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Normalizing Dirty Work:

Tactics for Countering Occupational Taint

Dirty work refers to occupations that are viewed by society as physically, socially, or morally tainted. Using exploratory, semi-structured interviews with managers from 18 dirty work occupations, we investigated how taint may be normalized, that is, actively countered or rendered less salient. Four types of practices were revealed: occupational ideologies, social buffers, confronting clients and the public, and defensive tactics. We discuss links between these practices as well as their prevalence across the three forms of taint and across relatively low versus relatively high prestige dirty work. 

A group of funeral directors…could sit around in the restaurant talking about the most gory details and it doesn’t bother them a bit. It doesn’t affect their appetite. But the people around them can’t even stay in the restaurant. They have to get up and leave because the thing is so gross…They’re just like, “Yeah, you should have seen that guy we had in there, half his guts were strewn down the railroad tracks…We had to hose off the front of the Santa Fe Zephyr.” But they’re not making jokes about it; they’re just sharing experiences.


-morticians, manager 11


The term “dirty work” is often heard in everyday discussions of organizational life. Nearly 50 years ago, Hughes (1958: 122) gave the term some scholarly teeth by defining dirty work as tasks that are “physically, socially or morally” tainted. More recently, Ashforth and Kreiner (1999) built upon Hughes’ early work by expanding the definition of dirty work and proposing a theoretical model of how dirty workers often maintain a positive identity in the face of pervasive stigma. We expand upon that work by examining some of its assumptions and by exploring new ways that managers and employees negotiate the dilemma of dirty work.

THE DILEMMA OF DIRTY WORK

Sociologists, psychologists, anthropologists, and organizational scholars have long been intrigued by the stigma cast onto the workers in tainted occupations. Douglas (1966) and Miller (1997) argued that society tends to equate cleanliness with goodness and dirtiness with badness such that dirt is stigmatized as dangerous, as something to be cast out and avoided. Because contact with dirt is believed to be contaminating (Rozin, Haidt, & McCauley, 1993), individuals who perform dirty work come to be seen, literally, as “dirty workers.” In the eyes of the public, they are what they do. Curiously, even though people may view some forms of dirty work as not only necessary but even noble and heroic (e.g., firefighting, social services counseling), they tend to remain psychologically distanced from the work, glad that others are doing it. The degree and/or breadth of the taint associated with the job is such that people desire to separate themselves from the work – despite perhaps feeling somewhat indebted to the noble-but-dirty worker (Ashforth & Kreiner, 1999). 

The taint of dirty work creates a real dilemma for its practitioners. On the one hand, identity research indicates that one’s sense of self is largely grounded in one’s salient roles within a given context and that one looks to others for validation of this sense of self and its inherent value (Ashforth, 2001; Pratt, 1998; Schwalbe & Mason-Schrock, 1996). On the other hand, given the taint of dirty work, that validation may be withheld. Ethnographic research strongly indicates that dirty workers are acutely aware of the stigma associated with their occupation’s taint (e.g., Cahill, 1999; McIntyre, 1987; Tracy, 2004; see Ashforth & Kreiner, 1999, for a review). In short, if dirty workers look to others for positive affirmation, they are likely to be frustrated; yet, if they do not look for affirmation, their sense of a workplace self may remain somewhat tenuous. Further, ineffectively dealing with the stigma of job-related taint is thought to result in lower job commitment and performance, and higher turnover (Ashforth & Kreiner, 1999, 2002). An employee’s ability to negotiate the stigma – and a manager’s ability to facilitate that process – is therefore essential to improving important individual and organizational outcomes. 

Normalization

Ashforth and Kreiner’s (2002) work on normalization provides a path toward understanding how managers of dirty workers might negotiate occupational taint. Ashforth and Kreiner (2002: 217) defined normalization in work contexts as the “processes by which the extraordinary is rendered seemingly ordinary” and thereby less disruptive and problematic. For example, managers have been argued to normalize life and death medical decisions (Chambliss, 1996), disruptive emotions (Ashforth & Kreiner, 2002), and corrupt activities (Ashforth & Anand, 2003). Similarly, we apply the concept of normalizing here to the processes by which the taint of dirty work is actively countered or at least rendered less salient, thereby enabling dirty workers to perform their tasks without (or with less of) the burden of stigma. Specifically, we sought to ascertain how managers attempt to normalize dirty work for themselves and their subordinates.


Ashforth and Kreiner’s (1999) recent model provided a foundation for our study. They proposed that societal perceptions of dirtiness often foster two processes in dirty work occupations that help inoculate occupational members against internalizing those perceptions. The first is the development of occupational ideologies that reframe, recalibrate, and/or refocus the meaning of the work. Reframing infuses the work with positive value and/or negates its negative value (e.g., nuclear weapons scientists cope with their occupational taint by invoking the belief that their work enhances rather than threatens world peace; Gusterson, 1996); recalibrating adjusts the implicit standards that are used to evaluate the scale (how much) and/or valence (how good) of the tainted components (e.g., dogcatchers take tasks that are physically tainted and arrange them in a value hierarchy, implicitly conferring more value on such otherwise stigmatized tasks as preventing bites and rabies; Palmer, 1978); and refocusing shifts attention from the tainted aspects of the occupation to the nontainted aspects (e.g., in a conversation with the first author, a manure spreader emphasized his autonomy and enjoyment of being outdoors). The second process is social weighting, where dirty workers differentiate between types of outsiders. Specifically, they may condemn those who condemn them (thereby impugning the legitimacy of these outsiders as moral arbiters; Sykes & Matza, 1957), support those who support them (if any), and engage in selective social comparisons to draw more flattering inferences about themselves (e.g., call girls feel superior to streetwalkers; Bryan, 1965). 


We sought to substantiate whether this two-process model indeed captures how dirty workers themselves talk about how they normalize their work. Further, Ashforth and Kreiner (1999) restricted their focus to group- and occupational-level processes. Our reading of numerous ethnographies of dirty work occupations suggested the possibility of additional normalizing processes that may or may not be institutionalized at the group- or occupational-level (e.g., Case, 1991; Conover, 2000; Flowers, 1998; Gusterson, 1996; Hood, 1988; McIntyre, 1987; Smith, 2002). For instance, Flowers (1998) discusses how some phone sex operators psychologically distanced themselves from their stigmatizing clients and Hood (1988) notes that some building custodians preferred working nights to avoid contact with building occupants. However, because each dirty work ethnography focuses on only one isolated occupation, it is unclear to what extent such normalizing tactics are used across diverse occupations. Thus, we also sought to establish a potentially broader typology of normalizing tactics than Ashforth and Kreiner (1999) considered. 


Finally, most studies have focused on the perceptions and actions of frontline dirty workers. We were interested in how managers report normalizing dirty work because they have greater influence on the workplace through their supervisory role (e.g., training newcomers, facilitating sensemaking, role modeling). To the extent that individual normalizing tactics are in fact institutionalized at the group level, it may be largely through the efforts of managers. Moreover, managers are typically more experienced than frontline workers and may thus serve as knowledgeable informants. 


In summary, our first research question is: 

RQ1: What tactics do managers employ to normalize dirty work?
Dimensions of Dirty Work


A second aim of this study is to investigate not only what normalizing tactics are used, but what similarities and differences exist in the use of these tactics across tainted occupations. In deciding how to classify occupational taint, we drew from Hughes’ (1958) and Ashforth and Kreiner’s (1999) conceptual work. As noted, Hughes (1958) outlined three dimensions on which occupations could be tainted: physical, social, and moral. Ashforth and Kreiner (1999: 415) expanded Hughes’ definition by offering two criteria for each form of taint: physically tainted occupations include those that are “directly associated with garbage, death, effluent, and so on” (e.g., janitor, mortician, exterminator), or are “thought to be performed under particularly noxious or dangerous conditions” (e.g., firefighter, miner, soldier); socially tainted occupations include those that involve “regular contact with people or groups that are themselves regarded as stigmatized” (e.g., correctional officer, welfare aid, psychiatric ward attendant) or that appear “to have a servile relationship to others” (e.g., shoe shine attendant, chauffeur, customer complaints clerk); and morally tainted occupations include those that are “regarded as somewhat sinful or of dubious virtue” (e.g., exotic dancer, personal injury lawyer, psychic), or are “thought to employ methods that are deceptive, intrusive, confrontational, or that otherwise defy norms of civility” (e.g., collection agent, tabloid reporter, bouncer). Some occupations, of course, are tainted on multiple dimensions (e.g., prostitute [physical, moral], pawnbroker [social, moral]).


In addition to documenting differences among physical, social, and moral types of taint, Ashforth and Kreiner (1999) noted a second dimension of dirty work: relative prestige, where prestige is a function of status, power, education, income, task complexity, and so on (e.g., Treiman, 1977). Because taint reduces prestige, the dimensions are not independent, and most dirty work occupations appear to have relatively low prestige (Ashforth & Kreiner, 1999). For those occupations that have other prestige-enhancing features, the prestige may provide what Hochschild (1983: 174) terms a “status shield,” insulating individuals in otherwise problematic occupations from the unwanted slights and demands of others. An intriguing issue is whether this status shield fundamentally alters the perceptions and reactions of dirty workers to occupational taint. Although Ashforth and Kreiner (1999) acknowledged that means of coping with the taint of dirty work may diverge across relatively low versus relatively high prestige occupations as well as across the three types of taint, they did not explore such differences. Thus, we sought to extend their work by examining points of convergence and divergence in normalizing across the forms of taint and levels of prestige. By doing so, we might be able to discover differing needs among these diverse populations and discern various costs and benefits to the different normalization tactics for these groups:

RQ2: To what extent do the normalization tactics converge and diverge across the three forms of taint and across relatively low and relatively high prestige occupations? 

METHOD

Given our focus on the diverse ways that managers attempt to normalize dirty work, we used an exploratory, qualitative method to develop grounded theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Strauss & Corbin, 1998), where individuals were encouraged to speak “in their own voice.” Specifically, semi-structured interviews of approximately one hour, on average, were conducted with 54 managers from a variety of stigmatized occupations. 

