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Abstract

This thesis explores the emotional experiences that arise when organizing is done on the basis
of collective identity, using an LGBTQ mission-driven nonprofit as its site of inquiry.
Identity-based nonprofits are staffed largely by individuals who personally hold the identity
the organization exists to affirm, structurally blurring the boundary between professional role
and personal belonging. Drawing on the systems psychodynamic tradition and on collective
identity and social movement literature, the study takes an interpretive and
psychoanalytically-informed approach, using open, non-directive interviews as its primary
mode of data generation. The thesis explores how task and identity become structurally fused
in an organization whose primary task is to affirm the very identity its members personally
hold, extending the collective identity literature’s affective register by attending to how
belonging, authority, and organizational purpose are lived and felt by members occupying
formal roles. It also investigates what happens to an organization’s founding boundary once
the external order it was built to resist shifts. Ultimately, this study advocates for reading
identity-based organizing through its emotional and unconscious dimensions, extending the
systems psychodynamic tradition to a context it has not previously addressed, and
contributing to the collective identity literature by attending to its lived, affective dimension

within a formal organization.
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Introduction

Moving between organizational contexts in the public and nonprofit sectors, I became
increasingly curious about the emotional dimensions that accompany work, and the group
dynamics that the work itself seemed to generate. In social services, the self was to be
presented as neutral, to signal that decisions taken were not influenced by any personal
opinions. My own convictions, sympathies, or discomforts were meant to stay backstage,
subordinated to procedure and role and reflecting the civil servant’s ethos of impartiality. In
the nonprofit sector, by contrast, the self was invited to work to signal genuine involvement:
personal experience, conviction, and visible emotional investment seemed to be a way of
establishing credibility and commitment to the mission. This became even more pronounced
when I started working in an LGBTQ nonprofit, where collective identity is the basis for the

work itself, and sharing that collective identity is both a qualification and a mission.

I also noticed how work groups at times exhibited patterns of behavior that seemed irrational
and not task-oriented — moments of unexplained tension, silences, sudden alliances or
exclusions, decisions that made little sense on their own terms — along with, in myself, a
strong and somewhat unsettling pull to engage in those dynamics. Wanting to understand
what might be going on, I attended my first group relations conference, which became the
starting point for spending considerable time sitting in groups of different sizes, sharing
thoughts, feelings, and fantasies about the psychological processes at play in the moment. The
experiential learning and the systems psychodynamic framework resonated strongly with me,
offering novel ways to think about the individual, the group, and the wider organizational
structure together, and about what meaning the irrational behaviors of individuals and groups
might carry. This framework offered a way of understanding organizations themselves, not
simply as neutral structures for accomplishing tasks. Gould et al. (2006) note that humans
create social institutions to satisfy their needs as well as to accomplish required tasks, but that
these institutions come to exist as external realities, relatively independent of the individuals
who created them. Since institutions affect individuals in significant emotional and
psychological ways, illuminating those dynamics can help us understand the dilemmas

organizational members face.



This thesis grows out of that curiosity, and out of the systems psychodynamic framework that
first gave me a language for thinking about how task and structure affect the individuals and
groups working within them. It explores what it is like to work in an organization where the
primary task and one’s own identity are structurally intertwined — the emotional experiences
that arise when organizing is done on the basis of collective identity — taking an LGBTQ

mission-driven nonprofit as its site of inquiry.

Problem statement

While there are diverging views on work, some scholars argue that it offers possibilities for
self-fulfillment, meaningful contribution, and enduring relationships, pointing out that the
attachment to work is a major source of identity and meaning for many of us (Bonnerup &
Hasselager, 2019; Hirschhorn, 1988). The latter argument is particularly salient in identity-
based, mission-driven nonprofit organizations whose purpose includes advocacy, service
provision, community support, and rights protection, and whose membership base,
legitimacy, and internal culture are organized around a shared identity position (e.g.,
ethnicity, sexuality, gender). The identity is the basis for the work; it’s the basis for who
belongs; who speaks with authority; and often who the organization exists for. As Gamson
(1995, p. 391) observes of identity-based organizing more broadly, “fixed identity categories
are both the basis for oppression and the basis for political power” — the same categories that
mark a group for exclusion become, within organizations like these, the basis on which it

claims legitimacy and voice.

These organizations often attract individuals who share a collective identity and who are
highly emotionally invested in the organization’s cause. In line with this, Taylor and Whittier
(1992) show how such identities are actively constructed — through boundary-drawing against
a dominant order, the development of a shared political consciousness, and everyday practices
of resistance — rather than simply given. A broader stream of research on collective identity
and social movements has approached the question of organizing around shared identity from
a structural or strategic vantage point. Studies in this vein trace how organizational structure,
access to the polity, and the presence or absence of organized opposition shape whether
activists emphasize similarity to or difference from the mainstream, and how these identity

strategies shift as organizations professionalize and gain political access over time (Bernstein,



1997; Bernstein & Olsen, 2009; Polletta & Jasper, 2001). A narrower strand within this
literature has attended more directly to emotion, arguing that collective identity is sustained
not only by shared beliefs or strategic interest but by affective bonds among members and
against outsiders — bonds of love, trust, and loyalty that maintain commitment over time
(Goodwin et al., 2004; Jasper, 2011). This emotional turn treats affect largely as a collective
and strategic resource: something that binds members to a cause and sustains mobilization
over time. A systems psychodynamic perspective offers a complementary angle on these
same bonds, focused on what they mean and how they play out for the individuals who hold a

role within such an organization.

This thesis is located within the systems psychodynamic tradition of organizational research —
a tradition that has not previously engaged with identity-based nonprofits — and turns to
collective identity and social movement literature to understand the kind of organization
under study, since it is itself a product of, and embedded within, an identity-based social
movement. | build on the aforementioned turn toward emotion and explore what it feels like,
from the inside, to work within an organization whose primary task is bound up with one’s

own identity.

LGBTQ organizations offer a distinctive and relevant empirical site. They emerge out of a
social movement history, are explicitly mission- and identity-based, often shaped by histories
of marginalization, and are typically staffed by individuals with direct personal stakes in the
cause. In such organizations, the blurring of role and personal identity is structural: the
organization’s primary task is bound up with the same identity categories its boards, staff and
volunteers frequently personally hold. This makes LGBTQ organizations a strategic site for

examining how identity operates as a lived, affectively charged organizing force.

The aim of this thesis is to explore the emotional experiences that arise when organizing is
done on the basis of collective identity, using an LGBTQ mission-driven nonprofit as the site
of inquiry. The research question is: How is work experienced by members of an identity-

based, mission-driven nonprofit?

The thesis contributes to the literature on collective identity by attending to its affective and
lived dimension, and to the systems psychodynamic literature by extending the framework to

a setting it has not previously addressed.



Background and theory

This section provides background on the Swedish LGBTQ movement’s organizational and
political history, situating the organization under study within a specific institutional
trajectory. It also engages with current debates in the field and relevant prior research, before
turning to the theoretical lens and key concepts from the systems psychodynamic tradition

through which the material is read.

The Swedish LGBTQ movement: from criminalization to
institutionalization

LGBTQ organizing in Sweden has undergone a remarkable transformation over the past
eighty years. From a criminalized, pathologized and stigmatized subculture, to today’s
diversified social movement containing professionalized civil society organizations that
navigate between advocacy, state dependency, internal criticism, and an increasingly
polarized political environment. The Swedish LGBTQ movement, understood here as the
organizations, groups and individuals, organizing and representing people discriminated
against or stigmatized because of their sexual orientation, gender identity, and/or gender
expression, follows a pattern common to Western Europe: a movement from underground
organizing and identity building in closed spaces, through gradual visibility during the 1970s
and 1980s, towards an increasingly public and politically recognized presence encompassing

an ever-wider range of identities.

It was arguably during the 1980s and 1990s that the professionalization of the Swedish
LGBTQ movement began, as the HIV epidemic forced close collaboration between the state
and the organizations that had knowledge of and legitimacy among the groups most affected
(Lennerhed & Rydstrom, 2024). Magnusson (1998) describes how the Swedish Institute of
Public Health and civil society organizations built up Swedish HIV prevention as a
formalized, corporative partnership, where civil society organizations were given some
influence over how policy was designed as well as financial support, in exchange for the
organizations contributing the expert knowledge and credibility with the target groups that the
state lacked. The period illustrates how the Swedish associational life model where popular

movements were generally treated as legitimate partners to the state (Jamte et al., 2025) also



encompassed a previously marginalized movement, albeit under special and crisis-driven

circumstances.

When the broader Swedish corporatism was dismantled from 1992 onwards (SOU 1999:121),
LGBTQ organizations’ relationship to the state shifted accordingly, as part of a wider
transformation between the state and the civil society. Today, LGBTQ civil society
organizations are no longer direct policy partners in Magnusson’s sense but navigate several
roles: advocates for LGBTQ-rights, formal consultation bodies responding to legislative
proposals, recipients of state grants competing annually for organizational and operational
funding from different Swedish agencies, and, at the local level, recipients of municipal grants

for activities such as providing meeting places, advice, and support.

