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Abstract 

This study examines how job transitions create in-between spaces where newcomers’ 

experiences, skills, and perspectives encounter established team routines and norms. 

Addressing a critical gap at the team level of organizational socialization research, it applies 

Bhabha’s Third Space Theory to 28 qualitative interviews with newcomers. The analysis traces 

how ambiguity is negotiated within reconfigured team constellations through sensemaking and 

boundary work, enabling the hybridization of meanings. In teams characterized by 

psychological safety, openness, and recognition, these Third Spaces foster newcomer 

socialization and integrative collaboration by supporting mutual learning, identity development, 

co-creation, and innovation, underscoring their critical strategic importance for organizations. 
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1. Introduction 

In an age in which globalization, digitalization, and the accompanying growth in connectivity 

continue to intensify, companies find themselves in a state of constant change (Abawari et al. 2024; 

Alkharafi and Alsabah 2025; Meyer, Li, and Brouthers 2023). Strategies are subject to iterative 

adjustments, teams are restructured, employees change companies, and knowledge is transferred 

across functional and departmental boundaries. However, these changes affect not only 

organizational processes and structures but also routines, meanings, and the identities of the people 

who shape them (Harikkala-Laihinen 2022; Khaw et al. 2023). 

Previous studies indicate that every organizational change entails both opportunities and risks: 

new impulses foster knowledge expansion and innovation, but they also result in tension, 

uncertainty, and identity conflicts among employees. Particularly during job transitions, newcomers 

face the challenge of generating added value while at the same time integrating themselves smoothly 

into the new department without disrupting existing team dynamics (Khaw et al. 2023; Zhao et al. 

2023). It quickly becomes evident that such a change involves not only an organizational but 

also individual, cultural, and interactional dimensions. Thus, at the intersection of different 

ways of thinking and acting, inter- and intrapersonal tensions may arise, while new forms of 

collaboration and creative problem-solving can also emerge (Van Maanen and Schein 1979).  

Although some research has already been conducted on job transitions, socialization, integration 

processes, and cultural differences (Yu, Ren, and Singh 2025), one aspect remains largely 

unexplored: the potential of in-between spaces that emerge when, in the course of a job 

transition, the prior experiences, routines, and perspectives of the newcomer encounter those of 

their new colleagues in the existing team. Such situations of intercultural encounters create a 

space in between, in which meanings, roles, and practices within the new team constellation can be 

renegotiated (Ollila and Yström 2025). Referring to Homi K. Bhabha’s Third Space Theory 

(1994), this dynamic of joint interaction and negotiation within ambiguous, overlapping 
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contexts holds the potential for the emergence of something new that creates substantial added 

value for collective team collaboration. So far, however, Bhabha’s thesis has primarily been 

explored in relation to the cultural identity formation of children, taken up in higher education 

research for the analysis of hybrid roles and institutional structures, and mentioned in the 

organizational context only at the macro level of multinational corporations (e.g., Frenkel 2008; 

Laughlin 2021; Tatham 2025; Whitchurch 2012). Yet precisely where the individual 

experiences and perspectives of a newcomer are brought into an existing team, a particularly 

intriguing space opens up at the meso level of organizations, in which negotiation processes 

take place and new possibilities can potentially emerge (Ollila and Yström 2025). 

By transferring Bhabha’s Third Space model (1994) to the context of meso-organizational 

change, this research seeks to deepen the understanding of the contributions that job transitions 

can bring to new team constellations. Particular attention is given to the potential of in-between 

spaces, emerging through the interplay of intercultural perspectives, to influence newcomer 

socialization and enable value creation (Ollila and Yström 2025). This leads to the following 

research question: How do in-between spaces emerging during job transitions into existing 

teams influence newcomers’ organizational socialization and the potential for value creation? 

Addressing this question, the study, for which a qualitative research design based on semi-

structured interviews has been chosen, uses Bhabha’s Third Space Theory (1994) as an 

analytical lens to examine job transitions in organizational settings and the dynamics of in-

between spaces emerging within the new team composition. In doing so, it contributes to 

academic discourse on organizational change, socialization, and intercultural dynamics by 

showing how Third Spaces at the team level shape newcomer socialization and how they can 

be purposefully leveraged to foster collaboration, innovation, and value creation. Thus, it offers 

practical guidance for managers and practitioners on how to make constructive use of such in-

between spaces in intercultural work environments (Yu, Ren, and Singh 2025).  
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2. Literature Review 

2.1. Job Transitions and the Socialization of Newcomers 

The entry of employees into new organizations, as well as the internal movement of staff across 

departments or functions, is a key driver of organizational learning and innovation. The influx 

of new members not only brings additional skills and perspectives but also challenges 

established assumptions and routines. Such transitions stimulate reflection and adaptation, 

enabling organizations to renew their knowledge base and remain responsive to change. 

Through the circulation of experiences across boundaries, cross-functional learning and 

collaboration are fostered, thereby contributing to greater organizational resilience (Dickson 

and Isaiah 2024; Liao, Zhou, and Yin 2022; Mirkov and Tankosić 2025). However, these 

dynamics can only unfold through effective organizational socialization, “the process by which 

an individual acquires the social knowledge and skills necessary to assume an organizational 

role” (Van Maanen and Schein 1979, 211). In practice, newcomers find themselves navigating 

unfamiliar tasks, social dynamics, and cultural codes while balancing the need to contribute 

quickly with the desire for orientation and connection (Yu, Ren, and Singh 2025).  

Central to understanding this process is the question of uncertainty reduction. Especially during 

the first weeks after a transition, newcomers seek information that helps them comprehend 

tasks, roles, and expectations. Onboarding programs, feedback loops, and mentoring therefore 

serve as essential instruments to reduce role ambiguity and foster security. In this context, it is 

important that organizations approach socialization as a continuous process that actively 

cultivates knowledge acquisition and role clarity (Ashforth, Sluss, and Saks 2007; Berger and 

Calabrese 1974; Cai et al. 2023; Cooper-Thomas and Burke 2012). 

Extending this focus on information seeking and task clarity, socialization also comprises 

identity work, in which newcomers signal belonging and reconcile personal and organizational 

values. People strive for acceptance and construct their sense of self through ongoing, 
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purposeful interaction and networking with relevant groups. Entering a new work environment 

therefore involves reciprocal negotiation between personal and organizational values rather 

than a one-sided adjustment, as newcomers seek to signal belonging without relinquishing 

individuality (Tajfel and Turner 1985; Dai and Fang 2023).  

At the same time, organizational socialization emerges as a process of mutual expectation 

fulfillment. Organizations provide resources, support, and recognition, while newcomers, in 

turn, are required to demonstrate commitment, loyalty, and the ability to generate value. When 

this psychological, implicit agreement is reinforced, mutual commitment deepens. Yet these 

exchanges unfold within existing power dynamics that sometimes privilege certain 

expectations. The relationship between newcomers and their new team is therefore by no means 

static but rather a dynamic web that evolves based on experiences perceived as fair, enriching, 

or even harmful (Korte 2010; Lapointe, Vandenberghe, and Boudrias 2013; Rousseau 1989). 

Moreover, experiences during job transitions are shaped by newcomers’ individual resources. 

Cultural competencies, adaptability, prior knowledge, personal resilience, and social networks 

facilitate entry into a new environment and enable individuals to actively shape emerging 

contexts. Successful socialization thus depends not only on organizational structures but also 

on individual dispositions to build and leverage human and social capital (Batistič and Kaše 

2022; Fang, McAllister, and Duffy 2017; Luthans and Youssef 2004; Morrison 2002). 

