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“Who are we as a board?”:  Linking board’s identity to board behavior 

 

 

 

Abstract 

I use identity theory to conceptually develop board identities that help us explore and 

understand board behavior.  I develop two specific board identities, which I label board’s 

organizational identity and board’s contextual identity and develop assertions about board 

behavior that can be expected based on these identities.  A key contention is that each 

type of identity helps board conceptualize its role holistically and develop appropriate 

behavior routines, and a lack of a coherent and strong identity leads to poor discharge of 

board’s duties.
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“Who are we as a board?”:  Linking board’s identity to board behavior 

 

A resurging interest in board of directors as an important element of corporate 

governance (e.g. Daily, Dalton, & Cannella, 2003; Lavelle, 2002) has led to an interest in 

a board’s specific composition and roles (Lynall, Golden, & Hillman, 2003; 

Sundaramurthy & Lewis, 2003; Hillman & Dalziel, 2003).  Following the use of social 

psychological perspective in board composition and behavior (Westphal & Zajac, 1995; 

Zajac & Westphal, 1996a), I argue that social identity theory (Ashforth & Mael, 1989; 

Albert, Ashforth, & Dutton, 2000) provides a strong basis for understanding board 

identity, which in turn is affected by board composition and affects board roles.  Using 

developments in social identity theory, I provide a conceptual basis for treating board of 

directors as a distinct entity.  An exploration of board identity helps assess its impact on 

performance of board roles, as well as provides a conceptual basis for practical 

interventions in developing better boards by focusing on developing a stronger board 

identity.  Based on developments of identity theory at micro and macro levels, I make the 

following assertions: 

 

A1. Boards differ in the degree of strength of their identity. 

A2. The performance of board roles of control and collaboration is linked to board 

identity. 

A3. Among boards with strong identities, specific identities are linked to high 

performance on specific roles.  Thus boards with identities that support growing and 
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shepherding the company, may perform the collaboration and mentoring roles 

better.  Boards with identities that support vigilance, protection, and safeguarding of 

corporate assets, may perform the control and monitoring roles better. 

A4. Board identities can be conceptualized as organizational and contextual.  A strong 

organizational identity makes the board as an organization (as opposed to a club or 

a church) salient to its members.  A strong contextual identity makes the role of the 

board for a specific Firm X (as opposed to Firm Y or Z) salient to the board 

members.  Both these identities have implications on board behavior that I outline 

below. 

A5. Since organizational identities are “fluid and adaptively unstable” (Gioia, Schultz, 

& Corley, 2000), board identities are malleable, and can be developed and changed.  

This provides a conceptual basis for practical intervention for developing stronger 

boards. 

 

Identity theory – a brief review 

 

Identity theory has been conceptualized both at a macro and micro levels.  Both levels are 

relevant for the study of board of directors.  At a macro level, Albert, Ashforth, Dutton 

(2000) justify the need for an identity by arguing that “…an organization must reside in 

the heads and hearts of its members.  Thus in the absence of an externalized bureaucratic 

structure, it becomes more important to have an internalized cognitive structure of what 

the organization stands for and where it intends to go – in short, a clear sense of the 
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organization’s identity.  A sense of identity serves as a rudder for navigating difficult 

waters.  At a macro level, social identity of a group (as opposed to an individual) is a 

relevant unit of analysis.”  Following Rowley and Moldoveanu (2003), social identity of 

a group is “the intersection of the social identities of the individuals in that group.  The 

social identity of a group is the greatest common denominator of the social identities of 

the individuals considered to be part of the group.”  Albert & Whetten, (1985) define 

identity as “that which is central, enduring, and distinctive about an organization’s 

character.”  At the micro level, social identity of an individual is “a set of elemental 

propositions about the individual’s social embeddedness or image (role, position, 

prestige, and relationships) that the individual holds to be true about himself or herself” 

(Stuart, Ashforth, Dutton, 2000).  The individual gains a sense of meaningfulness and 

connotation, in turn, by internalizing the group or organizational identity as a (partial) 

definition of self.  Ashforth and Mael (1989) point out that because individuals may 

belong to multiple groups, his or her social identity is likely to consist of an “amalgam of 

identities” that could impose inconsistent demand upon that person, and may also conflict 

with those of the individual’s personal identity. 