This development reflects the international pattern that research calls NGO-ization or
nonprofitization of movement politics (Lang, 2012). Beam (2018) shows how corresponding
organizations in the United States during the same period were transformed from activist
collectives to grant-funded non-profits, with the consequence that legally oriented, and
according to Beam, respectable issues such as marriage were prioritized over more structural
issues such as poverty and violence against transgender people. A parallel European analysis
of The European Region of the International Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans and Intersex
Association (ILGA-Europe) and the Treaty of Amsterdam shows how the EU’s funding and
consultation structures turned the European umbrella organization ILGA-Europe into a
professionalized lobby organization (Paternotte, 2016). The Swedish case represents a third
variant of this pattern. Where Beam (2018) locates the driver of nonprofitization in private
philanthropic funding, and Paternotte (2016) in a supranational institution’s offer of core EU
funding to a chosen official partner, the professionalization of Swedish LGBTQ organizations
has run primarily through a state-corporatist welfare funding structure — public grants, formal
consultation status, and local contractual partnerships even as the broader corporatist system
around them was being dismantled. The dependency on public funding might carry with it
pressures towards essentialism as organizations are forced to present a legible constituency, a
debate that surfaces in the movement’s later internal debates on institutionalization and
professionalization. Yet, as with ILGA-Europe, this institutionalization should not be read as
purely externally imposed. Paternotte (2016) argues that ILGA’s reformist, institution-
oriented identity predated the EU opportunities it later seized, and much the same could be

said of the Swedish LGBTQ movement’s own history of legalistic, incremental-reform



strategies within national policy-making (Andreasson, 2000; Edelberg, 2025; Wennerhag,
2025), possibly reflecting why identity for education has been prioritized.

Homonormativity and homonationalism

The academic discussion about the collective identity of the LGBTQ movement points to an
oscillation between cycles of sameness and difference. Ghaziani et al. (2016) argue that the
collective identity of the LGBTQ movement has not evolved linearly toward either
assimilation or distinctiveness but has instead cycled between periods emphasizing similarity
to the mainstream ‘sameness’ and periods emphasizing what sets the community apart
‘difference’. The debate over where the LGBTQ movement is heading, in Sweden and in a
Western context more broadly, has often been organized around two key concepts that capture
different types of tensions. The first is homonormativity, a concept that Duggan (2014)
introduced to describe how an assimilation-oriented LGBTQ policy risks imitating rather than
challenging the heteronormative social order — by prioritizing marriage, the nuclear family
and consumption, and thereby creating an internal hierarchy where transgender people, sex
workers and LGBTQ people with racialized backgrounds end up at the bottom. The criticism

is thus directed against its own professionalization and normalization process.

The second is homonationalism, a concept by Puar (2007), which describes how states and
nationalist movements instrumentalize LGBTQ rights as evidence of their own nation’s
‘civilized’ superiority over immigrants and Muslims. In the Swedish context, this is seen in
the debate about the Sweden Democrats’ LGBTQ rhetoric, which several studies (Kehl, 2018;
Lagerman, 2023) have analyzed as an example of this very dynamic. The related term
pinkwashing, that organizations, authorities or states use LGBTQ support to whitewash their
policies, has been discussed critically, highlighting for example the tension in the fact that
undocumented LGBTQ people march in Pride parades side by side with the police and
military — institutions that are also responsible for their deportation (Alm et al., 2021;

Lagerman, 2023; Strand & Kehl, 2019; Wennerhag, 2025).

LGBTQ organizing in the Swedish context can thus be described as a movement through
three partly overlapping phases: an early phase of covert organizing 1950s—1970s, a
corporatist phase in which the movement especially through HIV policy became a recognized
and institutionally integrated partner to the state 1980s—1990s, and a contemporary phase

characterized by NGO-ization and professionalization, project grant dependence, and



contractual-like partnerships, in line with the broader transformation of the relationship
between the Swedish state and civil society. Throughout this development, the movement has
generated and navigated several critiques. Critics argue that institutionalization has made the
movement too normalized and exclusionary, reflecting homonormativity, and that its
proximity to state institutions makes it vulnerable to nationalistic and instrumental use via
homonationalism and pinkwashing — a tension that has become particularly visible in the
Swedish debate on migration, the Sweden Democrats, and the role of Pride parades. On the
other hand, the improvement in attitudes towards sexual minorities might suggest that

assimilationist approaches have some value.

Previous research

It has been challenging to situate the study within a specific research field. The phenomenon I
am studying is seemingly not researched from a systems psychodynamics lens applied to
identity-based organizing. A possible explanation might be that the systems psychodynamics
tradition with its roots in the interwar period and its commitment to understand the
circumstances when individuals and groups exhibit progressive or regressive behaviour, leads
a comparatively quiet life within the organizational studies field. It produces knowledge
mainly through action research and consultancy work within the public and private sector,
with the researchers often being practitioners as well. While there are plenty of studies in the
aforementioned sectors, | have not been able to find any that apply the framework to an
identity-based, mission-driven nonprofit which means the existing studies are not easily
comparable to this context, since the tradition places emphasis on the specific intra- and

intersubjective processes that arise from the nature of work and how it is organized.

Therefore, I have turned to research on collective identity since the organization under study
is nested within a social movement based on collective identity, and identity is its source of
legitimacy. However, my research question narrows this focus specifically to work organized
on the basis of collective identity, asking what it is like to work within such an organization,

and what emotional experiences this involves.

The concept of collective identity holds that a shared sense of ‘we-ness’ is central to how
social movements emerge, recruit, choose tactics and endure. In social movement literature it

was developed as a way to explore cultural and emotional factors complementing resource



mobilization and political process perspectives. Resource mobilization scholars put emphasis
on the idea that movements, if they are to survive, need to develop some kind of organization
with leadership and administration to secure resources and support, while the political process
perspective stressed the interconnected nature of grassroots organizing and political
opportunities within the environment (Polletta & Jasper, 2001). Although there is no
consensus definition (Snow & Corrigall-Brown, 2015) two definitions seem widely used.
Polletta and Jasper (2001) focus on the individual and define collective identity as an
individual’s cognitive, moral, and emotional connection to a broader community, category, or
institution, distinct from personal identity, ideology, or self-interest. While Snow and
Corrigall-Brown underline: “shared sense of one-ness or we-ness anchored in real or
imagined shared attributes or experiences among those who comprise the collectivity and in
relation to or in contrast to one or more actual or imagined sets of “others”. Embedded in the
shared sense of “we” is a corresponding sense of collective agency” (2015, p. 175). Their
definition highlights the group dimension and encompasses both the relational contrast to the
“other” and collective agency as key factors delineating collective identity. Read this way, the
concept can be understood as operating at the boundary between individual and collective
experience. Polletta and Jasper’s (2001) review of the literature suggests collective identity
operates across several phases of mobilization: it helps explain why a group coalesces around
an issue, why individuals join and remain committed despite the free-rider problem, which
strategies and tactics a movement finds intrinsically appealing or legitimate, and what a

movement's lasting cultural and institutional impacts are, beyond formal policy change.

Collective identity within this research tradition is understood as actively constructed within a
movement, rather than presumed. Taylor and Whittier (1992) showed in their study of U.S.
lesbian feminist movement how collective identity is constructed through three interacting
processes: boundary-construction — the social, psychological, and physical markers that
differentiate a challenging group from the dominant culture e.g., separatist institutions,
distinct dress and language norms framing in-group/out-group interaction; development of
consciousness — the interpretive frameworks through which a group reevaluates its structural
position and attributes discontent to systemic rather than personal causes; and negotiation —
the everyday and symbolic practices from redefining ‘womanhood’ to reversing stigmatizing
labels through which members resist dominant representations in both private and public
settings. Taylor and Whittier frame the lesbian feminist community not as a formal social

movement organization but as a decentralized social movement community sustained by



submerged institutions that function as an abeyance structure, preserving a politicized
collective identity through periods when the broader movement’s political opportunities have
narrowed. Although their case is a decentralized community rather than a formal organization,
their framework is widely recognized and offers a way of theorizing identity-based
organizations as sites of ongoing internal identity work, independent of their external political

fortunes.

Where Taylor and Whittier focus on the internal construction of collective identity, Gamson
(1995) points to an inherent tension with identity politics. On one hand, essentialist politics
rely on stable identity categories to claim political rights, yet in doing so they operate within
and reproduce the very system of oppression they seek to challenge. On the other hand,
deconstructionist politics interrogate these categories altogether, treating them as socially
constructed, unstable, but in doing so risk dismantling the political subject and the group
itself, the basis for collective action. The dilemma is then that deconstructing identities,
loosening categories might challenge cultural sources of oppression that operate through
language and norms while institutional sources of oppression such as criminalization,
pathologization, and denial of rights, require a bounded “we” that can act collectively.
Gamson highlights how social movements can undermine their own collective identities from
within, and he separates cultural from institutional oppression to show the two logics —

essentialist and deconstructionist — operating at once.

