the silent approach as exclusionary of EU migrant 

workers’ concerns and explicitly re-introduced the politics of Brexit which the silence from the 

restaurants masked. Marius and other support group participants saw the initiative as a way of 

making Eddie’s a safer and more inclusive space, where everyone was welcome. Between 

Eddie’s being silent, and the Brexit support group being safe, in-betweenness emerged where 

participants were experiencing belonging and not belonging at the same time (silence within 

the restaurant, and safety within the Brexit support group). The group became a source of 

complex and contradictory dynamics of belonging and not belonging. An implication here is 

belonging and not belonging co-emerge from the tensions felt in-between the safety of the 

group and the restaurant.  

 

Xenophobic encounters 

A process of Othering (and subsequently a sense of belonging and not belonging) also emerged 

through experiences of xenophobic encounters with others. Research on xenophobia has 

increased in recent years. This could be because of the repercussions of the 2008 economic 

crash, as well as the Brexit and Trump campaigns which, respectively, relied on xenophobic 

rhetoric to win the UK referendum and US presidential election (Inglehart & Norris, 2016). 

Xenophobic behaviour is understood here as discriminative (and derogatory) targeting of 

individuals from other countries. The data shows that EU migrants experienced repeated 

accounts of xenophobia. As a result of such encounters, Josef (Chef, Coral Manchester) 

explained that he felt scared to walk down the street because he knew ‘as soon as he opened 

his mouth anyone could hear his accent even though he does speak English fluently’ (Day 2 

fieldnotes, p. 4-6).  

 

In older, societal patterns of xenophobic behaviour, it appeared that these particular encounters 

of Othering were non-violent forms of discrimination and marginalisation (Del Fabbro et al. 

1995). However, in this study, some employees shared accounts of xenophobic violence which 

disrupted their sense of belonging in the UK. For example, in her interview Paulina (Waitress, 

Eddies Milton Keynes) said:  

 

Brexit change England, we arrived before vote and we got scared. My husband 

work in factory when we arrived and he was punched in face by another 

employee, because he was German. My husband said he was called “Nazi,” 
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and to speak English, we speak English. This was worrying for me because 

are we welcome here.  

 

In comparison, Marius (Chef, Eddies Bury St Edmunds) shared an account of xenophobic 

behaviour he witnessed on a bus:  

 

I was riding [the] bus home from work and someone on [the] bus was telling 

old man in front that he was what is wrong with this country, ‘dirty Pole’ he 

called him. I am ashamed of me to say I did not help old man the thug was 

quite scary I think, and I did not wish to involve but I think it made me feel 

really upset and scared, I spoke with my sister in Romania and remember 

saying ‘we do not belong here anymore… British don’t want us. I should have 

helped gentleman that day but was cowardly.  

 

These examples of xenophobia resulted in employees being angry (Andrea, Coral Bristol 

Clifton) and reducing themselves to ‘a piece of trash’ (Andrea, Day 2 fieldnotes, p. 7). Strani 

and Szczepaniak-Kozak (2018) argue that objectification - reducing people to objects - is a way 

processes of Othering can occur. In this way, xenophobic behaviour which objectifies has the 

ability to exclude, as well as form asymmetrical power relations ‘by form of denigration’ (p. 

173). 

 

In other accounts of xenophobic encounters,  Maja (Kitchen Staff, Coral Bristol Clifton) shared 

a contrast between her personal life and the safety of Coral:  

 

Outside of my work some people shout, ‘go home,’ ‘fuck off you Pole’ to me 

and I ignore them. Some people are rude because rude, not because Brexit. My 

friend here are a big family and I do not have British friends in England, they 

are European. I do not feel included by British people mostly. At work it is 

different, it is lovely here… my accent is not laughed at, my Polish look 

doesn’t matter. Sometimes I walk down the street and they know I am Polish, 

we have a look, ‘you’re a Pole’ they shout, ‘don’t steal our jobs.’ I can’t help 

that, at work I feel safe, welcomed. We are together here, we are European, 

and I forget Brexit (Day 2 fieldnotes, audio recording p. 2). 
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Outside of work, Maja described instances of Othering. She is demarcated as a ‘Pole,’ 

therefore, differentiated where a boundary has been constructed between ‘us’ vs. ‘them’ (Udah 

& Singh, 2019).  This example also shows that Othering practices, like xenophobic behaviour 

can have a negative impact on sense of belonging.  

 

Whilst Maja explained that she does not feel welcome with British people, this example can 

also highlight potentially complex tensions between belonging and not belonging. Maja 

experienced in-betweenness based on the different experiences inside and outside of the 

workplace. Arguably, this created a contrast between Othering and a sense of belonging (Udah 

& Singh, 2018). As such, Maja was experiencing belonging (in the safety of Coral) and not 

belonging (xenophobic behaviour outside of the workspace, resulting in marginalisation and 

Othering) simultaneously.  

 

The safety associated with Coral was further supported by Adriano (Waiter, North Greenwich) 

who explained that ‘Brexit isn’t a factor [here at Coral] and you wouldn’t know it was even 

occurring if you stay in the restaurant. Brexit was irrelevant’ (Day 5 fieldnotes, p. 5). This adds 

to Maja’s account of Othering because it reinforced a contrast between inside and outside of 

the restaurant. There appears to be liminality between the two, which implies those who find 

themselves experiencing such in-betweenness are deterritorialised due to the ambiguity 

between the boundaries of belonging and not belonging (Braidotti, 2010).  

 

Managing of xenophobic abuse in the restaurants  

While some employees experienced the restaurants as ‘safe,’ in some ways shielded from 

xenophobic encounters, there appeared to be other instances where employees experienced 

xenophobia while they were at work. This most commonly appeared between human relations, 

more specifically, employee encounters with customers in the restaurants.  

 

In the first instance, the management at the restaurant chains professed to take a zero-tolerant 

approach to xenophobic/racist abuse. For example, Alessandro (General Manager, Coral 

Bristol Clifton) gave an account of how he would manage a ‘racist’ guest or employee:  

 

We accept the nasty comments on the street, this is government bad handling. 

In here I do not accept, customer is rude they leave. Employee racist they are 
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sacked. I am not accepting of this behaviour here. I protect my people [staff] 

from it. I can handle shitty comment, other people cannot. I remember a 

previous employee here, she is Spanish, and a customer wanted to be waited 

by English, my answer, No! She can serve, it’s her table or they leave (Day 4 

fieldnotes, audio recording p. 8).  

 

A similar approach was also shared by Rebecca (General Manager, Coral Xscape Milton 

Keynes). In her account, she said she would go as far as welcoming a ‘formal complaint to 

senior management’ if customers did not like her decision in asking them to leave the 

restaurant. On a superficial level this zero-tolerant policy supports the imaginary of safety for 

employees who know that managers had their ‘back’ (Michael, District Manager, Coral).  

 

However, this position can be interpreted as contested when supplemented by an observational 

encounter in the field:  

 

I watch from the staff dining area:  

 

Staff engage and smile with customers; one customer is talking to Andrea they 

laugh and ask for the manager on duty. Greg approaches, the customer 

gestures hand. Greg comes away and so does Andrea – I approach both  

 

Andrea says to Greg ‘I will serve, I am fine’ and walks back to table.  

 

Greg stands next to me, he explains the customer complained about Andrea 

being ‘foreign’, Greg asked them to leave or be served by Andrea. 

 

After Andrea has taken the order, I ask if he is ok, and he said ‘stupid people, 

they don’t understand anything’  

 

[Audio recording]  

‘When I work here I am happy, but some customers are rude. They say they 

don’t understand my language… it is just excuse because I am ‘foreign’. Since 

Brexit this is worse for me, sometimes I am ok with this but today it is not fair. 

Why do I serve these shitty people for because I earn money for my 
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schooling… I am not welcome here long term and that makes me angry. 

Ignorant people! They should leave but customer is always right… Customer 

is always right, so I am foreign!’ 

 

I ask Andrea if he feels that Coral feels the customer is always right? He throw 

his hands in the air and said ‘well customer says I am foreign, and they did not 

leave. So, I am foreign to Coral in the end as well’ 

 

I ask Greg if I can follow Andrea some more, and he says that is fine with him 

and Andrea agrees. I follow him over to the table when he is serving the 

customers, he places the drinks on the table and asks if they wish for anything 

else, they shake their head at him, and he walks back to the drink preparation 

area.  

 

‘Even looks can speak words’ – other employees come over and tap Andrea 

on the shoulder – ‘don’t worry man they are wanker’ (Alberto), Andrea smiles 

and nods and says ‘it’s OK, my friends remind me I am not foreign, we 

understand here. We can bitch about customer together because we 

understand’  

 

When asked what he means by this Andrea explains that he feels ‘safe’ with 

his friends and colleagues because we understand and have all experienced. 

He wishes the customer would leave but then the restaurant would end up with 

no customers. He finishes by saying: ‘customers are always right, but not’ 

laughing.  

 

I approach Greg and he talks about the incident:  

 

[Audio recording] 

‘That doesn’t happen every day here, actually that hasn’t ever happened on 

my watch. My hands are tied in these situations because I am stuck in a weird 

place, I am running the restaurant we rely on customers here and we shouldn’t 

argue with the customer, but they aren’t right. Andrea is a good guy, there is 

nothing wrong with his language and I don’t think the customer is 
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representative. What can I do? They leave or let him serve them, that is a good 

compromise, I think. Insisting they leave would have caused a commotion. It 

wouldn’t have looked good. Andrea understands we don’t think that here’ 

(Day 5 fieldnotes, Coral Bristol Clifton p. 10-13). 

 

The customer marginalised Andrea based on his language and accent, positioning him as the 

Other. It appeared that Greg did not adopt a zero-tolerant policy to xenophobic behaviour, due 

to the emphasis placed on the intricate balance between providing good customer service and 

‘having each-others back.’ The added context and responses from Greg and Andrea provided 

insight into the complexity between managing the customer encounter and showing support to 

employees. Greg’s reflections on the customer encounter can be understood as him justifying 

his management of the situation, whilst potentially reinforcing the Othered position the 

customer enforced on Andrea.  

 

This particular encounter presented complexities and tensions for both the management and 

employees. Greg was placed in a complex situation of in-betweenness; the role as manager and 

ensuring he maintained a relationship with Andrea. Ellis and Ybema (2010) explore the 

positioning of managers involved in inter-organizational relationships. In so doing they argue 

that managers ‘mark different self/Other boundaries that varyingly position themselves, and 

their colleagues, competitors, customers and suppliers, as “inside” or “outside” the 

organization, the market, the relationship or their field of their expertise’ (p. 1). In justifying 

his decision, Greg managed the precariousness and apprehension around his positionality in a 

managerial role, on the one hand, and his desire to be part of the team and feel a sense of 

belonging, on the other.  

 

Greg appears to shift between multiple identities; manager and colleague to Andrea. This could 

be explained by considering a shift from selves to subjects, as is the case with nomadic theory. 

The fluidity in Greg’s ability to transgress from one identity to the other suggests that 

theorisations of identity should acknowledge flows of movement as part of a fluid and open-

ended interpretation of identity (Braidotti, 2011a). From this perspective, there is a possibility 

that identities become blurred across intersecting boundaries (i.e., between Greg as manager, 

and Greg as colleague), and provides the opportunity to think about how selves and identities 

are theorised.  
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In addition, the data excerpt also highlighted the political tensions experienced by Greg leading 

him to try and create a scenario where everyone can belong. Consequently, Greg had 

potentially destabilised Andrea’s belonging who reflected on the same events and concluded 

that ‘the customer is always right.’ This resulted in Andrea saying, ‘well [the] customer says I 

am foreign, and they did not leave. So, I am foreign to Coral in the end as well.’ Andrea’s 

seemingly derogatory reference to ‘I am foreign’ signifies a self-Other distinction between us 

(customer) and them (Andrea as foreign). This reinforces the notion that ‘Brexit divides us, 

immigrants and Brits’ (Alonzo, Chef, Coral Milton Keynes), threatening the ‘progressive 

nature of the EU’ (Braidotti, 2011b: 218). In addition, this highlights how ‘events’ can cascade 

and intersect with organisational practices.   

 

Moreover, for the employees, providing a customer with an ultimatum placed emphasis on the 

customer being right and reinforced the xenophobia first experienced as a result of that 

encounter with the customer. In effect, it could appear that managers were supporting a process 

of Othering. This can be damaging should an employee feel uncomfortable or apprehensive in 

continuing to serve a particular customer. A similar encounter was described by Amy at Eddies. 

Amy (Assistant General Manager, Eddies Milton Keynes) said: 

 

A: I know also that some of the customers can be a bit stupid about it too, one 

customer actually told us that she wouldn’t want to be served by someone who 

is foreign.  

 

LR: How was that situation managed? 

 

A: This is where I think I differ from other managers, but I actually wanted to 

not even seat the woman, I didn’t want anyone in here thinking they were not 

good enough to serve her just because of where they were born, but my 

manager politely sat her in a different area of the restaurant. He’s left now, but 

I just don’t think it was the right thing to do, it wasn’t supporting our staff at 

all, it was the opposite.  

 

LR: What came of the situation?  
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A: I think some of the staff became quite upset by it, but like I said earlier I 

didn’t witness it because they don’t really share this stuff with management, 

so it is really hard to tell.  

 

LR: Who do you mean when you say they? 

 

A: Other employees and staff members.  

 

LR: How did it make you feel that you didn’t agree with what your manager 

was doing and how he handled that situation? 

 

A: It made me feel uncomfortable and weird, I couldn’t really say anything 

about it because he was the manager and he is the boss, but I really felt we 

should have asked her to leave. I mean it is disgusting behaviour and we should 

as a restaurant not put up with it. Sorry sometimes my manager hat doesn’t 

always fit.  

 

Whilst Greg used an ultimatum to manage customer xenophobic behaviour, seemingly in 

support of employees, at Eddies the customer was quietly sat in another section of the 

restaurant. This shows a managerial response which overtly reinforced Othering and 

marginalised the Other based on xenophobic views of the customer. Amy’s reflections on the 

encounter demonstrated another way silence is used in the restaurants. Amy conformed to the 

managerial decision to seat the customer in a different section, this is because the decision came 

from her boss, in a superior position. Amy’s silence could be seen as supporting the decision, 

inadvertently Othering the employee who the xenophobic behaviour was directed at. Amy’s 

reflections on the decision also highlighted a tension in her own managerial belonging because 

she implied her personal and professional views sometimes come into conflict with each other. 

As such, Amy appeared to experience an in-betweenness; she was in a managerial role, but 

equally, that ‘hat doesn’t always fit.’  

 

This section has analysed the ways participants experienced Othering as a result of the Brexit 

vote (2016). This manifested in the data in three ways: verbal Othering, ‘carrying on as normal,’ 

and xenophobic encounters. The encounters with these human and non-human relations have 

resulted in employees experiencing in-between belonging and not belonging, destabilised 
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identity and asymmetrical power relations which they either conformed to and/or showed signs 

of resisting. I explained these instances by referring to nomadic theory which proposes that 

identities have the potential to be contradictory (illusory and reassuring), and thus, uncertain. 

The final section of this chapter considers the implications (and pain) caused by these processes 

of Othering by examining the ways employees spoke about their reactions to being Othered.   

 

The implications (and pain) caused by Othering  

In this chapter so far, it appears that Brexit has destabilised EU migrant identity and belonging 

as a process of Othering. The data also suggests that Brexit negatively impacted feelings of 

belonging, which reinforces the associations between negativity, difference and not belonging. 

These processes have exemplified the suffering surrounding the uncertainty of Brexit. Fox and 

Alldred (2021) explain that encounters with non-human matter can encompass an array of 

inanimate objects, including engagement with feelings. In this section, suffering is interpreted 

as a non-human relation which individuals engage with as part of being in the world (Braidotti, 

2012). In the data this emerged through likening to physical pain, heartbreak, shock and fear. I 

suggest that the acknowledgment of this pain (and suffering) points to engagement with 

practices of affirmative ethics.  

 

Some participants shared the shock and fear that the prospect of Brexit inflicted on them:  

 

For me Brexit is a shock, I was shocked that the EU referendum resulted like 

that… I have always been a foreigner and guest in your country. I do not 

believe I have entitled here like you do… I am never truly belong here because 

of this. I accept this, but for me Brexit makes this feeling worse (Manuele, 

Chef, Luke Milton Keynes).   

 

In addition, Hanna (Waitress, Luke Coventry) explained the fear she felt during the EU 

referendum and said she was  

‘very, very sad and scared’ – I felt like I was having a breakup with my 

boyfriend – she would cry and when Brexit happened, she cried for days. She 

called in sick to work. She described times when she would turn on the news 

and be very sad how people spoke about Polish. She feels being Polish has a 

really bad name in England – she has been called a ‘dirty and scrubby Pole’ 
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before. She quit her job to avoid people, it affected her whole life. When she 

started her previous job, she overheard someone talking about ‘the Poles 

having to go home.’ She tried to speak to her manager, but nothing was done. 

She left after one week because she felt judged and excluded (Day 1 fieldnotes 

p. 3). 