Consequently, successful socialization grounded in respectful engagement with cultural 

differences is associated with higher job satisfaction, improved performance, and lower 

turnover, while failure in this process increases the prospect of identity conflicts, productivity 

losses, and early exits (Korte 2010; Saks, Uggerslev, and Fassina 2007; Yu, Ren, and Singh 

2025). To classify potential risks and strategies for navigating intercultural encounters, 

researchers have developed models such as Berry’s (1997) acculturation framework, which 

distinguishes between integration (maintaining one’s own culture while simultaneously 
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adapting), assimilation (complete adaptation), separation (adherence to one’s own culture), and 

marginalization (loss of both references). Van Maanen and Schein’s (1979) six socialization 

tactics for newcomers likewise suggest that incorporation into organizations follows structured 

mechanisms, including contrasting approaches such as investiture versus divestiture, which 

addresses whether the newcomer’s existing identity is affirmed or deliberately altered. 

Applied to job transitions, such models offer valuable guidance for dealing with diversity but 

remain static as they rely on fixed categories of adaptation or separation. In practice, however, 

hybrid forms of collaboration emerge that cannot be clearly classified. These in-between 

dynamics, characterized by ambiguity, negotiation, and mutual reinterpretation, reveal the 

limits of conventional socialization theories and call for a perspective that captures 

transformation more explicitly (Korte 2010; Ollila and Yström 2025). This is where Bhabha’s 

(1994) concept of the Third Space becomes relevant, conceptualizing intercultural encounters 

as in-between spaces that allow new meanings and hybrid practices to emerge. 

2.2. Third Space Theory 

The Third Space Theory developed by Homi K. Bhabha (1990, 1994) is a cultural-theoretical 

framework that conceptualizes in-between spaces of cultural encounter and was originally 

applied in the colonial context between colonizer and colonized. The Indian literary and cultural 

theorist assumed that cultural identity, particularly in asymmetrical colonial relationships, does 

not remain static, but is shaped by resistance, intercultural negotiations, and translations, and is 

continually being reshaped within the discursive Third Space that emerges between the actors 

involved (Bhabha 1994; Bhandari 2022). This notion of identity, however, does not denote 

monocultural, fixed categories but ongoing processes of identification that are relational, 

ambivalent, and never complete (Begun 2025; Bhabha 1994). 

Although Bhabha (1994) developed his theory within the colonial discourse, the Third Space is 

not limited to this constellation in further research. Rather, it is considered a theoretical tool 
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that can be applied to all intercultural encounters between people, revealing ambiguities and 

power relations, which consequently trigger negotiations among the actors. Furthermore, it 

should be noted that intercultural encounters do not only involve the exchange between national 

cultures, but also, more generally, interactions among different socially shaped life worlds, 

meaning shared everyday practices, assumptions, and interpretations. In this sense, culture can 

be understood as the body of learned behaviors and their results that are collectively shared and 

transmitted within a social group (Bhabha 1994; Linton 1945). Particularly in research on 

children’s identity development, in higher education, and in macro-organizational research, 

Third Space has been used to examine processes of identification, hybrid roles, and knowledge 

transfer across different cultural contexts (e.g., Frenkel 2008; Tatham 2025; Whitchurch 2012).  

Central to this is Bhabha’s interpretation of the Third Space as an in-between arena where 

ambiguity, understood as the instability and doubleness of cultural signs, creates conditions for 

negotiation among actors from different cultural backgrounds (Bhabha 1994). Through these 

processes, hybridization emerges, deconstructing rigid dichotomies between Self and Other and 

opening space for “affiliative solidarities” (Bhabha 1994, 230) forged across differences. 

Culture thus does not appear as closed, but rather as a polyphonic, ambiguous, and dynamic 

interplay of meanings that are reinterpreted within the Third Space (Routledge 1996). “It is that 

Third Space, though unrepresentable in itself, which constitutes the discursive conditions of 

enunciation that ensure that the meaning and symbols of culture have no primordial unity or 

fixity” (Bhabha 1994, 37). In this in-between space, new hybrid identities emerge that cannot 

be assigned to either pole but instead produce something third and thus something new. This 

fluidity is also reflected in Bhabha’s notion of mimicry and translation, where the act of 

imitation becomes a form of transformation that destabilizes fixed meanings (Bhabha 1994). 

Nonetheless, the Third Space, which functions not only as a site of cultural encounter but often 

also as a field of power, is not free of conflict. Rather, it is characterized by ambivalence, power 
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imbalances, uncertainty, and contradictions, which, however, can become productive through 

the renegotiation of meanings, roles, and practices, a dynamic this study examines in 

organizational settings (Bassnett and Trivedi 1999; Bhabha 1990, 1994; MacDonald 2019).  

2.3. The Third Space Theory in Organizational Research 

While Third Space Theory has been applied in various institutional contexts such as higher 

education research (e.g., Tatham 2025; Whitchurch 2012), its application within corporate and 

work organizations remains limited. One of the most influential contributions in this area is 

Frenkel’s (2008) work, which conceptualizes the multinational corporation (MNC) as a Third 

Space, an arena where different intercultural and institutional logics converge. Indeed, while 

every culture has access to the same spectrum of potential solutions, they emphasize and 

evaluate them in distinct ways. When these differences meet within MNCs, they inevitably 

surface as diverging cultural orientations, priorities, and preferred approaches to problem-

solving. Thus, rather than functioning as neutral sites of knowledge transfer, MNCs become 

spaces in which ambiguity arising from cultural differences and asymmetrical power relations 

between headquarters and subsidiaries, or between so-called First World and Third World 

contexts, are enacted (Frenkel 2008; Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck 1961). Drawing on Bhabha 

(1990, 1994), Frenkel emphasizes that such processes are not linear transmissions of best 

practices but are marked by negotiation and mimicry. This opens space for both control and 

resistance, as well as for the emergence of new, hybrid practices (Frenkel 2008). “In contrast 

to the conventional view of the MNC as the aggregate of encounters between different, distinct, 

and homogeneous cultures, it should be seen as an arena of […] hybridization“ (Frenkel 2008, 

933), which enables the creation of new patterns of interaction, innovative practices, and 

evolving identities within the in-between space that emerges between organizational actors 

(Bhabha 1994; Frenkel 2008).  
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Frenkel (2008) and Bhandari (2022) add an important critical dimension by stressing that such 

Third Spaces often reproduce inequalities rather than dissolve them. They show how MNCs 

create transnational contact zones that resemble Third Spaces, but in practice frequently 

privilege powerful Western actors. Instead of enabling equal negotiation, these spaces can 

perpetuate neocolonial exploitation by marginalizing the voices and resources of less powerful 

nations and groups. To use the Third Space as an inclusive and fair arena, it must be applied, 

following Leonhard et al. (2016, 92), as “a place in which all actors are willing to have their 

positions questioned, to collaborate as equals, and to allow a dialectical relationship” (author’s 

translation) between diverse knowledge traditions, emphasizing actor-level, eye-level 

negotiation despite underlying power asymmetries. Accordingly, the Third Space highlights not 

only cultural negotiation and hybridity, but also the structural risks of reinforcing dominance 

and exclusion, underscoring the need for fair and power-conscious implementation. 

