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Abstract
Stigmatized work refers to occupations that are necessary for maintaining the
normal functioning of society, yet are devalued or disliked by the public. The
identity construction process for stigmatized work practitioners is relatively com-
plex, as they rarely find themselves at either pole of conscious identification or
non-identification, instead harboring ambivalent feelings toward their profes-
sion to varying degrees. However, existing research remains unclear regarding
when and how practitioners form ambivalent occupational identities. This study
proposes a research framework for the formation mechanism of practitioners’am-
bivalent occupational identity from a paradox perspective. Expected research
findings will help resolve the debate in existing literature regarding whether
practitioners either identify with or disidentify from their occupation, demon-
strating that ambivalent occupational identity is more realistic in the context of
stigmatized work; in practice, it can help and guide practitioners in construct-
ing a dignified occupational identity, and provide organizations with insights
for improving the management of frontline worker groups.
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Abstract
Dirty work refers to occupations that are necessary for maintaining the normal
functioning of society yet are belittled or disliked by the public. Dirty work-
ers have complex identification processes and rarely occupy either end of con-
scious identification or disidentification, instead holding ambivalent attitudes
toward their occupations. However, existing research remains unclear on when
and how these workers form ambivalent occupational identification. This study
proposes a research framework based on paradox theory to explore the forma-
tion mechanism of ambivalent occupational identification among dirty workers.
The findings are expected to help resolve the controversy in existing literature
regarding whether dirty workers identify or disidentify with their occupations,
suggesting that ambivalent identification is more realistic in dirty work contexts.
Practically, this research can help guide workers in constructing dignified occu-
pational identities and offer insights for organizations to improve management
of lower-status worker groups.

Keywords: non-decent work, occupational stigma, ambivalent occupational
identification, formation mechanism
Classification: C936

1. Problem Statement
Dirty work refers to occupations that are necessary for maintaining the normal
functioning of society yet are belittled or disliked by the public (Ashforth &
Kreiner, 1999). Examples include hospital caregivers who tend to patients,
morticians who defend the dignity of life’s final moments, and sanitation workers
who serve as “city beauticians.”Despite the significant social value of these
occupations, the “tainted image”in the public eye subjects workers to severe
identity threats (Ashforth et al., 2017; Zhang et al., 2021, 2022).

Because these occupations violate societal standards of“normalcy or cleanliness,”
workers frequently face questioning from mainstream social values: “How can
you do this kind of work?”(Ashforth & Kreiner, 1999). The impact of dirty
work on workers’identity has long been a focal concern for researchers in this
field (Ashforth & Kreiner, 1999, 2014; Brown & Coupland, 2015; Kreiner et al.,
2006; Rabelo & Mahalingam, 2019; Ji et al., 2022; Zhang & Li, 2017).

In response to this question, existing research has produced two opposing
streams of findings under an“either/or”mindset. One group of scholars argues
that occupational discrimination and stigma pressure make it difficult for
workers to construct positive self-concepts in their work domain, resulting in
widespread occupational disidentification (Lai et al., 2013; Schaubroeck et al.,
2018; Shantz & Booth, 2014). The other group contends that dirty work can
also have positive effects on workers, such as constructing positive occupational
ideologies and building highly cohesive occupational groups, which form the
basis for occupational identification (Ashforth & Kreiner, 1999; Clarke &
Ravenswood, 2019; Dick, 2005; Hamilton et al., 2019; Van Dick & Kerschreiter,
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2016).

Confronted with this research controversy of either identification or disidentifi-
cation, a few scholars have broken through the debate and forged a new path,
proposing that the identity process of dirty workers is actually far more complex,
potentially manifesting as ambivalent occupational identification mixed with
contradictory psychology (Ashforth, 2019; Ashforth & Kreiner, 1999; Kreiner
et al., 2006; Hamilton & McCabe, 2016; Tallberg & Jordan, 2021). Ambiva-
lent occupational identification refers to individuals holding complex emotions
toward their occupations, characterized by a fuzzy state that simultaneously
contains both occupational identification and disidentification (Ashforth et al.,
2013; Kreiner et al., 2006). Kreiner et al. (2006) were among the first to propose
theoretical propositions on ambivalent occupational identification among dirty
workers by integrating two competing theories—institutional justification and so-
cial identity theory—arguing that the combined effect of pervasive occupational
stigma and positive defense strategies leads to ambivalent identification. How-
ever, their research failed to fundamentally transcend the “either/or”mindset,
merely offering a simple additive integration of institutional justification and
social identity theories, and thus could not identify the true root of ambivalent
occupational identification. Moreover, it lacked in-depth exploration of workers’
occupational dilemmas, preventing a comprehensive and detailed elaboration of
the formation mechanism based on revealing these dilemmas. Ambivalent oc-
cupational identification essentially embodies a paradoxical mindset, and para-
dox theory precisely provides the fundamental reasons for the existence of such
thinking and a novel perspective. Paradox theory posits that paradox origi-
nates from persistent contradictions among interdependent elements and exists
in the tension relationships formed between elements with opposing directions
of influence (Smith & Lewis, 2011). Paradoxical phenomena appear at both the
organizational strategic level (Lewis, 2000; Miron-Spektor et al., 2018; Smith &
Lewis, 2011) and the individual psychological level (Ahuja et al., 2017; Gotsi
et al., 2010; Petriglieri et al., 2019). After choosing an occupation, individuals
inevitably face tensions arising from the individual, organizational, and occu-
pational domains. For dirty workers, these sources of tension trap them in an
inescapable occupational dilemma, thereby generating ambivalent occupational
identification.