Working with a parallel distinction, Bernstein (1997) argues that movements can stress
similarity to the mainstream (identity for education) or foreground their difference (identity
for critique), and shifts the register from an internal, structural dilemma to an external,
strategic question: which presentation a movement adopts depends on situational conditions.
Three factors matter here: whether the movement has access to political decision-makers,
whether its organizations are inclusive and participatory or exclusive and elite-led, and
whether the opposition it faces consists of routine insiders already embedded in the political
system or organized outside counter-movements. Polletta and Jasper (2001) point to
Bernstein’s model as a key example of a broader point, and one that is perhaps Bernstein’s
more surprising claim: identity itself, not only tactics in the narrower sense, is shaped
strategically by the opposition a movement faces. A movement may emphasize its similarity
to the mainstream, framing itself as deserving equal treatment on the same terms as everyone

else, or instead foreground its difference, framing that difference as something to be respected



and preserved rather than dissolved. A choice that depends on circumstance, and not on some

fixed, essential truth about the group.

Underlying both the internal construction and the external presentation of identity is an
affective dimension that Goodwin, Jasper, and Polletta (2004) claim social movement
literature has largely marginalized, in reaction against earlier crowd psychology and in favour
of rationalist accounts. They instead take a cultural approach to emotions, treating them as
shaped by cultural understandings and norms, and distinguish four types of emotion operating
in movements: reflex emotions (joy, fear, anger, disgust...), which arise suddenly and
involuntarily and are often strategically provoked or managed in confrontations with
authorities; affective bonds (love, hate, trust, loyalty) — longer-term investments, or cathexes,
toward people, ideas, and places, which motivate participation and endurance; moods, diffuse
and objectless states such as optimism or resolve that characterize an organization’s emotional
climate; and moral emotions (pride, shame, indignation, compassion), which arise from moral
and cognitive judgment. Movements often employ deliberate emotion work to shape moral
emotions: gay rights organizing, for instance, has cultivated pride; the civil rights movement
has cultivated dignity. Collective identities are, in their account, “nothing more or less than
affective loyalties” (Goodwin et al., 2004, p.418), linking the cognitive and structural
accounts of collective identity to the affective investments that Polletta and Jasper (2001) had
flagged as undertheorized. Read alongside Taylor and Whittier’s (1992) account of collective
identity as something built through ongoing internal work, this suggests that boundary-
construction and consciousness-development are affective processes as well as cognitive
ones. Collective identity is a site of ongoing emotion, tension and negotiation across multiple
dimensions: the movement’s trajectory across phases of mobilization, the community’s
collective construction of shared meaning, the inherent tension in identity politics and the

organization’s strategic positioning within a political field.

This background describes the structural and political conditions the organization operates
under, while this study is addressing the emotions and tensions experienced by the people

who staft and govern it.
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Theoretical framing

The chosen theoretical lens is systems psychodynamics. It brings together open systems
concepts with a psychoanalytic understanding of individuals and groups. Open systems
concepts provide the framework for understanding the structural aspects of an organizational
system such as its design, division of labor, levels of authority, tasks, processes, and the
interactions among organizational members that arise from the nature of work. This draws on
von Bertalanffy’s open systems theory, which holds that individuals, organizations, and
societies are open systems that can only exist and survive through continuous interaction with
their environment. The psychodynamic component contributes psychoanalytical perspectives
on individual experience and mental processes, as well as unconscious social processes —
dynamics that can serve as a wellspring of creativity or, equally, as both cause and
consequence of organizational difficulties. Organizations are understood as experiential and
relational as well as behavioral and observable. Given this, the aim is to explore how the
observable and structural features of an organization interact with its members — an
interaction that generates particular patterns of individual and group processes, patterns that in
turn shape organizational culture and how work is conceived, organized, and managed.
Epistemologically, this makes the field interpretive, treating organizations as emotional and
symbolic systems where meaning must be understood through narratives, emotions, systemic
patterns, and actual constraints within the environment (Gould et al., 2006; Visholm &

Heinskou, 2005).

Below follows a short description of the key concepts applied in analysis.

Key concepts

Visholm (2005b) argues that systems psychodynamics makes it possible to explore, within a
predefined context, the interplay between conscious and unconscious motives and between
regressive and goal-rational actions. This context is given by the concept of a primary task,
which defines a social system in terms of the meaning of the activity, the boundaries set by
space and time in which it takes place, and the individuals partaking in it. A further difference
is made between the goal-rational and the psychodynamic field. The goal-rational field
includes the rational activities that aim to realize the primary task, including formal roles that
support the realization of the primary task, while the psychodynamic field holds the informal,

unconscious and psychodynamic processes. The goal-rational field and the psychodynamic

11



field influence each other mutually (Visholm, 2005b). If the pressures involved in realizing
the primary task become sufficiently demanding over a prolonged period due to e.g. resource
scarcity or precarious employment conditions, a regression pressure builds within the system.
Rather than being addressed through goal-rational means, these constraints might come to be
managed through social defense mechanisms (Menzies Lyth, 1988), which typically intensify
rather than resolve the underlying difficulty. For example, a social work unit facing chronic
resource scarcity might develop a culture of dehumanizing client language, or erect
qualification criteria so demanding that few clients can meet them. What appears as
professional detachment or rigid gatekeeping might function primarily to manage the anxiety
of powerlessness and dealing face to face with people in vulnerable conditions when the
means to help them are insufficient. The defense is not located in any individual but becomes
embedded in the organization’s culture and routines, leaving the structural problem intact

unless made conscious and named.

Primary Task

—— Boundary area

Goal-rational
/ i ; ; i \ field
E C

Output

—_— el Do —_—

I C ; ; } ] Psychodynamic
° W ¢ field

A = formal role
a = psychodynamic role
I | = regression pressure

Figure 1. Systems psychodynamic - a model. S. Visholm (2005b).

Primary task

The concept of primary task carries two meanings — one fundamental, one dynamic. The
fundamental primary task defines what the system exists to do, positioning it in relation to
other organizations and contributing to its identity as seen from both within and from the
outside. It also implies the criteria by which the system’s functioning can be evaluated. The

dynamic task is defined as the activity the system needs to engage with to survive at any
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given point (Visholm, 2005b). The primary task shapes the organization’s sense of meaning,
which in turn shapes organizational members’ experience of their work as meaningful and
their contributions as valued. The primary task of a social system is rarely self-evident — it
emerges from negotiations among competing interests within the system and its environment
and often carries unresolved tensions as a result. A school, for example, may simultaneously
be understood as educating children for their own development, preparing them for the labor
market, and providing childcare that enables parents to work — three distinct purposes that do

not always point in the same direction.

Boundary

A concept derived from open systems thinking and reworked into systems psychodynamics is
that of boundary (Miller, 1993). The boundary concept makes it possible to examine
simultaneously the relationship between the social and the technical, between part and whole,
whole and environment, and between the individual and the group. Miller (1993) argues that
the survival of any social system depends on continuous exchange of materials, people,
information, ideas, values, and fantasies with its environment. The boundary across which
these flow both separates a given system from its environment and links it to that
environment, while also marking the system’s specific task. Because the identity and behavior
of any system are subject to constant renegotiation, its boundary is best conceived as a region
rather than a line — a zone occupied by the roles and activities concerned with mediating
relations between inside and outside. In groups and organizations, the leadership function is
located in this boundary region; in individuals, it is the ego function that mediates between the
wants of the id, the norms, ideals, and prohibitions of the superego, and the constraints of
outer reality. Leadership may therefore be understood as both protecting the system from
excessive external demands and promoting the internal changes necessary for the system to
remain adaptive. Survival, in this sense, depends on maintaining an appropriate degree of both

insulation and permeability in the boundary region (Miller, 1993).

Role and person

A system contains part-tasks that contribute to the primary task, and formal roles are created
to address these, roles that organizational members are expected to occupy (Visholm, 2005b).

When the system functions goal-rationally members take up roles connected to distinct tasks,
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each contributing to the primary task as a whole. Where tasks and roles are not clearly
defined, it becomes impossible to know whether one has acted correctly or not, in itself
anxiety-provoking. When a role proves too demanding, the anxiety it generates might be met
by regression — a withdrawal from the formal role rather than a confrontation of its
challenges. This regression tends to spread through the system, making it progressively harder
for other members to perform their own tasks (Visholm, 2005b). Roles are therefore
inseparable from boundaries: they define who does what in relation to the task, who holds
authority and responsibility in which domains, and what interests the role holder represents
and to which identity groups such as age, gender, etc. the role holder belongs to. Boundaries
are regions where anxiety tends to concentrate, because they mark the points at which the
risks connected to the task become most visible and where acting in the service of that task
may require a degree of assertiveness i.e. mobilization of aggression (Hirschhorn, 1988).
There is therefore a temptation to withdraw from the boundary rather than inhabit it for the
fear of hurting the other and oneself. The concept of role is vital within systems
psychodynamics, Long (2006) defines it as the intersection of the person and the system, a
space that is filled and shaped by the person who occupies it — a person with a history of

taking up roles in different systems such as family, community and work.