Taken together, these works demonstrate the value of applying the Third Space Theory at the 

macro-organizational level. They draw attention to how organizations operate as discursive and 

hybrid entities in which ambiguity and asymmetric power dynamics condition the continual 

renegotiation of identity and knowledge (Bhabha 1994; Bhandari 2022; Frenkel 2008). At the 

same time, this focus on multinational corporations leaves open the question of how such 

dynamics unfold on micro and meso levels of organizational life. While hybrid dynamics have 

already been implicitly suggested at both levels, for instance in cross-sector and multi-

professional arrangements that are assumed to foster hybrid professional identities and working 

environments, there is still a lack of explicit studies addressing these processes in this context. 

Particularly during job transitions, when newcomers bring their prior experiences, routines, and 

perspectives into existing teams, similar in-between spaces emerge that can be understood as 

Third Spaces in which identities, practices, and meanings are redefined (Lam 2011; Mäkinen 

and Mesko 2023; Ollila and Yström 2025; Thorpe and Partridge 2024; Whitchurch 2012).  
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2.4. Conceptual Framework: Third Spaces in Job Transitions 

Building on the preceding literature, this study conceptualizes job transitions as meso-level in-

between spaces in which newcomers’ experiences, skills, and interpretive frameworks 

encounter the established practices, routines, and culturally shaped meanings of their new 

teams. Drawing on Bhabha’s (1994) Third Space Theory, these encounters may form an in-

between space characterized by ambiguous roles, expectations, and meanings and shaped by 

formal and informal power relations. As newcomers and existing team members navigate 

ambiguity and power dynamics through ongoing negotiation, mimicry and meaning translation 

unfold and jointly reshape roles, expectations, and ways of working. Together, these processes 

give rise to hybrid practices and evolving identities that may underpin newcomer socialization 

and enable collaboration to generate economic, relational, and cultural value, while also 

carrying the risk of tension, withdrawal, or exclusion (Bhabha 1994; Frenkel 2008; Ollila and 

Yström 2025; Thorpe and Partridge 2024).  

Figure 1 visualizes this conceptual model by illustrating how established and incoming 

repertoires intersect within the Third Space and may consolidate into institutionalized hybrid 

routines, challenging static cultural and socialization models. Although such Third Spaces are 

jointly constituted by newcomers and existing members, this study primarily examines how 

newcomers experience and enact these in-between spaces during their entry into new teams. 

 
 Figure 1: Conceptual Model of the Third Space in Job Transitions (Author’s Own Elaboration). 
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3. Methodology 

3.1. Research Design 

To address how in-between spaces emerging during newcomers’ job transitions influence their 

socialization and potential to create organizational value, this study builds on Bhabha’s Third 

Space Theory as its conceptual perspective and adopts a qualitative research design based on 

semi-structured interviews. This format balances comparability and openness, allowing 

participants’ meanings and narratives to surface and revealing how newcomers and teams 

negotiate these Third Spaces (Bhabha 1994; Blandford 2013; Thorpe and Partridge 2024). 

3.2. Sample  

A total of 28 participants (see Appendix 1) were recruited through purposeful and snowball 

sampling strategies. Participants were identified via direct outreach within the researcher’s own 

professional network, personal referrals, and LinkedIn, ensuring access to individuals with 

relevant recent experiences. The inclusion criterion was an external job transition within the 

past three years, thus ensuring the recency of experiences. Beyond this, the sample intentionally 

remained heterogeneous in terms of gender, age, professional roles, industries, and national 

contexts to capture a diverse range of perspectives. In total, the sample included 15 women and 

13 men aged between 24 and 58 years, working across diverse industries and holding roles in 

functional areas such as IT, marketing, human resources, finance, and consulting. 

3.3. Data Collection 

 
Interviews, conducted between 2 and 25 November 2025, lasted approximately 40-60 minutes 

and took place either online or in person, depending on participants’ location and preference. 

Conversations were held in German, audio-recorded with informed consent, transcribed 

verbatim, and translated into English with AI assistance. Interview quotations originally spoken 

in German and cited in this thesis are listed with their English translations in Appendix 2. 
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Participants were briefed on the study’s aims and data use; ethical safeguards included secure 

data storage and anonymization of all identifiers prior to analysis (Kang and Hwang 2023).  

The interview guide (see Appendix 3) translated key Third Space concepts into the context of 

job transitions, inviting participants to reflect on how they navigated expectations, 

relationships, and moments of ambiguity during their early weeks, and how these processes 

shaped collaboration, learning, and value creation within their teams. Given that qualitative 

interviews are the primary methodological approach in most empirical studies on Third Space 

Theory (Bhabha 1990, 1994; Thorpe and Partridge 2024), the structure and focus of the 

questions were also informed by prior work on cultural negotiation in related contexts (e.g., 

Johnston et al. 2021; Thorpe and Partridge 2024; Whitchurch 2008, 2010). 

3.4. Data Analysis Techniques 

The interview data were analysed using Reflexive Thematic Analysis (RTA) in line with Braun 

and Clarke (2006, 2019). Following initial familiarisation with the material, open, inductive 

coding - informed by sensitizing concepts from Third Space Theory (Blumer 1954) and 

supported by AI-based language tools - moved into iterative cycles of theme construction and 

refinement, with codes progressively consolidated into overarching themes that linked 

participants’ accounts to key Third Space ideas while remaining open to data-led insights. These 

themes were then interpreted in light of the research question to understand how participants 

negotiated boundaries, identities, and collaboration within emerging Third Spaces. Rather than 

seeking reliability through intercoder agreement, the analysis prioritised reflexivity, 

transparency, and theoretical depth, in line with Braun and Clarke’s (2006, 2019) approach to 

RTA. To enhance trustworthiness, the analytic process was documented through reflexive 

memos, an audit trail, and peer-debriefing sessions (Lincoln and Guba 1985). A detailed 

account of the RTA-based data analysis procedure is provided in Appendix 4. 
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4. Analysis of Interview Findings  

Building on the analytical approach of this study, codes emerging from participants’ accounts 

were iteratively clustered into six themes (Appendix 5) that each highlight different facets of 

the same emergent in-between process: (1) Ambiguity captures moments of uncertainty, 

fluidity, and openness in role and identity formation; (2) Team and Power Dynamics refer to 

how formal hierarchies and informal team relationships shape newcomers’ authority, 

legitimacy, sense of belonging, and voice and agency during transitions; (3) Negotiation 

encompasses the active work of mediating expectations, meanings, challenges, and boundaries 

between newcomers and established members; (4) Mimicry and Translation describe practices 

of adapting, reinterpreting, and rearticulating organizational norms as individuals negotiate new 

cultural and professional settings; (5) Identity Work and Belonging capture how newcomers 

reconfigure their sense of self and position within the team, shaping participation, legitimacy, 

and feelings of inclusion in evolving Third Spaces; and (6) Hybridization and Co-creation 

capture the joint generation of new practices, knowledge, and forms of collaboration by 

newcomers and existing members. Due to the inherently fluid, overlapping, and relational 

nature of Third Space dynamics, these themes are not mutually exclusive but interconnected 

(Bhabha 1990; Ollila and Yström 2025; Tajfel and Turner 1985; Yu, Ren, and Singh 2025).  

4.1. Ambiguity 

Ambiguity was a defining characteristic of participants’ early weeks in the new organization. 