 

Identity and its consequences 

 

At a macro level, social identity theory has been applied to managerial phenomena to 

explain strategic group formation (Peteraf & Shanley, 1997), organizational adaptation 

(Dutton & Dukerich, 1991), emotional labor in service encounters (Ashforth & 
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Humphrey, 1995), and personal networks (Ibarra, 1993).  Many of the outcomes of 

identity however are to increase the internal coherence and structure of the group.  For 

instance, one of the key outcomes of identity is the feeling of solidarity, which emerges 

among individuals through group affiliation, which in turn acts as a powerful catalyst for 

collective action (Fireman & Gamson, 1979).  This implies that individuals may 

participate in group action toward the focal organization without requiring material or 

pecuniary benefits, because they become “linked together in a number of ways that 

generate a sense of common identity, shared fate, and general commitment to defend the 

group” (Fireman & Gamson, 1979: 21).  In addition, gains from group activity go well 

beyond rational ones, as associations with like-minded individuals create and verify one’s 

identity relative to nongroup members and produce individual commitment to the group 

and its principles (Sen, 1982).  Group membership and the identity gained from this 

association are strongly related to value rationality (Abrahamson & Fombrun, 1994).  

Thus, action may not be taken by the group to satisfy the members’ rational interests but, 

rather, to affirm the members’ collective identity (Rowley & Moldoveanu, 2003).  Group 

identity also varies in strength.  In the absence of group identity, groups may not be able 

to act.  Individuals then devolve to their own multiple social identities (Ashforth & Mael, 

1989). 

 

At the micro level, as identification with a group increases, so does motivation of 

individuals to reach group goals (Ashforth & Mael, 1989; Brewer & Gardner, 1986; 

Dutton et al., 1994; Kramer & Brewer, 1986), preferential treatment of other group 
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members (Tajfel & Turner, 1985), interaction with the group (Ashforth & Mael, 1989; 

Bhattacharya, Rao, & Glynn, 1995; Dutton, Dukerich, & Harquail, 1994), and helpful 

and supportive behaviors (Bhattacharya et al, 1995; Dutton et al, 1994; Turner, 1982). 

 

Board of directors and identity 

 

A board of directors is an organizational form with specific goals and functions (Fama & 

Jensen, 1983; Daily, et al, 2003; Peng 2004).  Following social identity theory outlined 

above, the board of directors potentially has a distinct identity, which is derived from the 

individual identities of its members.  Board members bring their own multiple social 

identities to the board.  However, the degree to which a board’s collective identity is 

clearly defined varies widely across boards.  As Ashforth (1998) points out, “Identity, to 

really stick, has got to be something that you enact in a very local, tribal context.”  In 

other words, board identity can be actively managed and developed.  Some boards may 

be better at acknowledging, respecting, and contributing to the formation of a distinct 

board identity.  This requires that at a macro level, the board must share a cognitive 

structure of what the board stands for and its goals.  This cognitive structure is likely to 

lead to focus and clarity of board roles and duties in specific contexts.  In addition, a 

stronger board identity is also likely to supersede the other identities that each individual 

member may have, and prevent the board from becoming a parliament of disparate voices 

representing conflicting individual identities.  Pye’s (2000, 2005) qualitative study of 

board behavior over time suggests the consequences of a weak board identity.  For 
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instance, she reported that the particular power evinced by Chief Executive-Chairman 

and Finance Director partnerships was seen to “color the way in which the whole board 

works (Pye, 2000).”  In her later work (Pye, 2005), she found that a strong Chairman-

Chief Executive relationship may be detrimental to effective governance, “because if 

their social capital is very high, this relationship may represent an unassailable front for 

directors working from a less powerful foothold.”  She prescribes, “there has to be 

cohesion and coherence in the way they present themselves “outside” their organization 

as well as “inside””(Pye, 2005, quotes in original).  This argues for a stronger identity as 

a board, that individual members can adhere to.  Other work on board behavior (Westphal 

& Zajac, 1995, Zajac & Westphal, 1996a, 19969b) is also suggestive of the same 

conclusions - where board identity was compromised or weakened by blurring the lines 

between the board and management, board’s effectiveness in performing its duties was 

compromised.  More formally, I overlay insights from identity theory and board behavior 

to present these assertions. 

 

A1. Boards differ in the degree of strength of their identity. 

 

A2. The performance of board roles of control and collaboration is linked to board 

identity. 

 

A3. Among boards with strong identities, specific identities are linked to high 

performance on specific roles.  Thus boards with identities that support growing and 
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shepherding the company, may perform the collaboration and mentoring roles 

better.  Boards with identities that support vigilance, protection, and safeguarding of 

corporate assets, may perform the control and monitoring roles better. 