Based on this, the core research question of this paper is: From a paradox theory
perspective, to explore the formation mechanism and boundary conditions of
ambivalent occupational identification among dirty workers. Investigating this
question holds significant research importance. Theoretically, it can resolve
the divergence in existing research regarding whether dirty workers identify or
disidentify with their occupations, providing a new theoretical perspective for
understanding workers’complex occupational identification states. Practically, it
can help and guide workers in constructing dignified occupational identities and
offer insights for organizations to improve management of lower-status worker
groups.
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2. Research Status and Development Trends
2.1 Limitations of“Either/Or”Thinking in Research on Dirty Workers’
Identity

Occupational disidentification refers to the extent to which individuals do not
define themselves through their occupational identity, reflecting active separa-
tion between the individual and the occupation (Ashforth et al., 2013). Because
dirty work is mostly associated with immorality, discrimination, and low status,
workers generally exhibit high levels of occupational disidentification (Lai et al.,
2013; Schaubroeck et al., 2018). Institutional justification theory posits that
people typically have a tendency to believe society is fair and just, which leads
disadvantaged groups to accept and internalize social stigma (Jost et al., 2004).
When individuals find it difficult to challenge institutional authority, they fur-
ther accept their relatively disadvantaged position in society (Jost & Elsbach,
2001; Sidanius, 1993). Therefore, when dirty workers accept the legitimacy
of occupational stigma, it easily triggers occupational disidentification (Jost &
Elsbach, 2001). However, occupational disidentification is generally considered
abnormal and unstable (Ashforth et al., 2013), and if workers need to remain in
their occupations long-term, whether disidentification can be sustained remains
questionable (Ashforth et al., 2013; Kreiner et al., 2006).

Occupational identification refers to the extent to which individuals internalize
their occupational identity as a positive self-definition (Ashforth et al., 2013).
In other words, occupational identification means individuals’knowledge about
belonging to an occupational group and the emotional and value significance
derived from group membership (Tajfel & Turner, 1986). Social identity theory
posits that people strive to enhance their self-esteem and maintain positive self-
concepts (Spears et al., 2001; Tajfel & Turner, 1986). Therefore, to seek and
confirm the value of their own group (in-group) relative to other groups (out-
groups), individuals tend to develop strong in-group preferences. This provides
important theoretical support for understanding workers’occupational identi-
fication. Specifically, on one hand, the dirty stigma of work prompts workers
to seek positive narratives about work meaning (Ashforth & Kreiner, 1999),
and they resolve self-esteem threats by shaping positive occupational ideologies
(Tracy & Scott, 2006). On the other hand, dirty work facilitates the formation
of relatively “strong”occupational group cultures. The derogatory labels as-
signed by society to dirty work create occupational differentiation, and shared
occupational stigma pressure gradually fosters “same boat”entitativity among
dirty work groups (Ashforth & Kreiner, 1999; Kreiner et al., 2006). Moreover,
when workers struggle to obtain social understanding and support, building
highly cohesive occupational groups can form a“social buffer”(Ashforth et al.,
2007, 2017). In short, constructing a highly cohesive occupational group culture
helps workers form a“social buffer”and view societal stigma and prejudice more
rationally, while building positive occupational ideologies can highlight group
characteristics and ultimately form positive occupational identification (Cruz,
2015).
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Notably, occupational disidentification reflects active separation between indi-
viduals and their occupational identity, whereas occupational identification sig-
nifies active integration. Therefore, occupational identification is not a simple
opposite of occupational disidentification, and the relationship between them is
rather complex and subtle. This paper argues that the research controversy sur-
rounding occupational identification and disidentification may have overlooked
a fundamental theoretical question: whether dirty workers’attitudes toward
their occupations are singular and unchanging. In other words, findings based
on “either/or”thinking cannot reveal the truth of contradictory attitudes ex-
hibited by dirty workers in their work.

2.2 Breakthrough of “Ambivalence”Thinking in Research on Dirty
Workers’Ambivalent Identification

Chinese culture and paradoxical thinking hold that all things in the world have
competing tendencies, and societies and organizations naturally accept opposing
elements (Chen, 2008). All things, including problems and challenges, are inter-
related rather than“either/or.”This aligns with the fundamental philosophy of
Yin-Yang, where despite contradictory sides appearing opposed, negating, and
separate, they are actually interdependent, complementary, and constitute a
harmonious whole (Fang, 2012). Therefore, contradictory sides are not abso-
lutely independent but are interdependently connected within a larger system
(Fang, 2010, 2012). In short, Eastern approaches to contradiction embrace, in-
tegrate, and transcend oppositions (Li, 1998, 2012). For dirty workers, they
frequently face various thorny contradictions (Ashforth & Kreiner, 2013). For
instance, occupational stigma and occupational value coexist within the occu-
pation, and workers also face the contradictory situation of desiring recognition
yet finding it difficult to obtain. In the dirty work research field, Ashforth and
Kreiner (1999) were among the first to propose the theoretical speculation that
the dirty stigma of work would cause workers to develop ambivalent feelings
about their occupations. Kreiner et al. (2006) integrated the opposing theories
of institutional justification and social identity to propose theoretical proposi-
tions on workers’ambivalent occupational identification. Tyler (2011), based on
“abjection theory,”described dirty work as“abjection labor,”meaning these jobs
simultaneously involve both attraction and repulsion. These research findings
lay the foundation for this paper’s further proposal on the formation mechanism
of ambivalent occupational identification.

