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ABSTRACT
This study was an investigation of the effects of social identity on career progression.
Particular attention was given to the predictive impact of social identity of membership in an
identifiable professional sub-grouping. Using NCAA basketball coaches as an empirical setting,
quantitative and qualitative analyses were conducted to predict the status of next employer for
job seekers who voluntarily changed jobs (n = 282). Job seekers with the social identity of
membership in an identifiable professional sub-grouping (in this empirical setting, defined as
membership in a coaching family or coaching tree) were hired for positions with employers of
higher status. Furthermore, additional career benefits were accrued by individuals who claimed
their ascribed identity. Because membership in an identifiable professional sub-grouping signals
concise information about the social identity of an individual above and beyond prior
performance, network connectivity and status affiliations, it is theorized that individuals with
such a social identity are more easily understood, more predictable, and are therefore more
valuable in the labor market.
INTRODUCTION
Social identities have been the focus of scholarly study for half century, as researchers
have studied the many ways in which people are perceived and categorized. In this article I use
“social identity” in both a sociological sense (i.e., a social (public) typology which audiences
appropriate to understand and label entities (e.g., Glynn 2000, Glynn & Abzug, 1998;
Zuckerman, 1999, etc.)) and a psychological sense (i.e., an attribute of membership that is
claimed by an individual to define “who I am” (e.g., Ashforth & Mael, 1989; Brewer &
Gardener, 1998, etc.)). In the field of organization studies, scholars have been especially
interested in social identities, and how such identities influence organizational socialization, role
conflict, and intergroup relations (Ashforth & Mael, 1989). Limited research, however, has
focused on the influence of social identities on career progression. In this article I study the
beneficial impact on career progression of recognized and claimed social identities derived from
prior work experiences and network ties. In particular, I focus on the social identity of being a
member of an identifiable professional sub-grouping.
Although individuals within the same profession usually share the same professional
identity derived from their membership in the professional category, a finer grained look at a
professional category often reveals the existence of identifiable professional sub-groupings that
are formed around exemplar individuals of each sub-grouping. These professional sub-groupings
serve to differentiate members of the same profession in ways and dimensions that are
meaningful to both members and external audiences, and thus, serve as social identities.
Examples of identifiable professional sub-groupings include executives affiliated with Jack
Welch who have been labeled “Graduates of Welch U” by media experts, conveying to

	
  
	
  

audiences concise information about members such as their “Jack Welch style of management”
(e.g., a top-down, autocratic command- and-control approach and style which values
productivity and quality-control tools such as Six-Sigma (Deutsch, 2007)); consultants affiliated
with William Bain who have been labeled “Bainies for Life,” conveying to audiences concise
information about members such as their passion, and results-oriented training, which are core
elements of the Bain & Company identity which was shaped by founder William Bain (available
at www.joinbain.com); and engineers in the early semi-conductor industry affiliated with
Sherman Fairchild who were labeled as “Fairchildren” conveying to audiences concise
information about members such as their innovative practices and entrepreneurial spirit
(http://library.caltech.edu/sherman/fairchild.htm, accessed February 3, 2009).
Drawing on identity theories (e.g., Ashforth & Mael 1989, Goffman, 1993; Tajfel &
Turner, 1985) and categorization theories (e.g., Cantor & Mischel, 1979; Rosch, 1978) I argue
that social identity is an important construct to study in investigations of career moves. Because
individuals act on their identity, an individual’s social identity can be used by external audiences
to predict how he or she will behave in the future. I further theorize that a job seeker will be at
an advantage in the hiring process if he or she publicly claims the ascribed social identity. I
investigate these arguments through an empirical analysis of the career moves of NCAA men’s
basketball coaches between October, 2001 and October, 2007.
THEORY
Individuals are classified into various social categories such as organizational
membership, religious affiliation, gender, and age cohort (Ashforth & Mael 1989, Tajfel &
Turner, 1985). These categorizations (both of the self and others) are social identities that help
order the environment into cognitive segments that provide an individual with a systematic
means of defining self and others and making sense of behaviors in a cognitively efficient
manner (e.g., Ashforth & Humphrey, 1997). As discussed, professions are ordered into
identifiable professional sub-groupings that serve as social identities for individuals within the
profession. These social identities are ascribed by audiences to understand and label entities, and
are claimed by members to define “who I am.”
Work on social identity by sociologists has emphasized the importance of categorization
in labor markets. For example, Zuckerman and colleagues (2003) proposed that an individual’s
prior work experiences are signals of an individual’s identity which influence subsequent work
opportunities. In their analysis of typecasting in the film industry, Zuckerman and colleagues
found that an actor’s fit with established categories (i.e., film genres) is beneficial because it
facilitates audience valuation. Individuals who fail to fit within existing categories are penalized
due to the difficulties of assessment because they do not have recognizable social identities.
Scholars have also indicated that audiences find it easier to isolate and valuate a
particular phenomenon from the rest of the social world when they have access to a label (e.g.,
Ashforth & Humphrey, 1997; Hsu & Hannan, 2005). Goodwin (1994) discusses the process in
which individuals use various coding schemes and well-established labels to organize the
perception of a phenomenon within the discourse of a profession. He uses the example of the
Munsel color chart, a tool used by archaeologists for color descriptions, which has influenced the
perception of archaeologists through the creation of labels for different categories of soil.
Category labels also increase the availability of the category to audience members by indicating
that the category is meaningful. For example, the recognized label “Fairchildren” signaled the