Newcomers consistently described this phase as one in which they were formally equipped with 

information yet lacked a deeper understanding of how things really worked in practice. Many 

reported that onboarding provided tools and terminology, while the actual meanings, priorities, 

and informal rules remained ambivalent and opaque, creating a sense of “culture shock” (P04) 

as they tried to orient themselves in the new setting (P01 P10; P12). One participant summarized 

this gap by noting that he “understood the terms but not their actual meanings” (P16). 
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Participants experienced ambiguity on multiple levels. In terms of role ambiguity, several 

participants noted that they initially knew their formal position but only gradually figured out 

what their concrete responsibilities and expected contributions entailed in everyday practice, 

including when and how they were expected to contribute and whom to approach with questions 

or concerns (P03; P05; P10; P19). On a linguistic and symbolic level, participants described the 

challenge of following conversations shaped by internal jargon, abbreviations, and references 

to prior projects that were unfamiliar to them (P04; P24). One person compared this to 

understanding a language without speaking it fluently, as she could follow parts of the 

discussion but felt she was always slightly behind the pace of others (P24). On an identity level, 

ambiguity arose when personal professional convictions collided with organizational 

expectations, for example when reflective approaches to learning met a strong emphasis on 

measurable outcomes and key performance indicators (P10; P16; P24). In addition, relational 

ambiguity played a central role, as newcomers encountered interaction patterns where it was 

often unclear who could speak when, whose contributions would be acknowledged or ignored, 

and how subtle alliances and informal influence shaped participation in meetings, leaving them 

unsure what to say, to whom, and when (P03; P10; P21; P27). 

Overall, participants portrayed ambiguity as a persistent feature of their early transition 

experiences. Rather than disappearing once formal procedures became familiar, ambiguity 

remained present in everyday interactions and decision-making.  

4.2. Team and Power Dynamics 

Team and power dynamics played a central role in shaping newcomers’ early experiences, as 

they navigated ambiguous interactions, formal hierarchies, and informal influence structures 

within their new teams. Across interviews, participants described that power appeared in 

multiple forms, often clearly linked to formal positions and reporting lines, at other times 

emerging through experience, expertise, personality traits, or established relationships (P03; 
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P08; P18; P23). Several newcomers observed that everyday decision-making was often guided 

by colleagues with long organizational tenure or strong reputational capital, whose influence, 

though rarely exercised as explicit authority, subtly oriented discussions by shaping which 

arguments were taken up and whose views ultimately informed decisions (P10; P13; P17; P19).  

These formal and informal dynamics substantially shaped newcomers’ willingness to 

contribute, creating constellations of authority and influence that hindered the expression of 

dissent and other forms of constructive input. Many initially held back their perspectives out of 

concern that their views might conflict with those of more established colleagues or overstep 

social expectations, even when they had relevant knowledge or alternative ideas (P07; P14; 

P19; P28). For some women entering male-dominated environments, this hesitancy was further 

amplified by gendered expectations and perceptions, as they felt their legitimacy or expertise 

was more readily questioned or required additional demonstration (P01; P05; P12). 

However, power dynamics were not experienced solely as constraining. Several participants 

recounted situations in which support from someone in a higher position was described as 

legitimizing their contributions and strengthened their sense of belonging. When senior 

colleagues engaged with newcomers’ ideas or publicly endorsed them, this enhanced their 

visibility and confidence, and in some cases shifted how others perceived their role in the team 

(P08; P10; P15; P19). In addition, newcomers described influential colleagues as role models 

for how to speak up, handle disagreement, and navigate team discussions (P07; P11). 

For those entering as leaders of existing teams, questions of legitimacy and acceptance became 

particularly pronounced (P04; P21). One interviewee explained that stepping into a department 

with an established team meant balancing authority with sensitivity, as some colleagues had 

hoped for the role themselves or were wary of yet another change. This created a cautious 

atmosphere in meetings and required careful positioning to lead without overstepping (P21). 



Negotiating the In-Between: How Job Transitions Open Third Spaces Between Newcomers and  
Existing Teams for Socialization and Organizational Value Creation 

 

 

 16 

Beyond power relations, team dynamics also shaped newcomers’ experiences in more 

interpersonal ways. Several participants described initial interactions marked by cautious 

politeness, uncertainty about personal boundaries, and a gradual process of learning how 

humor, feedback, or disagreement were handled within the group (P03, P10). Some reported 

early support or encouragement that strengthened their sense of belonging, while others 

experienced subtle rivalry or comparison with colleagues who had joined around the same time 

(P14, P17). These interpersonal dynamics influenced how easily newcomers connected with 

colleagues and integrated into the team’s everyday rhythm. 

Overall, participants described team and power dynamics as an important backdrop for their 

early socialization, shaping how they interpreted expectations, chose to contribute, and 

positioned themselves within the team. 

4.3. Negotiation 

Newcomers’ early experiences, characterized by ambiguity and shifting team and power 

dynamics, unfolded through ongoing negotiation as they interpreted expectations, calibrated 

legitimacy and role boundaries, and gradually established their position within the team. 

Newcomers emphasized that formal role descriptions rarely translated directly into everyday 

practice. Instead, they had to clarify how much autonomy was appropriate, when it was 

legitimate to make suggestions, and which expectations were open to adjustment. Rather than 

focusing on immediate action, this initial phase centered on making sense of role-related 

boundaries and expectations before acting, involving observation of established routines and 

selective questioning (P02; P03; P10; P19; P20). Several participants described using these cues 

to develop an initial orientation, inferring expected responsibilities and acceptable autonomy, 

as well as when input was legitimate and how decisions were typically justified, before 

contributing more visibly (P03; P13; P10; P21). 
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Negotiation became particularly visible in moments where newcomers probed expectations and 

encountered resistance. Many described quickly realizing that introducing ideas too forcefully 

or prematurely could generate pushback, revealing not only the limits of acceptable 

participation but also latent team dynamics and informal influence structures (P03; P10; P19; 

P25). Consequently, they tested suggestions incrementally, often first in one-to-one 

conversations with trusted or influential colleagues, where uncertainties could be explored and 

tacit alignment built before raising ideas in wider team settings (P04; P17; P21; P28). 

Through these interactions, newcomers learned how participation was expected to unfold more 

generally, including appropriate levels of directness, norms of feedback, and acceptable ways 

of expressing disagreement. One newcomer (P01) described the early weeks as experimental, 

noting that “I kept testing how far I could go, and only then did I begin to understand the space 

available for my own actions.” Others similarly reported calibrating what they shared, with 

whom, and when, using selective disclosure as a way to gauge reactions and adjust their 

positioning within the team (P03; P21; P22).  

Taken together, these negotiations demonstrate that ambiguity, while initially experienced as 

disorienting, became a resource that some newcomers learned to navigate strategically. As their 

understanding of interaction norms and decision logics deepened, they began to work with 

ambiguity more deliberately, using it productively to time contributions and expand their 

perceived room for action by reframing ideas, posing open-ended questions, and creating 

opportunities for broader participation in team discussions (P01; P14; P17). In this context, 

negotiation was not a single act but an ongoing, often tentative process of sensemaking and 

adjustment shaped by persistent ambiguity and evolving team dynamics. 

4.4. Mimicry and Translation 

As these negotiations unfolded under conditions of ambiguity, newcomers attuned themselves 

to local practices through subtle acts of mimicry and translation, thereby enabling participation 
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in their new teams while gradually shaping the environment around them. Participants 

described how they oriented themselves by adopting elements of the local “organizational 

language” (P04), such as jargon, abbreviations, and preferred ways of framing ideas. These 

linguistic and symbolic patterns often appeared self-evident to long-standing colleagues, which 

made it necessary for newcomers to adjust their vocabulary and communicative style in order 

to be understood and recognized as competent (P03; P15; P18). 