This study argues that workers’ambivalent identification state toward their occu-
pations primarily stems from the contradictory tensions inherent in dirty work.
First, workers face the contradictory tension between occupational stigma and
occupational value. Dirty work, due to its tainted nature, suffers from societal
questioning and differential treatment, and the “tainted image”in outsiders’
eyes subjects workers to severe identity threats (Ashforth et al., 2017; Zhang
et al., 2021, 2022). However, as products of social division of labor, dirty work
also possesses important social value and is necessary for maintaining society’
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s normal functioning (Hughes, 1971). Because occupational value is socially
constructed (Lai & Lam, 2012), individuals also seek their own occupational
value by shaping positive occupational ideologies (Ashforth & Kreiner, 1999;
Ashforth et al., 2007, 2017). Consequently, workers often oscillate between oc-
cupational stigma and occupational value (Ashforth & Kreiner, 2013). Second,
workers face the contradictory tension between desiring recognition yet finding
it difficult to obtain. People typically seek to view themselves positively, and
this positive self-consciousness largely depends on their important role identities
(such as occupational identity) and how these identities are perceived by others
(Ashforth & Kreiner, 1999). Dirty workers also view their occupation as an
important identity marker and desire societal recognition of their work’s value.
However, occupational stigma is typically attached to dirty work, with the two
coexisting (Ashforth & Kreiner, 1999; Helms et al., 2019; Ji et al., 2022). The
pervasive nature of occupational stigma makes it difficult for workers to obtain
public recognition (Ashforth & Kreiner, 2013). Finally, due to these two sets of
contradictory tensions, workers experience the identity tension of being unable
to identify yet having to identify, ultimately forming ambivalent occupational
identification. Specifically, on one hand, pervasive occupational stigma and neg-
ative social evaluations make it difficult for dirty workers to construct positive
self-consciousness, as workers face many obstacles in building positive identifica-
tion (Ashforth & Kreiner, 2014; Lai et al., 2013; Schaubroeck et al., 2018). On
the other hand, because people are motivated to view their occupational iden-
tity positively and desire societal recognition of their work’s value, the dirty
stigma of work can actually stimulate workers to shape meaningful occupational
ideologies, thereby forming the basis for occupational identification.

Currently, research on dirty workers’identity has reached at least two con-
sensuses: First, research conclusions under the “either/or”paradigm—where
workers either disidentify or identify with their occupations—cannot explain
the contradictory psychology exhibited by workers during their work process.
There is an urgent need to focus on the psychological and behavioral reactions
where identification and disidentification coexist under a“paradoxical”thinking
paradigm, namely ambivalent occupational identification. Second, dirty work
research has begun shifting from a “single occupational identification state”to
“ambivalent occupational identification,”garnering increasing attention from re-
searchers. These two points together lead to a profound insight: ambivalent
occupational identification is a new perspective that needs to be integrated into
the deepening process of dirty work research. Therefore, exploring how am-
bivalent occupational identification forms among dirty workers holds important
research value.

3. Research Framework
Previous research has mostly been based on“either/or”thinking, concluding that
dirty workers either identify or disidentify with their occupations. Some studies
have explored workers’ambivalent feelings toward their occupations (Ashforth,
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2019; Ashforth & Kreiner, 1999; Kreiner et al., 2006; Hamilton & McCabe,
2016; Tallberg & Jordan, 2021), but the mechanism through which perceived
occupational stigma influences ambivalent occupational identification remains
unclear. According to paradox theory, paradox originates from persistent con-
tradictions among interdependent elements and exists in tension relationships
formed between elements with opposing directions of influence (Smith & Lewis,
2011). Tension reflects the degree of incompatible demands faced by organiza-
tions or individuals, such as opposing needs, goals, interests, or perspectives
(Smith & Lewis, 2011; Liu et al., 2021), and these tensions may trigger indi-
viduals’conflictual cognitions or psychological experiences, namely experienced
conflict (Miron-Spektor et al., 2018). Related research indicates that paradox
theory is an important theoretical perspective for exploring conflictual psycho-
logical mechanisms and boundary conditions (Miron-Spektor et al., 2018; Smith
& Lewis, 2011; Liu et al., 2021). From a paradox theory perspective, this paper
argues that workers’experienced conflict is an important cause of ambivalent
occupational identification. Based on this, this study proposes a research frame-
work for the formation mechanism of ambivalent occupational identification
among dirty workers (the research model is shown in Figure 1 [Figure 1: see
original paper]). Specifically, this paper introduces experienced conflict as a
mediating mechanism and internal motivation (such as family motivation, work
calling) and work environment (such as job opportunities, organizational sup-
port) as boundary conditions, arguing that the interaction between perceived
occupational stigma and internal motivation or external environment will trigger
workers’experienced conflict, which will further lead to ambivalent occupational
identification.