existence and importance of an identifiable professional sub-grouping within the semi-conductor
industry that served as a social identity. Namely, individuals who are members of identifiable
professional sub-groupings benefit due to the public recognition of the social identity of being a
member. However, in addition to ordering a field in ways that have importance, social identities
importantly provide audiences with information about the identity of category members.
An individual’s social identity signals clear and concise information to audiences about
his or her character, values, work ethic, relationships with others, etc. This type of information
is not apparent from looking only at the individual’s fit with established categories, prior
performance, network connectivity, or relationships with high status alters. By applying the
identity content of the social category to the individual, audiences reach expectations of the
behavior of the individual and reach expectations of how to best relate with the individual. For
example, Read (1983) found that in social situations subjects learning about members of a
foreign culture rely on the similarity of newly encountered members to members previously
encountered when making predictions about their behavior; as environmental complexities
increase, subjects are increasingly likely to use a similar prior instance with a member to predict
future behavior. Cantor and Mischel (1979) capture this process by stating that “applying our
categories about other people often allows us to feel an almost instant general understanding of
someone we hardly know.”
Consider how a job seeker’s social identity as a member of an identifiable professional
sub-grouping may influence career opportunities. Audiences first apply the sub-grouping label
to individual members, making them more easily comparable to others. As discussed by
Zuckerman (2003) in his analysis of the labor market for Hollywood actors, audiences compare
and evaluate job seekers in terms of legitimate categories. Identifiable professional subgroupings serve as legitimate categories to order the profession and serve as social identities.
Job seekers without this form of social identity may not be readily compared to others by
audiences, and therefore stand outside the field of comparison, just as oranges in a competition
among apples (Zuckerman, 1999; Zuckerman, Kim, Ukanwa, & von Rittman, 2003). From the
perspective of the audience, rather than scrutinizing the full menu of alternatives, the audience
limits its attention to a discrete consideration set of like individuals (Zuckerman, 1999;
Zuckerman, 2004).
After audiences apply the sub-grouping label to individual members, audiences then
attribute the identity content of the professional sub-grouping to individuals with the ascribed
social identity of being a member. For example, a job seeker with the social identity of being a
“Graduate of Welch U” is likely understood in terms of the identity content of the professional
sub-grouping; this individual is perceived to possess and value the identity content of the
professional sub-grouping and behave in a way consistent with the recognized GE management
style (e.g., a top-down, autocratic command- and-control approach and style that values
productivity and quality-control tools such as Six-Sigma (Deutsch, 2007)). This categorization
makes the job seeker more easily understood, and therefore audiences have clearer expectations
of how the job seeker will behave. Thus, this job seeker is more valuable than a job seeker who
is not a member of an identifiable professional sub-grouping.
In summary, controlling for prior performance, network connectivity, and status
affiliations, job seekers with an ascribed social identity of being a member of an identifiable
professional sub-grouping will have access to jobs at organizations of higher status because: (1)
the label of the social identity of membership in the professional sub-grouping is applied to the
individual, making him or her more easily classifiable during the valuation process; and (2) the