 

Charteris-Black (2019) argues that comparing Brexit to things such as a ‘break up’ are 

metaphors which help individuals make sense of the uncertainty they may have found 

themselves in. Hanna’s ‘break up’ reference can be compared to the metaphor that Brexit 

signifies a 'divorce’ between the UK and the European Union. The term ‘divorce bill’ has been 

used to refer to relinquishing of financial obligations between the UK and the European Union 

(Charteris-Black, 2019: 9).  

 

In Hanna’s example above, the metaphoric reference to a break-up displays the potential 

emotive pain individuals felt as a result of the Brexit announcement. In the first instance, 

Hanna’s acknowledgment of this pain supports the assertion that there is ‘a certain amount of 

pain… [or] knowledge about vulnerability and pain… [which] forces one to think about the 

actual conditions of being interconnected and thus being in the world’ (Braidotti, 2012: 186). 

In the second instance, Hanna’s account shows the lengths individuals go to ‘ease all pain, but 

especially the pain of uncertainty about identity, origin and belonging’ (Braidotti, 2011a: 183). 

This is because she quit her job to avoid people. In navigating her pain, Hanna is engaging in 

practices of affirmative ethics, which Braidotti argues is central to her understanding of 

affirmations.   

 

Whereas Manuele (Chef, Luke Milton Keynes) approaches his pain slightly differently by 

displaying signs of resistance and said that Brexit made him  

  

angry and upset, it does make me question my place and my welcome here. I 

will not be frightened away. 

 

Other participants explain their heartbreak, confusion and devastation:  
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When Brexit was said on news, I was heartbroken, lost, confused, so for me I 

think after we learn more about what Brexit is, that is when people were 

horrible and more nasty about Europeans, I remember walking to shop on my 

road after I finish work, there were boys on road on bikes and they scream at 

me, I don’t know how they know me foreign, maybe I look different to them, 

maybe I am different to them, but for me they tell me to ‘fuck off home’ they 

said they want a clean country again, that hurt me the most, from stranger, 

they did not know me… for me when I feel unsafe I don’t belong (Hector, 

Chef Eddies Milton Keynes).  

 

Strain and Szczepaniak-Kozak (2018) liken this to a form of objectification where individuals 

experienced Othering by being considered non-human. They use the example of the Other 

being delineated by the use of the expression ‘your kind’ (p. 174). This can be compared to ‘a 

clean country’ because there was an implicit assumption that EU migrants are dirty (and thus 

unwelcome). 

 

In other accounts, negative feelings of pain can be juxtaposed to the restaurant as alleviating 

this pain. For Paulina (Waitress, Eddies Milton Keynes), Brexit,  

 

made it very hard for me, I missed my family, missed Poland a little bit and 

Brexit made it feel worse, I am an immigrant here, a foreigner and that is a 

horrible feeling. I feel devastated. I feel so sad that I am different because I 

am born somewhere else. I thought England was a nice country to come to, 

but for me it makes me sad that Brexit has happened. Two places I don’t feel 

this, at home and here.  

 

For me this place does not remind me of Brexit. It is welcoming, we don’t treat 

people like that here. But outside people look at me different, they look at me 

because I am different, because I am foreign, I am not accepted, just with these 

look… At work this is different, I am accepted. I belong here because my 

friends accept me here. 
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Here, sadness is associated with being different, and this process of Othering is experienced 

outside of the workplace, contrasting experiences with the workplace.  Paulina appeared to be 

experiencing conflicting feelings in-between the liminality of her personal and work life.  

 

In addition, Alonzo (Chef, Coral Milton Keynes) compared Brexit to physical violence. He 

said,  

 

when Brexit was announced it was like “a punch in the face.” His initial 

reaction was what happens to me? He has no life in Spain because he has been 

in England for 15 years but now this isn’t his home, he is torn, no-where to go 

and he said “I would be a stranger” in Spain (Day 4 fieldnotes, p. 10).  

 

In similar ways to Paulina, Alonzo’s account illustrated ruptures in his identity. Alonzo implies 

an element of suffering which reinforced the negative connotation that is commonly depicted 

in understandings of pain and suffering (Braidotti, 2011b).  

 

In addition, Florin (Chef, Luke Coventry) expressed his sadness surrounding Brexit: 

 

It is deeply troubling, for me it is a sign of very sad times. I was very sad when 

I heard Brexit because I live in England for 10 years. I am unsure what will 

happen to me and my family. My wife cried when we heard the announcement, 

here I was worried I would be unemployed. Why would people keep my job 

when we are not wanted? (Florin, Chef, Luke Coventry).  

 

Florin appears to be experiencing pain as a result of the uncertainty surrounding Brexit. Such 

an account emphasises that ‘it is the pain of the loss of cherished habits of thought and 

representation, which can produce a fear, a sense of insecurity and nostalgia (Braidotti, 2011b: 

316). Braidotti describes this kind of pain as the ‘pain of uncertainty’ which individuals attempt 

to minimise and/or avoid (Braidotti, 2012:181).  

 

Brexit, for many, has caused genuine pain, suffering and fear. Whilst Brexit has (and will have) 

political, economic and legal implications for the UK and the European Union alike, it also has 

much deeper consequences for individuals who are experiencing uncertainty in the wake of the 

referendum vote (Reeves, 2017). In some ways, the participant accounts indicate attempts to 
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avoid this pain, where some individuals attempt to minimise the impact by quitting their job. 

This points to the suggestion that matters of belonging, have the potential to be interpreted 

from the affirmative. Moreover, such encounters with pain suggests that individuals require an 

‘awareness of one’s condition of interaction with others’ (Braidotti, 2012: 191). As a result, 

issues of belonging, and the possible pain (and suffering) it can cause is fundamentally 

relational (emerging from human and non-human relations).  

 

Conclusion  

This chapter explores the processes of Othering, a specific demarcation of difference, that has 

been experienced by EU migrants as a consequence of Brexit. It identified three different ways 

in which participants experienced Othering: verbal Othering, silence and xenophobic 

encounters inflicted on EU migrant employees. In so doing, this chapter highlights the 

dominant way of thinking about difference, as associated with negativity (Braidotti, 2011a). 

Brexit has reignited (and overtly illuminated) the marginalisation of EU migrants, positioning 

them in derogatory and, in some cases, demeaning ways. This is problematic because it 

continues to reinforce a self-Other dichotomy where marginalised groups are seen as inferior 

(Braidotti, 2010).  

 

Processes of Othering have been interpreted in this chapter to reinforce an in-betweenness 

which positions EU migrants in highly uncertain circumstances of belonging, not belonging 

and ruptured identity. The consequence is that the participants experience (and are having to 

acknowledge) pain, which we all go to great lengths to avoid (Braidotti, 2012). However, in so 

doing, these encounters with pain (and suffering) identify possible ways individuals practice 

affirmations of ethics and support the idea that pain is (in-part) a subsequent impact of the 

relationality of belonging. The next chapter will discuss the findings in my two analysis 

chapters and draw conclusions providing reflections on my research questions set out in 

Chapter One.   
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Chapter 8 

Discussion and conclusion: In-between and multiple belonging 

 

Introduction  

This thesis began by outlining the urgent intellectual and moral need to understand the lived 

workplace experiences of those affected by the result of the UK Brexit Referendum in 2016. 

The focus of this thesis has been on the continued unsettling of identity and belonging that has 

occurred both in personal lives and workplace settings since Brexit was announced (Grey, 

2018).  

 

In Chapter Two I critically reviewed the inter-disciplinary literature on belonging and explored 

how identity and, specifically, identity construction are understood within organisation studies 

(Alvesson & Willmott, 2002). I argued that theorisations of belonging tend to rely on an 

either/or binary logic which associates belonging with sameness, and not belonging with 

difference. Whereas understandings of identity are based on a paradox which implies 

individuals strive to be both individual and differentiated simultaneously (Cuganesan, 2017; 

Knights & Clarke, 2017). In Chapter Three, I explained that I became inspired by nomadic 

theorisations of difference. This new materialist perspective focuses on the reimagining of 

negative difference by relying on a relational and open-ended vision of the self (Braidotti, 

2011a; 2011b). I put forward that a reconsidering of negative difference in relation to belonging 

and not belonging can encourage the exploration of the relationship between belonging and 

identity.  

 

In Chapter Four I introduced the empirical context of the study, which focuses on Brexit. I 

interpreted Brexit as a process of Othering (aided by populist rhetoric used in the Leave 

campaign). These processes, I argued further unsettle belonging and identity for EU migrants 

living and working in the UK. Leading on from this, in Chapter Five, I explained my approach 

to collecting the data for this study. This included a study of individual employees who were 

working in three UK restaurant chains. I engaged in observational-based techniques and 

conducted semi-structured interviews styled around conversations. Towards the end of this 

chapter, I explained the thematic approach I took to my analysis and critically reflected on my 

fieldwork.  
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The empirical analysis consisted of two chapters. In Chapter Six I focused on the meaning and 

relationship behind sameness and difference, belonging and not belonging. The aim was to 

consider the binary logic which explains belonging and analyse how this emerged in the data. 

I identified that this occurred through human and non-human relations, supporting the idea that 

belonging can be understood as relational, beyond encounters with others (Wright, 2015). In 

Chapter Seven, I analysed Brexit as a process of Othering and explored how the Othering of 

EU migrants positioned employees in-between belonging and not belonging. I included 

explanations for how these experiences impacted on theorisations of identity and belonging. In 

addition, I also considered the pain Brexit has caused, including the pain of uncertainty 

(Braidotti, 2012).  

 

This chapter will discuss the findings in Chapter Six and Seven and reflect on my research 

questions that were set out in Chapter One. The chapter will be structured as follows: the first 

half of the chapter is divided into two parts. First, I reflect on my research questions. The second 

half of the chapter is divided into three parts. First, I discuss the theoretical, conceptual and 

empirical contributions this thesis makes. Second, I explore the implications and limitations of 

this research project. Finally, I conclude this thesis by suggesting some recommendations for 

future research. 

 

Reflecting on my research questions  

This thesis has sought to develop an understanding of EU migrant employees’ experiences of 

belonging and not belonging in the UK hospitality sector at a time of heightened uncertainty 

following the UK’s vote to Leave the European Union (2016). The research questions this 

thesis has explored are:  

 

1. How are issues of belonging, identity and Othering experienced by EU migrant 

employees working in UK restaurants at the time of Brexit?  

2. How has Brexit impacted the meaning of, and relationship between, sameness, 

difference, belonging and not belonging in organisations? 

3. How can experiences of belonging and not belonging, in times of Brexit, help us to 

conceptualise identity in organisation studies? 
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The first part of this section explores issues of belonging and Othering experienced by EU 

migrant employees working in the restaurants studied. This includes highlighting how EU 

migrant employees’ identity have been affected by the experiences of working in UK 

restaurants at the time of Brexit. The second section builds on the findings in the first section 

and explores the relationship, meaning and experiences of sameness and difference, belonging 

and not belonging. In the final section, I discuss what the data can tell us about the relationship 

between identity and belonging. 

 

Belonging, identity and Othering: In-betweenness  

My data showed that individuals demarcated EU migrants based on difference before, during 

and after the Brexit referendum (2016). Xenophobic views influenced this Othering and 

resulted in many participants feeling as though they were not welcome in the UK. This had 

impacts on sense of belonging and not belonging. While some scholars commonly describe 

migrants as experiencing in-betweenness due to their movement from one place to another (see 

Crawley & Jones, 2020), my data shows that Brexit and subsequent experiences of Othering 

has reignited an in-betweenness among EU migrants who live and work in the UK. This 

positions them on the boundaries in-between belonging and not belonging and raises questions 

about their identity. In Chapter Two, I explained in-betweenness through the lens of liminality, 

which is used in organisation studies to interpret positions of ambiguity and uncertainty (Beech, 

2011).  

 

I interpreted the data, in Chapter Seven, to suggest that continual processes of Othering has 

subjected EU migrant employees to liminality (or in-betweenness) over an elongated period of 

time. The implication of this is that they experience belonging and not belonging 

simultaneously. This raises questions about who they are, where they belong and what/who 

they belong to. While I conducted my research, answers to these questions remained unclear 

to most of the participants who took part in the study. This uncertainty magnified their liminal 

position they found themselves in and provided me with an opportunity to consider how 

nomadic theorisations of subjectivity could help support the precarious position EU migrants 

have been placed in. All the while some used their workplace as a refuge where they were able 

to forget their uncertain feelings of belonging and not belonging. Whereas others felt these 

processes of Othering had spilled into the workplace through organisational policies on Brexit 

that favoured a harmonious workplace over support of employees.  
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As I explained in Chapter Four in-betweenness can be experienced by most (if not all) migrants 

who relocate from one place to another. This position of in-betweenness suggests a certain 

amount of empowerment for migrants who choose to leave their home countries and come to 

the UK (Soderlund & Borg, 2018). The most common example in my data resonates with 

participants moving from their country of origin to the UK and experiencing ruptures to their 

identity, but equally feeling belonging in the UK. The voluntary engagement with in-

betweenness shows that it can be continually experienced by migrants and thus can be 

described as an ‘ongoing state of affairs’ (Soderlund & Borg, 2018: 888). This differs from the 

majority of organisational literature on liminality which considers in-between encounters to be 

a temporary phase that individuals undergo or need to overcome (Beech, 2011). From this 

perspective in-betweenness can be deemed ordinary and the norm, rather than something that 

is negative and undesirable (Kirk et al. 2017). And can be likened to a lived experience for EU 

migrant participants.  

 

My data also identified a more uncertain and fragile understanding of in-betweenness and 

belonging. In-betweenness was imposed on EU migrants because of the processes of Othering 

experienced as a result of Brexit. Consequently, EU migrants were positioned in so much more 

precarious ways. As a result, participants were experiencing ruptures and tensions in their 

identity construction and belonging (both inside and outside of their work life). These ruptures 

and tensions, as I suggested in Chapter Seven, can be explained by considering nomadic 

theorisations of identity and subjectivity. Nomadism allows for a move towards an 

understanding which is based on the assumption that identity is both ‘illusory’ and ‘reassuring’ 

and thus only ever appears static over time (Braidotti, 2011a: 78).  

 

This would imply that Brexit, arguably, shifted the experiences of in-betweenness (and 

subsequently belonging and identity) for a lot EU migrants from bearable to unbearable. To 

some extent the implication of Brexit presents EU migrants with the ‘impossibility of ever 

really and truly belonging’ (Probyn, 1996: 8). In-betweenness, thereby, is not just a relational 

state that explains being between two places, it also ‘encompasses aspects of belonging that 

are not merely individual but are the result of the interconnected nature of our lives and 

intersubjectivity’ (May, 2013: 130). Based on this, in-between belonging ‘captures both the 

debilitating and the liberating qualities of the state of betwixt and between’ (Genova & Zontini, 

2020: 52). 
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Therefore, ‘migrant bodies cannot be understood as simply on one side of identity or other, 

they experience the in-between space, which actively works against identity’ (Ahmed, 1999: 

345). Ozkazanc-Pan (2021) describes this in the context of the hybrid self, where hybridity can 

be understood as articulating ‘in-between, third space subjectivities that arise from the 

encounters between/among people.’ In-betweenness, therefore, provides a ‘new subjectivity 

that speaks to those new and emergent ways of being and belonging’ (p. 49-50). In the context 

of this research, this can be understood to mean that EU migrant employees experience in-

betweenness beyond the journey of moving from their country of origin to the UK.  

 

This is important because it emphasises how EU migrant employees’ identities are destabilised 

and suggests that individuated understandings of the self are perhaps, limited in explaining 

what destabilisation means for the study of identities. Nomadic theory, on the other hand, 

provides a basis to explain these destabilisations as support for the deterritorialising of identity; 

an understanding that identity becomes ‘relinquished in favour of a flux of multiple becomes’ 

(Braidotti, 2011a: 246). Subsequently, this position disrupts the enactment of belonging and 

places individuals in uncertain and precarious positions (which they may or may not wish to 

be in) (Rani, 2018; Ybema et al. 2011). This can tell us something about how identity can be 

theorised in organisation studies.  

 

As I explained in Chapter Two, identity in organisations is most commonly understood in 

relation to the individuated self and selfhood (Brubaker & Cooper, 2000). Jensen (2011) 

explains that this is a generalised approach to understanding identity, which ‘can be 

problematic since it sets up a frame of reference which fails to see the in-between’ that is 

experienced by those who are Othered (p. 66). In comparison, Braidotti (2011b) approaches 

the understanding of identity from the perspective of the decentred and transgressive subject, 

by relying on an open-ended vision of the self which challenges bounded understandings of 

identity and selfhood. In the analysis chapters I showed instances where EU migrant 

employees’ identity can be better explained through a reinvention of how the self is theorised 

in organisation studies. Braidotti (2011b) argues that this involves a reorientation towards 

thinking in relation to subjects and subjectivities.  