3.1 The Interactive Effect of Perceived Occupational Stigma and In-
ternal Motivation on Experienced Conflict

In the context of dirty work, eliminating public stereotypes about one’s occu-
pation is extremely difficult, and occupational stigma persists as an invisible
interfering factor. Even when workers adopt proactive stigma-coping strategies,
they may still struggle to construct a meaningful occupational identity (Lai &
Lam, 2012). Notably, when we further examine relevant contextual factors, this
situation may change. Deci and Ryan (2008) argue that work motivation is a
key factor influencing individuals’occupational value judgments. Moreover, the
external environment also significantly impacts individuals’occupational choices
(Hom et al., 1992), and the availability of job opportunities affects employees’
occupational commitment and turnover intentions (Weng & Xi, 2010). Based
on this, this paper intends to incorporate important boundary conditions such
as internal motivation (e.g., family motivation, work calling) and work environ-
ment (e.g., job opportunities, respect from others) into the analytical framework
to explore the formation mechanism of ambivalent occupational identification
among dirty workers.

This study examines the influence of workers’internal motivation, focusing on the
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roles of family motivation and work calling. Specifically, family motivation refers
to individuals’willingness to exert effort for family benefit (Menges et al., 2017).
In the Chinese cultural context, family identity holds prominent significance for
individuals (Yang, 2004). Therefore, for workers with high family motivation,
they will choose to endure stigma pressure at work for family benefit. Moreover,
when workers’current occupation alleviates family financial pressure, they are
more likely to recognize the meaning and value of their occupation (Zhang et
al., 2020).

Furthermore, work calling refers to the psychological perception of viewing work
as a life purpose and meaning; it is both an autonomous work motivation and a
work value orientation (Dik & Duffy, 2009). In the context of dirty work, occu-
pational stigma may also stimulate workers to shape meaningful occupational
ideologies, even viewing their occupation as a transcendent calling (Stacey, 2005;
Tracy & Scott, 2006). Bunderson and Thompson (2009) found that under strong
work calling, zookeepers would sacrifice their own well-being for their career.
Hospital caregivers, a daily neglected worker group, tirelessly provided services
during the COVID-19 pandemic because of their transcendent calling to the
work (Sharma et al., 2022). Therefore, for dirty workers with high work calling,
even when facing public prejudice against their occupation, they will choose to
endure and persist in their occupation. This paper infers that for workers with
high family motivation and high work calling, they may fall into a dilemma of
experienced conflict: the dirty stigma of work makes it difficult for workers to
identify with their occupation, but they choose to remain long-term for family
livelihood and under calling, which further triggers workers’experienced conflict.
Based on this, this study proposes Proposition 1.

Proposition 1: The interaction between perceived occupational stigma and
internal motivation (e.g., family motivation, work calling) will trigger workers’
experienced conflict.

3.2 The Interactive Effect of Perceived Occupational Stigma and
Work Environment on Experienced Conflict

Since the external environment also has important influence on individuals’oc-
cupational choice process (Hom et al., 1992), this study further examines the
influence of external environmental factors, focusing on the roles of job opportu-
nities and organizational support. Specifically, job opportunities are an impor-
tant situational factor, referring to the amount of alternative job opportunities
individuals perceive as available (Wheeler et al., 2005). Hom et al. (1992) found
that external employment market conditions weaken the positive effect of job
dissatisfaction on turnover intentions. When external employment situations
are severe, leaving not only harms career development but may also result in
individuals being unable to find similar alternative jobs. In the context of dirty
work, the dirty work environment and occupational stigma pressure make it diffi-
cult for workers to construct positive self-concepts, and previous research found
workers often have high turnover intentions (Lai et al., 2013; Schaubroeck et
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al., 2018). If workers perceive high job opportunities, they may choose to leave
their current occupation; if they perceive low job opportunities, even though
they struggle to form positive occupational identification, they will not easily
leave their current occupation. Therefore, environmental pressure may also
force workers to remain embedded in dirty work.

Moreover, organizational support, as an important work resource, helps dirty
workers cope with stigma pressure (Lai et al., 2013; Bentein et al., 2017; Zhou
& Huang, 2018). Numerous studies show that derogatory labels given to dirty
work by the public prompt workers to gradually develop“same boat”entitativity
(Ashforth & Kreiner, 1999; Kreiner et al., 2006; Lyons et al., 2017; Ruebottom
& Toubiana, 2021). This means that positive organizational environments can
help workers effectively cope with work stigma pressure to some extent (Roca,
2010). More importantly, when dirty workers find it difficult to obtain social
recognition, organizational support helps build“strong”occupational group cul-
tures and form a “social buffer”(Ashforth et al., 2007, 2017). Therefore, when
workers have high organizational support perception, they may view occupa-
tional stigma as public prejudice unrelated to group members themselves. This
paper infers that when workers are in environments with low job opportunities
and high organizational support, they may endure occupational stigma pressure
and choose to remain long-term, which further triggers workers’experienced con-
flict.

Proposition 2: The interaction between perceived occupational stigma and
work environment (e.g., job opportunities, organizational support) will trigger
workers’experienced conflict.