	
  

	
  

	
  

identity content of the social identity of membership in the professional sub-grouping is applied
to the individual, making him or her better understood and more predictable by audiences than is
the case for a job seeker who is not a member of an identifiable professional sub-grouping. This
social identity provides audiences with clarity and valuable information about the job seeker
which is not available from looking purely at the job seeker’s prior performance, network
connectivity, or status affiliations. Thus,
Hypothesis 1: Among individuals in the same profession, a job seeker recognized by
audiences as a member of an identifiable professional sub-grouping will receive a
position with an employer of higher status than will be the case for a job seeker not
recognized as a member of any professional sub-group.
Having an ascribed social identity of being a member of an identifiable professional subgrouping is beneficial in itself, but it is especially important when a job seeker claims such
categorization as part of his or her individual identity. Although most sociological work on
social identity discusses the audience’s placement of an actor in a category rather than the actor’s
announcement of membership (Stone, 1962; Zuckerman et al., 2003), the claiming process is
especially important because an individual who interprets himself or herself in terms of the social
identity will likely hold a set of cognitive beliefs associated with the professional sub-grouping,
such as stereotypical traits thought to be shared by category members or ideological positions
that define the category’s goals (Ashmore, Deaux, & Mclaughlin-Volpe, 2004). The claiming of
the social identity allows the individual to locate or define himself or herself in the social
environment, thereby providing a partial answer to the question, “Who am I”? (Ashforth & Mael,
1989; Turner, 1999), and signals to external audiences that the individual’s identity is congruent
with the recognized characteristics and identity of the professional sub-grouping.
In career settings, the mutual agreement of the job seeker’s externally ascribed social
identity and his or her claimed identity will positively influence how the job seeker is perceived
by external audiences. By claiming the identity, the individual signals that he or she
acknowledges the social identity, and is also likely to act on it; this helps external audiences
better understand the individual and better predict his or her future behavior, and helps
individuals act in a manner consistent with their social identity. In other words, when an actor’s
projected identity is symmetrical and congruent with an audience’s understanding of the
individual’s identity, predictability-based trust among stakeholders is engendered (Barney &
Hansen, 1994; Whetten & Mackey, 2002). A job seeker who claims his or her ascribed social
identity of membership in an identifiable professional sub-grouping is more valuable than a job
seeker who does not claim such an identity, because he or she is more likely to act on the identity
and is therefore better understood by external audiences. Thus,
Hypothesis 2: Among individuals in the same profession, a job seeker recognized by
audiences as a member of an identifiable professional sub-grouping who also claims
such an identity will receive a position with an employer of higher status than will be
the case for a job seeker recognized as a member of an identifiable professional subgrouping who does not claim such an identity.

	
  

	
  

EMPIRICAL SETTING
In the profession of basketball coaching, the media have recognized and validated 16
professional sub-groupings that were active at the start of the 21st century. These sub-groupings
are referred to as “coaching trees” or “coaching families” and serve as social identities that order
the field of NCAA basketball coaches. Examples of sub-groupings include the affiliations of
coaches with network ties to legendary coaches Dean Smith, Rick Pitino, and John Calipari.
Sub-groupings are often used by media experts to identify a coach throughout his career because
such membership signals concise information such as the espoused playing style of the coach,
the coach’s values in off-the-court behavior (e.g., academic standards, ethical values, community
involvement), and the coach’s leadership style. For example, recognized members of the Dean
Smith coaching family include the current head coaches at Auburn, Southern Methodist, the
University of North Carolina, and the former head coach of Tennessee, as noted by journalist
Jason Perry (2004). These identities are also claimed by members, indicating that they serve as
sources of meaning for coaches. Although there are several remarkable coaching legacies, and
all coaches have some of affiliation to other coaches, it should be noted that the majority of
coaches are not recognized as members of one of the 16 sub-groupings.
METHODS
Sample and Data Collection