Mimicry further unfolded in interactional behaviour. Interviewees explained that they adapted 

tone, directness, and levels of formality to align with the implicit expectations of their teams. 

Some moderated their usual clarity in favour of more diplomatically framed contributions (P14; 

P18), while others learned to read when emotional attunement was required (P10; P17).  

These adjustments did not constitute full assimilation. Newcomers selectively enacted 

imitation, retaining aspects of their established working identities while experimenting with 

new forms of participation (P10; P14; P17; P18). As one person put it, “I do not want to change 

everything, but I selectively bring my ways of working” (P04), describing this as an ongoing 

calibration aimed at integrating without losing his professional character. This selective 

imitation often entailed both deliberate and tacit translation work between different professional 

logics and prior repertoires, as newcomers drew on approaches that had proved useful in earlier 

roles and adjusted them to fit local routines, constraints, and vocabularies (P03; P05; P06). At 

times, this translation work relied on knowledge that complemented existing expertise in the 

team. They supported colleagues with different backgrounds in understanding technical or 

strategic issues by presenting complex details and underlying rationales in more accessible 

terms (P06; P21; P28), positioning themselves as “learners, but also teachers” (P05). 

Through this combination of selective mimicry and situated translation, newcomers developed 

hybrid ways of working that legitimized their participation and enabled subtle influence, 

gradually reshaping routines, expectations, and meanings in everyday interaction. 
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4.5. Identity Work and Belonging 

During this organizational socialization process, newcomers engaged in identity work to make 

sense of who they were becoming in an unfamiliar environment. Participants described their 

early weeks as a period in which their inner sense of self felt unsettled, often shifting between 

confidence, doubt, and a search for orientation. Several noted that they oscillated between 

feeling experienced and capable and feeling unexpectedly unsure of themselves, shaped by the 

situations they encountered and the reactions they received (P02; P03; P10; P14; P23). 

Identity work unfolded in moments when newcomers confronted the question of how they fit 

into a team whose routines, histories, and relationships predated them. Some described feeling 

initially out of place, unsure how they should act, speak, or decide in ways that still felt 

consistent with their sense of self (P04; P17; P19). Others spoke of realizing that certain habits 

or convictions from previous roles no longer aligned with the new environment, prompting 

reflection about which parts of themselves were stable and which were open to change. One 

participant described this phase as finding “a way of working that stayed true to my own nature” 

(P01), even while acknowledging that some internal adjustments were needed to feel grounded 

in the new context (P10; P14; P17). 

Belonging emerged as an inseparable part of this identity work. Participants emphasized that 

feeling included or excluded shaped how they understood themselves within the team. Small 

signs of recognition, such as colleagues remembering details from previous conversations, 

asking for their opinion, or inviting them into informal routines, made them feel more settled 

(P03; P14). In contrast, moments of silence, missed cues, or feeling peripheral in discussions 

reinforced uncertainty about their place in the team and whether they could connect (P21; P26).  

At the same time, several participants emphasized that this process of questioning and 

reorientation also contributed to their personal and professional development. Confronting 

ambiguity, experimenting with new ways of working and receiving recognition from others 
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enabled them to test their own capacities, feel a sense of pride in overcoming challenges, and 

perceive themselves as maturing in their roles and as professionals (P01; P03; P10; P14; P22). 

Overall, identity work and belonging co-evolved as newcomers navigated ambiguity, exposing 

them to both challenging and developmental experiences that shaped how confidently and 

meaningfully they understood their new roles and contributed within the team. 

4.6. Hybridization and Co-creation 

Through ongoing negotiation and moments of mimicry, newcomers’ personal dispositions, 

prior experiences, and working preferences intersected with the established practices of their 

teams, giving rise to hybrid forms of working and co-creative practices. Rather than following 

a linear progression, these dynamics unfolded gradually as both sides learned how their 

respective ways of working could be aligned (P01; P17). In practice, newcomers selectively 

adopted existing norms and routines while also introducing familiar approaches from previous 

roles, such as preferred tools, communication habits, or ways of structuring tasks. These 

elements were taken up, adapted, or occasionally maintained alongside established practices, 

resulting in blended arrangements that reflected both individual preferences and team 

expectations (P03; P04; P10).  

Participants emphasized that the emergence of hybrid practices depended strongly on the 

conditions under which collaboration unfolded. Hybridization occurred most readily when team 

members demonstrated openness, asked clarifying questions or showed curiosity about 

newcomers’ perspectives (P10; P14; P22). In contrast, when routines appeared rigid or 

colleagues seemed protective of established approaches, newcomers reported holding back 

ideas or contributing only selectively (P03; P10; P12; P14; P21). These patterns highlighted 

that hybridity was not solely the product of individual initiative but relied on relational 

receptiveness, psychological safety, and the recognition of newcomers’ prior experience as 

legitimate (P08; P10; P15). Under supportive conditions, boundaries between old and new 
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practices became flexible enough to allow the emergence of shared solutions; in more 

constrained environments, hybridization remained partial or stalled (P14; P20; P21; P25).  

As these blended practices took shape, collaboration increasingly shifted toward co-creation. 

Participants described instances in which newcomers and team members jointly experimented 

with new workflows, redistributed responsibilities, or combined contrasting practices into 

workable compromises, sometimes drawing on approaches from previous roles, such as more 

structured digital toolsets, streamlined project templates, or clearer feedback routines, which 

broadened the team’s repertoire and occasionally improved existing workflows (P10; P14; P20; 

P22; P24; P27). One participant noted that “Collaboration, however, was not always 

harmonious. There were frictions and differing opinions, yet it was precisely these tensions that 

became productive” (P28). Such developments were rarely formalized but evolved through 

iterative exchanges and the practical need to coordinate effectively. For some newcomers, 

especially those in leading positions, co-creation became a way to integrate their own 

perspectives into existing workflows, coordination practices and role structures without 

imposing change unilaterally (P04; P21). In some cases, newcomers also observed shifts in the 

team’s interpersonal climate, as their personal character and working style subtly influenced 

everyday interactions and gradually contributed to the evolving team culture (P01; P09; P15).  

Overall, when newcomers felt able to bring in their dispositions and teams made room for 

mutual adjustment rather than simple compliance, emerging hybridization offered strong 

potential for value creation through co-creation and innovation (P12; P14; P17; P27). 

5. Discussion 

5.1. Theoretical Contributions  

This study advances theory by reconceptualizing job transitions as meso-level Third Spaces, 

dynamic cultural arenas in which newcomers' perspectives and prior experiences encounter 

established team norms and routines. While existing research deploys Third Space Theory 
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primarily to examine macro-organizational and educational contexts (e.g., Frenkel 2008; 

Tatham 2025), the present study demonstrates that consequential forms of hybridity and cultural 

negotiation are enacted in everyday team interactions. In doing so, the study positions Third 

Space at the meso-level of team relations as a central arena of socialization and value creation. 

A central theoretical insight is that ambiguity operates as a potentially generative condition 

rather than a barrier to socialization. In line with Bhabha's view that meaning arises in moments 

of instability (1990, 1994), the findings show that ambiguity enables reflective experimentation 

and the reconsideration of established routines. Rather than hindering socialization, uncertainty 

enables newcomers and incumbents to explore alternative interpretations and ways of working. 