 

Seeing employees as subjects, suggests that individuals are ‘always prepared to take flight and 

escape as a way of being,’ because there is an assumption that nomadic subjects are more 

transgressive in approaches to identity (Oladi & Portelli, 2017: 668). This was a prevalent 
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characteristic of the identities of EU migrants who took part in the study. The idea of the 

nomadic subject, subsequently, strives towards an enlarged sense of inter-connection between 

the self (us) and Other (them) (Engebrigsten, 2017). This challenges the assumption that the 

self is in opposition (and dominant) to the Other (Jensen, 2011). In Oladi and Portelli’s (2017) 

analysis, they explain this inter-connection as becoming-nomad; ‘a permanent state of 

ongoingness without a destination in sight’ (p. 668, emphasis as original). Identity is not 

predicated on visions of the self, but rather highlights the relationality of the subject ‘in a 

constant state of inbetweenness (p. 666, emphasis as original).  

 

In a reading of Braidotti’s notion of the nomadic subject, Yountae (2014) argues that, from this 

perspective, ‘the essentialist notion of identity is no longer relevant in our time where the 

boundaries have become blurry’ (p. 289). As I explained in Chapter Two, although Western 

organisational thinking on identity differs in philosophical thinking, there appears to be an 

underlying assumption that humans are ‘unitary, coherent and autonomous individuals’ 

(Collinson, 2003: 527). Thus far, organisational literature enriches the terminology of ‘the self’ 

(e.g., Ashforth & Mael, 1989; Edwards, 2005; Alvesson & Willmott, 2002). The prominence 

of in-between encounters in the data blurs the boundaries between employees belonging and  

not belonging and implies that individuals who experience these in-between encounters, are 

decentred and deterritorialised which challenges such unitary views. This rests on uncertainty, 

instability, continual motion and involves a deterritorialising which Braidotti envisions as a 

non-unitary subjectivity (Braidotti, 2006).  

 

Non-unitary subjectivity can be described as ‘a socially mediated process of relations and 

negotiations with multiple others and with multi-layered social structures’ (Braidotti, 2011b: 

4). At the heart of this sits a concern in understanding how subjects situate themselves in 

relation to power. There is an emphasis on human self-consciousness, whereby, humans are 

seen as reflexively capable of reflecting upon themselves not as detached from the social world, 

but as embedded within. This enables us to ‘exercise some discretion and control over our 

actions’ (Collinson, 2003: 529). In other words, subjectivity places emphasis on the subject 

being de-centred and empowered, where lives are inextricably interwoven rather than discrete 

and unified. This provides a new way of theorising the self because subjectivity highlights the 

processual, multiple nature of individuals as emancipatory subjects not objective selves. 

Subjectivity, therefore, offers an openness to the articulation of identity and belonging as living 
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in transition and acknowledges the entrapping and self-emancipatory nature of being in the 

world (Braidotti, 2006).  

 

As I explained in Chapter Three, Braidotti argues that subjectivity involves the 

deterritorialising of the subject which reimagines identity as an outcome, towards subjectivities 

as denot[ing] the ways individuals are subjected to and participate in forming themselves’ 

(Ehlers, 2016: 357). Braidotti (2011b) argues that this differs from ‘the constitution of 

subjectivity in the interrelation to others’ and relies on, 

 

a multi-layered form of relationality. It assumes as the point of reference not 

the individual but the relation. This means openness to Others… (p. 304).  

 

Subjectivity, therefore, is a relational understanding of the subject with emphasis on belonging 

and identity occurring in-between relations (intra-active process) rather than as an outcome of 

interactions (Wright, 2015).  

 

This approach destabilises dominant understandings of identity which individuates the self 

because there is an assumption that identity is under continuous reconstruction. This position 

complements employee experiences of belonging because subjectivity symbolises ‘detachment 

from the familiar and comfortable forms of identity’ (Yountae, 2014: 290). From this 

perspective, theorisations of the self and identity in organisations can be understood as based 

on a relational vision of subjectivities where employees ‘are aware of their conflicting – yet 

meshing – identities [and as a result embrace] this conflict’ (Ehlers, 2016: 353). The effect on 

employees is that they experience belonging in intensive, multiple and often in-between ways. 

This can be experienced as unstable and precarious because individuals are continually 

becoming.  

 

If we continue to rely on theorisations of the self to explain belonging, we advocate 

‘essentializing people and their identities by privileging just one social category’ (Yuval-Davis, 

2010: 268). From this perspective, belonging is assumed to be one-dimensional and contradicts 

the experiences of in-betweenness participants engaged with in my data.  A move towards 

subjectivity positions identity as never complete (Cooper, 2005) and opens up the possibility 

to consider more precarious encounters in organisations including in-betweenness. Not to 

imply that we do not have identities, but to encourage a construction of new identities that are 
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not bounded. Individuals are not limited in their flows, belongings and movements between 

encounters. From this viewpoint, stable identity can never be reached because we are decentred 

(Braidotti, 2002b; Ahmed, 1999).  

 

Furthermore, the understanding of subjectivity relies on a considerable amount of uncertainty 

which has been critiqued by a number of scholars. For Yountae (2014), Braidotti’s positioning 

of nomadism is problematic because it implies a move beyond the pain of loss produced in the 

process of identity construction. Yountae (2014) interprets this as a dismissal of pain. Similarly, 

Cresswell (2006) argues that nomadism romanticises the non-Western Other through 

instability, when one might surmise that nomads desire surety, fixity and statis in their identity. 

As such, nomadism is often critiqued as a utopian theory with a naivety in romanticising 

movement, transgression and flexibility (Yountae, 2014). However, Braidotti (2008) 

acknowledges this critique and has said that the ‘question of pain is always raised as an 

immediate objection to any ethical project that deviates from the standard Kantian norm that is 

dominant in the West’ (p. 11).   

 

Braidotti (2008) explains that ‘dis-identification involves pain’ (p. 13), and that ‘migrants, 

exiles, and refugees have first-hand experience of the extent to which processes of 

disidentification from familiar identities is linked to the pain of loss and uprooting’ (Braidotti, 

2011b: 322). This particular ‘disidentification,’ which Braidotti explains as experiencing 

changes to a familiar identity, was experienced (and felt in terms of suffering) by the research 

participants who took part in the study. The sharing of these accounts suggest that they need to 

be acknowledged and taken into account in issues of belonging. Braidotti (2011b) 

acknowledges pain by saying that ‘nomadic ethics is not about the avoidance of pain’ (p. 322).  

 

In addition, she explains that acknowledging pain (in relation to suffering) is ‘the starting point; 

the real aim of the process, however, is a quest for ways of overcoming the stultifying effects 

of passivity, brought about by pain’ (Braidotti, 2011b: 322). In Chapter Seven, I referred to 

instances of pain (and suffering) that participants experienced and interpreted them as a 

potential practice of affirmative ethics. In acknowledging pain there were no attempt to move 

beyond pain (and suffering) by participants. Instead, there were attempts to transform it, 

empowering individuals to be proactive in their effects of pain (Braidotti, 2011b) 
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With this in mind, any kind of change that affects a sense of identity is delicate and should not 

be ignored (Braidotti, 2008). The approach taken in this thesis attempts to minimise the 

romanticization of nomadism by emphasising an acknowledgement for pain and showing how 

employees responded to the pain caused by the uncertainty and Othering in relation to Brexit. 

In my data, pain was experienced and associated with suffering and, therefore, was given a 

negative connotation by the research participants (Braidotti, 2011b). In addition, EU migrant 

employees responded to pain, as well as the pain of uncertainty, by taking steps to avoid it. 

This tells us there should be an appreciation that ‘in our culture people go to great lengths to 

ease all pain, but especially the pain of uncertainty about identity, origin and belonging’ 

(Braidotti, 2012: 181). By acknowledging the responses to pain it empowers individuals to 

resist the passivity of the effects of pain and suffering.  

 

In summary, the uncertainty and Othering experienced by EU migrants has highlighted a 

continued state of in-betweenness which has shifted from being bearable to unbearable under 

the guise of Brexit. My data signifies that Otherness can be ‘approached as the expression of a 

productive limit, or generative threshold, that calls for an always already compromised set of 

negotiations’ (Braidotti, 2011b: 305). In other words, Othering marginalises individuals which 

is based on a set of negotiations which constrain the Other to an inferior position to those who 

are considered the Same (and thus, dominant). In-betweenness was ‘symbolically unlocked 

with the referendum itself’ (Genova & Zontini, 2020: 53). However, this position is 

complicated by participants who explained a voluntary engagement with in-betweenness, 

suggesting liminal positions are not always negative. As a result, EU migrants can be 

understood as experiencing decentred identity and belonging and not belonging continually. I 

argue that this conceptualisation of belonging as in-between requires a reinvention in how the 

self can be theorised, and understood, in relation to subjects and subjectivities.  

 

Tensions between sameness and difference  

The processes of Othering, discussed above, can be defined by difference (Udah & Singh, 

2018). In my data, Othering was engaged with by certain demarcations between ‘us’ v ‘them.’ 

This includes the privileging of sameness over difference which resulted in the Other being 

positioned in an inferior and negative position as different (and vis-à-vis). Therefore, Brexit 

has encouraged difference to ‘not [be] a neutral category, but a term that indexes exclusion 

from entitlements to subjectivity’ (Braidotti, 2011b: 270). In effect the issues of uncertainty 
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and processes of Othering, specifically in relation to Brexit, are problematic because it 

reinforces the pejoration of difference (Braidotti, 2011a; 2011b).  

 

The research findings, thereby, presents both an academic and moral issue. Morally, it 

explicates deep rooted xenophobic and racist inequality that has been hidden from view and 

resurfaced as a result of Brexit. Where it used to be covert and not spoken of, Brexit has acted 

as a catalyst to allow overt marginalisation particularly of EU migrants (Van Der Zwet, 2020). 

There is a reinforcement of negative associations of difference, where the privileging nature of 

sameness ignites marginalisation, Othering and exclusion (thus not belonging). These issues 

are not unique to Brexit, as the divisions that have surfaced, in some ways, are a ‘replay of 

some of older problems’ (Gilroy et al. 2019: 182). For Gilroy the emphasis is placed on race 

and racism in relation to nationalism, in the context of Brexit and this thesis, the focus is placed 

on xenophobia and its signifier of difference and not belonging.  

 

Building on this, whilst issues of xenophobia have been spoken about, as Gilroy argues ‘the 

actual issues involved in dealing with the political contradiction into which they have led 

people’ are ignored (Gilroy et al. 2019: 183). In a response to this, Gilroy emphasises that:  

 

this current crisis of race and representation offers a welcome cue to free 

ourselves from the bonds of all raciology in what might be an ambitious new 

abolitionist project (Gilroy et al. 2000: 126). 

 

While Gilroy’s work did not directly express what this abolitionist project may entail, there 

was an implication that it indicates a ‘willingness to cautiously embrace certain antiracist 

varieties of race-thinking.’ And it infers attempts at arguing for a ‘utopian desire to abandon 

race-thinking altogether’ (Valkeakari, 2009: 9-10). In other words, Gilroy insists on the 

intellectual and political necessity of identifying, unveiling and resisting racism wherever and 

under whatever guises they occur. I take Gilroy’s claims seriously and take inspiration from 

them by interrogating the meaning behind difference, in the context of Brexit and the 

marginalisation of EU migrant employees. More specifically, Gilroy’s work can be used here 

to reflect on the demarcations of EU migrants as typically seen as white. Nevertheless, the 

effects of Brexit xenophobia and racism appear to be often entwined in my data. Namely, this 

can be seen from the experiences of some of my research participants of colour, who 

experienced racism as a result of Brexit, yet were not necessarily EU migrants.  
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Academically, these initial moral reflections on my data are further complicated when Chapter 

Six is considered. In this chapter I analysed the meaning behind sameness and difference. I was 

able to identify instances of human and non-human relations. In so doing, conceptualisations 

of belonging can extend beyond relationships, towards the assumption that material forces are 

entangled and have the capacity to impact experiences of belonging and not belonging (Fox & 

Alldred, 2021). I pointed to the idea that either/or approaches to belonging and not belonging 

are too simplistic in understanding EU migrant experiences of role-based, organisational and 

societal belonging. In places I showed where this either/or approach to binary is disrupted in 

favour of an and…and nomadic approach. As a result, these contradictions should not be 

ignored in favour of a simplified approach to binary logic.  

 

In the first instance, my data reinforces that sameness can be privileged over difference within 

the binary belonging and not belonging. For instance, some participants described belonging 

in relation to being the same as others. Whereas other participants explained that difference 

was a signifier of exclusion (and thus not belonging and being on the outside). This assumption 

positions difference as negative and reinforces the dominant position that sameness is 

privileged over difference (Engebrigsten, 2017). As I explained in Chapter Two, this appears 

to be the position organisational scholars take on the conceptualisation of belonging (see, 

Cuganesan, 2017; Jarzabkowski et al. 2013). This highlights the pervasive use of binaries and 

the privileging of one of the opposing elements over the other as a common feature in 

organisations (Bristow et al. 2021).  

 

However, this position is complicated in the data, when compared to other employee accounts 

which evoked several overlapping and contradictory accounts of sameness and difference. 

Some participants explained that being different can positively impacts their sense of belonging 

(just as much as it can be negative). For example, in one of the restaurants a static and rigid 

Order of Service invoked feelings of sameness and employees feeling a sense of not belonging, 

whereas in another restaurant an encouraging of individuality and difference signified a 

cultivating of belonging. An implication here is that encounters in the restaurants were 

characterised by tensions and contradictions (Clegg & Cunha, 2017), between the co-

emergence of sameness privileging difference (and vis-à-vis). This would suggest ‘that 

belonging is neither monolithic nor binary; rather it is a dynamic, fluid and contextual process’ 

(Essers et al. 2020: 2). Other scholars in organisation studies, such as Bryer (2020), have argued 
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a similar point in that there is a need to develop an analysis ‘positively’ in regard to the 

relationship between belonging and exclusion (or not belonging).  

 

As part of her engagement with affirmative politics, Braidotti (2011b) explores the potential 

for ‘the creation of sustainable alternatives geared to the construction of social horizons of hope 

(p. 247). It would be, in some ways, utopic to suggest that the problematic association between 

negativity and difference can be resolved to deconstruct binaries between self-Other and 

belonging/not belonging. The reason for this is binary in itself is not problematic, but the 

approach taken to articulate binary can be if it is based on discriminatory grounds (Knights, 

2015). My data shows this point by drawing on examples where either/or approaches to 

belonging and not belonging can be disrupted. This indicates that care should be taken when 

exploring issues of sameness and difference, and the subsequent reduction to belonging and 

not belonging (respectively). 

 

Subsequently, a more complex relationship is identified between sameness and difference, one 

which shows that ‘contradictions exist between and within individuals’ (Evans & Bobel, 2007: 

216). The complexity in the relationship between sameness and difference can be explained by 

a reorientation in how we think about difference. Affirmative ethics, as I explained in Chapter 

Three, is an ethical project which ‘involves the transformation of negative into positive’ 

(Braidotti, 2011b: 314). In the first instance, the conflicting descriptions of difference in the 

data can be discussed here as a possible move towards ‘turning the tide of negativity’ (Braidotti, 

2011b: 315). This is because it unfolds the associations between difference and negativity by 

flattening them.  

 

In the second instance, I have point to other examples (in the analysis chapters) where ethics 

of affirmation could apply in practice. In the most, this included instances where individuals 

reorientated their associations with belonging to avoid negative difference. For example, 

Rosanna emphasised that belonging is a connection, not a distinction between who is the same 

and different. Although these possible affirmative practices also arose in relation to some 

organisational policies (e.g., inclusion) it appears that steps towards more affirmative practices 

of belonging were driven by individual employees. This would imply that the restaurants are 

fairly limited in their move towards ‘turning the tide of negativity’ in the context of difference 

(Braidotti, 2011b: 315).  
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However, in attempting to negate difference and its negative connotations, there is a possibility 

that individuals who are considered ‘the same’ (the majority) become associated with the 

Other. Take for instance, the Brexit support group which resulted in a complex interplay 

between EU migrants feeling a sense of belonging as the Other, and British citizens describing 

instances of not belonging (as the Same). Gamble et al. (2019) explain that one criticism of a 

critical new materialist perspective is that scholars like Braidotti ‘unwittingly reinforce the 

binaries [they seek] to problematize’ (p. 112). In other words, if too much emphasis is placed 

on disengaging negative difference, there is the potential that sameness eventually becomes 

negative, this will reinforce a privileging relationship within a binary.  

 

An affirmative perspective on difference encourages us to acknowledge contradictions and 

move away from divisiveness. Instead of ignoring sameness when we consider difference (and 

vis-à-vis), there is an acknowledgment for the interplay between sameness and difference. Such 

a perspective relies on an understanding of co-emergence and co-presence where binary 

elements are in continuous interplay with each other (Mumby, 2005). Therefore ‘the 

possibilities that exist in keeping the opposites in tension and play’ (p. 23), is the appreciation 

between sameness and difference, belonging and not belonging being complex and emerging 

simultaneously. From this perspective, divisions between belonging and not belonging are less 

clear-cut. The reorientation of difference encourages the entanglement and exploration of a 

‘complex, contingent, interrelated and dynamic nature of contradictory aspects of 

organizational politics’ (Bristow et al. 2021: 4).  