3.3 The Effect of Experienced Conflict on Ambivalent Occupational
Identification

Ambivalent occupational identification refers to individuals simultaneously hold-
ing high identification and high disidentification with their occupation, or identi-
fying with some aspects while disidentifying with others (Ashforth et al., 2013).
Ambivalent occupational identification reflects employees’complex emotions to-
ward their occupational identity, such as liking certain aspects of the occupa-
tion while being dissatisfied with others. Conflictual or fractured situations are
closely related to ambivalent identification (Kreiner & Ashforth, 2004). Ex-
perienced conflict refers to conflictual psychological experiences arising from
incompatible demands (Miron-Spektor et al., 2018), and identity tension is an
important source of experienced conflict (Liu et al., 2021). When individuals’
experienced conflict becomes more pronounced, they are more likely to develop
ambivalent emotions toward their occupation (Shepherd et al., 2021). Therefore,
experienced conflict may be an important cause of ambivalent occupational iden-
tification among workers. Moreover, related research also found that variables
with conflictual nature such as intra-role conflict, occupational instrumental-
ity, and identity inconsistency are closely related to ambivalent identification
(Kreiner & Ashforth, 2004; Ashforth et al., 2013). Based on this, this study
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infers that experienced conflict is an important cause of ambivalent occupa-
tional identification among workers. In other words, experienced conflict is an
important mediating mechanism through which perceived occupational stigma
influences ambivalent occupational identification.

This study proposes Proposition 3 and Proposition 4.

Proposition 3: Workers’experienced conflict leads to ambivalent occupational
identification.

Proposition 4: The interaction between perceived occupational stigma and
internal motivation or work environment triggers workers’experienced conflict,
which further leads to ambivalent occupational identification.

4. Theoretical Construction
This study proposes a research framework for the formation mechanism of am-
bivalent occupational identification among dirty workers based on the reality
that these workers hold more or less ambivalent feelings toward their occupa-
tions and from a paradox theory perspective. This study breaks through previ-
ous research’s one-dimensional perspective (either identification or disidentifica-
tion), focusing on examining the influence mechanisms and boundary conditions
of how perceived occupational stigma affects workers’ambivalent occupational
identification. This research framework not only provides a new theoretical per-
spective for understanding dirty workers’complex occupational identification
states but also points the direction for empirical research on ambivalent occupa-
tional identification. The theoretical construction of this study mainly includes
the following aspects:

(1) This study explores the formation mechanism of ambivalent occupational
identification among dirty workers from a paradox theory perspective.
Ashforth and Kreiner (1999) were among the first to propose that work-
ers hold more or less ambivalent feelings about their work roles, but they
did not deeply explore how ambivalent occupational identification forms.
Ashforth and Kreiner (2013) pointed out that dirty workers often face a
thorny contradiction, oscillating between occupational stigma and occu-
pational value. Kreiner et al. (2006) proposed theoretical propositions on
ambivalent occupational identification among dirty workers by integrating
the opposing theories of institutional justification and social identity, ar-
guing that the combined effect of occupational stigma and stigma-coping
strategies leads to ambivalent identification. While this research pointed
the direction for understanding ambivalent occupational identification, it
failed to fundamentally transcend“either/or”thinking and thus could not
identify the true root of ambivalent occupational identification. Related
research shows that paradox theory is a theoretical perspective for ex-
ploring conflictual psychological mechanisms (Miron-Spektor et al., 2018;
Smith & Lewis, 2011; Liu et al., 2021). This study, from a paradox theory
perspective, points out that multiple tensions from individuals, organiza-
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tions, and occupations are important sources of experienced conflict and
proposes that experienced conflict is an important mediating mechanism
through which perceived occupational stigma influences ambivalent occu-
pational identification. This provides a new theoretical perspective for
understanding the formation mechanism of ambivalent occupational iden-
tification.

(2) This study reveals the occupational dilemmas of dirty workers and fun-
damentally examines the causes of ambivalent occupational identification.
Specifically, this study reveals workers’occupational dilemmas from three
aspects—individual, organizational, and occupational: when workers are
pressured by the need to support their families (high family motivation)
and limited external job opportunities (low job opportunities), they find
it difficult to accept but also cannot refuse the stigmatized occupation.
Moreover, when workers themselves have high work calling or organi-
zations provide high work support or emotional support, this can also
mitigate the negative impact of perceived occupational stigma on work-
ers (Bunderson & Thompson, 2009; Lai et al., 2013). In other words,
dirty workers’identity process is inevitably influenced by multiple fac-
tors from occupation, organization, and workers themselves (Petriglieri
et al., 2019), and workers’experienced conflict is precisely the result of
multi-party wrestling among occupation, organization, and workers. This
study focuses on examining two types of boundary conditions—internal
motivation (e.g., family motivation, work calling) and work environment
(e.g., job opportunities, organizational support)—arguing that the inter-
action between perceived occupational stigma and internal motivation or
external environment triggers workers’experienced conflict, which further
leads to ambivalent occupational identification. Examining the boundary
conditions of ambivalent occupational identification clarifies under what
situations workers’experienced conflict is more likely to be triggered and
further leads to ambivalent occupational identification, pointing the di-
rection for exploring the formation conditions of ambivalent occupational
identification.