The findings further challenge linear socialization models (e.g., Berry 1997) by demonstrating 

that newcomers do not simply assimilate or resist; instead, they engage in selective mimicry 

and translation that reconfigure, rather than merely fit into the team’s cultural patterns (Bhabha 

1994). This positions hybridization as a central mechanism through which socialization and 

value creation become intertwined: by blending incoming and existing practices, teams expand 

their repertoire of meanings and routines and thereby enhance their capacity to collaborate and 

innovate, resulting in better coordination, mutual learning, and more adaptable workflows. 

The findings also reveal that Third Space dynamics are inherently power-laden. Newcomers’ 

opportunities to contribute are conditioned not only by formal hierarchies, but also by informal 

coalitions, reputational capital, and subtle everyday interaction patterns. Recognition or silence 

from these different sources of power actively legitimize or marginalize their voice, affirming 

critical interpretations of Third Space as simultaneously enabling and constraining. 

Finally, the findings foreground job transitions as culturally situated identity processes: 

newcomers reconstruct their identities through ongoing negotiations of belonging, legitimacy, 

and coherence in everyday team interactions. Experiences of recognition or marginalization in 

these moments shape both their emerging sense of self and their perceived ability to contribute. 
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Together, these insights conceptualize job transitions as sites of cultural encounter with inherent 

innovative, relational, and economic value potential, extending both socialization research and 

Third Space Theory by highlighting the interactional foundations of meso-level hybridity. 

5.2. Practical Implications for Organizations 

 
The findings provide actionable guidance for organizations seeking to leverage the generative 

potential of job transitions. A key implication is the importance of embracing structured 

ambiguity. Instead of over-standardizing onboarding, organizations can cultivate guided 

openness that encourages newcomers to question assumptions and co-shape evolving practices. 

Communicating that ambiguity is expected reduces anxiety and fosters proactive engagement. 

Another important consideration concerns power dynamics. Leaders need to make these 

dynamics both transparent and inclusive by offering early recognition, explicitly inviting 

newcomers to contribute, and visibly supporting their input in group settings. Such practices 

accelerate socialization and psychological safety, legitimize newcomers’ perspectives, and may 

help counterbalance dominant voices within informal hierarchies.  

These practices create the conditions for working constructively with mimicry, translation, and 

hybridization. Rather than pushing for rapid assimilation, teams can actively explore how 

newcomers’ previous routines or cultural repertoires enrich existing workflows. Short reflection 

rituals or collaborative meaning-making sessions can help institutionalize this practice. 

In addition, leaders require Third Space competencies, including skills in navigating 

uncertainty, reading cultural grammars, facilitating dialogue across differences, and supporting 

identity transitions. Leadership development programmes should therefore include cultural 

reflexivity, power awareness, and negotiation of meaning as core components. 

Finally, organizations can support belonging by offering relational anchors, acknowledging the 

emotional intensity of transitions, and fostering climates in which vulnerability and curiosity 

are legitimate, thereby enabling newcomers to feel sufficiently safe and valued to contribute. 
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Cultivating such conditions reframes job transitions from fragile periods into opportunities for 

collective renewal and more sustainable newcomer socialization. 

5.3. Limitations and Future Research Directions 

This study’s qualitative and retrospective design provides deep insight into newcomers’ 

experiences, yet several limitations should be acknowledged.  

Because participants reflected on past events, early moments of ambiguity, identity 

destabilization, and negotiation may have been reshaped through hindsight. Prospective or 

longitudinal designs could capture these dynamics as they unfold and offer a more immediate 

account of the emergence of Third Spaces. The analysis also draws solely on newcomers’ 

viewpoints. While this perspective offers rich access to their meaning-making, it does not 

include incumbents or supervisors who play a central role in shaping, enabling, or constraining 

these in-between spaces. Future research could therefore adopt multi-actor designs to illuminate 

how Third Spaces are co-created within everyday team interactions. Although the sample spans 

a wide range of industries, roles and ages, participants were largely highly educated 

professionals working in German-speaking contexts. This relative homogeneity limits the 

transferability of the findings to other labour markets, organizational forms, or educational 

profiles. More diverse and representative samples could increase applicability across contexts. 

In addition, the analysis treats newcomers as one analytical group and does not unpack potential 

differences linked to individual characteristics such as age, gender, seniority, professional 

trajectory, or national background. Future research could examine whether and how such 

characteristics moderate experiences of job transitions and organizational socialization. 

6. Conclusion 

This study examined how in-between spaces emerging during newcomers’ job transitions shape 

their socialization and potential to create organizational value. Drawing on Bhabha’s (1990, 

1994) Third Space Theory, it shows that job transitions constitute dynamic arenas in which 
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ambiguity, negotiation, mimicry, identity work, and hybridization unfold as intertwined 

processes. Rather than simply hindering socialization, these in-between spaces can become 

productive when newcomers and established team members use them to question assumptions, 

reinterpret routines, and experiment with alternative ways of working. Through such 

interactions, hybrid practices and expanded repertoires of collaboration emerge that enable 

teams to create value beyond the sum of established and incoming practices.   

The findings advance existing research by situating Third Space dynamics at the meso level of 

everyday team encounters and demonstrating that cultural negotiation and identity 

reconstruction take place not only at macro-organizational or educational boundaries, but 

within the relational textures of work groups. Within these relational arenas, newcomers’ 

integration is shaped by formal hierarchies as well as by informal interaction patterns and subtle 

power dynamics, which together determine whether ambiguity opens space for mutual learning 

and co-creation or instead reinforces hesitation, withdrawal, and marginalization. Ambiguity 

therefore does not automatically foster hybridity; it becomes generative only when team 

members show curiosity, acknowledge newcomers’ prior experience, and create sufficient 

psychological safety for experimentation. 

Building on this, the study highlights the emotional and identity-related intensity of job 

transitions. Navigating uncertainty, testing boundaries, and experiencing recognition or silence 

influence how newcomers position themselves, their sense of belonging, and how teams evolve 

through their presence. Taken together, these insights suggest that organizations can actively 

cultivate Third Spaces by treating ambiguity as a potentially generative condition, making 

power dynamics more transparent, encouraging mutual translation of working practices, and 

actively supporting identity development during transitions. In doing so, they can turn job 

changes from fragile adjustment into generative cultural encounters, where difference becomes 

a shared resource and new, collective ways of working are allowed to take root and endure. 
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Appendix 1. Interview Partner Sampling Information  
 
 

Interviewee 
Code 

Age Gender Time since Job 
Transition 

Current Industry and 
Function 

Previous 
Industry and 
Function 

P01 27 Female 1 year Automotive Industry; 
Product Communication 

Consulting; 
Strategic 
Communications 

P02 24 Male 2 years Automotive Industry; 
Software Development 

Research and 
Development; 
Software 
Development 

P03 55 Female 2 years Pharmaceutical 
Industry; Quality 
Management 

Pharmaceutical 
Manufacturing; 
Production / 
Quality Control 

P04 58 Male 1 year Automotive Industry / 
Financial Services; 
Head of IT, In‑House 
(Captive) Bank 

Professional 
Services; 
Management 
Consulting (M&A 
Advisory) 

P05 34 Female 5 months Tech / Software 
Industry; Software 
Engineer in a 
Multinational 
Corporation 

Tech / Software 
Industry; 
Software 
Developer in a 
Mid‑Sized 
Company 

P06 26 Male 8 months Climate‑Tech Industry / 
Renewable Energy; 
Product Marketing 
Manager at a Start‑Up 