 

In order to acknowledge the complexities in thinking about belonging and not belonging as co-

emerging, in Chapter Six I engaged with and…and dialectical (and nomadic) approaches to 

binary which ‘prioritizes complexity as a key component’ (Braidotti, 2011b: 323). To this end, 

a reorientation of difference does not mean a disregard for sameness, instead, ‘embracing 

contradictions means both acknowledging and accepting our oppressions and privileges and 

the role we play in the oppression of others’ (Evans & Bobel, 2007: 216, original emphasis). 

The need to consider belonging in light of sameness and difference is identified, to avoid the 

marginalisation of those who are different, on the one hand, and those who are ‘One,’ on the 

other (Braidotti, 2002b: 58). Therefore, ‘positive visions of the ethical subject do not deny 

conflicts, tensions, or even violent disagreements between different subjects … it merely 

displaces the ground on which the negotiation takes place’ (Braidotti, 2011b: 303).  
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Tensions between sameness and difference are experienced by EU migrant employees in 

contradictory ways in the data. This provides the opportunity to explore the meaning behind 

each of the terms, sameness and difference. An affirmative perspective on difference allows 

there to be a reorientation in the assumption that sameness is privileged over difference. 

Moreover, an and…and approach implies that sameness can be privileged over difference, just 

as much as, difference being privileged over sameness. This identifies an approach to sameness 

and difference which encourages an openness where contradictions and complexities in 

participant accounts can be acknowledged. In so doing, belonging can be understood in 

multiple ways, as opposed to either/or choices between belonging or not belonging. This 

particular position reinforces the understanding that organisations ‘must engage with these 

[sameness and difference] simultaneously if they are to be successful’ (Cuganesan, 2017: 489). 

 

In this understanding of belonging, there is a move beyond ‘singular identity frameworks 

[used] for investigating how social identities shape behavior’ (Gaither, 2018: 448), towards a 

position of multiplicity. Singularity, arguably, encourages an either/or logic which results in 

belonging or not belonging being a continual demarcation between sameness or difference. 

Whereas multiplicity can be described as an interpretation of the ‘multiple person’ (Hazen, 

1994: 72), and ‘the multiple, divergent versions of self’ (Slavin, 1992: 615). In other words, 

multiplicity places an emphasis on ‘one that authentically acknowledges human complexity’ 

(Evans & Bobel, 2007: 215). In their articulation of what it means to be a feminist, Evans and 

Bobel (2007) explain that multiplicity includes understanding, examination and acceptance of 

diverse experiences, where differences are embraced. They say:  

 

there is no such thing as a single-issue struggle because we do not live single-

issue lives […] to demand that people focus on one area of concern without 

recognizing the interconnection of multiple issues would be to demand a level 

of self-abnegation that does not mirror the way issues are experienced in our 

daily lives (p. 215).  

 

There is an emphasis placed on multiple occurrences, this provides a basis for an and…and 

approach because there is an acknowledgment that human complexity is unavoidable in life. 

From this position, complexities and conflicts in participant accounts of belonging and not 

belonging and sameness and difference can be acknowledged and are encouraged. This is 

because multiplicity acknowledges that we ‘all have multiple social identities that co-exist and 
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fluctuate based on the person’ (Gaither, 2018: 443). There is an assumption that boundaries are 

considered ‘inseparable from our ideas about who we are’ and this becomes blurred and 

challenged so that binary is minimised (Tang, 2020: 231).  

 

Therefore, multiplicities can be used to explain (and acknowledge) the contradictory ways 

participants spoke about their own sameness and difference in the data. Multiplicity facilitates 

a multi-faceted and complex articulation of belonging which allows experiences of belonging 

and not belonging to emerge across different levels (Miller, 2006). In the data, this consisted 

of micro (role-based), meso (organisational) and macro-level (societal) belonging which 

contributed to individual associations between sameness, difference, belonging and not 

belonging. These levels emerge through intersecting human and non-human relations  and 

identifies how belonging is based on multiple material forces.  

 

From this perspective, research participants have brought an awareness of plurality and 

intersectionality in their experiences of belonging, extenuating the complexities in 

understanding belonging because it implies a destabilising of the either/or binary logic between 

belonging/not belonging demarcated by sameness or difference. The emphasis is on openness, 

so that the employees who work within the restaurants studied are not all the same, and this 

does not necessarily result in exclusion (and not belonging). Multiplicity involves reimagining 

the association between negative difference to encourage the possible contradictions and 

tensions that may arise when employee discuss belonging (Braidotti, 2011b). From this point 

of view, belonging is understood based on an and…and approach which does not attempt to 

demarcate individuals based on identity markers of sameness or difference. But rather enables 

an exploration of sameness and difference together in an interplay with belonging and not 

belonging.  

 

In addition, multiplicity can also help support the possibility that experiences of belonging and 

not belonging are impacted by the encounters individuals may have with other human and non-

human matter (Fox & Alldred, 2017). In so doing, there is an acknowledgment for material 

forces, which supports the claim made by Wright (2015) that belonging is co-emergent. This 

perspective adds to relational understandings of belonging (in organisations) because the 

consideration of non-human encounters extends conceptualisations beyond the dependence on 

relationships. 



212 
 

Dugdale (1999) suggests that some ‘might link it [multiplicity] to stories of negotiation and 

compromise’ (p. 121). However, Dugdale argues that multiplicities are more complex than a 

compromise. She does this by critiquing the dominant position to move from difference to 

sameness, which results in ‘a narrowing from many competing versions to a single stabilised 

reality’ (p. 112). As a consequence, complexity is removed in favour of categorical and 

demarcating of identity markers. Instead, multiplicity enables the encompassing of complexity, 

contradictions and tensions that are minimised when individuals are demarcated between 

sameness or difference. Subsequently, Dugdale argues this position decentres knowing 

subjects which challenges dominant understandings of identity and suggests a deterritorialising 

process which is capable of acknowledging both sameness and difference.  

 

Multiplicity, therefore, is not a rejection of individuals who include others based on sameness; 

instead, EU migrants working in UK restaurants experienced belonging (and not belonging) 

regardless of their individual similarities and differences to others. This is based on the 

assumption that ‘organizational practices are neither inherently exclusionary nor intrinsically 

inclusive’ (Bryer, 2020: 643). Within the context of multiple belongings there is less emphasis 

placed on sameness or difference, and more on embracing the contradictory issues of belonging 

(including encounters with non-human matter). The eventuality being that belonging is multi-

layered, complex and contradictory, so much so, that marginalisation and exclusion, alongside 

affirmation and inclusion are intertwined in matters of belonging and not belonging. This 

requires thinking which does not assume unification but acknowledges uncertainty and 

complexity within articulations of belonging and not belonging.  

 

Therefore, ‘striving towards multiplicity enables migrant-nomads to work as systems of 

interruptions or breaks that disrupt the perception of a fixed identity’ (Oladi & Portelli, 2017: 

667). This is not to disregard that EU migrant employees have identities, but rather embodies 

multiple identities, complexity in belonging and not belonging and acknowledges the 

inhabiting of multiple locations with a respect for splits and contradictions in employees’ 

workplace experiences. Understanding belonging from this perspective reveals a nomadic 

potential which thrives on multiplicity, uncertainty, the embracing of instability and disrupts 

the notion of fixity in the context of identity (Oladi & Portelli, 2017).  

 

This perspective shows that belonging and not belonging can be experienced ‘beyond the 

binary (of either-or),’ in contradictory ways, pointing towards the suggestion that sameness is 



213 
 

privileged over difference in many ways, but in other ways difference is also privileged over 

sameness (Ehlers, 2016: 353). This draws attention to the possibility of ‘multiple belongings’ 

in organisations where ‘relation[s are] neither fixed nor unitary, but rather floating and multi-

located’ (Braidotti, 2011a: 10). Therefore, relations of belonging become a relational matter of 

a subject-in-process and identity becomes a matter of subjectivity, ‘a process, made of constant 

shifts and negotiations between different levels of power and desire, that is to say, wilful choice 

and unconscious drives’ (Braidotti, 2011a: 18). 

 

Understanding the relationship between belonging and identity in organisations 

In reflecting on my research questions, I have explained how EU migrant employees’ identity 

has been affected as a result of the experiences of working in the UK restaurants at the time of 

Brexit. To summarise, EU migrants have encountered in-betweenness, reignited by a process 

of Othering, predicated on a demarcation between ‘us’ versus ‘them.’ In so doing, employee 

identity can be explained as ruptured and decentred which allows the theoretical reinvention of 

the self towards subjects and subjectivity. In addition, in-between belonging is based on 

negative associations with difference, which is problematic because it results in the 

marginalisation of the Other and asymmetrical power relations where the Other is subordinated 

to those who are considered the Same (Strani & Szczepaniak-Kozak, 2018: 165). This raises 

questions about the relationship between sameness and difference, in which by taking a more 

affirmative position on difference, belonging can be understood as multiple, where individuals 

can experience belonging in sameness and difference through encounters with human and non-

human matter.  

 

These accounts of in-between and multiple belonging appeared to occur in relation to the 

managing of identity through normative controls. This supports Alvesson and Willmott’s 

(2002) identity construction framework which I discussed in Chapter Two as the ‘discursive 

practices concerned with identity definition’ (p. 627). These practices were either supportive 

of uniformity (sameness) or supportive of individuality (difference) in relation to identity 

markers. Examples in the data consisted of Orders of Service, organisational policies on 

inclusivity and training and the enforcement of uniform policies on employees who worked in 

the restaurants. This indicates a top-down hierarchy in the regulation of identity formation and 

is consistent with the majority of the identity construction literature which seeks to understand 

organisational and managerial control of identity.  
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In addition, my data also suggests that identity regulation can be understood from a more 

relational perspective. The research participants continually described instances where their 

experiences of belonging were being regulated as a result of encounters with human (other 

employees) and non-human (spaces, organisational policies) matter. For example, there was 

the expectation for EU migrant participants to speak in English as the lingua franca; or feelings 

of belonging being regulated when other employees made jokes about Brexit and directed them 

at other employees; or associations with belonging in a certain space in the restaurants. I 

describe this particular power relation as peer-to-peer identity regulation; relational encounters 

between employees (and things) that can regulate belonging (and not belonging) in 

organisations. Peer-to-peer identity regulation extenuates the complexity of belonging because 

it emphasises the precarity in who may contribute to (or threaten) belonging. This 

understanding of belonging can help develop understandings of identity formation from a 

relational perspective (Coupland & Brown, 2012). 

 

Research participants were not passive in relation to these regulatory controls (Alvesson & 

Willmott, 2002). Instead, they responded to these relational encounters by conforming or 

resisting regulatory controls (Collinson, 2003). Like the identity construction framework 

explains ‘the organizational regulation of identity… is a precarious and often contested process 

involving active identity work’ (Alvesson & Willmott, 2002: 621). Whilst the current literature 

explores identity construction in the context of identity regulation and maintenance, my data 

shows that employees also engaged in identity work to maintain (or circumvent threats to) their 

sense of belonging. This included conforming or resisting the organisational controls put in 

place by managers at the restaurants. Most prominently employees resisted or adjusted certain 

identity markers to ensure they felt a sense of belonging. An example that highlighted both 

confirmation and resistance was the adjusting (or resisting) of appearance and voice.  

 

However, engagement with these strategies were not simply empowering or entrapping 

(Braidotti, 2011a). Employee accounts also identified the (self)constraining nature of engaging 

in identity work. For example, managers experienced ruptured identity and managed these 

tensions (and their sense of belonging) by constraining themselves to their own sets of rules to 

maintain boundaries around their role as manager. The maintenance and managing of 

belonging, therefore, comprises of constant negotiations that are empowering, entrapping and 

(self)constraining. This highlights belonging as being about negotiated forces of power (May, 

2011), ‘a process, which is co-extensive with power and the resistance to it’ (Braidotti, 2002: 
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21) and ‘constructs itself in complex and internally contradictory webs of social relations’ 

(Braidotti, 2011a: 10).  

 

Two points can be taken from this discussion on belonging as a co-constitution of negated 

powers. First, the adjusting of identity markers can suggest that belonging ‘works by producing 

identities’ (Rodin, 2011: 607). This can be understood here to mean that individuals adapt (or 

in some cases choose not to adapt) their identity markers to belong or not belong. This would 

imply that identity is constructed and reconstructed in relation to belonging and not belonging. 

As this illustrates, individuals neither simply step into preordained selves nor are they 

mechanically put into them by others once and for all (Zanoni et al. 2010). Instead, the 

experience of belonging and not belonging empower individuals to engage in processes which 

have implications for their identity.  

 

Second, belonging can be understood as a negotiated aspect of identity formation (Jensen, 

2011). This is because individuals engage in identity construction processes to manage and 

maintain their sense of belonging at work. Therefore, ‘identification,’ which Braidotti (2008) 

likens to familiarity, ‘constitutes an inner scaffolding that supports one sense of identity’ (p. 

13).  The implication of this is that belonging is shaped by power, which is shaped by identity, 

which is produced by belonging (Rodin, 2011). Belonging and identity are interrelated, 

complex and intertwined concepts (Lahdesmaki et al. 2016). In some ways it is difficult not to 

consider identity when we speak of belonging. Just as it is difficult not to speak of belonging 

when we speak of identity (Probyn, 1996). Whilst some scholars have questioned the need for 

the term identity (e.g., Brubaker & Cooper, 2000), this position on identity and belonging 

supports the idea that both concepts are relevant and required to continue to understand and 

study people in organisations.  

 

Contributions  

This research contributes to the field of organisation studies, identifying how a relational 

approach to belonging and nomadic theorisations of difference can help explore the lived 

experiences of EU migrant employees’ belonging and identity during the negotiation of Brexit. 

From a theoretical perspective, this thesis adds to the discussion on identity by offering a 

position on belonging that is informed by identity construction (Alvesson & Willmott, 2002) 

performative understandings of relationality (Wright, 2015) and inspired by affirmative 
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perspectives of difference (Braidotti, 2011a, 2011b). Below I will summarise the main 

theoretical, conceptual and empirical contributions this thesis makes. 

 

Theoretical and conceptual contribution  

This thesis offers a relational perspective on belonging, with the aim of adding to the discussion 

of identity in organisation studies. A relational perspective here is understood as the 

acknowledgement of in-between encounters. Such a perspective offers the opportunity to 

reconceptualise belonging in two interconnected ways.  

 

First, belonging and not belonging can be experienced by EU migrant employees 

simultaneously. This is partially because of an in-betweenness that participants were placed in 

as a result of the uncertainty and continual processes of Othering surrounding Brexit. This 

conceptualisation of belonging can add to the discussion on identity in organisation studies 

because it offers an understanding of identity that can be described as ruptured and decentred. 

From this position there is emphasis placed on non-unitary visions of the subject whereby 

identity becomes a marker for subjects to understand their transgressive potential (Braidotti, 

2011a). Identities become contingent on subjects and is best described as a continual process 

based on subjectivities.  There is a move ‘from being (which is predicated on a sense of identity) 

to belonging (which presumes not a shared identity but a common sense of identification with 

others)’ (Ehlers, 2016: 360). This adds to the discussion on identity because it provides more 

insight into the processes by which people construct, alter and revise their identity (Ibarra & 

Barbulescu, 2010). More specifically, in-between belonging and not belonging offers an 

opportunity to reinvent theorisations of the self towards subjects and subjectivities.  

 

Moreover, and closely connected to the understanding of identity, this thesis offers a more 

relational understanding on the relationship between identity and belonging. Peer-to-peer 

identity regulation can articulate the relational encounters between employees that can 

contribute to the regulation of belonging in organisations. This adds to the discussion on 

identity because it emphasises the ‘vitality of relationality in identity formation’ (Coupland & 

Brown, 2012: 1). As a result, the relationship between identity and belonging can be better 

understood as intrinsically linked as opposed to conflated with each other (see Fiol & 

O’Connor, 2005; Durrheim & Dixon, 2000).  
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In addition, the identification of human and non-human relations (in Chapter Six and Seven) 

can  add to the understanding of relational belonging in organisational research. This position 

has been inspired by new materialist assumptions that knowledge can be created through the 

entanglement of material forces in the social world (Fox & Alldred, 2017). To this end, 

articulations of relational belonging extend beyond relationships with others (as is the case with 

the predominant literature on belonging in organisations), towards the idea that human and 

non-human relations has the capacity to impact experiences of belonging and not belonging.  

 

Second, belonging is multiple and complex. This reconceptualization of belonging requires 

critical scrutiny of the meaning of sameness and difference. This is because the emergence of 

in-betweenness in the data occurred as a result of a marginalisation of the Other based on a 

demarcation between ‘us’ versus ‘them.’ I drew on the work of Braidotti’s nomadic theory, 

specifically her articulation of affirmations and difference. In so doing, I interpreted her 

nomadic approach as reorientating difference towards the affirmative. This allowed for an 

articulation of belonging based on an and…and approach, where belonging can be experienced 

in sameness and difference.  

 

This conceptualisation of belonging differs from the current literature which implies that there 

is a privileging relationship between sameness and difference, and thus belonging and not 

belonging (respectively) – (see Jarzabkowski et al. 2013). Understanding belonging as multiple 

adds to the growing literature on dialectics in organisation studies, because I have applied a 

and…and approach to contextual instances of difference and divisions in organisations 

(Hessler, 2013). This positions belonging as more complex than the either/or binary logic 

permits and suggests that it can be and…and. This invites appreciation of contradictions and 

tensions and encourages ‘new ways of thinking that negotiate beyond the conventional 

boundaries of us and them’ and either/or binary logic (Tang, 2020: 231).  