Holding environment

The concept of the holding environment originates with Winnicott (1972), who used it to
describe the maternal function of providing a containing, reliable presence within which an
infant’s early, unintegrated self can develop without being overwhelmed. He showed how a
caregiver’s ability to hold and respond to an infant’s needs supports the development of
emotional capacity. Central to this function is containment: the process whereby one person
receives another’s difficult feelings, holds them, and renders them intelligible, so that affect
which might otherwise be experienced as overwhelming or disorganized instead becomes
something that can be tolerated and worked with. Petriglieri and Petriglieri (2010) extend the
concept to organizational life through their notion of the identity workspace: a relational and
symbolic container constituted by relationships, discourse, mission, and community within
which organizational members can undertake identity work, whether consolidating an existing

sense of self or working through a transition to a new one.
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Authority

In systems psychodynamic thinking, authority is not only a formal position within an
organizational chart. It is a psychological condition: the ability to occupy one’s role in relation
to the primary task, and to withstand the anxiety that carrying out that task generates.
Obholzer (2003) distinguishes authority from power: authority designates a legitimate right,
bound to responsibility, while power designates a capacity to act, and the two need not
coincide. Authority without power tends to produce a weakened, undermined leadership
function; power without authority tends toward the authoritarian. Obholzer further
distinguishes three sources from which authority may be drawn: delegated authority,
conferred by one’s formal position within the structure; sanctioned authority, the confirmation
of that position by the membership or the wider system; and personal authority, the inner
capacity an individual brings to a role — the capacity to contain the anxiety the task provokes
and willingness to mobilize both love and aggression in the service of the task. Where these
three sources align, authority can be exercised with relative ease. Where they diverge — where,
for instance, a role is delegated but not sanctioned or sanctioned but not felt as personally

legitimate — authority becomes difficult to take up and easy to contest.

Change

Visholm (2005a) describes organizational change as the destruction of what has been and the
creation of something else. Because a system’s primary task, boundaries, and roles are bound
up with relationships, power, meaning and identity, change implies losses and gains unevenly
distributed across the individuals and groups that make up the system. Freud’s (1917/2008)
work on mourning offers systems psychodynamics its account of what change then requires:
the gradual, effortful withdrawal of emotional investment from what has been lost, so that
attachment can eventually be redirected toward what is new. Where this work of mourning
cannot be completed, energy remains bound to the lost object, and the system’s capacity to

engage with its present and future task is correspondingly diminished.
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Methodology

In this section, I present my approach, outline the methodological considerations, describe
how the data was collected and analyzed, and make some reflections regarding the process.
The study is exploratory in scope with a focus on meaning, emotions, experiences and

unconscious processes which makes a qualitative approach more suitable.

Philosophy of science

The present study treats psychoanalysis as a mode of critical hermeneutics oriented towards
interpretation with the caveat that the unconscious, while constitutive, moves beyond our
reach and interpretations are always partial. Psychoanalysis produces understanding through
attention to a relational field in which unconscious material becomes available, not as hidden
facts to be uncovered but as dynamic patterns that manifest in the relationship itself. This is
neither purely interpretive nor causal; it is relational and processual. The researcher is
implicated in the object of study, and that implication itself is an important methodological
instrument. Hence the study draws on hermeneutics as a general epistemological orientation,
positioning human beings as interpretive, historically embedded, and relational subjects, and
on psychoanalysis for its attention to the affective and relational dynamics, and on systems
psychodynamics, which extends this relational-psychoanalytic sensibility to the level of

groups and organizations (Selander & Odman, 2005; Visholm & Heinskou, 2005).

Site of research

This study focuses on a mission-driven, identity-based national association constituted by
geographically distinct branches, with the general purpose to promote LGBTQ rights. The
branches differ in scope and tasks: some are professionalized, offering different social
services, while others are volunteer-based and focus mainly on providing social spaces. Four
major branches were selected based on their size and my prior knowledge that each had an
established board, paid staff, and volunteers, and that members had been actively engaged
over an extended period, ensuring participants would bring substantive familiarity with the
organization’s inner workings. Volunteer-based branches were excluded because they

typically involve shorter tenure, higher turnover, and no paid staff structure. The selected
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branches carry out advocacy work, provide meeting places for different groups under the
LGBTQ-umbrella, organize joint activities, and offer individual or group counselling.
Familiarity with the organizational structure and culture enabled me to identify appropriate
research sites, negotiate access, and engage with participants in a way that required less

translation of context.

Access and participants

I negotiated access with either the chair or the operational manager at each branch, who in
turn circulated my request to potential participants. Eleven individuals expressed interest in
participating. Interviews were then conducted with participants across all four branches, in
various organizational roles — board members and employees — all of whom had been engaged
with the organization in different roles for at least four years and several beyond that.
Participant details such as role, age, gender, sexuality, and ethnicity are not disclosed. Given
the small and interconnected nature of the organizational context, such information would

compromise anonymity, and the details do not have any bearing on the analysis.

Interviews

Given the exploratory and interpretive nature of the research aim, open, non-directive
interviews (see Appendix 1) served as the primary mode of data generation (Kvale, 2014).
Following Hollway and Jefferson (2000), the interviews were designed with the defended
subject in mind — the understanding that interviewees are not straightforwardly transparent
reporters of their own experience but bring unconscious investments and anxieties to the
encounter, and occupy particular discursive positions that shape what is said and how. This
creates an intersubjective dynamic in which I too bring unconscious investments to the
encounter. As Hollway and Jefferson (2000) note, inviting a narration structured on the
principles of free association makes space for people’s concerns that might not be visible with
a more structured approach. The interviews were also guided by predetermined themes
informed by core concepts within the systems psychodynamic tradition — task, authority, role
and boundaries (Miller, 1993) and by exploring what drew the participants to the organization
and how it feels to be a part of it.
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The interviews opened with inviting the participants to draw a quick picture of their
experience of the organization with themselves in the picture. This was intended as a novel
mode of engagement, opening a space for creative and emotional exploration. Vince and
Warren (2012) argue that participatory visual methods, such as drawing and photographs,
enrich the interview format by enabling access to non-verbal and emotional material, and by
involving participants in co-creating the data. The approach proved to be an enjoyable and
playful way of exploring organizational experiences and enabling joint sense-making.
Opening with a drawing exercise and inviting participants to speak freely about it follows the
logic of the free association narrative interview which foregrounds the participant’s own
ordering of experience. Yet the encounters sometimes felt at once too revealing and too
guarded, likely reflecting our prior acquaintance, but possibly also reenacting organizational
dynamics of competition and guarding one’s branch — resonating with the sibling dynamic
described in the findings and analysis section. I read the interview relationship itself as a site
where those dynamics became visible, with the same anxieties and defenses under study
appearing to structure the encounter through which they were being explored. This resonates
with the difficulties of insider positioning discussed under pre-understanding and
positionality, where my own proximity and entanglement made it harder to see clearly in the

moment.

Seven interviews were conducted face-to-face at a location of the participants’ choosing. Four
were conducted digitally. The digital format limited the emotional resonance compared to the
in-person interviews. Interviews lasted approximately 60 to 90 minutes and were audio-
recorded and transcribed. I was attentive to how the research relationship was closed, once
again making clear the boundaries of confidentiality and discussing with the participants how
the material would be presented. All participants expressed interest in receiving the results of
the study and voiced a curiosity similar to my own about what might be going on in the
organization. Several of them expressed appreciation for the drawing exercise with which the
interviews opened, noting that the quick sketch of their organizational experience opened new
ways of understanding their role and interactions within the system and highlighted emotions
connected to that experience. They also came back to the drawing during the interviews, using
it to clarify, modify, and deepen their narratives. All appeared to welcome the opportunity to
be listened to while reflecting on organizational realities, emotions, and tensions, but also on

the reasons that drew them to the organization in the first place. I felt a sense of responsibility
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and seriousness toward the participants, the organization, and the present study — the insider

position made itself felt.

Analysis

The interviews were transcribed, after which I listened to the audio recordings and read the
transcripts repeatedly, applying Kvale’s (2014) interpretive contexts — self-understanding,
critical common-sense understanding, and theoretical understanding. Re-listening mattered
methodologically: it was a way of holding onto the emotional texture of the encounters that
transcription strips away. I also worked hermeneutically, reading each participant’s account in
light of the others, tracing where stories converged, where they diverged, and where they sat

in tension with one another.

By the time this reading was complete, I was working with roughly two hundred pages of
transcript and a set of narratives that were, like most personal accounts, emotional,
contradictory, and difficult to reduce. Having become deeply immersed in the material, I drew
on the principles of reflexive thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) to create some
analytical distance: reducing the text into codes and constructing themes against the backdrop

of my earlier readings and the theoretical framework.