Sample
We interviewed managers of physically, socially, and morally tainted occupations to ascertain how they attempt to normalize dirty work for themselves and their subordinates. Based on the typology of dirty work occupations presented by Ashforth and Kreiner (1999), we selected managers according to a 3x2 design: form of primary taint (physical, social, moral) and level of prestige (relatively low, relatively high – as indicated by occupational prestige rankings from NORC, 1993; see also Nakao & Treas, 1994). As shown in Figure 1, within each of the resulting six cells, we selected three occupations to provide some breadth or diversity, and we interviewed three managers in each occupation to provide some depth. We chose occupations for each cell that would be distinct from each other, yet still fulfill Hughes’ (1958) and Ashforth and Kreiner’s (1999) definitions of dirty work occupations. Thus, our sample consists of 54 managers representing a broad array of dirty work occupations, from exterminator to probation officer, collection agent to emergency room nurse.2 

-------------------------------------------------------

Insert Figure 1 about here

-------------------------------------------------------


The managers were solicited through a mix of personal contacts, cold calls, and the snowball technique (where one interviewee nominates others). Most managers were based in and around the research team’s home city in the southwestern U.S. (and all were in the U.S.). With the exception of two managers in the northeastern U.S., managers based outside of the city were interviewed by telephone. The second, third, and fourth authors each conducted one-third of the interviews. All interviews were audio taped and professionally transcribed.

Survey Validation of Occupational Selection


At the request of the editor and a reviewer, we conducted a post hoc survey to: (1) validate the placement of the 18 occupations in our typology of physical, social, and moral taint; and (2) determine the degree to which people in fact perceive these occupations as “dirty work.” An invitation letter with a link to a Web survey was emailed to 647 MBA students at three universities geographically dispersed across the U.S. Three hundred and fifty people responded, yielding a response rate of 54%. Participation was voluntary and surveys were completed on respondents’ own time. Participants were entered into a drawing for three cash prizes of $50 each. Fifty percent of participants had at least seven years of full-time work experience, 70% were male, and 72% were 25-34 years of age. These demographics are representative of the original subject pool of 647.

Participants were presented with 30 occupational titles – the 18 tainted occupations from Figure 1 and 12 occupations that we presumed to be relatively untainted (i.e., baker, bank teller, café manager, electrical engineer, insurance company receptionist, librarian, music teacher, newspaper editor, optometrist, payroll clerk, software designer, and travel agent). The Web survey software automatically randomized the order of the 30 titles for each respondent.  Participants were asked to classify each occupation into one of four categories: physically tainted, socially tainted, morally tainted, or not tainted. Definitions of the three types of taint were provided, paraphrasing the definitions presented earlier. 

Participants were also asked to specify the degree to which each of the occupations could be described as “dirty work”: 

Many people in society perform jobs that are considered “dirty work,” where some aspect of the job (or the whole job) is affected by physical, social, or moral taint. Sometimes, because of the taint in these jobs, people might ask, “How can they do that?” To what extent do you agree or disagree that society (or large segments of society) tends to describe each of the following occupations as “dirty work” (regardless of its level of prestige)?

Choices ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The Web survey software again randomized the order of the 30 titles for each respondent.  

Results. Table 1 presents the results. The 30 occupations are collapsed into their respective a priori categories (physically, socially, morally, and not tainted). On average, 52% of respondents agreed with our a priori supposition of physical taint, 47% with social taint, 62% with moral taint, and 90% with non-taint. Z-tests indicate that the occupations were correctly assigned to their a priori categories by a significant proportion of respondents at p < .0001.

-------------------------------------------------------

Insert Table 1 about here

-------------------------------------------------------

However, respondent agreement is far from unanimous. As Table 1 indicates, the major source of disagreement is not between physical, social, and moral taint but between taint and non-taint. That is, a relatively large proportion of respondents classified the a priori tainted occupations as not tainted (in particular, animal control officer, 46% physical vs. 45% not; emergency room nurse, 40% physical vs. 56% not; chauffeur, 48% social vs. 48% not; and Internal Affairs police officer, 31% social vs. 44% not). That said, these results are not particularly problematic because it remains that a majority or at least a large minority of respondents do in fact regard the work as tainted according to the a priori classification, and it is this kind of “critical mass” that helps make salient and perpetuate occupational stigma. In short, unanimity is not required to sustain derogatory stereotypes (Hardin & Higgins, 1996; Haslam, 1997).

One unexpected result was found regarding our a priori classification of two of the 30 occupations: a similar proportion of respondents classified correctional officers as physically and socially tainted (43% vs. 39%, z = 1.83, p < .05), and collection agents as socially and morally tainted (39% vs. 37%, z = 0.98, ns). Perhaps respondents perceived correctional work as inherently dangerous (physically tainted) as well as socially tainted by the association with inmates, and perceived collection work as involved with “deadbeats” (socially tainted) as well being intrusive and confrontational (morally tainted). Because of this dual taint, findings related to these two occupations should be interpreted cautiously.  


Table 1 also indicates that respondents believed that “society (or large segments of society)” indeed perceives the three categories of a priori tainted occupations to be significantly more dirty than the a priori non-tainted occupations. This suggests that the label of dirty work is valid. Moreover, the mean dirtiness ratings for physically (3.13), socially (3.25), and morally tainted occupations (4.10) were significantly above the scale midpoint of 3 (t = 2.87, p < .01; t = 5.98, p < .0001, t = 31.69, p < .0001, respectively). Additionally, the mean dirtiness rating for morally tainted occupations is significantly greater than that for physically (t = 25.11, p <.0001) and socially tainted occupations (t = 23.94, p <.0001). While these differences may be partly a function of the particular occupations selected, we suspect that the primary reason is the moral cast associated with morally tainted work. As Ashforth and Kreiner (1999) speculated, if dirty work is seen as a “necessary evil,” physically and socially tainted work may be seen as more necessary than evil, whereas morally tainted work may be seen as more evil – and therefore “dirty” – than necessary. 


In sum, the survey findings suggest that the a priori classification of occupations in Figure 1 can reasonably be regarded as valid. 

Interview Protocol

The semi-structured interview protocol consisted of 54 open-ended questions that were held constant over the course of the interviews. The questions most relevant to the study are shown in the Appendix. Our first research question – “what tactics do managers employ to normalize dirty work?” – was assessed largely via interview questions 3-12 and 16-20. These questions pertain to difficulties experienced by newcomers and advice that is offered them, the role of humor and stories during the breaking-in period, perceptions of outsiders, preparing newcomers for interactions with outsiders, how experienced employees and the managers deal with outsiders, and critical incidents. Given the semi-structured nature of the interviews, interviewers were free to explore interesting themes in more detail and were not required to ask every question in the protocol. 


Our second research question was “to what extent do the normalization tactics converge and diverge across the three forms of taint and across relatively low and relatively high prestige occupations?” Obviously, each interviewee could only speak to their own occupation. Thus, we assessed the research question by comparing interviewees’ responses to the interview questions discussed above. 
Analysis

After all interviews were completed, the first and second authors independently content analyzed each transcript. Following Miles and Huberman (1994) and Strauss and Corbin (1998), our literature review and research questions played a sensitizing role, suggesting the a priori constructs of ideology, defensive tactics, public perceptions, managing clients, and so on. However, as the coding progressed, additional constructs emerged and the a priori generic constructs became increasingly differentiated; for example, the broad category of “defensive tactics” was divided into 24 subcategories. Our coding relied on the constant comparative method whereby newly coded text was compared to previously coded text to ensure that the emergent constructs maintained their integrity (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).


We jointly compared our coding of each transcript after every second transcript for the first six transcripts, and then every third transcript thereafter. Our goal was to attain what Kvale (1994: 152) terms “dialogical intersubjectivity,” a form of reliability via discussion regarding complex phenomena. Each coded portion of text was compared and, if differences existed, discussed until consensus was attained. Given the complexity of normalizing, we assumed that a given excerpt could yield multiple interpretations. Thus, these discussions were enormously helpful in clarifying the boundaries and properties of the constructs and in generating new constructs (Miles & Huberman, 1994). We erred on the side of inclusiveness by putting rich examples in more than one category. For example, the following statement from a manager of welfare aids (#1) was coded as “defensive tactic: accepting limits,” “defensive tactic: blaming or distancing from client,” and “client: problem behavior”:

I tell them [my subordinates], “…It’s normal for you to feel that way. I’m not telling you it’s wrong. Don’t get upset. Don’t get angry because you have clients who will provoke you because these are clients who will be kind of like the revolving door. They’ve always been in the system and they know the system and they give you the attitude, ‘I don’t care. I know what I can do and what I can’t do’…Unfortunately, there’s nothing you really can do. You just kind of throw them to the fire. You’re not going to waste your energy on those people if you know you’re not going to get anywhere.”


The sizes of pieces of coded material varied greatly, from short phrases to long pages of text. Where we disagreed on the amount of material to include under a given code, we again erred on the side of inclusiveness so as to capture more of the context that surrounded the issue. All new codes were entered in an emergent dictionary, which facilitated the next batch of coding. Few new codes were generated over the last 12 interviews, suggesting that our codes approximated “theoretical saturation” (Glaser & Strauss, 1967), that is, diminishing original insights. 


To provide some specificity, our presentation of the results will include many counts of the number of times a particular phenomenon was mentioned by the interviewees. However, it should be noted that in cases where the discussion of a specific phenomenon was not directly prompted by a question, the counts likely underrepresent the phenomenon. For example, although our interview protocol includes general questions about ideology, we did not specifically ask about Ashforth and Kreiner’s (1999) three types of ideologies (reframing, recalibrating, refocusing) in order to let such constructs emerge naturally from the general discussion. Thus, if an interviewee did not mention an instance of reframing, this does not necessarily mean that reframing is nonexistent. In reading the results, then, it is important to remember that the intent of this exploratory study is not to rigorously document frequencies, but to suggest provocative tendencies.

RESULTS

Stigma Awareness

Before investigating the normalization of dirty work attributions, we sought to establish that respondents were indeed aware of the stigma attached to their occupation. In our attempt to allow the data to emerge naturally, we did not specifically ask about “dirty work,” “taint,” “stigma,” or other such terminology unless the respondents used such words or broached the subject themselves. Instead, we used general probes (e.g., How do you think the general public sees your job?). Consistent with prior research, cited earlier, most of our interviewees reported being quite aware of the stigma attached to their occupations. This was evidenced in one or more ways. First, most interviewees actually used words like “dirty,” “stigma,” or “stigmatized” when referring to their occupation. Further, 39 of the 54 managers mentioned that society misunderstands their occupation – a common perception among the stigmatized, documented in various ethnographies – and 27 of these suggested that societal perceptions were in fact unjust – a further common perception among the stigmatized. An example of stigma awareness from each form of taint – physical, social, and moral, respectively – follows: 

All they [clients] know is they’ve got a bug problem that they’ve tolerated for quite a while, and now they’ve got to the point where they just can’t take it anymore. And the evil of dealing with this bug is worse than the evil who’s coming to their door to kill it.