(3) This study proposes a research framework for the formation mechanism of
ambivalent occupational identification based on the “ambivalence”think-
ing paradigm. In the Chinese context, dirty workers’identity process may
be more complex, and it is difficult for them to form absolute occupational
identification or disidentification based on“either/or”thinking. Fan (2000)
listed“enduring hardship and hard work”as one of the important national
characteristics of Chinese culture. Chan and Chan (2001) also believed
that Chinese people have strong endurance for difficulties. Family holds
important value and status in individuals’work motivation and needs
(Zhang et al., 2020). Often, workers view engaging in dirty work as a con-
tribution to their family or an expression of self-worth. However, Chinese
people also tend to associate dirty work with personal “face,”as whether
one can find a decent job concerns the face of the worker and their fam-
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ily (Zhang et al., 2021). Therefore, ambivalent occupational identification
can essentially embody a“both/and”paradoxical mindset, and a paradox
theory perspective can fundamentally reveal the formation mechanism of
ambivalent occupational identification among dirty workers.

References
Ahuja, S., Nikolova N., & Clegg S. (2017). Paradoxical identity: The changing
nature of architectural work and its relation to architects’identity. Journal of
Professions and Organization, 4(1), 2–19.

Ashforth, B. E. (2019). Stigma and legitimacy: Two ends of a single continuum
or different continua altogether? Journal of Management Inquiry, 28(1), 22–30.

Ashforth, B. E., Joshi, M., Anne, V. A., & Kelly, M. O. (2013). Extending
the expanded model of organizational identification to occupations. Journal of
Applied Social Psychology, 43(12), 2426–2448.

Ashforth, B. E. & Kreiner, G. E. (1999). “How can you do it?”: Dirty work
and the challenge of constructing a positive identity. Academy of Management
Review, 24(3), 413–434.

Ashforth, B. E. & Kreiner, G. E. (2014). Dirty work and dirtier work: Dif-
ferences in countering physical, social, and moral stigma. Management and
Organization Review, 10(1), 81–108.

Ashforth, B. E., & Kreiner, G. E. (2013). Profane or profound? Finding mean-
ing in dirty work. In B. J. Dik, Z. S. Byrne, & M. F. Steger (Eds.), Purpose and
meaning in the workplace (pp. 127–150). American Psychological Association.

Ashforth, B. E., Kreiner, G. E., Clark M. A., & Fugate M. (2007). Normalizing
dirty work: Managerial tactics for countering occupational taint. Academy of
Management Journal, 50(1), 149–174.

Ashforth, B. E., Kreiner, G. E., Clark, M. A., & Fugate, M. (2017). Congruence
work in stigmatized occupations: A managerial lens on employee fit with dirty
work. Journal of Organizational Behavior, 38(8), 1260–1279.

Bentein, K., Garcia, A., Guerrero, S., & Herrbach, O. (2017). How does social
isolation in a context of dirty work increase emotional exhaustion and inhibit
work engagement? A process model. Personnel Review, 46(8),

Brown, A. D., & Coupland, C. (2015). Identity threats, identity work and elite
professionals. Organization Studies, 36(10), 1315–1336.

Bunderson, J. S., & Thompson, J. A. (2009). The call of the wild: Zookeepers,
callings, and the double-edged sword of deeply meaningful work. Administrative
Science Quarterly, 54(1), 32–57.

Chan, C. L., & Chan, E. K. (2001). Enhancing resilience and family health
in the Asian context. Asia Pacific Journal of Social Work and Development,

chinarxiv.org/items/chinaxiv-202206.00127 Machine Translation

https://chinarxiv.org/items/chinaxiv-202206.00127


11(Suppl 1), 5–17.

Chen, M. J. (2008). Reconceptualizing the competition-cooperation relationship
a transparadox perspective. Journal of Management Inquiry, 17(4), 288–304.

Clarke, M. & Ravenswood, K. (2019). Constructing a career identity in the aged
care sector: Overcoming the“taint”of dirty work. Personnel Review, 48(1), 76–
97.

Cruz, J. (2015). Dirty work at the intersections of gender, class, and nation:
Liberian market women in post-conflict times. Women’s Studies in Communi-
cation, 38(4), 421–439.

Deci, E. L., & Ryan, R. M. (2008). Facilitating optimal motivation and psy-
chological well-being across life’s domains. Canadian Psychology, 49(1), 14–
23.

Dik, B. J., & Duffy, R. D. (2009). Calling and vocation at work: Definitions
and prospects for research and practice. Counseling Psychologist, 37(3), 424–
450.

Dick, P. (2005). Dirty work designations: How police officers account for their
use of coercive force. Human Relations, 58(11), 1363–1390.

Fan, Y. (2000). A classification of Chinese culture. Cross Culture Management,
7(2), 3–10.

Fang, T. (2010). Asian management research needs more self-confidence: Re-
flection on Hofstede (2007) and beyond. Asia Pacific Journal of Management,
27(1), 155–170.

Fang, T. (2012). Yin Yang: A new perspective on culture. Management &
Organization Review, 8(1), 25–50.

Gotsi, M., Andriopoulos, C., Lewis, M. W. & Ingram, A. E. (2010). Manag-
ing creatives: Paradoxical approaches to identity regulation. Human Relations,
63(6), 781–805.

Hamilton, L., & McCabe, D. (2016). ‘It’s just a job’: Understanding emo-
tion work, de-animalization and the compartmentalization of organized animal
slaughter. Organization, 23(3), 330–350.

Hamilton, P., Redman, T., & McMurray, R. (2019). ‘Lower than a snake’s
belly’: Discursive constructions of dignity and heroism in low-status garbage
work. Journal of Business Ethics, 156(4), 889–901.