The decision to follow the principles of free narrative interviewing and keep interview topics
broad yielded rich, diverse data, but it also created a challenge: with so many topics raised
across the interviews, determining which ones should carry into the final analysis was far
from straightforward. To preserve analytical focus, I have prioritized material that most
clearly reflected participants’ experience of organizing on the basis of collective identity and

set aside topics that fell outside that focus.

The findings that follow are organized thematically, treating individual accounts as windows
onto organizational dynamics. Throughout this process, I scrutinized my own assumptions
and interpretations, aiming to read the material through the interpretive contexts described
above rather than through the assumptions discussed in the section on pre-understanding and

positionality.
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All quotes have been edited for language and grammar; interviews were conducted in both
Swedish and English, and Swedish-language quotes have been translated into English. Minor
details with no bearing on the analysis have additionally been altered to protect participants’

anonymity.

Pre-understanding and positionality

Within a hermeneutic framework pre-understanding is constitutive, forming the horizon from
which interpretation proceeds, thus making pre-understanding visible is a condition of
responsible interpretive work (Selander & Odman, 2005). This thesis operates from the
premise that detachment from the subject of interest is neither possible nor desirable. The
researcher’s motives and assumptions influence everything from the choice of research
project to analysis and presentation. Therefore, examining how my person and positionality
may have shaped the interviews and interpretations, including any political implications of the

research is necessary (Alvesson & Skoldberg, 2018).

I am situated within the same national structure as the organization under study, though not
employed at any of the branches researched. My pre-understanding is shaped by my
professional and volunteer experiences in the nonprofit sector and in LGBTQ advocacy, and
my position within the broader national organizational structure and accompanying
relationships. My background provides contextual insight into the cultural, emotional, and
value-driven dynamics of mission-based organizations and requires less translation of context
than a fully external researcher would need. The proximity carries with it value and
challenges — it made possible conversations with organizational members about ongoing
dynamics, opportunities that may not have been available to a more distanced researcher. But
being an insider also makes it harder to make sense of the emotional experiences within the
organizational context, since I am equally caught up in the organizational anxieties and
defenses I am trying to understand. Apart from the blind spots i.e. the defenses I cannot give
an account of, there are relational considerations that come with the insider position. I care
about the organization’s mission and those involved, which creates a motivation to protect
both. But protecting the organization and producing research of value sits in tension. Wanting
this thesis to say something meaningful, even where that meant sitting with material that was

uncomfortable, was an ongoing part of the analytical process.
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Among the difficulties I considered were the risk of reading my own organizational
experience into participants’ accounts in ways that foreclose rather than open meaning; the
risk that participants’ prior knowledge of me shaped what they chose to share, whether by
disclosing more freely — which might in turn affect the relationship — or by withholding
certain information; and the risk of failing to register as analytically significant what feels
merely familiar. This is addressed methodologically in several ways. The interview design
with a drawing exercise was intended to access organizational experience at a level prior to
the rehearsed narratives that insider familiarity might otherwise trigger, in me as much as in
participants. The interpretive approach, grounded in a hermeneutics of suspicion, proceeds by
holding material open rather than resolving it prematurely into recognizable patterns. For me,
this meant questioning my interpretations and actively trying to shift perspective, putting
myself in others’ shoes, and considering their role, tenure, age, since people speak from a
particular position within the system while also approaching the material from different
angles. I have engaged in systematic reflexivity throughout the research process, including
maintaining a reflexive journal, examining prior assumptions, and grounding interpretations
in participants’ accounts and theory rather than familiarity. Emotional entanglement thus

functioned as both a gateway to deeper understanding and a potential source of distortion.

Ethics
This study follows the ethical guidelines outlined by the Swedish Research Council (God

forskningssed 2024), with particular focus on ensuring that participants were treated with
respect and that their anonymity was protected. All participants received clear information
about the aims of the project, the voluntary nature of their involvement, and their right to
withdraw. Written, informed consent was obtained prior to the interviews. Data generated
through the research, including audio files, transcripts, and analytic notes, has been stored

securely and deleted upon completion. Al has been used to support grammar and spelling.

Given the specificity of the organizational context, there is a risk that both the organization
and certain individuals could be identifiable to others familiar with the field. To mitigate this,
potentially identifying details have been removed or altered, and participants have been given
pseudonyms. These anonymity challenges were explicitly discussed with participants at the
beginning and end of each interview, to ensure they were aware of the limits of confidentiality
in small and recognizable settings, and to give them the opportunity to reconsider or modify

what they had shared. Their perspectives informed decisions about how I have presented the
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narratives, including judgment calls about how much contextual detail to retain versus
generalize. The aim throughout has been to understand the patterns and processes that appear
across participants’ accounts, while safeguarding the anonymity of those who contributed to

the research.

Analysis

The aim here is to explore how identity-based organizing is experienced, and to offer tentative
interpretations of the dynamics that appear to be at play in participants’ accounts. I focus on
three aspects of organizational experience that have appeared to be central in this context. I
begin with what drew the participants to the organization and their emotional relationship to
it, then turn to what identity-based organizing might entail for authority relations and finally
examine the consequences of a changed societal and political context for the primary task and

its accompanying emotional dimensions.

Belonging

The narratives participants chose to share emphasized how identity is constituted in relation
and interplay with others. Almost all entered the organization longing for development,
recognition and connection, underlining the human need for groups and communities through
which to explore and stabilize identity, to find a sense of belonging and of being at home.
Entry into the organization was often described both as a commitment to social justice and as
a response to something yet unrealized — a search for a social context in which the self could

be held while still in formation. Constance describes her experience:

It was a two-sided curiosity. Partly about what the organization was and what the
community was — because part of me, when I came out, sought out the organization to
build a social context, and partly because I saw an opportunity for professional
development. It was very special and incredibly instructive. I wasn’t done with my own
journey. Suddenly I was placed there as a trainee counsellor, meeting people who were
in the same situation as me — uncertain about their sexuality, in the same tentative

place. At the same time, [ was receiving supervision on how to handle this on a personal

22



level. I could rarely attend a private party in the evening or on a weekend without
running into someone I had met in a counselling context. How you managed your
professionalism around that — it was professionally challenging in terms of boundary-

drawing, while at the same time [ was building up a social networtk.

For Peter, entry into the organization was experienced as a transformation in the relationship

to oneself:

Entering here was like... I never could have imagined that I could be myself. Back then [
thought: I'll just try a little, then go back... The shame of it, the idea of self-acceptance —
it was incomprehensible to me back then. And then suddenly I'm employed in the gayest
organization in the world. I'm consulting and talking about LGBTQ rights. I didn’t
want anything to do with LGBTQ because [ was so ashamed — and suddenly I'm in the
midst of it all. That is crazy to me. It meant meeting all layers of the LGBTQ spectrum
and seeing, okay, these are people. It helped me fight my own internalized homophobia.
The life I have here was unimaginable to me but because of the organization, I feel

happy and fine. This is where I’'m meant to be.

The accounts illuminate how entering a group can help the individual orient themselves in the
world: providing a holding frame that allows for working through emotions and facilitates
meaning-construction, whether the person is engaged in identity stabilization — consolidating
an existing sense of self — or in identity transition, in the process of acquiring a new one. The
organization here seems to function as what Petriglieri and Petriglieri (2010) building on
Winnicott’s (1972) concept holding environment, describe as identity workspaces: a relational
and symbolic container that makes it possible for individuals to undertake identity work. This
holding is both interpersonal and institutional — it is the organization as a whole, significant
relationships, the mission, the community, the explicit affirmation of LGBTQ identity, that
provides the containing frame for individuals in the process of developing and consolidating
images of self. Participants’ psychological investment in the organization, their organizational
identification, appears to be grounded, at least in part, in the possibility of using it as a
holding environment: a contained space in which identity work can take place. Petriglieri and
Petriglieri (2010) are careful to note that an identity workspace is not a property of the
institution. Whether an organization actually functions as one depends on whether individual
members invest it with that function. Hence the same institution may serve as an identity

workspace for some organizational members and not for others.
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Alongside the search for recognition and belonging, participants described a commitment to
social justice and a sense of having something to contribute. This was articulated both in

terms of political efficacy and personal resource. Bella explains:

1t’s the activism and the fact that you can actually do so much. The organization is very
well established and works closely with politicians. The politicians here really listen to
us. You have the opportunity to influence and do something creative, something good. |
don’t want what has been built up over all these decades and that we have been
involved in helping to turn this incredibly negative trend into something really well-

established and positive.

Henry, in turn, points to a sense of contribution grounded in personal experience and an
awareness of one’s privileges: Because I thought I had certain privileges. I've sort of
managed life well, and I know certain things that are needed here. So that's mainly what
1 think I contribute. Even though I belong to the same community as the members I help,
1 don 't think about that part much. I just think, okay, now there are two of us who need

to, you need help with this and I can help you with that.