                        -exterminators, manager 1

There will be people that will treat you differently because you are in this position, and they [Internal Affairs police officers] must learn to adjust to that. There are those people that will not get in the elevator and ride down, “I’ll take the next one.” And you accept that from some people as a condition of accepting this position. 

            -Internal Affairs police officers, manager 13
Some of my peers have told me that they’ve had stories where they’ve accidentally worn their nametags in the grocery store after work, just forgot they had it on, and people have confronted them: “How could you kill babies?” and things like that.

-abortion clinic medical staff, manager 1


Of the 27 managers who stated that their occupation was unjustly perceived by society, more than half (14) performed morally tainted work. For example: 

Q: Has it ever bothered you, that label [referring to the interviewee’s statement that she had been called an “ambulance chaser”] that’s been put on you as an individual?

A:…Yeah, it bothers me to the point that people are so shallow and they don’t look at why I really do this and what’s really going on…Because I know I’m on the right side. I know I’m Luke Skywalker…And I think in my heart of hearts, some day, when you are hurt – and you will be because one out of three people will be involved in a collision – you will call me. And they do.

-personal injury lawyers, manager 1

We believe this heightened sensitivity to societal perceptions is attributable to the active and ongoing opposition faced by many morally tainted groups (in our study, this includes exotic entertainers, animal researchers, and abortion clinic medical staff). 

An intriguing finding emerged regarding those managers who were well aware of their occupation’s taint. When asked about the biggest challenges faced by newcomers, by veterans, and by managers, very few managers spontaneously mentioned the need to cope with the stigma and the “dirty” features of the work itself – although most could speak at length about the stigma when the issue arose. For example, when asked about the biggest challenges faced by novice exterminators, a manager noted the paperwork and scheduling. And when asked if they would recommend their occupation to their children, 23 managers said yes and only 10 said no (not everyone provided a clear answer and, given the semi-structured nature of the interview, not everyone was asked). Further, several managers denied any attribution of taint and several acknowledged their occupation’s taint and yet believed the public regarded the occupation positively. 

Given the voluminous literature indicating the potentially debilitating effects of stigma (e.g., Crocker, Major, & Steele, 1998; Jussim, Palumbo, Chatman, Madon, & Smith, 2003), what is happening here? Why, for those managers who are aware of an occupational stigma, does it not appear to be particularly salient? How were some managers able to deny any attribution of taint or of the negative effects of taint? We suggest that the taint has been effectively normalized through some combination of the means discussed in detail below. 

Specifically, the data suggest four active – though not necessarily conscious – tactics through which dirt was rendered less objectionable if not less noticeable to the managers and their subordinates.4 These tactics serve to neutralize the impact or salience of the taint or of the attributes of the work that render it seemingly dirty, and to insulate dirty workers from “outsiders” with their stigmatizing perceptions. These tactics include: (1) occupational ideologies, (2) social buffers, (3) confronting clients and the public, and (4) defensive tactics. Each tactic is discussed in turn. Table 2 summarizes our findings.

-------------------------------------------------------

Insert Table 2 about here

-------------------------------------------------------

Occupational Ideologies


Reframing, recalibrating, refocusing. As noted, Ashforth and Kreiner (1999) suggest that a strong occupational stigma motivates occupational members to articulate ideologies that confer more salutary meanings on their work in one of three ways: reframing, recalibrating, and refocusing. We found ample evidence to support their argument. First, ideologies may reframe the meaning of dirty work, that is, transform the meaning attached to the occupation by infusing the work with positive value and/or by neutralizing the negative value. Twenty-five managers mentioned examples of infusing/neutralizing. An example is offered by a manager of personal injury lawyers (#2):

Without personal injury lawyers, manufacturers of products wouldn’t be held accountable for producing defective products – I think particularly in the automotive sector. You see that our automobiles are much safer today than they were years ago. And I think that is in part, maybe a large part, on the fact that personal injury lawyers held the manufacturers’ feet to the fire and essentially made them responsible for defective automobiles.

Second, ideologies may recalibrate the meaning, that is, adjust the implicit standards that are used to assess the work, perhaps by making seemingly trivial tasks appear important. However, only nine managers mentioned a recalibration, such as the following:

All of our technicians are happy about what they’re doing; they’re excited about what they’re doing. And they get a rush out of impressing people with what they know about bugs: “Oh, yeah, I can tell what kind of scorpion that is. You know how you can tell? Well, look at the tail here. And what kind of ant that is. And that’s a pill bug and that’s a sow bug. You know how to tell the difference? Look at the legs.”


-exterminators, manager 1

The exterminators’ job description is to eradicate or control pests. However, by reveling in a detailed knowledge of entomology – a knowledge that may go beyond what is needed to accomplish the task at hand – the exterminators ostensibly become quasi-professionals. 

Third, ideologies may refocus attention, that is, emphasize the nonstigmatized aspects of the work. A manager of used car salespeople (#1) provides an example:

And the flexibility of it, I mean it’s like, “Oh, I guess, you know what, this is a good job because it’s a laid back environment. It’s not a high pressure, intense kind of thing.” So it’s more, “Where else could I go and have half a day off?” We only work six-hour days, and then we work Saturdays…You’re like, “Well, six-hour days and it’s real low key.” They [salespeople] just kind of start to realize there are benefits to it. It’s not all just car salesman stigma.

However, given our interview question about sources of job satisfaction (“What do you like about your work?”), it proved difficult to distinguish between nonstigmatized aspects that were seen as merely “incidental” sources of satisfaction and aspects that were seen in more ideological terms. Thus, a count of refocusing examples proved untenable. 

Ashforth and Kreiner (1999) suggested that all occupations are amenable to being ideologically recast in edifying ways, and that was supported by the data from the 18 occupations in the present study. Such recasting can be viewed as a means of reducing the cognitive dissonance associated with stigmatized work (Harmon-Jones, 2000; Tsang, 2002). That is, reframing, recalibrating, and refocusing may change occupational members’ dominant cognition from “we are associated with an occupation that others view as tainted” to “we are associated with an occupation that has intrinsic value” (e.g., Thompson, Harred, & Burks, 2003). 

However, because reframing involves recasting the very meaning of the nature of the work, we suggest that reframing is more common where there is a strong occupational culture, occupational associations (and their associated newsletters, conferences, journals, and so on), and extended occupational socialization. Such qualities would allow possibly idiosyncratic frames to be imparted and shared among the collective (e.g., Cahill, 1999). Conversely, because refocusing leaves the stigma intact but redirects attention to other compensating features of the occupation, we suggest that refocusing is more common where occupational cultures, associations, and socialization are relatively weak (e.g., Saunders, 1981). 

It should be noted that ideologies may emerge, in part, from idiosyncratic attempts to frame work in an edifying manner. Thus, reframing, recalibrating, and refocusing were each evident in a more embryonic form at the individual level. For example, a manager of animal control officers (#1) said:

I tell all of them [subordinates]…you have to find something you really, really like about this job, something that makes you feel good inside, whether it would be placing a dog with some little kid or making some family happy that they found this perfect pet. Because there’s a lot of bad aspects to this job.

To the extent that employees develop shared perceptions of the redeeming features of their work, then a collective ideology can be said to exist. What may have been an idiosyncratic coping mechanism has become an occupational ideology.


Physical, social, and moral taint. Based on our reading of various dirty work ethnographies and Ashforth and Kreiner’s (1999) dirty work model, we suspected that occupational ideologies would differ widely depending on whether the source of taint was physical, social, or moral. For example, ideologies for physically tainted work might focus on the toughness required of the employee, and ideologies for some morally tainted work might focus on how employees were satisfying an unmet need in society. To be sure, there were glimmers of such ideologies in our data. However, there was more convergence than divergence in the ideologies offered across the three forms of taint. Of our 54 managers, 27 mentioned that their occupation focuses on understanding and helping certain people and 16 noted that their occupation plays an important role in society (although 12 of these 16 were from relatively high prestige occupations). Examples of the important role played by physically, socially, and morally tainted work, respectively, follow:

What we do is important. We don’t make widgets. We make the difference…between life and death for some people. Now, we don’t do that every day and we don’t dwell on that, but every once in a while we save someone’s life. On a regular basis, we save people’s property, and that in itself is very rewarding.


-firefighters, manager 1

We do a lot intervention and prevention kinds of services…I think that’s an important part that we play in the community. We probably have grown remarkably only because of how our whole country has been socialized, moving from rural to urban…Throwing grapefruits at cars, you can’t do that…The neighbor would come and…admonish you and then they’d tell your parent…We’ve taken over part of that socialization…that grandmas did and uncles did and the neighbors did.


-surveillance/probation officers, manager 1

A lot of people don’t realize that collectors are there to help the customers, not to hassle them or harass them, which is a word I hear a lot. Once the customer finally realized that, “Hey, we’re here to help you get out of your financial difficulty,” their perception changed significantly from bad guy to “Wow, you guys really are helpful. Thank you.” 


-collection agents, manager 1


Given that socially tainted work tends to be yoked to particular categories of tainted people, one might expect these dirty work managers to be more inclined than the other managers to frame their work in terms of understanding and helping certain people. However, although 11 managers of socially tainted work did indeed mention this frame, nine managers of morally tainted work and seven managers of physically tainted work also did so. We will revisit this interesting convergence in the Discussion. 

In sum, managers were typically able to speak of their work in more or less ideological terms. Somewhat surprisingly, we found more convergence than divergence in the ideologies offered across the three forms of taint, with managers focusing on the help their occupation provides to certain people. 

Social Buffers

Research on workplace identity indicates that, through social interaction and the internalization of collective values and standards, individuals come to see themselves at least somewhat through the eyes of valued others (Ashforth, 2001). Given Ashforth and Kreiner’s (1999) discussion of social weighting, noted earlier, normalization appears to be partly about selecting a network of social referents that will impart and validate a desirable sense of one’s workplace self. We found, however, that because of public attributions of taint, a dirty worker’s selection of a network is fraught with social peril: the worker may well be rebuffed in his or her attempts to establish a positive work identity (Ghidina, 1992).