Helms, W. S., Patterson, K. D., & Hudson, B. A. (2019). Let’s not “taint”
stigma research with legitimacy, please. Journal of Management Inquiry, 28(1),
5–10.

Hom, P. W., Caranikas-walker, F., Prussia, G. E., & Griffeth, R. W. (1992). A
meta-analytical structural equations analysis of a model of employee turnover.
Journal of Applied Psychology, 77(6), 890–909.

chinarxiv.org/items/chinaxiv-202206.00127 Machine Translation

https://chinarxiv.org/items/chinaxiv-202206.00127


Hughes, E. C. (1971). The sociological eye: Selected papers. New Brunswick:
Transaction Publishers.

Jost, J. T., Banaji, M. R., & Nosek, B. A. (2004). A decade of system justifica-
tion theory: Accumulated evidence of conscious and unconscious bolstering of
the status quo. Political Psychology, 25(6), 881–919.

Jost, J., & Elsbach, K. (2001). How status and power differences erode personal
and social identities at work: A system justification critique of organizational
applications of social identity theory. In M. A. Hogg & D. J. Terry (Eds.),
Social identity processes in organizational contexts (pp. 181–196). Philadelphia:
Psychology Press.

Kreiner, G. E. & Ashforth, B. E. (2004). Evidence toward an expanded model
of organizational identification. Journal of Organizational Behavior, 25(1), 1–
27.

Kreiner, G. E., Ashforth, B. E., & Sluss, D. M. (2006). Identity dynamics
in occupational dirty work: Integrating social identity and system justification
perspectives. Organization Science, 17(5), 619–636.

Lai, J. Y. M., Chan, K. W., & Long, W. L. (2013). Defining who you are
not: The roles of moral dirtiness and occupational and organizational disiden-
tification in affecting casino employee turnover intention. Journal of Business
Research, 66(9), 1659–1666.

Lai, J. Y., & Lam, L. W. (2012). Dirty work in Chinese societies. In X. Huang
& M. H. Bond (Eds.), Handbook of Chinese Organizational Behavior (pp. 103–
117). Edward: Elgar Publishing.

Lewis, M. W. (2000). Exploring paradox: Toward a more comprehensive guide.
Academy of Management Review, 25(4), 760–776.

Li, P. P. (1998). Towards a geocentric framework of organizational form: A
holistic, dynamic and paradoxical approach. Organization Studies, 19(5), 829–
861.

Li, P. P. (2012). Toward an integrative framework of indigenous research: The
geocentric implications of Yin-Yang Balance. Asia Pacific Journal of Manage-
ment, 29(4), 849–872.

Lyons, B. J., Pek, S., & Wessel, J. L. (2017). Toward 𝛼 “sunlit path”: Stigma
identity management as 𝛼 source of localized social change through interaction.
Academy of Management Review, 42(4), 618–636.

Menges, J. I., Tussing, D. V., Wihler, A., & Grant, A. M. (2017). When job per-
formance is all relative: How family motivation energizes effort and compensates
for intrinsic motivation. Academy of Management Journal, 60(2),

Miron-Spektor, E., Ingram, A., Keller, J., Smith, W. K., & Lewis, M. W. (2018).
Micro-foundations of organizational paradox: The problem is how we think
about the problem. Academy of Management Journal, 61(1), 26–45.

chinarxiv.org/items/chinaxiv-202206.00127 Machine Translation

https://chinarxiv.org/items/chinaxiv-202206.00127


Petriglieri, G., Ashford, S. J., & Wrzesniewski, A. (2019). Agony and ecstasy
in the gig economy: Cultivating holding environments for precarious and per-
sonalized work identities. Administrative Science Quarterly, 64(1),

Rabelo, V. C., & Mahalingam, R. (2019). “They really don’t want to see us”:
How cleaners experience invisible‘dirty’work. Journal of Vocational Behavior,
113(4), 103–114.

Roca, E. (2010). The exercise of moral imagination in stigmatized work groups.
Journal of Business Ethics, 96(1),

Ruebottom, T., & Toubiana, M. (2021). Constraints and opportunities of
stigma: Entrepreneurial emancipation in the sex industry. Academy of Man-
agement Journal, 64(4), 1049–1077.

Schaubroeck, John, M., Lam, Long, W., & Lai, Jennifer, Y., M. (2018). Chang-
ing experiences of work dirtiness, occupational disidentification, and employee
withdrawal. Journal of Applied Psychology, 103(10), 1086–1100.

Sharma, D., Ghosh, K., Mishra, M., & Anand, S. (2022). You stay home, but
we can’t: Invisible“dirty”work as calling amid COVID-19 pandemic. Journal
of Vocational Behavior, 132(2), 1–18.

Shantz, A. & Booth, J. E. (2014). Service employees and self-verification: The
roles of occupational stigma consciousness and core self-evaluations. Human
Relations, 67(12), 1439–1465.

Shepherd, D. A., Maitlis, S., Parida, V., Wincent, J., & Lawrence, T. B.
(2021). Intersectionality in intractable dirty work: How Mumbai ragpickers
make meaning of their work and lives. Academy of Management Journal.
https://doi.org/10.5465/amj.2019.0125

Sidanius, J. (1993). The psychology of group conflict and the dynamics of op-
pression: A social dominance perspective. In S. Iyengar & W. J. McGuire (Eds.),
Explorations in political psychology (pp. 183–219). Durham: Duke University
Press.