 

Empirical  implications 

This thesis considers the impact Brexit had on employees who worked within the restaurant 

sector. There has been a particular focus on the uncertainty surrounding EU migrants belonging 

and identity. This was emphasised within employee accounts of the experiences they have 

faced over the past five years (since the EU Referendum in 2016). The sense of belonging and 

identity construction experienced by EU migrant workers in this sector has become precarious, 
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ruptured and fragile in this time period. Subsequently, the data highlighted the complexities, 

contradictions and tensions that are involved in conceptually understanding belonging. The 

analysis, thereby, has certain empirical implications that will, arguably, be experienced long 

after the UK’s transition out of the EU because it ‘enacted a fundamental shift in British politics 

and society, which poses significant challenges’ going into the future (Grey, 2018: 662). 

 

Experiences of EU migrants in Britain and restaurant workers  

From the data we learn that research participants experienced further marginalisation as a result 

of Brexit. While EU migrants generally do experience in-betweenness (relocating from A to 

B), Brexit brings to the forefront an instance where in-between encounters have become 

unbearable in relation to experiencing belonging and not belonging. This tells us that EU 

migrants are living and working under a guise of precarity and uncertainty, deep rooted and 

brought to the surface by Brexit. Processes of Othering significantly influenced the Leave 

Campaign and subjected EU migrants to discrimination, xenophobic, and in some cases, verbal 

and physical violence.  

 

In addition, my data highlights the intersectionality that emerges in experiencing different 

levels of belonging (be it micro, meso and/or macro) and the ruptures that occur within these 

levels created by entanglements between human, non-human relations and Brexit. These 

instances extend to non-migrant restaurant sector workers and managers, who equally 

experienced in-between rupturing’s to their belonging and identity. This suggests that in-

betweenness and belonging and not belonging are not limited to EU migrants as a category of 

Otherness. Micro, meso and macro-level matters of belonging are, entwined in practice in 

complex ways. Brexit becomes the tip of the iceberg disrupting EU migrant and non-migrant 

restaurant workers belonging and not belonging in organisations.  

 

Developments since completing my fieldwork: post-Brexit and COVID19 

Since I completed my fieldwork, it has been reported that ‘the number of EU citizens searching 

for work in Britain has fallen by more than a third since Brexit.’xiv This exposes the impact on 

UK employers as there is a struggle to recruit staff and suggests access to labour has become 

tougher since post-Brexit. While Brexit could be used to explain this struggle in recruitment, 

the COVID19 pandemic introduces a significant complication in understanding the impacts of 

Brexit in the UK. I have not referred to the global pandemic, in detail within the thesis, because 

my data was collected before the first lockdown occurred in the UK (March 2020). However, 
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reports argue that the labour shortages ‘are having a distinct impact above and beyond the 

fallout from the COVID-19 pandemic’ because ‘the sharp decline in interest among EU 

jobseekers was not replicated in other countries.’xv   

 

This would indicate that issues of uncertainty and Othering can be interpreted as one of the 

reasons why there appears to be declines in EU migrant labour numbers. Implementations of 

Brexit immigration policies point to a demarcation of British citizens from EU migrants, 

subsequently resulting in migrants being Othered, marginalised and ultimately leaving the UK 

to return to their country of origin (or elsewhere). At the same time and more specific to the 

restaurant sectors in the UK, extreme staffing shortages are being experienced, which some are 

putting down to a contribution of COVID19 and Brexit. For instance, recently journalists from 

numerous newspapers, including The Guardian, have spoken to restaurant managers who have 

shared the problems they feel the restaurant sector is facing. One manager (named ‘Cobb’) of 

a restaurant chain explains:  

 

It’s in the kitchen that the restaurant faces the biggest problem. In an industry 

that has long relied on EU migrants, Cobb blames the unfortunate cocktail of 

Covid and Brexit for a lack of applicants to fill 10 back-of-house vacancies. 

“It’s hot, and it’s long hours. For the amount of skill, you need, the pay has 

never been great, so these jobs have always suited migrant workers,” Cobb 

said. Increasing the hourly pay offered for a chef by a quarter to £12 an hour 

hasn’t brought in any more suitable applicants. “That’s how I know the staff 

don’t exist.”xvi 

 

In similar ways, other restaurant owners explain that the combination of COVID19 and Brexit 

has led to staff shortages. For example,  

 

Claire Harvey, owner of Pierre Victoire a restaurant in Oxford said her 

business had been forced to close at lunchtimes, after being “crucified” by the 

second lockdown. She said: “Being a French restaurant, we employed French, 

Spanish, Italian [staff] – they went home to be near their families and – 

because you have to be resident on the 31 December to apply for settled status 

– now they can’t come back.”xvii 
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Therefore, the practical implications of Brexit appear to be intersecting with the consequences 

of continued lockdowns experienced within the UK during the current global pandemic. 

 

However, other restaurant chainsxviii (including one of the restaurants who took part in this 

study) have reported staff shortages and explicitly refer to Brexit being the cause. Some 

restaurants have explained that they are struggling to hire chefs, having seen a reduction in the 

number of EU migrants in the workforce.xix Whilst staff shortages have been exemplified due 

to Brexit, senior management at the restaurant also explain there are other issues including 

competition from logistics and delivery firms who are also struggled with staff shortages. 

Similarly, other restaurant chains have said that ‘post-Brexit immigration restrictions are to 

blame for staff shortages that have forced them to reduce supply.’xx In emphasising this point, 

restaurant chains have explicitly said ‘that workforces have been affected by coronavirus, but 

post-Brexit immigration restrictions have had a more severe effect.’xxi Another restaurant 

owner said:  

 

I have been running restaurants for the best part of 30 years and I have never 

before closed a service due to staff shortages… I don’t think there’s a political 

will to address it because it will show that the problem is not Covid but 

Brexit.xxii 

 

The restaurant sector, therefore, appears to be facing a crisis, one which is indicative of the 

restrictions on EU migrants right to work and live in the UK.xxiii Based on my data, I would 

argue that what we are seeing now is the result of the processes of Othering being experienced 

by EU migrants as a result of Brexit.  

 

From this perspective, it appears that the current global pandemic may be overshadowing the 

significant implications of Brexit. Some are emphasising that the combination of UK 

lockdowns, forced closures and Brexit are leading to staff shortages. Whereas others emphasise 

COVID19 masking the effects of Brexit. However, what it does appear to suggest is that 

employees and organisations are living and operating in a time of high uncertainty and 

propensity for change. In itself, this highlights that ‘these are strange times and strange things 

are happening’ (Braidotti, 2002: 1). Therefore, it can be suggested that an ongoing unsettling 

to how belonging and identity are felt and experienced will continue long after the UK’s 

‘Brexit’ from the EU.  
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Limitations of the study  

Despite my commitment to respect the principles of both theory and methodology, it is 

important to consider the potential limitations to the approach I have taken in this research 

project. Below I identify two limitations that should be considered in light of the research study 

and theoretical inspirations for the thesis. I refer here to i) reflections on an interview-based 

study to generate insights on individual identity and belonging in organisations; and ii) the 

implications of affirmative ethics in practice. 

 

Studying identity and belonging: An interview-based study  

In Oliver and Roos’ (2007) systematic literature review of the methods applied to the study of 

identity, it is identified that interviews and surveys were the dominant method to explore 

identity related concepts in organisational research. Moreover, in a recent review of similar 

literature, Butler et al. (2014) suggest that similar methods are still applied to research identity 

in organisations. The evolving and processual articulations of identity (and belonging), which 

mainly derive from Alvesson and Willmott’s (2002) work on identity construction, adds 

complexity to how researchers explore ‘identity-in-motion’ (Butler et al. 2014: 154). This is 

because the focus has moved from conceptualising identity as largely fixed and now articulates 

identity ‘as evolving and contextually responsive; arising in and out of the interaction within 

self, and between self and situation’ (Butler et al. 2014: 153). In response, scholars have used 

a combination of observational techniques and interviews. One reason being, is the attempt to 

develop and understand connections and interactions that could be missed through isolated 

surveys and interview data (Sveningsson & Alvesson, 2003).  

 

In the planning stages of this research project the expectation was to collect two different forms 

of data: i) interview data and, ii) observational fieldnotes (see p.89). While these two forms of 

data were collected in the study, the analysis relies predominately on the interview data to 

identify how EU migrants experienced belonging and not belonging in relation to Brexit. This 

is mostly due to certain themes being conveyed through the interview transcripts. However, in 

the analysis, observations were used in places to support some of the themes that emerge in the 

interview transcripts. For instance, participants compared their experiences inside and outside 

of the restaurant environment, which highlights potential instances of in-between belonging 

and not belonging, along with ruptures to their identity.  
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In addition, certain observational data supported these in-between encounters. For example, 

the xenophobic encounters Andrea experienced serving a customer who insisted on being 

served by a ‘English waiter.’ This observation highlighted an interaction which placed Andrea 

(and Greg) in-between instances of belonging and not belonging.  In order to engage with these 

encounters, build upon the findings in this research project, and generate further insights into 

interactional encounters, future research could use different methodologies to explore the 

relational aspects of identity and belonging. One potential methodology that could help support 

this would be a new materialist perspective which pays particular attention to materiality and 

the construction of knowledge within interactions.  

 

From this perspective, the emphasis of study would be on what human actions and things do 

as ‘relations that interact to produce specific capacities for action and desire’ (Fox & Alldred, 

2013: 772). A way to do this would be to acknowledge that,  

 

the tools of interpretive research such as interviews or diary and narrative 

accounts, which conventionally attend to human actions, experiences, and 

reflections, must be turned decisively to efforts to disclose the relations within 

assemblages (Fox & Alldred, 2015: 402).  

 

Other scholars have reinforced this point. For example, Thorpe et al. (2020) explain ‘qualitative 

research in which data collection, analysis, and representation typically rely heavily on 

language, need to be reequipped with different tools’ (p.29). A suggestion for future research 

studies, thereby, would be to conduct a new materialist study where the researcher engages 

with observational techniques as their selected research method. Fox and Alldred (2021) 

suggest that ‘ethnographic observations may be valuable to identify relations and physical 

affects but need to be combined with some sort of ‘insider’ perspective to supply data on other 

affects and the capacities these produce’ (p.8). This would enable close attention to the 

encounters research participants make with human and non-human matter.  

 

Researchers should pay close attention to how participants engage and what they do to 

articulate ‘the capacities for action, interaction, feeling, and desire produced in bodies or groups 

of bodies by affective flows’ (Fox & Alldred, 2015: 402). This combination of design and 

research method could ‘provide researchers with the ability to analytically move beyond 
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dichotomies like agency/structure and animate/inanimate, and instead map relations and 

territorializations in assemblages’ (Andersson et al. 2020: 1). Therefore, within new materialist 

approaches, there is not necessarily a need to change our methods, ‘but rather broaden our 

understanding of the socio-materialities of the research process’ (Thorpe et al. 2020: 34). This 

follows from Fox and Alldred (2017, 2015) who claim that it is not the actual methods that 

require rethinking but the idea of research itself.  

 

An appropriate way to do this is to view research as ‘assemblages of relations’ which ‘develop 

in unpredictable ways around actions and events’ and ‘operate without our noticing them, to 

produce the desire that we do’ (Fox & Alldred, 2013: 772). They conceptualise research as an 

assemblage, or a process comprised of different ‘machines that link elements together to do 

something, to produce something’ (Fox & Alldred, 2015: 403). Thinking with assemblages 

moves the world away from fixed and stable systems which are composed of discrete 

subjects/objects to a more connected and relational ‘constellation of bodies’ and things 

(Fairchild, 2019: 54). Within the research-assemblage there are multiple interconnected 

‘machines’ (data collection, researcher and participant, analysis, and reporting) with various 

affects, connections and flows between them that work together to analyse or make sense of 

phenomena of interest. Viewing research in these ways ‘encourages us to imagine research as 

a non-linear process as it discloses the affective flows between the many elements involved in 

research and asks us to think about how these elements work together’ (Thorpe et al. 2020: 34).  

 

The idea of research as an assemblage, therefore, would involve ‘an endless cascade of events 

comprising the material effects of both nature and culture that together produce the world and 

human history’ (Fox & Alldred, 2017: 7). From this perspective, the research-assemblage will 

encompass ‘the bodies, things and abstractions that get caught up in social inquiry’ (Fox & 

Alldred, 2015: 2). The suggestion being that there is a deeper consideration for the interactions 

(and intra-actions) between research participants (and extending to the researcher). Arguably, 

this approach extends interpretive research approaches in two ways. First, there is an 

acknowledgement for human and non-human matter in consideration of interactions. This 

would allow an emphasis to be placed on non-human and inanimate objects, offering a novel 

opportunity to develop knowledge of interactions and relational encounters in the context of 

belonging and not belonging. Second, the power dynamics between participants and researcher 

are reimagined so that new materialism ‘cuts across other social theory dualisms’ including 

participant/researcher (Fox & Alldred, 2015: 3). To this end, there is no ‘subject’ and no 
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‘object,’ rather an endless flow constantly in flux. These endless flows support the focus of 

research being on interaction because there is an appreciation here for materiality as ‘relation 

and emergent, plural and complex, uneven and contingent’ (p.2).  

 

Ethics of affirmation in practice  

Another limitation of this study (which extends to the broader application of the theoretical 

inspirations of the project) involves the practical implications of Braidotti’s nomadic theory. 

For Braidotti (1996b), nomadism and perspectives of difference are ‘gestures of affirmative 

hope’ (p. 183) which can be interpreted (and in some ways critiqued) as aspirational utopian 

future worlds (Yountae, 2014; Cresswell, 2006). As explained in Chapter Three, Braidotti 

(2011b) addresses this directly by explaining the aim of nomadism is not to create such a 

futuristic metaphor. However, there are operational limitations as a result of these gestures, 

which can lead to, for example, attempting to reverse a binary and the risk of constructing 

another in so doing (Knight, 2015).  

 

To overcome this, I engaged with dialectics and drew on the work of Derrida to interpret 

reversal as reconsidering, an approach that can be used to begin the discussion about how the 

meaning behind difference can be reimagined within the belonging/not belonging binary. This 

was to acknowledge that binary is not resolvable in a literal sense (and is necessary for 

individuals to make sense of the world around them). However, there is a possibility that the 

meaning of sameness and difference can be reorientated towards a position where there is less 

reliance on privileging one pole (sameness) over another (difference) - (Knights, 2015). In 

addition, I highlighted aspects of the empirical material where instances for the possibility of 

the ethics of affirmation may emerge in practice (see Chapter Six and Seven).  

 

Concluding thoughts: Future research 

To conclude this thesis, I will offer recommendations for future research that could be explored 

in conceptualising and understanding belonging in organisations. This includes, i) the 

relationship between inclusion, diversity and belonging; ii) other possible encounters that could 

contribute to sense of belonging in organisations; and iii) different empirical contexts that have 

the potential to impact on organisational experiences and iv) the impact on belonging in light 

of the global pandemic.  
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The first recommendation for future research involves a consideration of the critical diversity 

literature that has been briefly touched upon throughout the thesis. Within the current literature 

there is an implied relationship between inclusion and belonging. For example, some scholars 

define inclusion by saying ‘individuals feel a sense of belonging’ (Adamson et al. 2021: 214-

215). However, there is an assumption that belonging is a psychological state which is 

experienced as a result of inclusion. As argued in this thesis, social psychological perspectives 

on belonging can be reductive and oversimplified in how they classify individuals into groups. 

However, others argue that inclusion itself is in need of some reflexive rethinking, this is 

because it is no longer enough to be inclusive and ensure participation from employees (Tyler 

& Vacchani, 2021). From this perspective there is a need for belonging, which goes beyond 

categorisation. Future research, therefore, could explore the relationship between inclusion, 

diversity and belonging.  

 

Moreover, performative, feminist understandings of relationality could be used to consider how 

belonging can be understood in relation to the connections and in-betweenness that was 

discussed above in this chapter. This would be to develop the critical diversity literature, as to 

not rely on belonging being understood as a psychological state (see Adamson et al. 2021). In 

addition, while analysing my data for this research study there appeared to be a synonymous 

articulation between exclusion and not belonging by some participants, whereas others implied 

that not belonging was a potential consequence of exclusion. A deeper analysis of this was not 

included in my thesis because I felt I could potentially develop an entire new research project 

based on it. I was not able to do this in the thesis because I wanted to explore the relationship 

between identity and belonging which is equally ambiguous in the organisation literature. 

Therefore, future research could focus on the relationship between belonging and exclusion. 

This would involve exploring whether belonging is an effect of exclusion, and if so, how does 

the dynamics of this relationship work.  