Listening to participants’ accounts, I was struck by the level of emotionality and passion
invested in the relationships and organizational purpose. The participants found the work as
board members or staff highly meaningful. Passion, for Hirschhorn (2003), is the measure of
the meaning we accord a task. It is not a simple feeling but a vector sum of two dimensions
held in tension: the sense that some person, object, or activity is profoundly important, and the
sense that the self is somehow incomplete — that deepening one’s attachment to that object or
activity is what will render both the task and the self whole. It is this simultaneity, the
completion of self and task as a single movement, that gives passion its motivating force. In
this organization, the two dimensions Hirschhorn (2003) identifies appear to converge with

unusual intensity.

The task of affirming and securing LGBTQ lives and rights is seemingly not experienced as
external to the self but as an extension of it. For many, the work of the organization and the
work of becoming oneself have been the same work, at least in part. This fusion of personal
and political investment seems to be what gives the organization much of its energy and

cohesion.
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Tensions around authority

Another theme that surfaced across interviews concerns authority, and how it is taken up,
exercised, and resisted within the organization. Membership-based associations of this kind
are constitutively plural — members, boards, staff, funders, and clients may all hold claims on
the organization, and may hold divergent views on where authority ultimately resides, to
whom it is delegated, and on what terms. Visholm (2006), following Jaques, distinguishes
between associations and bureaucracies — the latter termed organizations in his framework.
Associations are democratic structures in which members with shared interests delegate
authority temporarily and conditionally to peers acting on their behalf; authority here flows
from the bottom up. Organizations, by contrast, allocate authority through role, distributing it
vertically from the top down. Rather than existing as two discrete structures, these logics
coexist within the same organizational body, producing competing claims about where
authority legitimately resides. Authority delegated upward from the membership can be
experienced as being in tension with authority exercised through professional role and
hierarchical position, and vice versa — a structural tension inherent to membership-based
associations. That one is also a member and holds a position either as a board member or a
staff member adds to the complexity. It is this lived complexity that participants seemed to
describe when reflecting on authority. This section follows that thread through the accounts of

the participants.

I don't know if'it’s that weve ended up in some kind of little bubble, one participant
offered, reflecting on the organization more broadly. Where we 're so caught up in
ourselves. People don t see the difference between what’s one’s role and what’s one'’s

identity and what's one's vision or activism. It’s become so boundless.

Her words seem to return to the fusion between self and task traced in the previous section,
but here the fusion appears to be problematic rather than a source of meaning. What the
interviewee describes as “boundless” may suggest that the fusion between self and task is why
certain aspects of organizational life become more complex to navigate. When the task is
bound up with the self, differing views on how the work is done or should be done, can be
perceived as something closer to a challenge to who one is. Hirschhorn (2003) identifies this
as passion’s constitutive tension: the very investment that generates meaning and drives real
work also makes the ordinary conditions of organizational life such as exercising and

following authority, managing boundaries, and the need to subordinate personal experiences
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and opinions for shared purpose, more difficult to sustain. If the organization functions as an
identity workspace, then authority relations within it may carry a weight they do not
ordinarily bear, shaped by the meaning the organization holds for its members. Julia describes
moving between organizational contexts and how taking up her role as a representative

contrasts to previous experiences:

You meet people on a different level here. As a manager in a firm, you're here, and your
colleagues are there. When we work within a civil-society organization like ours, then
we re here. It's a flat organization. I’'m nothing more than a regular member of the

organization. I'm nothing more. And the day I think I’'m more than that, I should leave.

This sense of flattened distance appears to carry practical consequences for how she
navigates authority day to day. As she puts it: We are so bad at setting boundaries. We
don t want to make anyone uncomfortable or make anyone feel less valued, and it is
constantly a dance on a tightrope that we do, and that makes it difficult to be a leader in
a nonprofit. I have been a manager in other places. There it was easy. Because we don’t
have the heart, the feeling. We are a mission-driven organization and here there are so
many feelings. When it comes to feelings, it is difficult to be a manager or boss for

people who you then go out and party with shortly after.

A related strain seems to surface in Isabella’s account, though from a somewhat different
angle: rather than the difficulty of managing people one is also close to, she describes
something closer to discounting authority. Talking about board-level dynamics, Isabella
describes how staff bypass the operational manager to pitch ideas directly, one on one,
thereby eroding the organizational structure. When asked to reflect on this, she says: “one
only acknowledges one’s own authority”. While bypassing formal structures is a familiar
feature of organizational life, the observation that “one only acknowledges one’s own
authority” may point to an underlying feature of identity-based organizing. Where authority
claims are grounded primarily in lived experience and shared identity, the organizational right
to act on behalf of the collective is both built on and challenged by the same identity

investments that give it force.

Within systems psychodynamics, authority is understood not only as a formal organizational
property but as a psychological one. At the individual level it refers to a state of mind of
exercising one’s own authority to take up the followership role in relation to the task and

being able to contain the anxiety the task provokes. Formally, authority refers to the
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sanctioned right to make decisions, allocate resources, and direct the work of others. A right
conferred by role, and traceable to a legitimate source: election, appointment, statute, or
delegation. Psychologically, however, authority is never simply held; it must also be taken up.
Obholzer (2003) distinguishes authorization from above — the formal mandate conferred by
the organization’s structure — from authorization from below, the consent and investment of
those one leads or represents, and authorization from within, the internal capacity to occupy a
role and act from it without excessive anxiety, defensiveness, or self-doubt. A person may
hold formal authority and still be unable to exercise it, if that authority is not also felt,
internally, to be legitimate; conversely, someone without formal sanction may nonetheless be
experienced by others as authoritative, because of the conviction or credibility with which

they act.

Authority, in this sense, is always relational and always to some degree precarious: it depends
not only on the position one holds but on whether others consciously or unconsciously grant
the role-holder permission to lead, and on whether the role-holder can bear the anxiety of
being invested with that permission. This is what makes authority, in a psychodynamic
reading, a site where organizational structure and unconscious life meet: the formal chart tells
us who is authorized to do what, but it is the emotional life of the group, its trust, its
ambivalence, its projections onto those in role that determines whether that authorization can
actually be lived out. In well-functioning but possibly rare organizations the three sources of
authority are broadly aligned: the role-holder acts from their delegated position, confirmed by
the system, and with sufficient personal conviction to carry the work. Obholzer’s distinction
between delegated, sanctioned, and personal authority offers a useful framework for

understanding how authority becomes difficult to exercise in this setting.

Here, that alignment seems to be strained in a particular way. The organization’s founding
purpose, the affirmation of lived experience, appears to function not only as a mission but as a
source of authority in its own right. Individuals seem to operate from a position of personal
authority that feels legitimate, grounded as it is in personal experience and genuine
investment and sanctioned by the system but without a shared framework for determining
whose authority should prevail when they conflict. Any exercise of delegated authority can be
met with a counterclaim rooted in experience and emotion, and that counterclaim is difficult
to dismiss without appearing to delegitimize the foundation on which the organization rests.

The organization is left with multiple competing authority claims, experientially grounded,
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and in tension with role and structure. Authority is hence derived from the organizational

purpose itself — the affirmation of the lived experience.

Obholzer (2003) stresses that to be able to take up a role, the question is how can I mobilize
my resources and potential to contribute to the task? This requires recognition of the scope
and limits of one’s own authority, and a readiness to sanction that of others. In other words, it
is the task at hand that leads: individuals draw on their own resources, skill, judgment,
experience while also depending on what others bring, since most tasks of any complexity
cannot be accomplished by one person’s contribution alone. Taking up a role in this way
involves recognizing this interdependency: that one’s own part in the work only functions in
relation to the parts others are playing, and that achieving the task well depends as much on

how these contributions fit together as on any individual’s capability alone.

Where authority is grounded in lived experience rather than formal role, these boundaries
become difficult to locate. If one’s experience is the source of one’s authority, it is not
obvious where that authority ends and how it relates to other equally valid experiences. What
this may produce is an organization in which individuals feel genuinely empowered, yet
subordinating one’s experience to collective action becomes correspondingly difficult to
sustain. The organization today encompasses lesbians, gays, bisexuals, transpeople, intersex
people, asexuals, and polyamorous people. Reflecting on what the organization is for and who

it speaks for, against this backdrop, Ben describes this difficulty:

I can see myself, I think, nowhere and everywhere in this picture. It's difficult to
reconcile all these different identity groups and identities from within myself and what is

expected of me and what's expected in the team. It creates a lot of confusion.

Where Ben’s account centers on the difficulty of locating oneself among competing claims,
another participant turns instead to what it feels like to have earned an identity through

struggle, and how hard that makes it to set aside for collective action:

[ think it has to do with my own struggle. That I’ve fought so hard for who I am. Maybe
one is afraid the boundaries between who one is and what one has fought for will
become less visible. If I just see myself as part of everyone, then I don't get the
recognition I need. That it’s right that I am who I am now. Identity isn t one shared
identity. LGBTQ is an identity with eight, nine different fingers. Gathering that together
is difficult. When you ve fought for something, you feel like you ve fought the hardest.