Energy Sector; 
Strategic 
Marketing 

P07 38 Female 3 months Public Sector 
(Municipal 
Administration); 
Communications 
Officer 

NGO Sector; 
Communications 
and External 
Communications 
Manager 

P08 41 Female 1 year Medical Technology; 
HR Business Partner 

International 
Corporate 
Environment; HR 
Recruiting 
Specialist 

P09 25 Female 9 months Creative Agency for 
Sustainable Brand 
Communication; 
Creative Strategist 

Small Creative 
Studio in 
Marketing; 
Copywriting 

P10 45 Male 1.5 years Non‑Profit / Social 
Innovation; Project 
Manager 

Corporate Sector; 
Development 
Manager 

P11 27 Male 3 months Automotive Industry; 
Communications (Focus 
on Supply Chain) 

Media and 
Advertising; 
Marketing and 
Communications 
Specialist 

P12 24 Female 2 months Real Estate Industry; 
Architect Sales 
Assistant 

Architecture 
Industry; 
Architect 
(Technical 
Drawing Tasks) 
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P13 41 Male 10 months International 
Management 
Consulting; Senior 
Consultant 

Mid‑Sized 
Consulting Firm; 
Consultant 

P14 52 Female 7 months Tech Industry; Learning 
and Development 

Tech Industry; 
Learning and 
Development 

P15 36 Male 11 months Social‑Tech Start‑Up; 
Product Manager 

International Law 
Firm; In‑House 
Corporate Lawyer 

P16 46 Female 3 years Insurance / Corporate 
Sector; Learning and 
Development 

Public Education; 
School Teacher 

P17 32 Male 1 year EdTech; Employee in 
an 
Education‑Technology 
Context 

Dance / 
Performing Arts; 
Professional 
Dancer and 
Artistic 
Workshop 
Facilitator 

P18 38 Male 9 months Energy Sector; Project 
Coordinator for 
Sustainability and 
Process Innovation 

Manufacturing; 
Logistics 
Supervisor 

P19 33 Female 6 months Mechanical 
Engineering; Junior 
Office Manager 

Retail; Sales 
Assistant in a 
Fashion Store 

P20 55 Female 2.5 years Public Sector; Project 
Manager in Internal 
Communications 

Marketing 
Agency; Team 
Assistant 

P21 42 Male 11 months Healthcare Services; 
Head of Customer Care 
& Service Excellence 

Tech Company; 
Team Lead in 
Customer 
Operations 

P22 27 Male 7 months Startup in the Handwerk 
Sector; Founders 
Associate 

Investment 
banking; Junior 
Analyst 

P23 28 Male 9 months Investment Banking, 
Analyst 

Investment 
banking, Analyst 

P24 34 Female 8 months Tech Industry; Senior 
Content Marketing 
Manager 

Non Profit Sector; 
Communications 
and Community 
Engagement 

P25 31 Male 11 months Consulting; Strategy 
Consultant 

Corporate 
Finance; Junior 
Analyst 

P26 28 Female 6 months Consumer Goods 
Industry; Brand 
Marketing Manager 

Digital Agency; 
Social Media 
Strategist 

P27 35 Female 1 year Consulting; Senior 
Organizational 
Transformation 
Consultant 

Human 
Resources, 
Learning and 
Development 
Specialist 

P28 31 Female 1.5 years IT sector, Senior User 
Experience Researcher 

IT sector, 
Frontend 
Developer 

 



Negotiating the In-Between: How Job Transitions Open Third Spaces Between Newcomers and  
Existing Teams for Socialization and Organizational Value Creation 

 

 

 37 

Appendix 2. German–English Translation of Transcript Quotations 
 

German Original Quote English Translation 
 
“Kulturschock” (P04) 
 

 
“culture shock” (P04) 
 

 
“[…] Begriffe verstanden, aber nicht deren eigentliche 
Bedeutung […].” (P16) 
 

 
“[…] understood the terms but not their actual 
meanings […].” (P16) 

 
“Ich habe immer wieder getestet, wie weit ich gehen 
kann und erst dann habe ich begonnen zu verstehen, 
wie viel Spielraum mir für mein eigenes Handeln zur 
Verfügung steht.” (P01) 
 

 
“I kept testing how far I could go, and only then did I 
begin to understand the space available for my own 
actions.” (P01) 

 
“Unternehmenssprache” (P04) 
 

 
“organizational language” (P04) 

 
“Ich möchte nicht alles ändern, aber bringe meine 
Arbeitsweisen selektiv ein.” (P04) 
 

 
“I do not want to change everything, but I selectively 
bring my ways of working.” (P04) 

 
“[…] Lernende, aber auch Lehrende […]” (P05) 
 

 
“[…] learners, but also teachers […]” (P05) 

 
“[…] eine Arbeitsweise, die meiner eigenen Art treu 
blieb.” (P01) 
 

 
“[…] a way of working that stayed true to my own 
nature.” (P01) 

 
“Die Zusammenarbeit war aber natürlich nicht immer 
harmonisch. Es gab Reibungen und verschiedene 
Meinungen, aber genau diese Spannungen waren dann 
produktiv.” (P24) 
 

 
“Collaboration, however, was not always harmonious. 
There were frictions and differing opinions, yet it was 
precisely these tensions that became productive.” 
(P24) 
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Appendix 3. Interview Guide (Main Questions Including Probes) 
 
 

 
Warm Up 
 
 
Could you describe your current role and position, and outline the main responsibilities you have? 
 
 
Motivation & Expectations  
 
 
What motivated you to move to this new organization, and what expectations did you have when you made 
this decision? 
 

§ Probe: Which factors weighed most in your decision? 
§ Probe: What did you hope to keep from your previous role, and what did you hope to change? 

 
 
First Experiences/ Impressions 
 
 
How would you describe your first weeks in the new environment? 

 
§ Probe: Was there anything that surprised you early on?  
§ Probe: Where did reality differ from your expectations?  
§ Probe: From your last workplace to this one, what changed most?  

 
 
Onboarding 
 
 
How was your onboarding structured?  
 

§ Probe: What support helped you ramp up to productivity? 
§ Probe: Where were the gaps in clarity, tools, or access? 
§ Probe: How did you seek out information or connections yourself? 

 
 
 
Orientation and Uncertainty 
 
 
In your first weeks, which situations felt unclear, unfamiliar, or confusing?  

 
§ Probe: What made these moments challenging (e.g., norms, tools, expectations)? 

 
How did you navigate those situations? 

 
§ Probe: How did you decide what to do, and whom to involve? 

 
 
Social Integration 
 
 
Thinking about your social integration: what helped you feel accepted and part of the team? 
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§ Probe: Which small gestures or interactions made you feel welcome (e.g., informal chats, shared 
jokes, check-ins)? 

§ Probe: Who was involved in your integration process (helpful or hindering) and in what ways? 
 

What made it harder to feel accepted or included? 
 
§ Probe: Which small behaviors or interactions made you feel excluded? 
§ Probe: Who was involved (helpful or hindering), and in what ways? 

 
 
Transfer & Adaptation 
 
 
How did your previous experiences, routines, or values shape collaboration with your new colleagues? 

 
§ Probe: What lessons from past challenges or missteps have helped you collaborate more effectively 

in this team? 
 

Describe moments when your way of working or thinking was different from the team’s approach. 
 