Although the interview protocol did not specifically target the issue, the transcripts provided some tantalizing hints about the use of social buffers to insulate dirty workers somewhat from the wider public with its stigmatizing attitudes. In effect, dirty workers may “circle the wagons,” forming a social network – at least for validation purposes – that looks more like a clique. For example, a manager of a drag queen cabaret (#1; categorized as exotic entertainment in Figure 1) talks about the performers: 

Some of them, they want to be in the spotlight. It’s like everybody in society wants to be accepted and wants to be somebody…Some of these guys have had a hard time. When they come out [disclose their occupation or sexual orientation], they can’t tell their parents or their families. And they go out to these clubs…and they get like their own little family within their own little community…It’s like they live in that lifestyle. They have their little apartment that they go home to and they have their friends and most of those people who are performers and entertainers, they’re night owls…They just go to the clubs and they do their shows and they go to the [drag queen] contest…A lot of these people aren’t the people who date and go out to the movies out in suburbia and go to the nice restaurants and live that life that you live with your girlfriend and stuff. It’s like they live in that lifestyle, so in their life, so to say, they’re…like very high because they’re like a celebrity person…So they actually feel better about themselves doing that, I’m sure, than if they were in a better job.

Similarly, a manager of morticians (#1) talks about attending professional conventions:

One of the things you notice is you may think you’re the only person that’s ever been through this [dealing with challenges of the job]. Well, you go to either a state or a national convention and you find out everybody’s in the same boat…There isn’t anything new under the sun. Everybody’s been through it and you’re not the only guy that’s had to face that kind of thing or deal with that kind of family or that kind of a restorative art procedure or something.

The enthusiastic support of cabaret patrons validates not only the behavior of the performers, but their identities and lifestyle choices, and the convention of morticians provides a community of people encountering the same difficult issues associated with their profession. Likewise, a roofing manager and an animal research manager mentioned that they didn’t encounter too much prejudice because their friends, family, or other associates were in the same occupation. (Indeed, this may be one reason why some dirty work occupations, such as funeral home work and soldiering, “run in the family.”) Such social buffers create a localized cocoon for enacting otherwise problematic role identities (Greil & Rudy, 1984; Pratt, 2000). An individual’s need for social validation is met by restricting his or her focus to an inner circle of vetted people. 


As an anonymous reviewer suggested, social buffering can be explained in terms of Byrne’s (1971) similarity-attraction model, which holds that individuals tend to be attracted to people who are similar to themselves. What makes this model particularly applicable here is the distinctiveness of the occupation (thus providing a salient basis for ingroup-outgroup formation) coupled with the identity threat of the associated taint (thus motivating individuals to seek similar others as a buffer). Under such conditions, the occupational identity is likely to be very strong, thus reinforcing a sense of “us versus them.” (Indeed, in this sense, seeking a social buffer could be classified as a defensive tactic [discussed below].)


We regard social buffering as a specific form of the well-known construct of social support, that is, the instrumental and expressive aid provided by others to cope with the rigors of one’s role (e.g., Peeters, Buunk, & Schaufeli, 1995; Pithouse, 1994). What social buffering adds to conventional notions of social support is the idea that other individuals may insulate one from the pejorative views of “outsiders”: creating an ingroup effectively casts everyone else as an outgroup. The ingroup then provides a social bulwark against the identity threats hurled by the outgroup. Absent social buffering, dirty workers would likely find it more difficult to maintain high occupational esteem, which may be a precursor to a host of negative individual and organizational outcomes. 

Confronting Clients and the Public

Ashforth and Kreiner’s (1999) model focuses on more or less reactive ways of dealing with attributions of dirt, implicitly viewing such attributions as a fait accompli. However, our data indicate that dirty work managers take a considerably more proactive stance at times, attempting to change others’ perceptions of the work. From the data, we discerned two ways in which this is attempted: (1) confronting public perceptions of taint, and (2) confronting client perceptions of taint and client behaviors that contribute to taint.


Confronting public perceptions of taint. Managers were asked how they believe the public perceives their occupation and how they might respond to people who ask questions about what they do. Managers tended to say they essentially offer general ideology-related statements about the value of the occupation and/or offered rebuttals to specific issues or perceptions. An example that combines both was offered by a manager of correctional officers (#1):

One person smacked Rodney King or one small group and now all of a sudden every cop is beating people. And that’s what I try and tell them [the public]. I say, “Hey, for the most part, day in and day out, are we on the news? No. We’re doing a good job. And how would you feel if those people that committed all those crimes…were out there?… Society says they will be put away for a delegated time. And we’re doing a service. So it could be worse. They could be left out in your neighborhood,” is what we tell them.


An interesting case is Internal Affairs police officers because of the disdain they face from rank and file officers (see footnote 3). Accordingly, their confrontations are with a far more localized “public”:

If you perceive that there’s some meat to it [a negative perception of IA held by a police officer]…then address it and sit down with them and say, “Well, wait a minute. Here’s what we actually do…Let’s talk about the number of people that we exonerate or clear in these investigations versus the number of people that we actually sustain complaints against. And then in regard to the sustained complaints, let’s talk about what they did. They wear the same badge and gun that you and I do. Here’s what they did. Are you comfortable with that?”

-Internal Affairs police officers, manager 1


A variant of confronting public (and, for that matter, client) perceptions of taint was to use humor to soften the taint: 

My own clients call it to me [ambulance chaser] in a joking way. And then I have friends; they’re doing it more jokingly, but I know what they’re thinking. And I usually retort to them, “No, I don’t have to chase the ambulance. I’ve got it where they just drop them off at my doorstep now.” So that’s how I usually deal with it.


-personal injury lawyers, manager 1

The four examples of confrontational humor that we found each used self-deprecation (actually, occupational deprecation) to broach the divide between dirty worker and public. Humor represents a relatively non-threatening means of confronting public (and client) stereotypes of dirty work: obviously personal injury lawyers don’t actually chase ambulances, and the self-deprecating joke implicitly surfaces the ridiculousness of the image. In this sense, humor can be seen as subversive of the normative order (e.g., Rodrigues & Collinson, 1995). Additionally, by making light of themselves and the negative perception, the individuals were more likely to be perceived positively by the public. Finally, as Tracy, Myers, and Scott (2002: 15) concluded from a study of three dirty work occupations (firefighters, 911 call-takers, and correctional officers), “Self-deprecating communicative strategies…serve to inoculate members from belittlement of outsiders.”

Confronting client perceptions of taint and client behaviors that contribute to taint. Interviewees were not routinely asked specifically about how they managed clients, but the semi-structured nature of the interviews provided leads about how managers may confront client perceptions of taint and behaviors that contribute to taint. These confrontations focused on the work itself, the worker, and the client. An example of each follows: 

My performance, being able to make the human remains look as natural as possible, is [a] buffer for that family to deal with that tough reality. I mean, if they can see that person, if it looks like the person is asleep, then that’s a little more easy to take psychologically. 


[Later] You might have family watching you handle a body, pick up a body and put it on a cot. What’s the appropriate way to do that? Keeping that body covered at all times, maintaining the dignity, supporting the head. You don’t just grab them.


[Later] If you’re talking to the family, it’s always best to address as “Okay…we’ll have your mother ready by such and such a time.” Calling them a “stiff” or “body”…the slang kind of needs to be tempered.


-morticians, manager 2

Some of them [clients] will have this attitude that, “Yeah, I’m paying for this.” They’ll take on this aura almost that they own it, and it’s a privately owned car, which it’s not. Some of the people like you to feel like you’re their servant, which you are, in a sense. We are there to serve them, but we’re not their servants. But with that condescending “I am your master” kind of attitude…I think they want to get to you. But when I drove, I would just keep the same – react to them same as I would if everything were going smoothly and they were very nice people. So once you respond to them like that, it seems like, for the most part, that behavior is going to stop because they’re not going to get the reaction that they want…It seems to diffuse the whole thing.


-chauffeur (driver for hire), manager 1

You [the client] need to always surround yourself with positive people. Think positive. Yes, it may be difficult because I’ve had family backgrounds who are on parole: “I’m never going to get a job because of my past. I’m never going to do this”…My thing to them is, “I understand, and I understand it is frustrating. However, this is something that did happen to you. This is something you’re encountering, but it is possible. It is going to take some time, but you can get from point A to point Z. Now, if you don’t get to point Z, it doesn’t mean you’re a failure…Never, never give up”…They need someone to push them, to encourage them, to tell them it’s okay.


-welfare aids, manager 1


In the case of the manager of morticians, by treating the body with dignity, the stigma of death is somewhat mitigated. In the case of the manager of chauffeurs, the insistence on being treated with respect helps reduce the stigma of servility. And in the case of the welfare aids manager, by encouraging clients to change their attitudes and to persevere, the client’s stigma of being a stereotypical welfare recipient may be muted. Further, the successes of the welfare aids manager are likely to reinforce the manager’s faith in individuals and their capacity to transcend their stigmatized situations.

Our data also suggest an intriguing variant of confronting client (and perhaps public) perceptions of taint. This involved exploiting those perceptions by acting contrary to them. A manager of used car salespeople (#1) provides an example:

They’re [potential clients] real afraid to commit or come into the building or whatever. They feel like I’ve got the great dungeon here that I’ll never let you go unless you buy a car…I think I try and deal with people on an honest level…I say, “Hey take a minute here with me and let me give you Sam’s5 crash course on car buying…I’ll educate you. I’ll give you an ounce of knowledge that will protect you against those out there who would take advantage of your ignorance.” And that way…when they go and meet those types that are still trying to play the manipulation games…people are going to be aware of it and go, “Hey, that’s what Sam told us.” Then my word is going to be validated, and they’ll come back to me and say, “Sam, take care of us.” 

By acting contrary to the occupational stereotype, the individual hopes to be seen as the exception, thereby gaining the trust of the potential client and possibly even changing their perceptions of the occupation as a whole.


In closing, as these examples demonstrate, “confrontation” need not imply a direct, combative assault on public and client perceptions and behaviors. Humor, counter-stereotypical behavior, quiet resistance, and so on can be used to explicitly or implicitly inform others that their pejorative perceptions and behaviors are not appropriate.

Defensive Tactics 


Whereas confronting clients and the public represents a relatively proactive approach, we identified a variety of more reactive defensive tactics where the emphasis is less on changing the status quo than on adapting oneself to it. In the terminology of stress coping, confronting is akin to problem-focused approaches, whereas defensive tactics are akin to emotion- or symptom-focused approaches (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). However, while the defensive tactics discussed below overlap somewhat with conventional coping tactics, we exclude tactics that were not specific to either the attribution of dirt or the particulars of the work that make it appear dirty. The excluded tactics include physical exercise, venting, respites, social support, and drugs/alcohol.