	
  
	
  

The sample used in this study included all NCAA Men’s Division I basketball coaches
active between the 2001 season (October 31, 2001) and the beginning of the 2007 season
(October 31, 2007). This time frame is ideal due to the large number of head coaching changes
(n = 282), and the concurrent existence of multiple sub-groupings (n = 16) with varying
characteristics (e.g., size, media visibility, attributed playing strategies, etc.). To access data
about each coach’s career moves, I obtained information from the NCAA (ncaa.org) and from
the athletic website of each university in the sample.
Operationalization of Variables
Ascribed Social Identity. Through text analysis of industry articles, I identified 16 subgroupings (social identities) that were recognized and validated by at least two media experts. I
first used the Factiva database to identify all members of such sub-groupings by searching for
articles containing “NCAA basketball” AND “coaching tree” OR “coaching family.” I created a
variable to characterize each coach’s Ascribed Social Identity. Coaches who were recognized by
media experts as members of a sub-grouping were assigned a value of 1, and all other coaches
were assigned a value of 0. Of the coaches involved in the 282 position changes, 80 were
recognized as members of identifiable sub-groupings by media experts.
Claimed Social Identity. To capture whether individuals with ascribed social identities
also claimed their identity, I viewed the web pages of all coaches recognized by media experts as
members of coaching trees or coaching families to determine whether the coach also publicly
acknowledged affiliations with fellow group members. Coaches who were recognized by media
experts as members and who publicly claimed these identities were assigned a value of 1;
coaches who were recognized by media experts as members but did not claim this identity were

	
  
	
  

	
  

	
  
	
  

	
  

assigned a value of 0. Of the 80 coaches recognized as members of sub-groupings, 66 publicly claimed
such identity.
Dependent Variable. To determine the Employer Prestige of each coach who changed jobs during
the study period, I used the prestige rankings constructed by industry experts at
ESPN.com.
I controlled for prior performance, tenure, network connectivity, status affiliations, the
prestige of the prior employer, year of birth, and year of position change.
Model Specifications
Because employer prestige is a count variable with non-negative integers, and the variance exceeds
the mean, I used a negative binomial regression model. In all analyses I used Stata 10.1 to calculate
regression models, and UCINET VI (Borgatti, Everett, & Freeman, 2002) to calculate network statistics.
RESULTS
Individuals with the ascribed social identity of being a member of one of the 16 sub- groupings
obtained head coaching positions with employers of greater prestige than those without such an identity.
Furthermore, coaches who also claimed their ascribed social identity
obtained positions with more prestigious employers than coaches who did not. Results held when
controlling for prior performance, connectivity, and status affiliations. Post-hoc analyses suggest that the
accrued benefits derived from ascribed and claimed social identity are above and beyond those accrued from
the status of the sub-grouping.
DISCUSSION
In this article I studied the career moves of NCAA basketball coaches for the purpose of assessing
the impact on career progression of their ascribed and claimed social identities while controlling for prior
performance, network centrality, and status affiliations. This article contributes to careers literature by
indicating that social identity is an important factor that influences career progression. I theorize that job
seekers with such ascribed social identities are hired for positions with employers of higher status because
the identity content of the professional sub-grouping is ascribed to individuals, making them more easily
understood by external audiences. This type of social identity provides concise information about an
individual’s values, character, and predicted behavior which is not evident from looking at prior
performance or network connectivity. Furthermore, individuals who claim their ascribed identity accrue
more benefits than those who do not. This finding contributes to identity literature by indicating the
beneficial impact that occurs when an individual publicly claims his or her
ascribed social identity. Namely, the act of claiming the identity likely signals that the individual will act in
accordance with the meaning and values of the ascribed social identity, making him or her more valuable on
the labor market. By combining both a sociological and psychological perspective of identity, strong
evidence is provided to support the ways in which ascribed and claimed social identities influence career
opportunities.
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