Smith, W. K., & Lewis, M. W. (2011). Toward a theory of paradox: A dynamic
equilibrium model of organizing. Academy of Management Review, 36(2), 381–
403.

Spears, R., Jetten, J., & Doosje, B. (2001). The (il)legitimacy of in-group bias:
From social reality to social resistance. In J. T. Jost & B. Major (Eds.), The
Psychology of Legitimacy: Emerging Perspectives on Ideology Justice and Inter-
group Relations (pp. 332–362). Cambridge UK: Cambridge University Press.

Stacey, C. L. (2005). Finding dignity in dirty work: The constraints and rewards
of low-wage home care labour. Sociology of Health & Illness, 27(6), 831–854.

Tajfel, H., & Turner, J. C. (1986). The social identity theory of intergroup be-
havior. In S. Worchel, &W. G. Austin (Eds.), Psychology of intergroup relations
(pp. 7–24), Chicago: Nelson-Hall Publishers.

chinarxiv.org/items/chinaxiv-202206.00127 Machine Translation

https://chinarxiv.org/items/chinaxiv-202206.00127


Tallberg, L., & Jordan, P. J. (2021). Killing them “softly”(!): Exploring work
experiences in care-based animal dirty work. Work, Employment and Society,
35(5), 1–17.

Tracy, S. J., & Scott, C. (2006). Sexuality, masculinity, and taint management
among firefighters and correctional officers: Getting down and dirty with“Amer-
ica’s heroes”and the“scum of law enforcement”. Management Communication
Quarterly, 20(1), 6–38.

Tyler, M. (2011). Tainted love: From dirty work to abject labour in Soho’s sex
shops. Human Relations, 64(11),

Van Dick, R. & Kerschreiter, R. (2016). The social identity approach to effec-
tive leadership: An overview and some ideas on cross-cultural generalizability.
Frontiers of Business Research in China, 10(3), 363–384.

Wheeler, A. R., Buckley, M. R., Halbesleben, J. R., Brouer, R. L., & Ferris, G.
R. (2005). The elusive criterion of fit revisited: Toward an integrative theory of
multidimensional fit. Research in Personnel and Human Resources Management,
24(5), 265–304.

Zhang, X. A., Liao, H., Li, N., & Colbert, A. E. (2020). Playing it safe for my
family: Exploring the dual effects of family motivation on employee productivity
and creativity. Academy of Management Journal, 63(6), 1923–

Liu, Z., Yan, R., & Tang, S. (2021). Leader innovation expectations and
employee breakthrough innovation input: A study based on paradox theory.
Management World, 37(10), 226–241.

Ji, H., Yan, J., & Guo, W. (2022). Occupational stigma and turnover
intention: The roles of family stigma involvement and family involvement. Acta
Psychologica Sinica, 54(2), 182–191.

Weng, Q., & Xi, Y. (2010). Career growth and turnover intention: The mod-
erating role of career commitment and perceived opportunity. Nankai Business
Review, 20(2), 119–

Yang, G. (2004). The psychology and behavior of Chinese people: Indigenous
research. Beijing: China Renmin University Press.

Zhang, G., Huang, T., & Yin, X. (2022). The mechanism of occupational
stigma on non-decent workers and its coping strategies. Advances in Psycholog-
ical Science, 30(3), 703–

Zhang, G., Xie, Q., Chen, S., & Fan, M. (2021). A study on the impact
of non-decent work perception on employee work engagement based on chain
mediation. Journal of Management, 18(12), 1790–1797.

Zhang, Y., & Li, G. (2017). “Dirty”work: Concept, measurement, and
impact on practitioners. Foreign Economics and Management, 39(10), 86–101.

chinarxiv.org/items/chinaxiv-202206.00127 Machine Translation

https://chinarxiv.org/items/chinaxiv-202206.00127


Zhou, Y., & Huang, X. (2018). Occupational stigma perception and em-
ployee well-being among high occupational prestige practitioners—Based on cog-
nitive dissonance perspective. Economic Management, 40(4), 84–

English Abstract
A Study on the Formation Mechanism of Ambivalent Occupational
Identification of Non-decent Workers from a Paradoxical Perspective

WANG Hongli1, LI Zhen1, XU Guangyi2
1School of Business Administration, South China University of Technology,
Guangzhou, Guangdong 510640, China
2College of Economics and Management, South China Agricultural University,
Guangzhou, Guangdong 510642, China

Abstract: Non-decent work refers to occupations that are necessary for the
functioning of society but are belittled or disliked by the general public. Non-
decent workers own complicated identification processes and hardly identify or
disidentify their occupations. Thus, they are more or less ambivalent about
their occupations. However, existing research has not figured out when and
how dirty workers form their ambivalent occupational identification. To bridge
this gap, this study stands from the perspective of paradox and constructs a
formation mechanism of practitioners’ambivalent occupational identification.
Theoretically, it is expected that the results would help to resolve the contro-
versy in literature whether dirty workers identify or disidentify their occupation
by proposing a more realistic argument that non-decent workers ambivalently
identify their occupations. And in practice, it could help and guide non-decent
workers to construct a dignified occupational identification, and inspire the or-
ganization to improve the management in the non-decent worker group.

Keywords: non-decent work, occupational stigma, ambivalent occupational
identification, formation mechanism
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