Our data suggest seven major defensive tactics that were mentioned by four or more managers. Thus, although the defenses represent individual responses, they are not unique to the individual. The first two, avoiding and gallows humor, are behavioral; the next three, accepting, social comparison, and condemning condemners, are cognitive; and the final two, blaming and/or distancing from client and distancing from role, are each behavioral and cognitive (cf. Blanz, Mummendey, Mielke, & Klink, 1998).  

Avoiding. We define avoiding as behavioral tactics that enable the dirty worker to not confront either others’ attributions of dirt or the elements of the job that appear dirty. We discern three variants. The first is physically avoiding:

I used to get here at 6:15…And I’d pull up, and…I’d look at the front. There would be a box by the front door. And a lot of times these newborn pups, a couple of them would already be dead because, number one, they’re newborns and they need that constant feeding. And the heat and everything….(Q: How do you keep from internalizing that too much…?)…I don’t know. I guess, after a while, you learn to try not to think about it…Everybody, when they first get here, walks through the kennels when you’re over in that building. I used to do it almost every day. And then, after awhile, I’d cut myself down or maybe I’d go only once a week or something. And now I can’t tell you the last time I walked through them because I don’t want to. That’s the only way you can deal with it.


-animal control officers, manager 2


The second variant of avoiding is passing. Goffman (1963) argued that stigmatized individuals often attempt to disguise their stigma – at least when outside of their socially buffered cocoon – and thus “pass” as “normal.” Following Goffman, research on labeling and stigma includes many examples of passing (e.g., Ashforth & Humphrey, 1995; Page, 1984). Thus, the interview protocol included a question about how the interviewee might describe their job to a stranger at a party. Of the 35 interviewees who provided a clear answer, 21 (60%) said they were open about what they do, 13 (37%) said they were vague, and one (3%) said he lied. An example of a vague – that is, defensive – response is as follows:

I usually tell them I’m a physician assistant working in women’s health care in gynecology. Sometimes I’ll say infertility/gynecology. It’s not something that I want in a social thing to say, “Oh, well, I work in abortion practice,” and then end up with wine all over me because somebody’s upset about that.


-abortion clinic medical staff, manager 2


Although the n is too small to draw strong inferences, of those interviewees we could categorize, 11 of 16 (69%) in relatively high prestige occupations said they spoke openly about their occupations (versus being vague or lying), compared to 10 of 19 (53%) in relatively low prestige occupations. As noted, we found that prestige provides at least a partial status shield against the stigma of dirty work.


The third variant of avoiding is withholding information about the particulars of one’s work from outsiders who already know of one’s occupation. The data suggest that the motives for withholding are that outsiders would not understand, would be offended, would be frightened, and so on. In short, some managers felt that there is at times an unbridgeable cognitive disconnect between those who do the work and those who don’t (e.g., Morris, 1978; Rachlin, 1991). For example:

Q: Are there things about your job that you keep from family and friends outside of the business?
A: Yeah, especially the people that I’ve buried in the church, the church I go to…[And] my family, if I bury someone that’s real close to the age of my kids…When my wife was pregnant…we were having stillbirths [at the mortuary] and all these other newborn babies and stuff like that. Never talk about that…There’s times when you can unload, there’s times you can’t.


-morticians, manager 2

The common denominator, then, of physically avoiding, passing, and withholding information is that the individual seeks to avoid having to face the stigmatizing aspects of the work or the negative views of outsiders – even if the “outsiders” are family members. However, as Arluke (1991: 315) notes, “the very action taken to manage information could also make them [dirty workers] feel uneasy,” as avoiding implies that the work is indeed shameful or threatening and needs to be hidden.

Gallows humor. Earlier, we noted that dirty workers may use humor to confront stereotypes held by the public (or clients) in a relatively nonthreatening way. Another brand of humor used to normalize taint is gallows or black humor, defined by Webster’s New World Dictionary of American English (1988, 3rd ed.), as “morbid or cynical humor.” Gallows humor permits – indeed, encourages – dirty workers to laugh at precisely that which is most problematic: attributions of taint or the elements of the job that give rise to such attributions. It relieves strong affective responses (Freud’s relief theory; see Shurcliff, 1968) associated with threats to one’s identity or mortality (e.g., Thorson, 1985) and facilitates the sharing of the experience (Grugulis, 2002; Kuhlman, 1988). Accordingly, gallows humor may be used to dull the sharp edge of taint (“If we can laugh, it can’t be that bad”), to enhance self-esteem (“We’re able to laugh at what others find awful”), to create distance from clients or the role (these are defensive tactics mentioned separately below), and to relieve the stress associated with dirty work and public attributions of dirtiness (e.g., Pogrebin & Poole, 1988; Tracy et al., 2002):

Some of the jokes that go around I can’t repeat outside the ER because some people would think they’re really cruel…Like what they call the black humor. I mean, you make jokes over dead people sometimes…Maybe it was a particularly bad code or trauma or something like that. And it’s like, “If I don’t say this, I’m really going to break down and never be able to function for the rest of the shift.” So you make a joke out of it. It doesn’t mean you don’t care. It just means you can’t go in one direction, so you go in another. 


-Emergency Room nurses, manager 1

The gallows humor recasts the horror of a patient’s death as something that can be laughed at, permitting the nurses to vent their feelings, share the experience, and carry on.

Accepting. This category includes two closely related defensive tactics. We define the first, accepting one’s limits, as realizing that one cannot affect certain events and resigning oneself accordingly. As this definition implies, accepting one’s limits is often tinged with fatalism. A manager of social services counselors (#1) said:

When I first got into the field, I took it home with me every night and I would dream about them [victims of domestic violence] and I’d have nightmares about their situations. And I was frying myself. And I had to switch my thinking a long time ago from “There are 9,000 women I didn’t help today that are being beaten” to “There are 20 that I did, and they’re safe right now because of what I did…They are in a safe place, away from abuse, because I come to work every day.”

The second variant of accepting was a term heard often in our interviews: just deal with it. This tactic connotes a certain stoicism, that one has little choice but to figuratively shrug and move on:

I watch out for it [dangerous people] with my officers. The only thing I can do is just listen to them and let them vent. I can’t sugarcoat it for them and I can’t say, “We just had a bad situation today.” The only thing I can do for them…is just listen to them and tell them, “You just have to deal with it. That’s just how things are.”


-animal control officers, manager 2


As a defensive tactic, then, accepting involves narrowing one’s expectations and hopes so as to reduce disappointment, while shrugging off those disappointments that remain.


Social comparison. Research on social comparison indicates that individuals may respond to identity threats by comparing themselves with other individuals and groups that are perceived to be worse off on certain dimensions, thereby drawing self-enhancing inferences (Crocker & Major, 1989; Gibbons et al., 2002). Such comparisons are more likely if the threat cannot be resolved by instrumental action (e.g., changing societal perceptions). Social comparisons do not necessarily focus on the specific attributes that are most problematic; they may focus on other, more redeeming attributes as a way of affirming the self and restoring self-esteem (Steele, 1988).

We identified four targets of social comparisons: (1) other organizations, (2) other occupations, (3) other individuals or subgroups within one’s occupation, and (4) one’s own past (whether at the individual, occupation, or organization level). Examples of each follow:

Ours [car dealership] is different. We’re a lot lower key than most car dealers…Not nearly as aggressive or high-pressure as most dealers…A lot of dealerships, literally, they adopt the philosophy that they [clients] “buy or die,” because if they don’t buy the car, they’re not coming back. They’re going to grind them hard enough that they’re not going to come back, so they’re going to take their best crack at them the first time…They put them through two or three closers and hammer on them for as long as it takes till they either are satisfied that there’s no way they’re going to get this person to buy or they close the car deal. And I think that’s a poor way of doing business. I would rather err on the side that we do than take that approach because it does generate very little, if any, customer loyalty.


-used car salespeople, manager 2 

There’s a big difference between animal testing and animal research. And we don’t do any testing…State University has a big pharmaceutical area…where they test a lot of the drugs…We’re using the animals for research, but [we’re] not product testing or testing where you do groups of animals…That’s terrible. Nobody likes to deal with that. You watch animals OD…That’s not fun to watch.


-animal researchers, manager 1

The typical questions come up like, “God isn’t it hot? How do you stand that? What do you do?” I say, “Well, I roll the window down about two inches, stick my fingers out and say, ‘Come here,’ to the workers.” And that gets a laugh out of most people, but there’s a lot of truth to that, too.


-roofers, manager 1

We’ve made a drastic image turnaround, the image of animal control…Thirty years ago we called it “animals euthanized.” That was it. Our primary focus has changed dramatically. We want to place as many animals as we possibly can…And placing with good homes. We don’t want to put a Great Dane in an apartment. And now, with that change, we have more opportunity to – because before, if there was anything derogatory about an animal, I would have to euthanize it whether I wanted to or not.


-animal control officers, manager 1 


We speculate that a social comparison is more likely to prove edifying under two conditions. The first is if the comparison embodies collectives rather than individuals. Collectives provide a social resource of relatively like-minded people for sensemaking and validation; the “us” of “us versus them” can foster and support self-aggrandizing comparisons between the ingroup and outgroup. Thus, groups can sustain biased perceptions more easily than can individuals (Hardin & Higgins, 1996; Schwalbe & Mason-Schrock, 1996). The second condition is if the target of the comparison is not identified in the public mind with the comparer. If the public does not make a distinction between the two, then denigrating the target implicitly threatens one’s own reputation (Shulman, 2000) – although the social buffering effect of strong subcultures may mitigate the impact of this threat. 

Accordingly, we hypothesize that, all else equal, individuals will prefer contrasts between occupations (collective; differentiated occupational reputation – and a differentiated organizational reputation if they come from different organizations), followed by contrasts between organizations (collective; differentiated organizational reputation – but not a differentiated occupational reputation) and then between individuals within the same occupation (individual – though possibly collective if the target is a subgroup; nondifferentiated reputation). Regarding the last and least desirable contrast, as a manager of an abortion clinic (#2) said, “You have people out there who, even though I don’t do abortions, are going to consider me a murderer and an immoral person.” For contrasts with one’s own past, the relative desirability will depend partly on how visible the change has been to the public (the more visible, the more desirable the comparison).

Condemning condemners. Sykes and Matza (1957) found that one way juvenile delinquents dealt with threats to their self-esteem is by criticizing those who would criticize them, thereby impugning the legitimacy of the critics so that their views could be dismissed out of hand (see also Crocker & Major, 1989). Regarding dirty work, Ashforth and Kreiner (1999) cite examples of janitors, domestic workers, and a topless dancer who similarly condemned their condemners. An example from our data was provided by a manager of animal researchers (#2):

There’s so much bad propaganda that’s going out from the animal rights group. And…there’s some physicians’ groups that I don’t know whether they’re really that uninformed or they’ve just got an ax to grind about something, because they falsify what’s going on…It’s kind of like that if you’re the good guy, you can’t tell any lies, but the bad guy can say whatever he wants. 