 

Another recommendation for future research is to explore whether there may be other kinds of 

encounters (both human and non-human) that contribute to a sense of belonging.  In this 

research project I engaged with the encounters with people, physical spaces and the liminal 

space of in-between. In no way are these assumed to be exhaustive or exclusive in 

understanding the relationality of belonging. Instead, future research may be able to explore 

additional possibilities that may arise. These may arise due to conducting research in different 

sectors, organisations or adapting different research methods that may magnify other 
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encounters. An example could be how individuals engage with objects that contribute to their 

belonging. Another example could be how individuals engage with atmospheres, leading to the 

consideration of affect. The study of affect is in its infancy in organisation studies, and 

therefore, further research on belonging from these perspectives could develop the 

understanding of affect. Alternatively, the encounters explored within this thesis can be used 

to explore how belonging emerges within different organisations and industries, and the 

possible implications of this. 

 

A final recommendation involves exploring in-between and multiple belonging in contexts that 

may not be as highly contentious and unsettling as Brexit. As I have emphasised throughout, 

Brexit was used as an empirical context for this research project, which I argued (in Chapter 

Four) has further unsettled identity and belonging for EU migrants living and working in the 

UK, resulting in the process of Othering (empirically explored in Chapter Six). Therefore, the 

reconceptualization of belonging as in-between and multiple arises from a research project 

conducted during a highly tense and hostile political negotiation. Future research may be able 

to explore these reconceptualization’s in relation to other unsettling phenomena. One prevalent 

example would be the ongoing COVID19 pandemic which has significantly influenced 

workplace practices (Teti et al. 2020). What would the relationship be between in-betweenness, 

multiplicity and belonging in light of the global pandemic where social distancing and closures 

of workspaces have meant individuals no longer engage and interact in the same way? 

 

Closely related to the implications of the global pandemic, a final recommendation could be to 

explore the proximity in which relational in-betweenness may occur. Whilst the literature on 

belonging emphasises the need for ‘physical proximity’ (Antonsich, 2010: 266), phenomena 

such as the global pandemic with social distancing, workplace closures and recurring 

lockdowns may compromise the need for physicality. The timeline for this thesis meant that 

the data was collected before the world experienced this pandemic, and therefore, 

interpretations from this data set to explore the relationship between physical proximity, 

belonging and COVID-19 would be speculative. Future research, thus, could investigate this 

relationship in order to develop understanding of relational belonging further in management 

and organisation studies.  
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Appendix 1: Responses from District Managers at Coral, Eddies and Luke on the locations they recommended for data to be collected 

 

Restaurant and location Reasoning from District Manager 

Coral – Bristol Clifton  ‘Clifton, for me is diverse, there are a lot of people who work at Coral from different 

background… not just cultural but from all walks of life. I don’t think you’d get the same 

representation in places like Salisbury… which I have to confess are mainly British workers’  

 

‘This [Bristol Clifton] by no means is my best performing restaurant at all, I just think it provides 

a lot of different characters…’ (telephone conversation with Helen – 01/07/2019) 

Coral – O2 North Greenwich, London ‘Well obviously the O2 location is not only a busy location it also attracts lots and lots of different 

customers. Our staff base are very diverse and it’s one of the busier restaurants in London. I think 

it would be a good case for you to see. Other locations I have been to are less vibrant…’ 

(telephone conversation with Dan – 03/07/2019) 

Coral – Milton Keynes (shopping centre and 

ice rink) 

‘Milton Keynes is actually a busy location for Coral, we actually open a new restaurant in the 

next few weeks, to show you how busy the other restaurants can get… we employ over 60%, I 

think it is of EU citizens and I think any Milton Keynes location would be great. I think it would 

be a contrast to Manchester because I would consider Manchester a city location. City locations 

you find are so much busier, I think the two will be a good combination’ (telephone conversation 

with Michael – 29/06/2019) 

Coral – St Peter’s Square, Manchester  ‘Like I said before, I think Manchester will be a really good comparison for you to Milton 

Keynes. It’s very diverse, but if I am honest you could pick any location and I would be happy for 
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you to go there… just to demonstrate I am not cherry picking for you…’ (telephone conversation 

with Michael – 29/06/2019) 

Eddies – Bury St Edmunds  ‘This location actually has been struggling with staff turnover so it would be interesting to see 

from a selfish point of view if your project sheds light on any of that for me… but also I think it 

shows a diverse workforce… a vast number of EU citizens are employed in Bury, well across the 

restaurants really…’ (email conversation with Mia – 25/09/2020) 

Eddies – Milton Keynes  ‘Again, with this location it’s a bigger city environment for you compared to the Bury branch, I 

mean I think it again has diversity too, but it is one of the busier restaurants we have…’ (email 

conversation with Mia – 25/09/2020) 

Luke – Coventry  ‘Coventry for me is diverse, we employ a lot of different people and it will be a good 

representative of EU workers… I also think there are a fair few English people working there so it 

may give a different point of view too…’ (email conversation with Mia – 25/09/2020) 

Luke – Milton Keynes  ‘I chose Milton Keynes because it is a comparison between the two brands really. You will be 

able to see if there is a substantial difference in responses between the two restaurants, this 

fascinates me because they are also right next door to each other too… literally… so I think it will 

be a good comparison… hate to say it again, also, but there are 51% EU workers in this location’. 

(email conversation with Mia – 25/09/2020) 
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Appendix 2: Agreed dates and total amount of daysxxiv spent at each location 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Coral restaurant location Agreed dates of visit Days spent in each 

location 

Bristol Clifton  19/07/2019-26/07/2019 6 days  

London N. Greenwich 30/07/2019- 09/08/2019 6 days over this period 

Milton Keynes, Central 

Milton Keynes, Xscape 

12/08/2019- 16/08/2019 

13/08/2019 

5 days  

St. Peter’s Square, 

Manchester 

22/08/2019-29/08/2019 4 days over this period 

Eddies, Bury St Edmunds 18/11/2019-19/11/2019 2 days 

Eddies, Milton Keynes 11/11/2019-12/11/2019 2 days  

Luke, Milton Keynes 22/11/2019 & 27/11/2019 2 days  

Luke, Coventry 06/01/2020-07/01/2020 2 days 

TOTAL:  29 days 
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Appendix 3: Example consent form used in this study 

 

 

Informed Consent Form – Employees 

 

Informed Consent for the study: EU citizens working in the UK hospitality industry: making sense of 

Brexit 

 

Laura Reeves, PhD Student, The Open University (Department of People and Organization) 

 

Contact Information:  

 

• Researcher: Laura Reeves, laura.reeves@open.ac.uk, 01908659523 

• Supervisors: 

o Dr Tim Butcher, tim.butcher@open.ac.uk, 07947934669 

o Professor Emma Bell, emma.bell@open.ac.uk 
                        

Please tick the appropriate boxes                                                                      
Yes      No  

 
1. Taking part in the study 

I have read and understood the study information, or it has been read to me. I have been able to ask questions about 
the study and my questions have been answered to my satisfaction. 
 

 
 
 

   
 

I consent voluntarily to be a participant in this study and understand that I can refuse to answer questions and I can 
withdraw from the study at any time up until 01/04/2020, without having to give a reason. I understand that this can 
be done by verbally letting Laura Reeves know whilst she is conducting the research or via contact Laura by email or 
telephone after she has left the field. 
 
I understand (and consent to) taking part in the study which involves being shadowed/observed in a given work day by  
Laura Reeves. Additionally, Laura Reeves will keep a personal diary which will detail her own experiences within the field.  
 
I consent to taking part in the interview with Laura Reeves. I understand the interview will be recorded via digital voice 
recorder 
 
I have been given contact details for Laura Reeves, as well as her supervisors who are overseeing her research project.  
These details can be found on the information sheet provided, or at the top of this consent form. 
 
I have been informed that a copy of the final thesis may be forwarded to me, upon request. I acknowledge the final  
thesis will not be available until after February 2021 
 
I would like to be provided with a copy of the final thesis, available after February 2021. 
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2. Use of the information in the study  

I understand the information I provide will be used to contribute to the PhD thesis written by Laura Reeves, at least 
one conference paper and at least one journal article.  

I agree that my information can be quoted within the PhD thesis under my assigned pseudonym  
 

 
 
 

   
 
   
 

I understand the personal information collected about me that can identify me, such as my name, will not be shared 
beyond the study team. All personal information will be coded and anonymized, and I understand that all data will be 
anonymised as much as possible and only I or those who may know me very well could recognise me from the 
information  in the final written thesis.  
 
I understand that my data will be stored on Laura Reeves’ password protected laptop whilst she is carrying out the  
research, once she has withdrawn from the field, this will be transferred to a secure Dropbox Facility that Laura Reeves 
 has access to. Once the fieldnotes have been transcribed I understand that Laura’s notebook will be kept in a secure 
 locked cabinet, and any Interview recordings will be destroyed.  
 

 

   

 

 

 

   

3. Future use and reuse of the information by others 

I give permission for the anonymized transcribed data created from the fieldnotes, audio recordings, and diary, to be 
deposited in a specialist data centre (OU Data Repository) for 10 years after data collection, so it can be used in future 
research and learning. 

I understand that after 10 years, the data stored in the specialist data centre will be destroyed. 

I understand that all steps will be taken to anonymise data and only anonymised data will be used in the final thesis. 

I understand that this consent form will be kept for as long as the research data is contained (by Laura and then the 
specialist data centre)  
 
 
4. Signatures of participants and researcher 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Name of participant (IN CAPITALS)                    Signature                                                               Date 
 

For participants unable to sign their name, mark the box instead of signing  

 

I have witnessed the accurate reading of the consent form with the potential participant and the individual has had 
the opportunity to ask questions. I confirm that the individual has given consent freely.  

 

 

Name of researcher (IN CAPITALS)                      Signature                                                              Date 

 

 
 
 

   
 
 
   
 
   

 

 

   

 

 



259 
 

Appendix 4: Semi-structured interviews – Original interview guide 

The questions below will be a guide for each interview, and possible follow up questions from the answers provided may occur. These questions 

were formulated as a guide before I entered into the field, therefore, the research questions identified here were formed as part of my first-year 

probationary review.  

Research question/aim Research theme Possible interview questions Follow-up/Probes 

Overall aim of the project:  

 

Contribute to the 

development of 

understanding belonging in 

organizations.  

Belonging  1. What does it mean to you to belong? 

2. Can you give examples of when you 

have felt you belong?  

3. Can you give examples when you 

felt you did not belong? 

4. Is belonging important to you? 

Looking to establish what individual 

participants understand by belonging. At 

this point the understanding of generic 

meanings of belonging will be encouraged 

rather than understandings in the context of 

their workplace.  

 

• What do you think of when you think 

of the word belonging? Why is(n’t) 

belonging important to you? 

Research aim: Understand 

how important belonging is 

in organizations and how it 

contributes to workplace 

relations. 

 

 

R.Q.1: How important is a 

sense of belonging at work, 

and how does it contribute to 

labour shortages and the 

fragility and longevity of 

workplace relations? 

Belonging 

 

Workplace relations 

5. How important is belonging to you 

whilst you are at work? 

6. Can you think of examples of when 

you have felt belonging at work? 

7. Is it different to other feelings of 

belonging you have felt? 

8. (If so) can you give an example of a 

feeling of belonging and how it is 

different? 

9. Do you think a sense of belonging 

contributes to a decision to leave a 

specific job? 

10. Would you ever consider leaving 

your job if you felt you didn’t 

belong at work? 

These questions will focus the interview in 

to belonging at work rather than generic 

understandings of belonging.  

 

• Can you compare two examples of 

belonging at work and belonging 

outside of work?  

• Where questions ask about 

belonging – if needed ask the 

counterpart i.e., can you think of 

examples of when you felt you didn’t 

belong at work? 
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• When asking questions such as “do 

you think…” follow up with “why?” 

if further clarification is required. 

Research aim: Relate the 

importance of belonging in 

the workplace to the impact 

Brexit is having on 

organizations. 

 

 

R.Q.2: How important is it 

to have a sense of belonging 

within organisations for EU 

citizens since the EU 

referendum? 

Brexit  11. Do you think your sense of 

belonging at work has changed since 

the UK voted to leave the EU? 

12. How do you think it has changed? 

(If at all?)  

13. Can you think of any examples of 

where you feel your sense of 

belonging has changed at work since 

the EU referendum? 

14. How has the result of the EU 

referendum made you feel in relation 

to your sense of belonging at work? 

These questions will ask about belonging 

and Brexit, trying to establish the 

relationship between the impacts of Brexit 

on sense of belonging at work.  

 

• Encourage the participant to 

provide examples of changes in 

belonging – particularly before and 

after the EU referendum result.  

• What is it about Brexit that may 

make you feel you no longer belong? 

(Ask this kind of follow up question 

should a participant say they feel 

Brexit has affected their sense of 

belonging)  
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Research aim: Argue 

belonging is relational and 

present between the 

interaction of others? 

 

 

R.Q.3:  

Interactions between 

others 

15. Can you think of times when you 

have been interacting with others 

and have felt you belong? 

16. Do you think your own sense of 

belonging is dependent on the 

interaction with others and how 

others see you? 

17. Who do you think of when you think 

of feelings of belonging? 

18. Can you think of times when you 

have experienced belonging and 

describe how it made you feel? 

I am looking to collect data to examine the 

relationship between belonging and 

intersubjectivity. The main focus will be on 

how the interaction with others and emotion 

contributes to a sense of belonging. This 

particular research question/aim is not 

necessarily in relation to organizations, 

rather it is a conceptual development I aim 

to make in my thesis. Therefore, answers do 

not have to necessarily be given in relation 

to organizations. 

 

• Where questions are asked about 

feelings of belonging, I may follow-

up with questions of feelings of not 

belonging (if necessary)  

 

 

  

General closing questions:  

• Is there anything else you can think of that you feel may be relevant to understanding your sense of belonging at work? 

• Do you have anything you would like to share with me about your experiences with your own sense of belonging, Brexit, or where you 

work? 
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Appendix 4 (cont.): Semi-structured interviews – ‘Revised’ interview guide 

The questions below are the revised questions after conducting interviews in the field. One set of revisions took place, and I have included 

explanations to explain why I revised the original question.  

Research question/aim Research theme Possible interview questions Follow-up/Probes 

Overall aim of the project:  

 

Contribute to the 

development of 

understanding belonging in 

organizations.  

Belonging  1. How would you describe belonging?  

2. Can you give examples of when you 

have felt you belong?  

3. Can you describe not belonging? 

4. Can you give examples when you felt 

you did not belong? 

 

Looking to establish what individual 

participants understand by belonging. At this 

point the understanding of generic meanings 

of belonging will be encouraged rather than 

understandings in the context of their 

workplace.  

 

• What do you think of when you think 

of the word belonging? Why is(n’t) 

belonging important to you? 

Research aim: Understand 

how important belonging is 

in organizations and how it 

contributes to workplace 

relations. 

 

 

R.Q.1: How important is a 

sense of belonging at work, 

and how does it contribute to 

labour shortages and the 

fragility and longevity of 

workplace relations? 

Belonging 

 

Workplace relations 

5. How important is belonging to you 

whilst you are at work? 

6. Can you think of examples of when 

you have felt belonging at work? 

7. Is it different to other feelings of 

belonging you have felt? 

8. (If so) can you give an example of a 

feeling of belonging and how it is 

different? 

9. Do you think a sense of belonging 

contributes to a decision to leave a 

specific job? 

10.  

These questions will focus the interview in to 

belonging at work rather than generic 

understandings of belonging.  

 

• Can you compare two examples of 

belonging at work and belonging 

outside of work?  

• Where questions ask about belonging 

– if needed ask the counterpart i.e., 

can you think of examples of when 

you felt you didn’t belong at work? 

• When asking questions such as “do 

you think…” follow up with “why?” 

if further clarification is required. 
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Research aim: Relate the 

importance of belonging in 

the workplace to the impact 

Brexit is having on 

organizations. 

 

 

R.Q.2: How important is it to 

have a sense of belonging 

within organisations for EU 

citizens since the EU 

referendum? 

Brexit  11. To what extent do you think your 

sense of belonging at work has 

changed since the UK voted to leave 

the EU? 

12. How do you think it has changed? (If 

at all?)  

13. Can you think of any examples of 

where you feel your sense of 

belonging has changed at work since 

the EU referendum? 

14. How has the result of the EU 

referendum made you feel in relation 

to your sense of belonging at work? 

15. Would you consider yourself 

European? 

These questions will ask about belonging and 

Brexit, trying to establish the relationship 

between the impacts of Brexit on sense of 

belonging at work.  

 

• Encourage the participant to provide 

examples of changes in belonging – 

particularly before and after the EU 

referendum result.  

• What is it about Brexit that may make 

you feel you no longer belong? (Ask 

this kind of follow up question should 

a participant say they feel Brexit has 

affected their sense of belonging)  

Research aim: Argue 

belonging is relational and 

present between the 

interaction of others? 

 

 

R.Q.3:  

Interactions between 

others 

16.  To what extent do you think your 

sense of belonging depends on being 

around others or interacting with 

others?  

17. Can you think of times when you 

have experienced belonging and 

describe how it made you feel? 

I am looking to collect data to examine the 

relationship between belonging and 

intersubjectivity. The main focus will be on 

how the interaction with others and emotion 

contributes to a sense of belonging. This 

particular research question/aim is not 

necessarily in relation to organizations, 

rather it is a conceptual development I aim 

to make in my thesis. Therefore, answers do 

not have to necessarily be given in relation 

to organizations. 