That'’s why we 're the most important in the organization. There s this anxiety that your

28



newly won identity gets washed out, that it disappears from you, after you ve fought so
hard for it. When you 're in the closet, you stand there fighting to come out. You fight

and fight, and you build yourself stronger and stronger. Because of, and depending on,
the recognition you 've received from others, you strengthen your identity. And then it’s
really hard to give it away. And that'’s what makes it hard to be in an organization that

says we re a collective, that we should form a community.

Together, these accounts suggest that subordination is not simply withheld out of reluctance to
cooperate. It is experienced as a kind of loss, bound up with the very process by which the

identity in question was formed in the first place.

This difficulty of subordinating a hard-won identity to collective action can be understood as
one consequence of the fusion between self and task. Where an identity has been formed
through struggle and is sustained by ongoing recognition, asking that identity to step back in
service of a shared task might not be experienced as a neutral organizational request but as
something closer to a demand on the self. This dynamic seems intensified by a further tension
in social movements committed to nonhierarchical decision-making (Freeman, 1970/2013;
Polletta, 2012). Here the exercise of delegated authority risks being read as a departure from
the democratic ethos the organization was built on. Julia captures something of this when she
notes that pronouncing one is leading something “smells bad” within the organizational
context. The organization needs to embody values of democracy, equity and inclusion, and no
member can claim to stand above another. While this is accurate, it can also translate into a

conflation of delegated authority and its responsibilities with authoritarianism.

The centrality of lived experience seems to create a tension that perhaps lies at the heart of
identity-based organizing. It is what gives the organization its raison d'étre and what any
member may invoke at any moment to challenge delegated authority. This tension, combined
with an ambivalence toward authority rooted in the organization’s democratic ethos, seems to
produce a sibling dynamic: solidarity and collective identity on one side, rivalry and

competition for recognition on the other.
Collective identity in flux

The organization operates in a societal context where LGBTQ rights are extensive. Legal

change has been accompanied by a wider cultural loosening, and a gradual softening of the

29



norms it was founded to challenge. In this section I trace how this combination: legal equality
won, cultural terrain shifting, and the membership base broadening in response, has been
experienced within the organization, and what it has meant for how members understand its

purpose and their place within it.

The organization’s twofold purpose — political advocacy and serving as a social community —
has been differently affected by the changed context. Since 1987, when sexual orientation
received its first legal recognition and protection in Sweden as grounds for discrimination
under criminal law, significant legal reforms have been fought for and won: same-sex
partnerships were recognized in 1995, marriage equality established in 2009, and Sweden’s
legal and welfare frameworks today guarantee LGBTQ people rights and protections that are
by international comparison far-reaching (Regeringskansliet, 2025). Attitudes have shifted
accordingly, and while health disparities persist, the overall living conditions are
comparatively equal, and most LGBTQ people live and love openly (Hatzenbuehler et al.,
2024; Pachankis & Brénstrom, 2018).

Participants describe leading, in one interviewee’s words, “privileged” lives, another says: “/
live my life very good as a lesbian in Sweden. And so, honestly, I don't feel like a victim. I feel
like a winner.” The common thread across the accounts is of people enjoying rights and
liberties that earlier generations in the movement fought for and largely secured. It is against
this backdrop that the ambiguity of task becomes comprehensible. The primary task that once
gave the organization its coherence, legal recognition, has been substantially achieved, while
new tasks seem difficult to articulate with the kind of clarity that once mobilized collective
action. The organization, making use of political opportunities, has responded by expanding

into international advocacy, welfare services, and related areas, reflecting this shift.
Peter, talking about the organizational purpose and work, gives voice to this difficulty:

Sometimes 1 feel like... I have a little bit of anxiety. It’s like, what if we become obsolete
because we are not needed anymore? And then, because there are good times when you
are not needed as active and as an organization, we have to still, be able to survive
those times because there will be bad times. So, I'm always puzzled with how to
maintain the community and bring them together as vibrant as it used to be, as engaged
as we used to be. But I also understand there’s not much need for it. I think we are well

established with policies in the Swedish context. It’s pretty good. And what we have to
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do is... we have to orient ourselves towards building this community, meaning that we
have to adjust our projects that brings people together rather than separates them. So

those are the efforts. I think sometimes we have to put effort and start slowly letting go.

Peter’s account points to a paradox inherent to social movement organizations: the more
successfully they dismantle the oppressive structures they were built to resist, the closer they
come to no longer being needed. The question participants seem to be grappling with is not
only about the organization’s continued relevance, but what it now stands for and who it
speaks on behalf of. Sean, reflecting on the organizational purpose and what it means to hold

formal representative authority, takes up this second strand:

1 think it’s a confusing task because, yes, we do have access to all these different target
groups, but at the same time, the movement is so very much driven by individualism and
what are my particular experiences and how do I feel internally about these and these
developments and how do I identify myself as part of a larger queer movement. So, [
think it’s really difficult to be a spokesperson for such a complex community. I find it
difficult to kind of put out some sort of distinct message. This is what we re working on.
This is what we 're about. This is what the queer movement is about because I think

everyone has a different interpretation of it. I don’t think it’s possible.

The queer movement, as Sean understands it, is driven by individualized experience which

makes any collective representation difficult but also potentially distorting. He continues:

And I think at this point, the queer movement should be about more than just what you
individually identify as and rather about, OK, what are still some gaps that the
community or certain members of the community are facing and how can we really
achieve equality for the whole movement as such and not just for me, who maybe has
more Vvisibility of representation than other groups right now. I think it’s just really
unfortunate and it kind of undermines collective action as well. And I think it would be
easy, I don’t know, maybe it’s not easy to solve. I think like if people just sat down and

listened to each other, we would be much more effective as a movement.

This tension between individual experience, collective representation and collective action
becomes particularly visible when the question of who the organization speaks for is in flux.

Several interviewees engage with what happens to organizational purpose and identity as the
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membership category keeps broadening. On one hand, participants welcome the many ways
people now identify understanding this as a reflection of greater individual freedoms, a more
open society, and, in part, the organization's own advocacy work. On the other, including

more groups requires renegotiating what the organization is, who it speaks for and how.

Clara frames the tension: “if we are too broad, then we are nothing”. The same interviewee
observes that this expansion is a mark of relative privilege: “if you live in, struggle in
homophobic environments, then you don’t have to think about what divides us. You need to

)

think about what unites us.’

Running through these accounts is a broader theme, one that touches both the organization’s
sense of purpose and its sense of who it is. The uncertainty about whether the organization is
still needed, and the difficulty of saying who it now speaks for, seem to be part of a wider
pattern — one Visholm (2005a) describes as the nature of organizational change: at once the
destruction of what has been and the creation of something else. Changes, apart from having a
factual side, also evoke emotional responses. Since a system’s primary task, boundaries, and
roles are woven into relationships, power, meaning, and identity, change produces gains and

losses that are distributed unevenly among the individuals and groups that make it up.

What the accounts point to can also be read through the concept of boundary. Miller (1993)
argues that a system’s boundary is what simultaneously separates it from its environment and
marks out its specific task; because identity and behavior are subject to constant renegotiation,
the boundary is best understood as a region rather than a fixed line. For much of the
organization’s history, that boundary region appears to have been drawn against a clear
external adversary — a hostile legal and social order the organization resisted. Taylor and
Whittier’s (1992) account of oppositional identity, built through withdrawal from a dominant,
oppressive order and the construction of self-affirming values in its place, names a version of
the same dynamic: a boundary drawn gives the group something to define itself by, an outside
against which the inside takes shape. With that adversary substantially diminished, the
boundary that once defined the organization, and that the organization once defined itself by,
seems to have shifted. What now holds the collective together, where it is headed, and how to
strike an appropriate balance between insulation and permeability in that boundary region are,
the accounts suggest, questions participants are still working through. This matters because
organizational boundaries, when adequate, function as a containing structure in their own

right: members know what the organization is, what it stands for, and where they belong
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within it. Boundaries help shape collective identity and that shared self-concept does
psychological work — it manages anxiety, provides orientation, and makes collective action
possible. It seems that participants, and the organization through them, are living through a
transitional moment: working through the uncertainty inherent to change, searching for a new
understanding of purpose and new grounds for collective identity, and negotiating a boundary

open enough to take in a changed reality, without losing what holds that collective together.

Concluding discussion

Emotions are integral to organizational life because they are integral to human experience as
such. The interpersonal world of an organization is subject to tensions that appear
fundamental to group life, above all the tension between the wish to belong and the need to
differentiate. Individuals bring this tension with them into every group they join;
organizations are no exception. Where an organization’s task is itself bound up with
members’ own identities, this tension may be harder to hold at a distance from the work. I
have explored the emotional experiences that arise when organizing is done on the basis of
collective identity, using an LGBTQ mission-driven nonprofit as the site of inquiry. The
research question was: How is work experienced by members of an identity-based, mission-
driven nonprofit? Work in this setting appears to be experienced not as separate from
members’ own identities but as an extension of them — a fusion that makes the organization a
powerful source of belonging, while also generating tensions around authority and collective
identity and action. The same convergence of self and task that appears to give the
organization its energy seems also to be what makes some of the ordinary demands of
organizational life, exercising and yielding to authority, tolerating disagreement,
subordinating personal experience to a shared task, harder to sustain than they might be in a

setting where role and self were more clearly held apart.