Eight of the 13 managers who mentioned condemning condemners were from morally tainted occupations, providing suggestive evidence that this defensive tactic is more prevalent among such occupations. One interpretation is that their members face (as noted) more active opposition if not outright hostility from portions of the public; accordingly, not only is the threat stronger, prompting a direct response, but the antagonists are more likely to be known and highly visible – thus providing a clearer target for condemnation.

Blaming and/or distancing from clients. This tactic involves locating the cause of the taint in the clients themselves (blaming), and/or separating oneself from the clients to deal with either the attributions of dirtiness or the work issues stemming from the source of taint (distancing). An example of blaming was provided by a manager of collection agents (#2):

I think there’s probably a stereotype [that] the person who gets their car repossessed is down, they’re broke, they’re unemployed. That’s not true. The average we repossess…it’s a situation where they’re overextended. We’re talking tens and twenties and thirties of thousands of dollars in credit card debt. We’re talking excessive mortgages…So although I would have a soft heart for somebody that’s down on their luck, these are people that are living way beyond their means. They should do the right things. It’s they should be driving a Nissan Sentra, not a Lexus. And that’s how I deal with it…(Q: So it’s like it’s their own fault.) Yeah. Oh, yeah.


An example of distancing was provided by a manager of morticians (#2):

A lot of times I think the funeral director’s embalmers haven’t done the best they can…because a lot of times you become too familiar and you lose perspective…You’ve got to [have a] duplicity of feelings. You’ve got a body that once was a human but now it’s become an inanimate object. So you have to give the person respect, but yet be emotionally detached from it. And look at it as a thing. And so it’s a very fine rope that you walk constantly.

He later commented that embalmers typically did not embalm members of their own family, presumably because the emotional significance of family members would overwhelm one’s attempts to maintain the “duplicity of feelings.” 

A variant of distancing is parting ways, where the individual breaks off further contact with an unwelcome client. A manager of chauffeurs (#2) commented:

Normally, we tell our drivers that any sign of abuse – verbal, God forbid, physical – terminate the run. That’s it. People are out, because that’s not part of the job. It’s not what you’re getting paid for. And besides that, it’s not the way to treat a chauffeur. 


As these examples suggest, blaming/distancing was more prevalent in the data where the service-client relationship is at least somewhat coercive (e.g., collection agents, correctional officers), clients are themselves stigmatized (e.g., welfare aids, social services counselors), some servility is implied (e.g., chauffeurs), objectivity is required (e.g., embalmers, personal injury lawyers), and client behaviors are generally problematic for enacting one’s service role (e.g., disrupting the tasks of an ER nurse).6

Distancing from role. Just as dirty workers may separate themselves from their clients, they may also separate themselves from their role as a way of protecting themselves from attributions of dirt or exposure to what makes the job appear dirty (cf. role distance, Goffman, 1961; e.g., Flowers, 1998; Tracy & Tracy, 1998): 

I try to help [subordinates] avoid common pitfalls. Our biggest one is whatever the customer says, taking it personal. “They’re not lashing out at you. They’re lashing out at their situation, and possibly the bank, and to not…take it so personal…” That’s one piece of advice I always tell my new associates because…then you’re taking your work home with you, your attitude just becomes horrible, and you don’t want to do your job. Be a duck in the rain: let it roll off your back. Just push it aside, continue on hopefully helping the customer.


-collection agents, manager 1

As shown by Levitin’s (1964) analysis of pullers – salespeople who persuade passersby to enter a store – there are several varieties of role distancing beyond not taking the role personally, such as mocking the role and “going on automatic.” In distancing self from the role, individuals effectively say to themselves and/or to their clients and coworkers, “I may occupy the role but I am not the role.” For individuals who do not identify with their occupation, role distancing will likely be a relatively habitual orientation to underscore the divide between self and role, whereas for individuals who do identify, role distancing will be used more reactively to counter specific and acute threats to their occupational esteem. 

Conclusion. In sum, our interviews revealed a variety of behavioral and cognitive defensive tactics intended to deal with the taint itself or the characteristics of the work that generate the attributions of taint: avoiding, gallows humor, accepting, social comparison, condemning condemners, blaming and/or distancing from client, and distancing from role. Although our interviews implicitly couched the analysis at the individual level, each of these tactics may become shared among members of a subunit or occupation and thus assume the status of a group level tactic. Indeed, a tactic may become enshrined in subunit and occupational ideologies if a collective belief system emerges to legitimate the tactic and render it a reflexive way of dealing with identity threats. 

Interestingly, managers seldom mentioned blaming subordinates, distancing themselves from subordinates, or invoking their status as managers to distance themselves from the source of taint. This is likely because the managers are responsible for (and publicly identified with) their subordinates and the work they do, and they have typically done – or are still doing – the tainted work themselves. As a chauffeur manager (#3) said, “I think, as a boss, you always have some influence to make the environment pleasant for them [subordinates], sure. And if I can do it, then it’s my part or my weakness if I couldn’t keep the driver for whatever reason.” In short, the managers may tend to see themselves as being in the same boat as their subordinates.

DISCUSSION


Because individuals tend to define themselves – and are defined by others – at least partly in terms of what they do, the primary research question of this exploratory study concerned how individuals cope with occupations that are viewed as tainted. Interviews with 54 managers from 18 occupations that are physically, socially, or morally tainted (where half are of relatively low prestige and half of relatively high prestige), suggested various means through which the taint is normalized, that is, countered or rendered less salient – and therefore less problematic – for themselves and their subordinates. 


This study extends previous research in two ways: (1) rather than focus on a single tainted occupation, it focused on 18 diverse occupations to gain a sense of common normalizing tactics; and (2) rather than focus on frontline employees, it focused on their managers, who are responsible for supervising and often socializing newcomers and thus disseminating normalizing tactics. As described below, this approach supported elements of Ashforth and Kreiner’s (1999) conceptual framework for addressing the taint of dirty work and extended it in various intriguing ways. 

RQ1: Tactics for Normalizing Dirty Work

Our first research question asked what tactics managers would use to normalize dirty work. We documented four active – although not necessarily conscious – means of normalizing dirt. First, consistent with Ashforth and Kreiner (1999), occupational ideologies were readily adduced, and these reframed, recalibrated, or refocused taint such that the work seemed more edifying. However, there was more convergence in the ideologies used across the three forms of taint than divergence, as managers tended to focus on understanding and helping certain people. Second, extending Ashforth and Kreiner’s notion of social weighting, social buffers were used to protect dirty workers from the problematic perceptions of outsiders. We suggest, then, that the identity threat of taint may induce dirty workers to close ranks against outsiders, creating an affirming “us” against a stigmatizing “them.” Third, although Ashforth and Kreiner discuss taint management as a relatively reactive process, we found evidence of quite proactive tactics. Specifically, in an attempt to galvanize change, public and client perceptions of the work as well as client behaviors that help foster the taint were confronted by the managers. Confrontations ranged from direct rebuttals to indirect challenges via humor, counter-stereotypical behavior, and quiet resistance. Fourth, while Ashforth and Kreiner restricted their focus to collective tactics, we found an array of cognitive and behavioral defensive tactics that could be individualized or collective, including avoiding, gallows humor, accepting, social comparison, condemning condemners, blaming and/or distancing from clients, and distancing from role. Interestingly, managers generally refrained from distancing themselves from their subordinates and the work they do, perhaps because the managers see themselves as being in the same boat. 

As depicted in Figure 2, the tactics of normalization can be conceptualized on two dimensions (for the sake of completeness, the figure also includes the passive means of habituation and desensitization mentioned in footnote 4). The first, individual-collective, refers to the focal entity initiating the tactic (cf. Blanz et al., 1998; Branscombe & Ellemers, 1998). Confronting clients and the public, defensive tactics, and habituation and desensitization tend to be personalized means of normalizing, although they can certainly become shared and thereby a property of the collective. These three tactics range from relatively proactive to reactive to passive, respectively. Conversely, occupational ideologies and social buffers represent collective means of normalizing in that they are shared and external to any one person, although each can be enacted in more idiosyncratic form by individuals. Indeed, an interesting issue for future research is the process through which individualized tactics become institutionalized in collectives and how collective tactics are instantiated by individuals.  

-------------------------------------------------------

Insert Figure 2 about here

-------------------------------------------------------

The second dimension of normalization, attempts to change taint or cope with taint, refers to the intent behind the normalizing tactic. The former includes confronting clients and the public as well as the occupational ideology of reframing, whereas the latter includes defensive tactics, habituation and desensitization, the ideologies of recalibrating and refocusing, and social buffers. As suggested earlier, attempts to change taint are akin to problem-focused approaches in the stress literature, whereas attempts to cope are akin to emotion-focused approaches (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984).


An intriguing research issue is how the means of normalizing in Figure 2 relate to one another. We speculate that the means relate in three ways. First, the means are likely to be generally complementary, in that one tends to reinforce the others. For example, the existence of social buffers probably makes it easier to articulate and disseminate occupational ideologies, which make it easier to confront clients and the public, and, in turn, the ideologies and confrontations likely affirm the legitimacy of the buffers. Similarly, specific defensive tactics can be used in various combinations to normalize dirt (e.g., using gallows humor and accepting to cope with a disrespectful client). 


Second, while the normalizing tactics may generally be complementary, they may serve as substitutes in specific situations (whether acute or chronic). For example, an ideology that girds occupational members may lessen the need for defensive tactics. Third, the means of normalizing may be related temporally. In particular, we speculate that dirty workers might initially attempt change-oriented and relatively proactive approaches to remove the taint or, if relevant, change the client behaviors associated with the taint. However, the more intractable the challenge proves to be, the more likely that these approaches will give way to more coping-oriented and reactive approaches as a fallback means of coming to terms with the failure to change the status quo (cf. burnout, Maslach, 1982).7 For example, Arluke (1991) found that novice animal researchers were more likely than veterans to actively confront people who opposed the research.