 

• Where questions are asked about 

feelings of belonging, I may follow-

up with questions of feelings of not 

belonging (if necessary)  
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Additional Questions:  

1.0.Do you think your sense of belonging can change over time 

 

General closing questions:  

• Is there anything else you can think of that you feel may be relevant to understanding your sense of belonging at work? 

• Do you have anything you would like to share with me about your experiences with your own sense of belonging, Brexit, or where you 

work? 
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Appendix 5: Handwritten spider diagrams I used to analyse the data   
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Appendix 5: Handwritten spider diagrams I used to analyse the data 
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Appendix 5: Handwritten spider diagrams I used to analyse the data 
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Appendix 6: Information on participants who took part in the study 

 

Participant 

name  

Age  Gender  Nationality  Duration in UK  Organisation Duration in 

organisation 

Position in 

organisation 

Greg 31 M New Zealand 10 years Coral (Bristol Clifton) 4 years  Assistant Manager 

Anna 21 F British 21 years Coral (Bristol Clifton) 3 years Waitress 

Moises  23 M Spanish  3 years Coral (Bristol Clifton) 1 year Chef  

Alessandro  41 M Italian  8 years Coral (Bristol Clifton) 5 years General Manager  

Catalina  26 F Spanish 6 months  Coral (Bristol Clifton) 3 months Waitress 

Maja 27 F  Polish  7 months  Coral (Bristol Clifton) 6 months  Kitchen Staff 

Ellen  22 F British  22 years  Coral (Bristol Clifton) 2 years Waitress (team 

leader) 

Julia  27 F  Polish  3 years  Coral (Bristol Clifton) 1 year  Kitchen Staff  

Alejandro 35  M Spanish  10 years  Coral (Bristol Clifton) 5 years  Head Chef 

Helen 33 F British 33 years Coral (Bristol Clifton) 6 months  HR District Manager 

Andrea  20  M Italian  2 years  Coral (Bristol Clifton) 2 days  Waiter  

Michael  34 M British 34 years*  Coral (Bristol Clifton) 8 years  HR District Manager  

Lucia 31 F Italian 8 years  Coral (North Greenwich) 4 years General Manager  

Adrianna 27 F French 8 years Coral (North Greenwich) 3 years Assistant General 

Manager 

Mary 23 F British 23 years Coral (North Greenwich) 6 weeks  Waitress  

Yuself 29 M Lithuanian  Over 10 years Coral (North Greenwich) 4 years Chef 

Jakub  26 M Polish 5 years Coral (North Greenwich) 2 years  Chef  

Silvano 30 M Italian  4 years  Coral (North Greenwich) 1 year  Manager  

Antoni  29  M  Polish  5 years  Coral (North Greenwich) 3 years  Manager  

Anamarie  26  F Spanish  5 years  Coral (North Greenwich) 4 years  Waitress  

Dan  31  M British 31 years  Coral (North Greenwich) 6 years  HR District Manager  

Jeremy  36 M British  36 years  Coral (Milton Keynes) 6 months  General Manager  
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Marian  25 M Romanian  1 year  Coral (Milton Keynes) 1 year  Chef  

Cristan 29 M Romanian  3 years Coral (Milton Keynes) 2 years Waiter  

Riley  19 F British 19 years  Coral (Milton Keynes) 6 weeks  Waitress  

Emma  36 F British 26 years  Coral (Milton Keynes) 7 years  Waitress 

Dylan  25 M British 25 years  Coral (Milton Keynes) 5 years  Waiter 

Olivia  20  F  British 20 years  Coral (Milton Keynes) 6 months  Waitress  

Chloe  26  F  British  26 years  Coral (Milton Keynes) 6 years  Manager  

Rebecca  32 F British 32 years  Coral (Milton Keynes) 8 years  General Manager  

Emily  25 F British 25 years  Coral (Milton Keynes) 3 years  Waitress  

Brian  41  M British 15 years  Coral (Manchester) 8 years  General Manager  

Matthew  26 M British  26 years  Coral (Manchester) 2 years  Waiter  

Jen 25 F British  25 years** Coral (Manchester) 18 months  Waitress 

Joe 24 M British 24 years  Coral (Manchester) 2 years  Bar Staff  

Demitri 26 M Greek 4 years Coral (Manchester) 3.5 years  Sous Chef  

Filip  31  M  Polish  ‘most of [his] 

life’ 

Coral (Manchester) 7 years  Chef  

Stefan 29 M Russian 23 years  Coral (Manchester) 10 years***  Chef 

Ross 28 M British 28 years  Coral (Manchester) 7 years  Management  

Hector 24 M Spanish 5 years  Eddies (Milton Keynes) 3 years  Kitchen Porter 

Amy 28 F British 28 years  Eddies (Milton Keynes) 6 years Assistant General 

Manager  

Paulina  29 F Polish 4.5 years Eddies (Milton Keynes) 1 year Waitress  

Erik  34  M Polish 3 years  Eddies (Milton Keynes) 18 months Chef  

Georgie 36  F British 36 years Eddies (Bury St Edmunds) 1 year General Manager 

Marius  28 M Romanian  7 years  Eddies (Bury St Edmunds) 3 years Chef  

Rachel  27  F  British 27 years  Eddies (Bury St Edmunds) 9 years Management  

Mandy  42 F  British 42 years Eddies (Bury St Edmunds) 12 years Waitress  

Manuele  28 M Spanish 26 years  Luke (Milton Keynes) 9 years  Head Chef  

Lucas 29 M British/Spanish 29 years  Luke (Milton Keynes) 4 years Chef  



270 
 

Vicky 34 F British 34 years  Luke (Milton Keynes) 3 years Waitress 

Lyla 45 F British 45 years Luke (Milton Keynes) 10 years General Manager 

Kathy 23 F British 23 years  Luke (Milton Keynes) 6 years Waitress  

Asim  47 M British/Indian 47 years Luke (Coventry) 15 years General Manager 

Rosanna 31 F British  31 years Luke (Coventry) 6 years Assistant General 

Manager) 

Declan 29 M British  29 years Luke (Coventry) 10 years Waiter  

 

Notes 

*Michael spent 4 years living in Cyprus.   

**Jen spent 1 year living in Dubai in 2016. 

***Stefan has worked for Coral for 10 years but worked in different restaurant locations. He has worked at the Manchester location for 4 years. 



 
                                                                                          

 

 

 

All OU research involving human participants or materials requires assessment by the HREC.   
 
Where you have determined your research requires a full review or you have completed the 
HREC Project Registration and Risk Checklist and been advised that you will need to complete 
this form as part of the full review process, please complete and email this form to Research-

REC-Review@open.ac.uk. Attach any related documents, for example: a consent form, 

information sheet, questionnaire, or publicity leaflet to ensure that the HREC Review Panel has 
everything they need to carry out a full review. If there are more than one group of participants, 
relevant documents for each research group need to be included. 

 

If you have any queries about completing the application form please check the Research Ethics 
website, in particular the FAQs - http://www.open.ac.uk/research/ethics/human-research/faqs 
which include sample documents and templates, or email Research-REC-review@open.ac.uk. 
 

The deadline for applications is every Thursday by 5.30pm. Applications are then sent to the 
HREC Review Panel with a minimum response time of 21 working days. However, the process 
can take a month or longer, so when planning your research and ethics application, you need to 
build in sufficient time for the HREC review to avoid any delays to your research. Particularly, 
when you are planning overseas travel or interviews with participants as it is essential that no 
potential participants are approached until your research has been fully assessed by the HREC. 

Please complete all the sections below – deleting the instructions in italics. 

 

Project identification and rationale 

 

1. Title of project 
 

EU citizens working in the UK hospitality industry: making sense of Brexit 

 

 

2. Abstract 
 

This project aims to understand how EU citizens, working within the hospitality industry are making 

sense of the uncertainty surrounding Brexit and how this is impacting their sense of belonging. Since the 

EU referendum, there has been growing uncertainty surrounding EU citizen’s right to live and work 

within the UK. Due to the lack of literature exploring belonging in organisational setting, it is unclear as 

to how far this uncertainty may impact individual sense of belonging at work. This project will give 

attention to belonging in organisations. It will conduct qualitative research, including semi-structured 

interviews, shadowing and journal writing to inform the conceptual development of belonging in 

organisation studies. The research project aims to determine how important belonging is within 

organisations, to better understand how individuals are making sense of the uncertainty they face at 

work since the EU referendum. 
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HUMAN RESEARCH ETHICS COMMITTEE (HREC) 
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http://www.open.ac.uk/research/ethics/human-research
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mailto:Research-REC-Review@open.ac.uk
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Project personnel and collaborators 

 

3. Investigators 
 

 

Principal Investigator/ 
(or Research Student): 

Laura Reeves (PhD Student, The Open 
University – OUBS People and Organisation) 

Other researcher(s): 
N/A 

  

For students only: 
Please note that this application cannot be processed without your supervisor’s 
signature and/or supporting comments which should be provided below (Research 
ethics review: guidance for research students and supervisors): 

 

Postgraduate research degree: PhD 

Personal identifier 
 

H1702278 

Supervisor (preferably primary): 
Dr Tim Butcher  

Professor Emma Bell 

Email 
 

Laura.reeves@open.ac.uk 

Supervisor’s electronic signature: 
  

 

 
 Supervisor’s supporting comments:  

 

Laura, Emma and I have discussed her planned empirical fieldwork extensively. 
Emma and I are confident that Laura will conduct a very interesting and important 
research study in accordance with the ethical research protocols set out here to 
produce a rigorous data set in a way that does not put herself or participants at risk in 
any significant way. 

 

 

  

http://www.open.ac.uk/research/ethics/human-research/full-review-process
http://www.open.ac.uk/research/ethics/human-research/full-review-process


 

 

 

 

Research protocol 

 

4. Schedule 
 

Time frame for the research and its data collection phase(s): 
 
              From:                             1st April 2019                                To:              1st April 
2020 

 

              Earliest date participants will be contacted: 1st April 2019 

 

 

 

Timeframe for collecting data in the field: 

 

 

 

 

5. Methodology 
 

My study will use qualitative research to investigate the impact Brexit is having on employee’s sense of belonging in 

one hotel chain. Using a multi-site approach (Marcus, 1995), it will study up to four hotels in that chain over a 12-month 

period (49 weeks maximum). My fieldwork will study one hotel at a time, each study will span over a ten-week period 

(see section 4 for a timeframe of my overall time in the field).  

 

Throughout my fieldwork I will use three different qualitative research methods to collect my data:  

 



 

 

1. Shadowing, which is an observational research method which embeds a researcher into the field and involves 
closely following, observing and recording the everyday working life of the participants (Gill, 2011) in an 
organisation over a period of time (MacDonald, 2005). 

2. Semi-structured interviews, which are open-ended interviews, following a loose structure rather than a 
rigorous set of questions (Rowley, 2012).  

3. Reflexive journal writing, through which I will record my own experiences within the field (Tracey, 2010). 
 

My time in the field will start with a two-week period in the Human Resource (HR) Department. I will spend time 

following and observing, i.e., shadowing employees who are dealing with employment daily, and subsequently (with 

their permission) interviewing at least four of them. From this, I will determine which three hotels I would like to spend 

time in using a snowball sampling method (Bryman & Bell, 2015). Whilst in HR, I will seek permission from the 

management in order to spend time shadowing and interviewing employees within their particular hotel. If 

management does not want their hotel to participate in the research, I will return to HR to identify another hotel to 

spend time in. 

 

I will spend ten weeks in each hotel. At the beginning of my time in the field, I will spend a few days becoming familiar 

with routines and daily life of the employees. Also, I will identify who may be best to shadow by spending time with a 

manager within the management team. After I have identified a couple of potential shadowees, I will ask the individual 

shadowee if they wish to participate in my study using the attached participant information sheet and informed consent 

form (see section 9 for information on informed consent). Following this, I will use a snowball sample method to 

determine other potential shadowees within each hotel. I will spend time and interview (the participants are free to 

choose which part of the study they wish to take part in, it is entirely possible that a participant would like to be 

shadowed but not interviewed, interviewed but not shadowed, or interviewed and shadowed). up to ten people in each 

hotel. Anyone that I will shadow, and interview must fit the following criteria:  

 

(1) The participant is employed by the hotel, and  

(2) The participant is an EU citizen working in the UK.  

 

These criteria allow the most relevant participants to be chosen to address my research questions for my thesis.  

 

I will collect data by writing fieldnotes in a notebook. I will make “shorthand reconstructions of events, observations 

and conversations that took place in the field” (Van Maanen, 1988:223), including when, where and who (anonymised 

– see section 13) was involved in the observation. At the end of each day in the field, I will review my notes to invoke 

the recalling of any events that can be expanded on. Once I have left the hotel (at the end of each case – see section 4 

- and at the end of my fieldwork), I will fully review all my notes made. 

 

Additionally, I will conduct an audio recorded semi-structured interview with each shadowee during the ten-week 

period. Although I would have gained informed consent from all participants (see section 9), after a few days of 

spending time with them, I will ask if they would mind taking part in the interview to build rapport, trust and respect 

with the shadowees (Gill, 2011). The interview will take place within the hotel, in a private space between myself and 

the shadowee. I will ensure a conference style meeting room is booked so the shadowee feels comfortable and the 

interview is free of anyone overhearing. I will conduct the interview as a conversation (Gaskell, 2000; Rowley, 2012) 

with 12-18 research-informed questions and ask them in a set order (Rowley, 2012) – see attached sample questions. I 

will ask shadowees about their experiences of belonging in the organisation and how this has been affected by Brexit. 

However, due to the nature of semi-structured interviews, deviations and prompts will be used where appropriate.  

 

What with my research topic being based on the impacts of Brexit, participants may be from European 

countries where English is not their first language. The potential limitation to interviewing participants from 



 

 

various cultural backgrounds is that they may speak little to no English, which will make capturing views more 

difficult. Additionally, one problem I may face is the number of different languages participants may speaks. 

It would be difficult to find a translator for every potential language. However, due to the nature of the field, 

i.e., a hotel, it is unlikely that participants will not speak English due to working within a customer facing 

industry. Therefore, I aim to interview English speaking participants and ensure the interview is conducted at 

a pace which makes the participant feel most comfortable.   
 

Once I have completed the interview with the first shadowee, I will repeat the shadowing and interviewing for the other 

shadowees in each hotel. After shadowing and interviewing all shadowees in the first hotel (case one), I will return to 

HR to provide any feedback about my time in the hotel. Upon returning to HR, I will identify case (hotel) two, I will then 

repeat the above process for case (hotel) two and case (hotel) three.  

 

Throughout my entire time in the field, I will also be keeping a reflexive journal to record my own experiences. My 

reflexive journal will be kept as a diary, with dates and locations of where I am when I experience certain things in the 

field.  

 

As identified in section 4, my timeframe allows an additional 11 weeks (week 39-49) to conduct a fourth case study, if 

the first three do not produce sufficient data answer my research questions for my PhD thesis. I will discuss with my 

supervisors whether the additional 11 weeks will be required as I review the data I collect in case one, two and three. 

If I do have enough data, I will exit the field upon completion of case (hotel) three. If we decide the data is not enough, 

I will return to HR, and identify case (hotel) four and repeat the process above. After completing (hotel) four I will exit 

the field, completing my fieldwork. 
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6. Participants                                                 
As discussed in section 5, my study will be up to four hotels within a single hotel chain. Participants 
will include a mixture of employees who work within the three hotels, for example, HR managers, 
HR administrators, hotel managers, department managers, and employees working within 
departments such as housekeeping, front-desk, concierge, food and beverages etc.  
 
Before shadowing/interviewing anyone within the hotel, I will respectfully follow any guidance or 
agreement made with hotel management and trade union officials regarding access to participants 
of the study.  
 
There is also high a probability that members of the public or other employees will be encountered 
during my time in the field (see section 9 for more details). 
 

 

 

7. Recruitment procedures   
 

I will gain access to individual participants via the HR Department of each hotel via a snowball 
sampling method (Bryman & Bell, 2015) – see section 5 for more details on this.  
 
No coercion will be used to recruit my participants. If any individual does not wish to be involved 
in the research, or chooses to withdraw partway through, I will not include any interactions with 
them in my dataset (see section 9 on informed participant consent, and section 17 on debriefing 
and rights to withdraw from the study). 
 
My initial contact with the hotel chain will be through a family friend who is a senior director there; 
I have no other personal or professional connections with any of the individuals who may 
participate in the study at each hotel. 

 

 

8. Recompense to participants 
 
No recompense of a monetary or gift form will be given to individual participants in exchange for 
participation in the study.  
 

 

9. Consent 
 

Informed consent will be sought from all individual participants using the attached information 
sheets, and informed consent forms. I have attached two separate participant information sheets 
to this application; one which will be given to managers and one to employees.  
 
 
I will hand out/read (with HR present, if necessary) the attached participant information sheet 
(titled: participant information sheet - managers) to all managers of each hotel. Before I begin 



 

 

shadowing, the managers will have to agree to participate and sign the attached informed consent 
form (titled: informed consent form – managers).  
 
Once I have identified other shadowees, they too will be provided with the participant information 
sheet (titled: participant information sheet – employee). Those who agree to participate in the 
study will be asked to sign the attached informed consent form.  
 