I make two related contributions. First, to the systems psychodynamic tradition itself: a
tradition that has developed primarily through action research and consultancy in bureaucratic
and professional settings, where task and identity are not typically bound together in this way.
Where the primary task itself calls on members to bring their personal identity into the work, I
suggest that the ordinary anxieties of role and boundary may intensify — a pattern I read as

tied to limited differentiation between role, person, and task. The setting examined here can
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thus be read as extending the tradition’s central premise, that organizational structure and

unconscious life are mutually constitutive, to a context it has not previously addressed.

Second, to the collective identity literature, which has mainly operated at the level of the
movement or community as a whole — as in Taylor and Whittier’s (1992), Bernstein’s (1997),
and Gamson’s (1995) accounts. I examine a formal work organization instead, where
collective identity is held by members occupying formal roles within a defined authority
structure and governance relationships. This setting brings members into relation not only
with each other and with a shared cause, but with formal positions of authority, delegated
responsibility, and accountability to a governing structure. This second contribution has three
parts, tied to the three themes traced above: belonging, authority, and collective identity in

flux.

Based on the belonging accounts, I suggest one further way of understanding Taylor and
Whittier’s (1992) account of collective identity construction. Where they trace boundary-
construction, consciousness-development, and negotiation at the level of a social movement
community asserting a collective ‘who we are’ against a dominant culture, participants’
accounts describe it playing out first at the level of a single person working out who they are,
within a holding environment. The organization serving as an identity workspace can be seen
as developmental and strategic at once: individuals arrive wanting to realize aspects of
themselves, and the boundary the organization offers is taken up as a resource for personal
integration before being mobilized as a resource for collective action. Goodwin, Jasper, and
Polletta (2004) describe affective bonds as cathexes — durable investments of feeling in
people, causes, and collectivities that motivate participation and endurance. I suggest a further
dimension: for some members, that investment appears constitutive — bound up with who they
are. Hirschhorn’s (2003) concept of passion, in which a sense that something is profoundly
important fuses with a sense that the self is somehow incomplete without it, names this —
captured most directly in one participant’s own words: “this is where I’'m meant to be.”
Where primary task, personal and collective identity are structurally intertwined, sustaining
investment can move toward something closer to self-completion, extending the collective

identity literature’s affective register in this direction.

The authority theme points to something the belonging and identity-workspace framing does
not fully capture on its own: the same investment that makes the organization feel like home

also makes it a challenging place to be led, or to lead. I suggest this is not incidental but tied
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to a specific feature of authority in this setting: because the organization’s founding purpose is
itself the affirmation of lived experience, personal authority grounded in that experience is not
simply one source among others, as Obholzer’s (2003) framework would suggest, but one the
organization has, in a sense, already sanctioned in advance. Delegated authority can then be
met with a counterclaim rooted in experience that is difficult to dismiss without appearing to
challenge the very foundation the organization rests on. This also appears to affect the
ordinary work of holding a boundary or exercising authority over people one is personally
close to, which risks being felt as a personal act rather than a professional one. This sits
uneasily alongside the literature’s tendency to treat collective identity mainly as a resource for
solidarity and mobilization. Here it also appears as a source of internal friction, not resolved

once belonging is achieved but built into how work gets done from day to day.

The collective identity in flux theme points to a further, related dimension. Much of the
literature treats collective identity as something a movement builds and sustains against a
hostile external order it opposes — a boundary that appears to have given the organization’s
identity much of its earlier coherence. Here, that external order has somewhat shifted, in part
through legal and cultural changes the organization itself contributed to, removing the
external reference point against which that identity was once comparatively easy to define.
What I would suggest, based on this material, is that success leads to a space of uncertainty
where new purpose and grounds for collective identity are negotiated. I have explored the
emotional dimension of this uncertainty in particular: several participants describe grappling
with what these changes mean for the organization going forward. At the same time, this
seems to leave members with some room to work out purpose and the grounds for belonging

on their own terms, rather than in reaction to an external adversary.

These themes carry implications for those working within or alongside organizations of this
kind. If the fusion of self and task is what gives identity-based nonprofits much of their
motivational force, then interventions aimed simply at professionalizing authority structures,
clearer job descriptions, formal decision rights, conventional hierarchy, are unlikely to resolve
the tensions described here, and may be experienced by members as a demand to disinvest
from precisely what drew them to the organization in the first place. Instead, there is a need
for structures that can hold the tension rather than resolve it: spaces in which competing
claims to authority grounded in lived experience can be voiced and worked through rather

than adjudicated by role alone. For leaders, boards and members, this points toward a role
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closer to Obholzer’s (2003) account of authority from within — the capacity to contain the

anxiety the task provokes — than to a purely administrative one.

More broadly, further research could extend this line of inquiry to other organizations where
task and identity are similarly intertwined across other identity-based or mission-driven
settings more generally, exploring how the tensions traced here play out where the collective
identity in question, or the organization’s relationship to the wider social and political

environment, differs from the organization examined in this study.

Taken together, these themes suggest that where an organization’s task and its members’
identities are structurally bound together, work becomes something more than a role to be
occupied: it becomes a place where the self is at stake. That is what gives organizations of this
kind their particular capacity to hold and sustain their members and what makes the ordinary

difficulties of organizational life harder to leave at the door.
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Appendix 1

Ta en stund att fundera pa organisationen som du &r en del av. Rita en bild av din upplevelse

av organisationen med dig sjdlv i bilden.

Anvénd vilka férger du vill, men inga bokstaver eller siffror. Du har sju minuter.

Beritta. ..

1. Hur kom du hit? Vad drog dig till organisationen?

2. Vad dr din roll?

3. Vad betyder denna organisation for dig?

4. Vad dr organisationens huvuduppgift? Finns det saker som tar energi men kdnns
frankopplade fran huvuduppgiften? Kan du ge mig ett exempel?

5. Ndmn ndgot som du tycker dr bra med ditt arbete? Ndgot utmanande?

6.  Vad dr bra med att arbeta i en idéburen organisation? Vad dr svart?

7. Hur dr det att vara bdade malgrupp och personal/fortroendevald/volontdir? Hur
pdverkar det arbetet i organisationen?

8. Berdtta vad du tycker om samarbetet i organisationen? Vad fungerar och vad dr
utmanande?

9. Upplever du att det dr litt eller svart att ge feedback i din roll? Pd vilket sdtt?

10.  Finns det saker med denna organisation och organisationen som helhet som du tycker
dr svdra att dndra eller kritisera?

11.  Hur skulle du beskriva relationen mellan de olika grupperna i organisationen (styrelse,
personal och volontdirer) hir? Ge mig nagot exempel

12.  Hur skulle du beskriva atmosfdren i organisationen?

13.  Hur dr det att leda hdr? Och bli ledd?

14.  Vem har auktoritet i denna organisation?

15. Kan du beskriva ett 6gonblick ndr du visste vad som behovde goras men hade svart att
agera? Vad kom i viigen? Ar sadant ovanligt for dig hdr, eller?

16.  Ndr du tinker tillbaka pa det vi har pratat om, tror du att de flesta hér skulle se pa
dessa saker pa samma sdtt som du gor?

17.  Finns det ndgot vi inte har gdtt in pa?
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Take a moment to think about the organization you're a part of. Draw a picture of your

experience of the organization with yourself in the picture.

Use whatever colors you want, but no letters or numbers. You have seven minutes.

Tell me...

1. How did you get here? What drew you to the organization?

2. What is your role?

3. What does this organization mean to you?

4. What is the main task of the organization? Are there things that take energy but feel
disconnected from the main task? Can you give me an example?

5. What is something that you think is good about your work? Something challenging?

6.  What is good about working in a nonprofit organization? What is difficult?

7. What is it like to be both a target group and staff/elected representative/volunteer? How
does it affect the work in the organization?

8. Tell me what you think about the collaboration in the organization? What works and
what is challenging?

9. Do you find it easy or difficult to give feedback in your role? In what way?

10.  Are there things about this organization and the organization as a whole that you find
difficult to change or criticize?

11.  How would you describe the relationship between the different groups in the
organization (board, staff and volunteers) here? Give me an example

12.  How would you describe the atmosphere in the organization?

13. What is it like to lead here? And be led?

14.  Who has authority in this organization?

15. Can you describe a moment when you knew what needed to be done but struggled to
act? What got in the way? Is such a thing unusual for you here, or?

16.  When you think back to what we've talked about, do you think most people here would
look at these things the same way you do?

17.  Is there anything we haven’t gone into?
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