RQ2: Revisiting the 3x2 Typology of Dirty Work


While Ashforth and Kreiner’s (1999) conceptual framework focused on common normalizing practices, our second research question concerned the extent to which the practices in fact converge and diverge across the three forms of taint and the relatively low and relatively high prestige occupations. (However, as noted, the frequency counts of normalizing tactics likely underreport the tactics and should therefore be viewed as only suggestive of tendencies.) We were surprised to find more convergence than divergence in the occupational ideologies discussed across the forms of taint. Although some managers espoused taint-specific ideologies, half the managers mentioned that their occupation focuses on understanding and helping certain people, and 16 noted the important role their occupation plays in society. Why this relatively common emphasis? One reason may be that the categories of taint are not as clear-cut as Figure 1 implies. As mentioned, a given occupation may contain elements of more than one form of taint, as evidenced by the lack of unanimity in our MBA students’ classification of the 18 occupations. Further, there is high variance in the job attributes within each form of taint. For example, although physically tainted, the occupations of animal control officer, emergency room nurse, exterminator, firefighter, mortician, and roofer are obviously dissimilar in many respects. (We believe, however, that despite the apparent convergence in tactics for normalizing taint, the typology of sources of taint is worth preserving because it sensitizes scholars to [1] the various ways in which an occupation may be tainted and [2] an important way in which otherwise dissimilar occupations in a given cell of Figure 1 are actually similar.)


Another reason for the apparent convergence in ideologies may be that, while many of the managers still performed some of the dirty tasks, they did not constantly do so. This may have allowed managers to step back and reflect and offer a somewhat more distanced perspective, perhaps focusing less on the dirty particulars that absorbed the time and attention of frontline employees and focusing more on the larger, more abstract issues (e.g., importance of the occupation versus getting a recalcitrant debtor to pay). A roofing manager (#1), for example, reflected on his early-career view of roofing:

Q: When you were a roofer, before you got into the management and the supervisory end of it, how would you have answered that question, “What you did for a living?”

A: Well, back then I had an attitude. I thought I was a bad ass. “I’m on the roof. Let me see you try to get up there. I can run circles around you.”

Further, because of their typically longer tenure and more extensive social networks in the profession, the managers may have had more exposure to potential ideologies. And, as managers, they may be somewhat more versed in thinking and speaking in ideological terms than the rank and file. Finally, the interview questions (e.g., If someone said, why do we need roofers, what would you tell them?) may have prompted mission- or instrumentally-oriented responses (e.g., to help others) rather than expressively-oriented responses (e.g., to affirm one’s masculinity).

Regarding noteworthy differences across the forms of taint, more than half of the managers who remarked that their occupation was subject to unjust societal perceptions (14/27) and more than half of the managers who mentioned the defensive tactic of condemning condemners (8/13) were from morally tainted occupations. These findings suggest that managers of morally tainted work are more likely to feel unfairly persecuted. We noted earlier that public aggression is more likely to be encountered in morally tainted work precisely because such work may be seen as threatening the moral order of society. Our findings provide further evidence for the argument that if dirty work is seen as a “necessary evil,” morally tainted work may be seen as more evil than necessary.

Regarding prestige, we noted Hochschild’s (1983) argument that prestige provides a status shield for individuals. We found evidence for that here, as managers from relatively high prestige occupations were more likely than managers from relatively low prestige occupations to state that their occupation played an important role in society (12 vs. 4), that they would recommend their occupation to their own children (14/17 [82%] vs. 9/16 [56%]), and that they would speak openly about their occupation if a stranger at a party were to ask (11/16 [69%] vs. 10/19 [53%]). At the same time, however, this status shield is not impervious to the slings and arrows of stigma, as examples of all the normalizing tactics (including all seven defensive tactics) were found in the data for the relatively high prestige occupations. Prestige, in short, may temper but not negate the identity threat that dirty work taint presents. 

Limits of Normalizing

Ashforth and Kreiner (2002) theorized that there are limits to normalizing undesired emotion in organizations; specifically, an unexpected, infrequent, or intrusive stimulus may pierce the armour of normalization. Analogously, while the means of normalizing may mitigate attributions of taint, there are likely to be specific incidents that temporarily overwhelm one’s ability to normalize. For example:

Q: Are there particular situations that used to bother you and don’t anymore…?

A: …When I see a kid that’s being physically abused, it still bothers me. When I see a child that’s been sexually abused, it still bothers me. When I see families in distress, it still bothers me. When I’ve heard about someone’s suicide, it still bothers me…I’ve had times last year where I’ve dreamt about clients or I dream about work because I’m trying to help this particular staff person, and I feel kind of helpless…That’s a real struggle for me, the helplessness.

-social services counselors, manager 2


Further, although we expected normalizing to facilitate occupational identification, and vice versa, signs of ambivalence could be detected even among managers who appeared to strongly identify with their occupation (cf. Ashforth & Kreiner, 1999). Such managers were drawn to certain aspects of the job and repulsed by others or simultaneously drawn and repulsed by the same aspects. For instance, a manager of animal control officers (#1), referring to the need to euthanize unwanted pets, stated that “you sometimes end up being the good guy, the bad guy; and sometimes, in the same breath, you’re both.” And some otherwise satisfied managers expressed a reluctance to allow their children to follow in their footsteps. The same manager of social services counselors (#2) quoted above was later asked:

Q: If you had a son or a daughter and they said, “Hey, Dad, I want to do what you do,” what would your reaction be?

A:…Part of me would be flattered and part of me would be cautious. I mean, I love my work and I love the opportunity to work with people, and another part of me understands that it can take a real toll on people.

Whereas conventional models of job satisfaction and commitment assume a more or less stable equilibrium (at least in the short term), the notion of ambivalence suggests that individuals can simultaneously identify and disidentify with their work (Elsbach & Bhattacharya, 2001; Kreiner & Ashforth, 2004). Dirty work, with its socially salient taint, may well provoke stronger ambivalence than most occupations (Ashforth & Kreiner, 1999; Pratt, 2000).

Limitations and Practical Implications

At least five limitations of the study should be kept in mind when interpreting the results and planning further studies. First, although our sample of 18 occupations represents a fairly diverse set of physically, socially, and morally tainted work, obviously many tainted occupations were not included. Thus, future research needs to establish the generalizeability of the normalizing tactics depicted in Figure 2 to other forms of dirty work. Second, as our survey of MBA students attests, individuals may disagree on the classification of a given occupation in terms of the forms of taint. Indeed, similar proportions of students classified correction officers as physically tainted and socially tainted, and collection agents as socially tainted and morally tainted. This equivocality makes it more difficult to discern the unique effects of each form of taint. Future research should focus on relatively “pure” cases, such as roofers (physical taint), welfare aid workers (social), and personal injury lawyers (moral), to better isolate the unique effects. Third, in contrast to most research on tainted occupations, we focused on the perspectives of managers rather than nonmanagers. While managers have an enormous impact on sensemaking and the work climate, it remains an empirical question whether interviews with the managers’ subordinates would have generated a similar typology of normalizing tactics. We suspect the answer is yes because there are hints of all of the tactics in the rich ethnographic literature on tainted occupations. Fourth, our use of retrospective interviews raises questions about whether interviewees were able and willing to articulate how dirty work is normalized. After all, normalizing may reduce the salience of the taint itself or of the work characteristics associated with the taint such that they become less noteworthy; moreover, normalizing tactics represent an individual and occupational resource that some managers may have felt should be kept private. Perhaps future research could incorporate participant observation, examining normalizing tactics and changing attitudes among dirty workers over time. Finally, our reliance on counts of the number of times certain phenomena were mentioned likely underreported the actual frequencies since not mentioning something does not mean that something was not experienced. Future research should provide specific probes and survey items geared to each of the proposed normalizing tactics to more reliably gauge their usage.


In sum, the limitations of our exploratory study provide some guidance for assessing the grounded theory emerging from the two research questions. Specifically, the tactics can be operationalized and evaluated through survey research targeted to a more generalizable sample of dirty work and to frontline employees as well as managers. Moreover, longitudinal designs – particularly with occupational newcomers – could be employed to ascertain how normalizing tactics emerge and change over time, and affect attitudes and behaviors toward the occupations and (if relevant) clients. This research can be complemented with more in-depth, qualitative explorations of relatively unique occupations, perhaps as a prelude to comparative case analyses.

Regarding practical implications, all of the normalizing tactics in Figure 2 are amenable to managerial influence. Managers should emphasize the collective nature and common individual forms of normalizing rather than implicitly putting the onus on the individual, as if the taint were his or her unique problem rather than the system level issue that it really is. Further, because groups can sustain countercultural beliefs better than can individuals (Hardin & Higgins, 1996; Schwalbe & Mason-Schrock, 1996), collective normalizing may prove highly effective. Given the social assault that stigma presents, perhaps the most potent tactics are the occupational ideologies. As suggested by the literature on transformational leadership, managers are well positioned to recast the meaning of dirty work in more edifying terms (e.g., Dvir, Eden, Avolio, & Shamir, 2002; Sparks & Schenk, 2001). Moreover, managers can encourage social buffering among members to provide a bulwark against stigma. Managers can also provide training in the appropriate use of individual defensive tactics along with guidance on when and how it is appropriate to confront the identity threatening behaviors of clients and the public. 

Finally, although our interview protocol did not specifically ask about organizational-level means of protecting employees, many emerged in the course of the interviews that have obvious practical utility. Promising examples include: training employees in how to deal with antagonistic members of the public; providing public tours to dispel suspicions about what’s behind “closed doors”; regularly rotating individuals out of particularly stigmatized work; utilizing professional associations to combat public images; labeling occupations in more edifying terms (e.g., referring to prison guards as “correctional officers”); encouraging membership in local clubs as a form of community outreach; and creating “backstage” areas such as back offices and lunchrooms where employees can temporarily “step out of character” (Goffman, 1959: 112) and relax.

However, two key provisos should be noted. First, the intent of managerial interventions should be to edify dirty work so that it enhances occupational dignity and esteem, not so that employees can be exploited. For example, Mendez (1998) described how a housekeeping agency required domestic workers to clean floors on their hands and knees, even though it is degrading and physically harmful. A training video extolled the cleaning method as a way of showing that one truly cared for one’s clients. Such exploitive manipulations of meaning are likely to engender cynicism, not identification. Second, because a number of normalizing tactics are predicated on an oppositional view of “outsiders,” managerial interventions need to walk the fine line of increasing occupational esteem while not decreasing respect for clients and the public. Respect is central to dirty work ideologies, and respect should not be cast as a zero sum game between workers and clients/public.