I will ask them if they have any questions (and let them know that, should they have any questions, 
they can contact me via the contact details on the information sheet). Informed consent will be 
gained from the individual participant themselves, not via hotel management.  
 
As mentioned in section 6, I will potentially come across a wide range of people when I am in the 

field. It would not be practical to get informed consent from possible passer-by’s who I observe 

within the hotel. Any observations that include guests/the general public (that have not given their 

consent) will not be recorded. However, if I believe the observations can contribute to my 

research, I will seek their consent before I make any notes (using the attached consent form and 

participant information sheet). I will carry spare copies of the information sheet and informed 

consent form to be signed by guests if they agree for the observations to be used within the 

research.  

 

As my research involves shadowing, I cannot guarantee complete confidentiality to participants 
during the fieldwork because we will be around others during a given workday. However, I will be 
able to guarantee confidentiality during the interviews because they will be conducted in a closed 
space (see section 5 and 10 for more details on the location of the interviews). Participants will be 
able to share whatever information they wish but I will be mindful that we will be talking whilst 
they conduct their everyday work, and other participants and passers-by may be able to hear. 
Should participants wish to stop talking whilst passers-by are present and come back to the 
conversation later, this will be respected in its entirety. Once the data has been collected, I will 
guarantee anonymity to all participants (see section 13). 
 
The latest date participants can withdraw their consent from the study will correspond with the 
date I will begin data analysis. My data analysis will begin 1st April 2020. After this point participants 
will no longer be able to withdraw from the study. 
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10. Location(s) of data collection 
 

 
My study will be conducted in up to four hotels across the UK. The research will be carried out 
within the confines of each hotel and the HR Department, the shadowing will follow individual 
employees on their normal workday.  
 
The interviews will also take place at the hotel, ideally in a conference style meeting room, booked 
in advance by me, to provide privacy for the participant. It will also be somewhere that is not overly 
disruptive to the running of the hotel and minimises the risk of the interview being overheard.  



 

 

 
 

 

11. Literature review 
 

Belonging is under-developed in organisational studies but where it has been studied quantitative 
research methods are used to measure the need/desire to belong (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; 
Leary et al., 2013; Pillow et al., 2015). This is problematic because measurable studies fail to 
appreciate the felt emotion of belonging (Yuval-Davis, 2006; 2011). Additionally, the 
interchangeable use of words such as identity, identification and belonging confuses independent 
concepts which, although are closely related, are not the same thing. It allows belonging to be 
taken for granted and presented as self-explanatory (Antonsich, 2010), whereas in reality it is 
complex and dynamic, and has the ability to change over time (May, 2011). Also, belonging has 
impliedly been suggested to be subjective in nature as its meaning can differ from person to 
person, however, my project will argue belonging is intersubjective (shared meaning between 
each other) because it’s the interaction with others which creates the meaning individuals 
understand belonging to be. This study will use qualitative research methods to understand 
organisational belonging through the lens of intersubjectivity.  
 
The hospitality industry, more specifically hotel chains, have been chosen for several reasons. 
Firstly, the hospitality industry relies heavily on EU citizens to fill labour gaps (KPMG, 2017). More 
specifically EU citizens make up 22 – 34% of employees within hotels (KPMG, 2017:8). Secondly, 
Brexit poses a threat to the ease of access to EU workers, and this has the potential to lead to 
labour shortages. The referendum has already started this effect (Duncombe & Hardy, 2018); 
therefore, hotels are already beginning to feel the effects, and with no end in sight with Brexit 
negotiations it is unclear how the uncertainty is impacting sense of belonging in hotel chains. 
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Key Ethics considerations 

 

12. Published ethics and legal guidelines to be followed 
 

The following Ethical Guidelines will be followed by myself, as the researcher: 
 
OU Ethics Principles for Research Involving Human Participants  
OU Code of Practice for Research  
 
Chartered Association of Business Schools (CABS), Ethics Guide (2015):  
https://charteredabs.org/publications/ethics-guide-2015-advice-guidance/  
 
British Sociological Association (BSA), Statement of Ethical Practice (2017): 
https://www.britsoc.co.uk/ethics   
 

 

 

13. Data protection and information security 
 

This project will be registered with the Data Protection Coordinator by completing and submitting 
the necessary questionnaire. 
 
To ensure the anonymity of all participants I will follow a consistent procedure for data collection, 
storage, analysis and archiving as is outlined below (such methods will be applied within all 
research methods being used).  
 
All participant’s personal information (e.g., names, age etc.), descriptions of identity or anything 
that may identify the participant will not be used in my study. Additionally, the identification of 
the hotel name/chain is not pivotal to the study therefore will be kept anonymous within the 
writing of my thesis (if required). Data will be stored securely prior to any anonymisation that may 
need to take place; this anonymisation process will proceed through the data collection process 
but will be completed no later than 1st April 2020: 
 

• Hotel one: No later than 30st September 2019  

• Hotel two: No later than 31st December 2019  

• Hotel three: No later than 31st March 2020. 
 

https://charteredabs.org/publications/ethics-guide-2015-advice-guidance/
https://www.britsoc.co.uk/ethics


 

 

I aim to anonymise the data as I collect it, by adopting the following coding process: all personal 
identifiers of each participant will be recorded electronically, coded immediately and those codes 
stored separately from collected data in a different folder on my personal laptop. The key that 
links the codes to participant identity information will be kept securely and separately from the 
personal information file and the dataset. This will only be accessible by me.  
 
I will take all possible steps to  anonymise the data as I proceed through the fieldwork, I will keep 
a table with names of participants along with the pseudonym they will adopt in my study. This 
document will be stored on my personal, password protected laptop which I will have on me whilst 
in the field. When it is not on me, e.g., overnight, it will be stored in a locked cabinet, to which only 
I have access. I will use this Microsoft Word document whilst writing any fieldnotes, transcribing 
interviews or writing in my own reflexive journal to ensure the anonymity of each participant. All 
personal identifiers will be omitted from it and replaced with the pseudonyms.  
 
The pseudonym table will be kept separately from the participant information and dataset and will 
only be used when appropriate e.g., as above or if a participant wishes to withdraw from the study 
– this table will identify which pseudonym has to be omitted from the dataset. 
 
As stated in section 14, the data will be kept for ten years after the data is collected, it will be 
stored on the OU’s research data repository (ORDO). The audio recordings of all interviews will be 
destroyed once transcribed. My handwritten notes and reflexive diary will be kept in a secure 
cabinet, which is locked and only accessible by me.  

 

Research Data Management  
Shadowing/Reflexive Journal – fieldnotes & diary (1st July 2019 – 1st April 2020)  
My main source of data will be fieldnotes and diary entries, both recorded in notebooks. These 
notebooks will always be kept on me whilst in the field, I will use separate notebooks for each hotel. 
At the end of each case my notebook will be secured in a locked cabinet, only I will have a key.  
 
At the end of each fieldwork day (or when practicable to do so) all notes will be transcribed, coded 
and stored on my personal laptop (which is password protected) until I am able to transfer them to 
a secure Dropbox folder on the University server. I will also keep a back-up on an encrypted-
password protected USB-drive in case of loss or damage to the personal laptop.  
 
During the analysis and writing up stage of this study (1st April 2020 – 28th February 2021) my 
notebooks will be stored in a locked cabinet in my desk at The Open University, which only I have 
access to.  
 
Semi-Structured Interviews (1st July 2019 – 1st April 2020) 
As mentioned in section 5, the interviews will be audio recorded via a digital voice recorder. Once 
an interview has taken place, it will be transferred to my password-protected personal laptop. Once 
it has been transferred, I will ensure it is transcribed and anonymised. Until this point all audio files 
will be kept securely on the personal laptop (as mentioned – the personal laptop will always be kept 
on me, and when it isn’t will be secure in a locked cabinet). Once the interviews have been fully 
transcribed (no later than 30th March 2020), the original audio will be destroyed.  
 
End of fieldwork (30th March 2020)  
Once I have exited the field, I will ensure all data is in the secure Dropbox on the University server. 
After I have transferred and secured all data, it will be deleted from my personal laptop.  
 



 

 

 

14. Research data management, disseminating and publishing research outcomes  

15. Deception 
 

 

No information related to the project will be knowingly withheld from participants. 

 

16. Risk of harm 
 

I will, to the best of my ability, take steps to mitigate any possible risk of harm to both myself (as 
the researcher), the participants of the study, and any public around me while the fieldwork 
commences. 
 
Firstly, my supervisors will be more than happy to meet with the management of the hotel (if 
required). This will ensure everyone is familiar with how the research will be carried out.  
 
Secondly, I will only collect data in locations that have been specified in this application, i.e., in the 
confines of each hotel. At times this may mean I am alone with a given member of staff at the 
hotel. Shadowing participants will involve me following and observing through a normal shift at 
the hotel, this will mean that I will be going into different areas every day. I will email my 
supervisors with weekly updates and call them if any specific issues arise within the field. I will also 
ensure that I respect any guidance the hotel has given me. There are times I may be alone with 
participants; this is more likely to occur when interviewing. All interviews will take place in a pre-
agreed, booked location within the hotel. Although I cannot predict the duration of the interview, 
I will agree to contact my supervisors upon completion of each interview.  

Thirdly, talking about belonging may be a sensitive topic for some participants to discuss. 
Therefore, the following provisions will be put in place to ensure minimal harm to the 
participants.  

• Participants will be reminded of their right to withdraw from the 
study/shadowing/interview at any point, for any reason. 

• If participants either claim to be emotional or appear to be distressed, the interview will 
be paused, and the participant asked whether they would like to continue either now or 
at a later point.  

• In cases where participants appear significantly distressed, the 
study/shadowing/interview will be terminated immediately, and the participant will be 
signposted towards appropriate support services. This will include:  

1. Appropriate personnel within their own organisation who may be able to support 
them through the change they are experiencing. I will ensure to find out who will be 
best to provide this support when negotiating access with the hotels.  

Disseminating and publishing research outcomes  
This research is being carried out as part of my PhD; therefore, the data will be used in my final 
thesis. Additionally, the data may be used in at least one conference paper, and at least one journal 
article. Any data that is used within these research outputs will be anonymised and coded, 
participants will not be identifiable. 

 



 

 

2. The Citizens Advice Bureau who are offering legal and practical advice to people who 
experience discrimination on the grounds of nationality or who experience anxiety or 
problems associated with their status as a result of Brexit. 

Finally, there is a risk that shadowing may be disruptive or intrusive to an organisation 
(Czarniawska, 2014). As mentioned above, I will be respectful to any guidelines that hotel 
management gives me when negotiating access. Additionally, I will be flexible in my shadowing 
role and I understand the shadowee/participant may require privacy some of the time e.g., going 
to the bathroom, or if they are attending a confidential meeting, they may not wish me to be 
present at (Johnson, 2014). 
 
References:  
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17. Debriefing 
 

 
Upon completion of the fieldwork, all participants will be debriefed, and my final thesis will be 

made available to them upon request. The participants will be provided with my contact details to 

be able to contact me after the fieldwork is completed, this will be my Open University email 

address and telephone number. My personal contact details will not be shared with any 

participants. All participants will have the right to withdraw from the research up to 1st April 2020.  

 

As part of access negotiations, it may be agreed that I provide the hotel chain with feedback on 
what I may find within my data collection. If this is something the hotel chain would like me to 
provide, I will consult my supervisors in agreeing the remit of this report and will be provided to 
HR upon completion of my PhD thesis. Additionally, any report that is provided to the hotel chain 
will be generalisations of my findings – no direct quotes from individual participants will be 
included, and all participants will be anonymous. Confidentiality will be upheld throughout any 
feedback provided.   
 
All participants will be made aware that HR and management will be provided with feedback and 
reports/feedback will be made available to all participants as well as management – this feedback 
will be anonymised and as mentioned above, confidentiality will be upheld. The feedback provided 
will be limited to the topic of better understanding belonging within the workplace.  

 

 

 

 

 

Project Management 

 

18. Research organisation and funding 



 

 

 

Funding body: N/A 

 

AMS reference number: N/A 
 

 

 

 

19. Other project-related risks 

 
Fieldwork will be carried out in the UK, the OU Fieldwork (FLD) travel advice will be taken into 
consideration to limit risks when I am in the field.  
 
There is a possibility that I will have to travel to and from the location in which I will be conducting 
my fieldwork. Hence, this could involve the use of public transport and/or my own personal car for 
me to get to the location. I will complete a risk assessment would need to be conducted to ensure 
my own safety going to and from the location of the field work. 
 
Whist travelling on public transport all my personal items, including research data will always be 
kept on me. I will also carry small amounts of cash, as well as my debit card if travelling on public 
transport in case it is needed. I will also advise someone when I am travelling and the time I am 
expected to arrive at the destination. Should I need to drive to a specific location, I will use my 
own personal car, which is new, regularly serviced, insured and has breakdown cover.  
 
Depending on where the hotels will be located within the UK, it may be necessary to stay near the 
location whilst I complete the fieldwork. I will ensure to follow all OU travel advice, and pre-book 
accommodation, in an agreed location, before I commence the fieldwork. As well as complete any 
risk assessments that are necessary for trips as part of the OU travel advice.  
 
Before entering the field, a fieldwork risk assessment will be carried out to ensure minimal risks to 
myself and others in the field. Any guidance provided by the hotels will be respected and followed 
in relation to my own safety and others safety around me. 

 

 

20. Benefits and knowledge transfer 

 
This study will produce the following benefits:  
 

• Brexit has created instability, vulnerability and fragility, where millions of lives are facing 
increased uncertainty (Bristow & Robinson, 2018). Also, since the EU referendum there 
has been a rise in racism, hate crimes and nationalism whereby EU citizens are either 
leaving the UK or having to face the uncertainty of Brexit. This project will begin to make 
sense of these issues that result from the EU referendum.  

• There appears to be a growing concern surrounding the labour shortages in the hotel 
sector (KPMG, 2017), this due to the reliance the sector has on EU citizens filling labour 
gaps. It is becoming increasing apparent that those who formerly took low-paid, unskilled 
jobs are now thinking about or have already left the UK. From this it has been said that “it 



 

 

is crucial that employers understand their workforce” (Unknown, 2018). This project will 
provide insight into how employers may understand belonging in the workplace as a way 
to combat labour shortages. 

 
This study will produce the following knowledge: 

• It will provide an empirical understanding of belonging in organisations because it is 
unclear how belonging manifests in organisations.  

• It will develop a conceptual argument that presents belonging as intersubjective rather 
than subjective.  

 
This research project will provide insight the importance of belonging in the workplace. 
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21. Supporting documents 

 
Include as attachments or appendices, any documents related to your research proposal. Add the 

HREC reference number to each (if already known), and list below, for example: 

 

Consent form and Participant information sheet – for each participant 

group 
 

Semi-Structured Interview Questions  

Email or letter from the organisation agreeing that the research can take 

place 
 

Draft bid or project outline  

Publicity leaflet  

 

21. Declaration 
 
I declare that: 



 

 

• The research will conform to the above protocol and that I will inform the HREC of 
any significant changes or new ethics issues and have these agreed before they are 
implemented.  
 

• I have read and will adhere to the following OU policy: 
 

• OU Code of Practice for Research - 
http://www.open.ac.uk/research/ethics  
 

• OU Ethics Principles for Research with Human Participants - 
http://www.open.ac.uk/research/ethics 

 
 

 
Principal Investigator(s) Laura Reeves 

 
Faculty 

 

FBL, Department of People and Organisation  

Telephone 

 

+44(0)1908659523  

E-mail 

 

Laura.reeves@open.ac.uk 

Signature(s) 
(scanned or electronic) 

  
Date  

18/03/19 

 

 

 

HREC Final report 

At the end of an HREC reviewed research project, Principal Investigators are required to 
assess their research for any ethics-related issues and/or major changes. Where these 
have occurred, the PI should return a completed copy of the HREC final report form to 

Research-REC-Review@open.ac.uk.  Final reports are confidential and only made available 
to the HREC Chair and Committee members, and are requested to inform the HREC 
process, to assess how any ethics-related issues and major changes have been dealt with 
and to ensure OU research has been carried out as agreed. If you could add the date 
when your research is due to finish below, you will be sent a reminder. 

 

Proposed date for final report:     1st February 2022 

http://www.open.ac.uk/research/ethics
http://www.open.ac.uk/research/ethics
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NB. Research students should enter their end of research project date 

 

Research ethics applications - collection and use of data 

Information provided as part of a research ethics application, e.g., from research students or 
staff, is stored so the HREC has an accurate record. All data is managed and held securely 
by thee Research Ethics Administrative Team and only shared with HREC members as part 
of the research ethics review process. Occasionally, and only where relevant, applications 
are discussed with like OU research review panels, e.g., the Student Research Project Panel 
(SRPP) and Staff Survey Project Panel (SSPP), predominately to avoid delays where 
applications are being made in tandem. 

If, as part of a research ethics application sensitive personal data is disclosed, it will be 

stored securely and only shared as above. If such data is volunteered but then needs to be 

withdrawn, the researcher should contact Research-REC-Review@open.ac.uk.  More 

information is available in the OU Student privacy notice and Staff, workers and applicants 

privacy notice 
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