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People have a sense of who they are, a sense of self and identity, that is significantly
grounded in and defined by the variety of social groups they belong to and identify
with — groups and identities that are related to work, profession, nationality, gender,
religion, ethnicity, ideology, and so forth. Self and identity are fundamental social-
cognitive anchors for how we experience ourselves and plan our behavior, and how we
perceive others and anticipate their behavior. Unsurprisingly, people strive for an
identity and sense of self that they not only feel positive about, but also feel certain
about — a clearly defined and distinctive identity.

However, we live in a world of continual change and uncertainty that can make us feel
uncertain about our identity and sense of who we are. This feeling of self-uncertainty
motivates us to try to reduce the uncertainty. One very effective way to accomplish
this is by identifying with groups, in the world of work and society more broadly, that
have distinctive and clearly defined identities. Leadership plays a key role in
constructing and communicating these identities.

This process of self-uncertainty reduction, particularly when the uncertainty is
experienced as a challenge that we feel we have the resources to meet, can have very
positive consequences for individuals, groups, and society. It produces cohesion,
purpose, cooperation, growth, and constructive creativity. However, if the uncertainty is
experienced as a threat that we feel we do not have the resources to overcome, the
consequences can be quite negative. Uncertainty experienced as a threat can, for
example, occur in the face of rapid technological change, mass-migration, climate
crisis, changing world order, decay of democracy, redefinition of work, and
reconfiguring of the nature of work to accommodate remote working). Resolution of
this manifestation of self-uncertainty can produce a preference for groups that
function as identity echo chambers — they are homogeneous and inward looking,
polarized from other groups, and hierarchically structured with authoritarian
leadership.

In this presentation | describe a program of research on uncertainty-identity theory
that my colleagues and | have been developing for almost 20 years. It is framed by a
social identity perspective on group processes and intergroup relations, and focuses
on the role of self-uncertainty in motivating people to identify with groups and on how
this uncertainty-identification relationship can have positive and negative outcomes
for individuals, groups and society. Although this is a general analysis of the
interdependence of selff/identity and group life, it is particularly relevant to
understanding how individuals, organizations and the world of work might be
Impacted by and respond to rapid and dramatic change.