 

 

Based on principles of identity theory, I can conceptualize board identity as comprising 

of two distinct components – a board’s organizational identity (“We are a board”), and 

its contextual identity (“We are the board for Firm X”).   

 

Board’s Organizational Identity 

 

A board’s organizational identity makes the board as an organization salient to its 

members (e.g. “We are a board.”).  Why would this be important?  Members of a board 

bring multiple social and personal identities to the board.  They represent and identify 

with a variety of groups and roles.  In addition to this multiplicity of identities, the 

context of boards is such that there is limited, intermittent interaction and opportunities to 

iron out the “common denominator” of these multiple identities.  Board members are 

likely to face very high opportunity cost of their time, as well as executive job demands 

(Hambrick, Finkelstein, & Mooney, 2005).  It is in these contexts that a distinct identity 

can provide a continuity and a sense of more lasting affiliation to members to sustain the 

intervening periods of physical and temporal distance.  In the absence of a strong 

organizational identity I expect to observe the following: 
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1. Board members participate on the board but find other bases for identification 

(wear other hats). 

 

2. Board members act in the board based on other identities.  Since individual 

identities do not coincide with each other, this creates unnecessary friction in the 

boardroom as opposed to debates and dissensions in the context of performing 

board roles.  This makes the board a parliament of conflicting voices, protecting 

their respective constituencies (as represented by member’s identities) rather than 

an organization working toward common goals. 

 

3. Board members act in the board to preserve their personal identities (e.g. “I am a 

successful person,” “I am a very busy person”) rather than acting in accordance 

with their role as members of a board. 

 

4. Board members are not clear about the goals and objectives of the board. 

 

5. Board members are unable to conceptualize what is relevant information that 

should be shared with other board members. 

 

6. Board members withdraw from active involvement in board duties, ceding control 

to management. 
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Board’s Contextual Identity 

 

Board’s contextual identity makes the role of the board for a specific Firm X (as 

opposed to Firm Y or Z) salient to the board members.  Contextual identity enables the 

board members to link their (and board’s) identity to a specific firm, and tailor the 

conceptualization of their role for a specific firm and its context.  For instance, a firm 

may be facing specific conditions of abnormality that require board intervention 

(takeover offer, change/expansion of business domains, particularly poor financial 

performance, etc.).  While a board’s organizational identity may trigger the need for 

action (“the board must intervene and do something”), it is the board’s contextual identity 

that triggers using gathering, retrieving, and deploying specific knowledge about the firm 

and its context (e.g. managers, key employees and other resources, etc.) which enables 

the board to make better decisions regarding control, collaboration, and legitimacy.  This 

contextual identity encourages members to share all relevant information about the firm 

and its context in an atmosphere of trust without fear or insecurity that the information 

provided will be used to the detriment of their identities.  In the absence of a strong 

contextual identity, I expect to observe the following: 

 

1. Boards are not knowledgeable about the firm (e.g. its technology, external 

influence and domain, key resources, etc.).  Rather, decisions are made based on 
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the identity that is more salient to them (e.g. “What are boards supposed to do in 

general?”) 

 

2. Board members are not clear about how their knowledge of the firm could be 

useful in performing their duties toward the firm. (“I am a board member.  I know 

how to do my job.”) 

 

3. Board members are unwilling to share information they have about the firm and 

its environment with others.  They consider it irrelevant to performance of their 

role. 

 

4. Because of their poor firm-specific knowledge base, board members are unclear 

about how they can provide legitimacy and other external resources to the firm. 

 

Based on the conceptualization of board identity, in formal terms the following assertion 

can be made in formal terms: 

 

A4. Both board’s organizational identity and contextual identity affect board’s 

functioning, and have an effect on its performance of its roles. 

 

Our final assertion provides the conceptual basis for practical intervention for 

developing stronger, and desired, board identities.  Using insights from identity theory, 



13 

future research can explore changes in board identity over time, and how these changes 

can be actively managed and shaped. 

 

A5. Since organizational identities are “fluid and adaptively unstable” (Gioia, Schultz, 

& Corley, 2000), board identities are malleable, and can be developed and changed. 

 

Conclusion.  This paper represents a preliminary attempt to deploy identity theory in 

conceptualizing board roles and understanding board functioning based on the identities 

that boards develop.  This initial attempt leads to the belief that this approach is indeed 

useful in developing new insights about board’s functioning (and lack of it) in 

organizations.  Several practical implications for helping board understand its roles, and 

improving board behavior, can be teased out from this perspective. 
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