In closing, although society may fairly or unfairly brand certain occupations as physically, socially, or morally tainted, the managers of such occupations articulated an impressive array of techniques for normalizing the taint. It is through normalizing that occupational members are able to derive pride and identification from jobs that society necessitates but then sanctimoniously disavows.
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FOOTNOTES

1 Three managers were interviewed per occupation (see Method). 

2 Of course, individuals often had specific job titles that differed from the generic titles shown in Table 1: for the sake of simplicity, we will refer to individuals according to their generic titles. 

3 Not only are IA officers (socially) stigmatized because they are required to investigate the alleged corruption, excessive force, and so on of other police officers, but they are often regarded as traitors and therefore pariahs within the police force (Mulcahy, 1995).

4 A fifth, relatively passive mechanism is where individuals simply become habituated or desensitized over time to the dirt and stigma (Ashforth & Kreiner, 2002). An example is provided by a manager of animal control officers (#1): “People get cold and callous. I don’t care who you are, if you come in every day and you have to euthanize litter after litter of healthy animals, you’re going to get a little callous toward that, whether it’s just mentally to put yourself away from that.”

5 Pseudonyms are used throughout the paper for individuals and organizations.

6 It should be noted that the last two conditions do not pertain to taint per se.

7 To be sure, a certain “detached concern” (Lief & Fox, 1963) is often recommended in the literature as a means of forestalling burnout in human service roles involving clients with pressing needs. The danger, however, is that the detachment might veer into blaming and distancing if the focal issues prove intractable. For example, a manager of morticians (#2) sounded the following cautionary note: “Some people who detach themselves too much from that reality become, ‘Oh, this is the human remains,’ like a piece of meat. I mean, there’s no dignity at all shown to them.”

APPENDIX: Selected Portions of the Interview Protocol

1. What parts of the job do you like the most? Why? What parts do you dislike the most? Why?

2. What are the greatest challenges of your job? Why?

3. How difficult is it for a new employee to settle in and feel comfortable with the work? What are the biggest challenges they face?

4. What kinds of advice do you give them to help them cope with these challenges? About keeping a good attitude? About managing the parts of work they don’t like? About how they could talk about this job with their friends and family?

5. How big a role do jokes and humor play in the initial breaking-in period?

6. Are there stories you or others tell newcomers to help them feel more at home? Like what?

7. Are there certain things or kinds of people that you try to shield them from? Why? How?

8. How about interactions with customers/clients – how do you prepare them for that?

9. What about your more experienced subordinates – what are their biggest challenges? How do you help them meet them?

10. Are there typical ways that this group deals with the public/customers/coworkers that are different from newcomers? What are they?

11. Has there ever been a circumstance where one of your employees had an extremely uncomfortable/unpleasant/rough/awkward experience? What happened? How did you respond?

12. What are some of the worst things that happen here? How do you manage those situations?

13. Why do people here quit? Why do people stay?

14. How do you think the general public sees your job? Why do you think they see you this way? How do customers/clients see you? Why?

15. What does your spouse/family/friends think about this job? Why?

16. Do you worry about what others think about this job? How do you deal with it?

17. Have you ever chosen to keep things about your job from your family or friends?

18. If you were at a party and a stranger asked about your job, how would you describe it?

19. If someone said, why do we need [name of occupation], what would you tell them?

20. If you were at a party and someone was criticizing [name of occupation], what would you want to say to them?

21. If a close friend were to watch you doing your job, would that friend say, “Yes, that’s [name],”or would they say, “No, that’s not the [name] I know?

22. What parts of your job make you feel like you’re really “being you” – that your behavior reflects who you really are?

23. What parts of your job make you feel like you’re being false? How do you cope with them?

24. Are there things that used to bother you about the job but don’t anymore? How did it change?

25. To what extent do you socialize with people at work outside of business hours?

26. When you think about others in the company, do you think your job is any better or worse than theirs’? What about friends’ and relatives’ jobs?

27. How does this job compare to others you’ve had? How do you think it compares for your employees?

28. Do you think you’re a fairly typical [member of the occupation]? How so?

29. If your son or daughter said they wanted to do what you do when they grow up, what would you say to them?

TABLE 1: Survey Validation of Occupational Selection
	A Priori Source 

of Taint
	Classification of Occupations
	z-Score for Proportion Correctly Assigned
	Mean (s.d.) Level of Taint
	t-Score for Tainted vs. Not Tainted

	
	Physically

Tainted

(%)
	Socially

Tainted

(%)
	Morally

Tainted

(%)
	Not

Tainted

(%)
	
	
	

	Physical 
	52
	8
	3
	35
	6.55*
	3.13 (.84)
	29.60* 

	Social 
	13
	47
	5
	35
	6.71*
	3.25 (.77)
	33.54*

	Moral 
	5
	20
	62
	13
	29.94*
	4.10 (.64)
	52.47*

	Not tainted 
	1
	7
	3
	90
	36.66*
	1.78 (.60)
	

	All tainted 

occupations
	
	
	
	
	
	3.49
	43.38*


Note. N = 350 (x 6 occupations) for z-scores in the first three rows and N = 350 (x 12) for the fourth row; N = 338 (x 6) for ratings of mean (s.d.) level of taint for the first three rows and N = 338 (x 12) for the fourth row. Percentages may not add to 100 due to rounding. The figures in bold conform to our a priori classification.

* p < .0001

TABLE 2: Normalizing Tactics
         Tactics                                 Description                                       Sample Quotes

	Occupational Ideologies (conferring more salutary meaning on occupation)

	Reframing 
	Infusing work with positive value and/or neutralizing negative value
	“Without personal injury lawyers, manufacturers… wouldn’t be held accountable for producing defective products”  

   -personal injury lawyers, manager

	Recalibrating 
	Adjusting implicit standards used to assess the work
	“Our technicians…get a rush out of impressing people with what they know about bugs” 

   -exterminators, manager

	Refocusing
	Emphasizing non-stigmatized aspects of the work
	“‘Where else could I go and have half a day off?’ We only work six-hour days”

   -used care salespeople, manager 

	Social Buffers

	Social buffers
	Distinctive in-group(s) that provides a bulwark against identity threats
	“You go to…a national convention and you find out everybody’s in the same boat” 

   -morticians, manager

	Confronting Clients and Public Perceptions

	Confronting public perceptions of taint
	Extolling value of the work and/or rebutting specific issues; using humor to soften taint
	“‘How would you feel if those people that committed all those crimes…were out there?’” 

   -correctional officers, manager

	Confronting client perceptions of taint and behaviors that contribute to taint
	Extolling value of the work, the worker, and the client; acting contrary to occupational stereotype
	Spoken to client: “‘I understand it is frustrating. However, this is something that did happen to you…Never, never give up’” 

   -welfare aids, manager

	Defensive Tactics (typically reactive means of adapting to status quo)

	Behavioral: Avoiding (physical; passing; withholding information)
	Tactics that allow one to evade attributions of dirt
	“I usually tell them that I’m a physician assistant working in women’s health care…[I don’t] want in a social thing to say, ‘…I work in abortion practice’”

   -abortion clinic medical staff, manager

	Behavioral: Gallows humor 
	Dark humor that acknowledges taint, thereby relieving tension
	“Some of the jokes…people would think they’re really cruel…It doesn’t mean you don’t care. It just means you can’t go in one direction, so you go in another” 

   -Emergency room nurses, manager

	Cognitive: Accepting (accepting one’s limits; just deal with it)
	Resignation that one cannot affect certain events; tolerating status quo stoically
	“I had to switch my thinking…from ‘There are 9,000 women I didn’t help today that are being beaten’ to ‘There are 20 that I did’”

   -social services counselors, manager

	Cognitive: Social comparison (with organizations, occupations, individuals/ subgroups, and own past)
	Comparing oneself to others perceived as worse off (or to one’s past), thereby drawing self-enhancing inferences
	“We’re using animals for research, but not product testing….That’s terrible”

   -animal researchers, manager

	Cognitive: Condemning condemners 
	Criticizing those who criticize them, thereby impugning their legitimacy as critics
	“There’s some physicians’ groups that I don’t know whether they’re really that uninformed or they’ve just got an ax to grind…because they falsify what’s going on”

   -animal researchers, manager

	Behavioral/cognitive: Blaming and/or distancing from clients (including parting ways)
	Pinpointing the clients as the cause of stigma and/or separating oneself from clients
	“Although I would have a soft heart for somebody that’s down on their luck, these are people that are living way beyond their means” 

  -collection agents, manager

	Behavioral/cognitive: Distancing from role
	Separating oneself from stigmatized aspects of the work
	“‘They’re not lashing out at you. They’re lashing out at their situation, and possibly the bank. [Do] not…take it so personal’”

   -collection agents, manager


FIGURE 1: Occupations Sampled1





      Relative Prestige:2




                
Low





High

Primary Taint:

Physical          Animal Control Officers (21)


Emergency Room Nurses (66)

    (animal caretakers, except farm)    

   (registered nurses)




Exterminators
(32)

            
Firefighters (53)



  
    (pest control occupations)


Morticians (49)




Roofers (37) 




   (funeral directors)


Social              Chauffeurs (28)           

            Internal Affairs Police Officers (60)

   (taxicab drivers
 and chauffeurs)


  (police and detectives)

Correctional Officers (40)    
 

Social Services Counselors (57)





Welfare Aids (46) 



   (counselors)






Surveillance/Probation Officers (NA)

Moral

Collection Agents (24) 


Abortion Clinic Medical Staff




Exotic Entertainers (36)


   (physicians: 86; physicians’ assistants: 61; 

  

    (artists, performers, and related workers)

     registered nurses: 66; licensed practical nurses: 60)
Used Car Salespeople3 (34)


Animal Researchers (73)




   (sales workers, motor vehicles and boats) 

    (biological and life scientists)







Personal Injury Lawyers (75)

    (lawyers)

1Three managers from each occupation were interviewed, for a total sample of 54 managers. 

2Occupational prestige rankings are derived from the National Opinion Research Center (NORC, 1993). Scores range from a low of 17 (miscellaneous food preparation occupations) to a high of 86 (physician). The occupational names shown in parentheses are the actual names used by NORC.

3Two of the managers also dealt with new car sales.

FIGURE 2: Tactics for Normalizing Dirty Work
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	Collective Tactics

	
	Confronting clients and the public (proactive)
	Individual defensive tactics (reactive)
	Habituation

and desensitization

(passive)
	Occupational ideologies
	Social

buffers

	Attempts to change taint
	√
	
	
	√

(reframing)
	

	Attempts to

cope with
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	√
	√
	√

(recalibrating

and refocusing)
	√
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