§ Probe: What exactly happened, and who was involved? 
§ Probe: What was negotiated (roles, routines, tools, boundaries)? 

 
After those moments, what did you choose to adapt, and what did you keep from your usual ways of working 
or thinking? 

 
§ Probe: What guided your choices about what to keep vs. adapt? 
§ Probe: Can you think of a situation that shows how you balanced fitting in and staying true to your 

own style? 
 
 
Agency  
 
 
Can you tell me about situations where you suggested or introduced changes to existing practices? 

 
§ Probe: What prompted you to do so? 
§ Probe: What were you hoping to improve (speed, quality, clarity, ownership, handoffs)? 
§ Probe: Who did you involve early, and why them? 

 
 
Power Dynamics 
 
 
How, if at all, did power dynamics in the team influence your ability to contribute and be heard? 

 
§ Probe: How did these dynamics affect how confident or cautious you felt in contributing? 
§ Probe: Were there moments when hierarchy or seniority helped or limited your ability to speak up? 

 
 
Collaborative Approaches and Co-Creation 

 
When did collaboration with your new team lead to shared learning, new approaches or solving problems 
together?  

 
§ Probe: What exactly improved (cycle time, outcomes, relationships)? 
§ Probe: What made it possible (people, routines, leadership, tools)? 
§ Probe: If no outcome: What potential did you notice, and what would have helped to realize it? 
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Identity Development 

 
How, if at all, has your self-perception in your professional role changed during this transition?  
 

§ Probe: What moments most shaped this change? 
§ Probe: How did this affect your role in the team? 
§ Probe: In what ways do you think others’ perceptions of you have shifted? 

 
 

Sustainable Impact 

 
Looking back, what impact has this job change had on you, your team, and your organization? 
 

§ Probe: What, if anything, endures from these changes (practices, relationships, outcomes)? 
 
 
Open Reflection / Uncaptured Aspects 

 
Is there anything we haven’t talked about that you feel is important to your experience of this job transition? 
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Appendix 4. Data Analysis Procedure: Reflexive Thematic Analysis (Braun and 
Clarke 2006, 2019)  
 

Phase Description (Braun and Clarke 2006) Application in this study 
 

 
Phase 1: Familiarization 
with the Data 

 
Initial immersion in the data by reading 
and re-reading the material and noting 
first analytical observations. 
 

 
All interviews were transcribed 
verbatim and, where necessary, 
translated from German into English 
with the use of AI and manually 
checked for accuracy. The transcripts 
were read multiple times to gain an in-
depth understanding of participants’ 
experiences of job transitions and 
emerging in-between spaces, while 
initial reflexive notes on potential 
meanings and links to Third Space 
Theory were recorded. 
 

 
Phase 2: Generating 
Initial Codes 

 
Systematically producing initial codes 
that capture relevant features of the data 
across the entire dataset. 

 
An inductive, data-driven coding 
process was applied, supported by AI-
based language tools.Statements were 
coded line by line and organized in an 
Excel sheet. Codes were based on 
semantic content. Concepts from 
Third Space Theory (e.g., ambiguity, 
negotiation, mimicry) served only as 
sensitizing concepts that guided 
attention but did not predetermine 
categories. 
 

 
Phase 3:  Searching for 
Themes 

 
Collating codes into potential themes 
and gathering all data relevant to each 
candidate theme. 

 
Related codes were grouped into 
broader candidate themes that 
reflected recurring patterns in 
participants’ accounts. At this stage, 
tentative relationships between these 
themes and the research question on 
socialization and value creation in 
Third Spaces were outlined. 
 

 
Phase 4: Reviewing 
Themes 

 
Checking whether the themes work in 
relation to the coded extracts and the full 
dataset and refining the thematic map. 
 

 
The preliminary themes were 
repeatedly compared with the coded 
data segments and the dataset as a 
whole. Themes that proved too 
heterogeneous were split, while 
overlapping themes were merged or 
discarded. Decisions and evolving 
interpretations were documented 
through reflexive memos and 
discussed in peer-debriefing sessions 
to enhance analytical rigor. 
 

 
Phase 5: Defining and 
Naming Themes 

 
Refining the specifics of each theme, 
identifying its core meaning, and 
generating clear names. 

 
For each theme, the analytical focus 
and contribution to understanding 
Third Spaces in job transitions were 
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clarified. This process resulted in six 
overarching analytical themes: 
Ambiguity, Team and Power 
Dynamics, Negotiation, Mimicry and 
Translation, Identity Work and 
Belonging, and Hybridization and Co-
creation. Each defined by a concise 
description and a set of representative 
sub-aspects. 
 

 
Phase 6: Producing the 
Report 

 
Finalizing the analysis and integrating 
the findings into a coherent narrative. 
 

 
Findings chapter, the finalized themes 
were integrated into an analytic 
narrative that links participants’ 
accounts with Third Space Theory and 
the guiding research question. 
Illustrative quotes were selected for 
each theme to demonstrate how 
newcomers and existing team 
members co-create in-between spaces 
during job transitions and how these 
dynamics shape socialization 
processes and organizational value 
creation. 
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Appendix 5: Analytic Theme Structure: Six Themes of Third-Space Dynamics  
 
 

Theme 
 

Conceptual Description 

 
Ambiguity 

 
Bhabha (1994) describes cultural encounters as marked by 
ambivalence and the instability of signs, which unsettles fixed 
meanings and opens space for reinterpretation. In this study, 
ambiguity in job transitions reflects such a Third-Space 
condition: expectations, routines, and roles are not yet 
stabilized, creating a moment in which newcomers and 
incumbents can question assumptions and explore alternative 
interpretations. 
 

 
Team and Power Dynamics 

 
For Bhabha (1994), Third Space emerges “under the eye of 
power” (p. 120), meaning that asymmetries shape who can 
speak, be heard, and define meaning. In this study, team and 
power dynamics capture how hierarchies and informal 
alliances condition newcomers’ ability to participate in 
meaning-making, thereby shaping whether the in-between 
space becomes inclusive or marginalizing. 
 

 
Negotiation 

 
Bhabha (1994) conceptualizes Third Space as a site of 
discursive negotiation, where cultural positions and meanings 
are continuously re-articulated rather than transferred intact. 
Here, negotiation reflects how newcomers and incumbents 
actively mediate expectations and interpretations, using the 
transitional space to adjust norms and co-define how work is 
understood. 
 

 
Mimicry and Translation 

 
In Bhabha’s terms (1994), mimicry is an “almost the same, but 
not quite” mode of imitation (p. 89) that subtly shifts meaning, 
while translation is a process of rewriting cultural signs to 
generate new readings. In this study, mimicry and translation 
describe how newcomers selectively adopt and adapt team 
routines, thereby preserving surface forms while gradually 
altering their meaning and enactment. 
 

 
Identity Work and Belonging 

 
Bhabha (1994) emphasizes that identity is never complete, but 
formed in the interstitial spaces of cultural encounter, as a 
relational and negotiated process. This study interprets job 
transitions as such Third Spaces in which newcomers’ 
identities evolve through recognition, silence, and everyday 
interaction, shaping their emerging sense of belonging and 
legitimacy. 
 

 
Hybridization and Co-creation 

 
Hybridity, for Bhabha (1994), denotes the emergence of a new 
third form that exceeds its origins through cultural encounter. 
In this study, hybridization refers to how newcomers’ prior 
repertoires combine with established team routines, producing 
new collaborative practices and expanded ways of working that 
go beyond either original pattern. 

 


