
https://helda.helsinki.fi

'Airport People' in Transformation : Vertical Disintegration and

the Reconfiguration of Occupational Belonging in Terminal

Work at Helsinki-Vantaa International Airport

Vieno, Atte

2021-03

Vieno , A 2021 , ' 'Airport People' in Transformation : Vertical Disintegration and the

Reconfiguration of Occupational Belonging in Terminal Work at Helsinki-Vantaa International

Airport ' , Sociological Research Online , vol. 26 , no. 1 , pp. 108-124 . https://doi.org/10.1177/1360780420912271

http://hdl.handle.net/10138/329086

https://doi.org/10.1177/1360780420912271

cc_by

publishedVersion

Downloaded from Helda, University of Helsinki institutional repository.

This is an electronic reprint of the original article.

This reprint may differ from the original in pagination and typographic detail.

Please cite the original version.



https://doi.org/10.1177/1360780420912271

Sociological Research Online
2021, Vol. 26(1) 108 –124

© The Author(s) 2021

Article reuse guidelines: 
sagepub.com/journals-permissions
DOI: 10.1177/1360780420912271

journals.sagepub.com/home/sro

‘Airport People’ in 
Transformation: Vertical 
Disintegration and 
the Reconfiguration of 
Occupational Belonging in 
Terminal Work at Helsinki-
Vantaa International Airport

Atte Vieno
University of Helsinki, Finland

Abstract
This article examines the effects of the vertical disintegration of production on airport terminal 
workers through the theoretical lens of occupational belonging, highlighting themes of sensory 
and embodied experience, changing dynamics of employment relationships, and new patterns of 
inclusion and exclusion. The article contributes to efforts to produce nuanced empirical accounts 
of the dynamics of post-Fordist work, showing how restructuring had the effect of disrupting 
employment relations and activity rhythms, while nevertheless preserving ‘the airport’ as a 
symbolic and relational setting in relation to which occupational belonging could be constructed. 
The article examines how the work of binding people and jobs, previously undertaken by integrated 
organisations, was taken up by workers themselves through their personal relationships and will 
to belong. The article highlights the capacity to undertake this work of belonging as a central 
dynamic of occupational inclusion and exclusion, a capacity which in this empirical context was 
experienced as being shaped by age and the ability to make use of personal relationships in 
navigating precarious employment relations. Based on this empirical analysis, the article argues 
for belonging as a valuable perspective for studies of materiality, symbolic identification and 
relationality in post-Fordist work.
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Introduction

The concept of belonging has recently been addressed in a body of sociological literature, 
most noticeably in the sociology of ethnicity, migration, and citizenship. While belonging 
has been a key theme of the classical sociological analyses of Tönnies, Durkheim, and 
Marx (Yuval-Davis, 2006), recent analyses have opened up new perspectives on social 
relations as processes in which the personal, political, and material are intertwined and 
contested. In relation to everyday practices, belonging has been analysed as a temporal 
unfolding of relations with people, places, and histories (Miller, 2003), mediated through 
the everyday materiality of sensory environments and activity rhythms (Bennett, 2015; 
May, 2011). Others have drawn attention to the broader politics of belonging, in which 
patterns of inclusion and exclusion are organised and contested (Pfaff-Czarnecka, 2013; 
Youkhana, 2015; Yuval-Davis, 2011). Throughout this literature, there is an intent to 
understand the connections between embodied everyday practice and its conditions of 
production in contested situations or in relation to marginalised categories.

Thus far, this emergent literature has rarely foregrounded labour issues. In the sociol-
ogy of work, questions of belonging and its conditions have more often been developed 
in relation to the concept of occupational community. This literature has focussed on the 
relation between community and identity, treating the latter as processual, collective, and 
reproduced through social structures (Mackenzie and Marks, 2019). Occupational iden-
tity has been analysed as identification with a self-image formed in relation to occupa-
tional value systems, marking the self as part of a group distinct from others (Salaman, 
1971; Strangleman, 2012). Work groups, particular workplaces and employers, places 
including factories, ports and industrial towns, and broader occupational groups have all 
been distinguished as linchpins of occupational communities (Salaman, 1971; 
Strangleman, 2001, 2015; Turnbull, 1992). Material and social practices in work pro-
cesses have also been analysed as being integral to the reproduction of occupational 
identity and community (Bechky, 2006; Mackenzie et al., 2017; Turnbull, 1992). Through 
historically contextualised studies, this literature has addressed the complicated relations 
between collective occupational identities and transformations of work produced by 
capitalist development, with many accounts pointing to frictions between workers of dif-
ferent generations and categories (Sallaz, 2004; Strangleman, 2012; Turnbull, 1992). 
Studies have also addressed the role of occupational communities and networks beyond 
the work through which they were formed, after job loss, and industrial decline 
(Mackenzie and Marks, 2019; Strangleman, 2001). As belonging is often problematised 
only when it comes under threat (Yuval-Davis, 2006), in a similar fashion occupational 
community has in recent decades often been represented through accounts of loss and 
decline related to industrial work. Among sociological perspectives on work, the frame-
work of occupational community itself seems in danger of being relegated to the past, 
while perspectives placing more emphasis on individualised reflexivity (such as identity 
work, see Caza et al., 2018) are in the ascendant.

This article draws on the literature on belonging as one way to revitalise approaches to 
occupational community and subjectivity under the shifting conditions characteristic of 
post-Fordist production. While post-Fordism has been deployed as a concept by different 
schools of thought on the macro-level of political economy (see Amin, 1994; Neilson and 
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Rossiter, 2008), this study is concerned with post-Fordist transformation on a local level, 
focussing on the dynamics between restructured conditions of labour and their connected 
formations of affect, subjectivity, and lived experience (Millar, 2017; Muehlebach, 2011). 
Granting that imaginaries of both ‘Fordism’ and its ‘post-Fordist’ breakdown may take 
different local forms, this study focus on restructuring and drives towards flexibilisation 
as providing windows on shifting dynamics of occupational belonging of potentially 
broader relevance. Flexibilisation transforms labour conditions through the utilisation of 
practices such as outsourcing arrangements and contingent employment contracts (Davis-
Blake and Broschak, 2009; Kalleberg, 2009; Weil, 2014). Flexibilisation is often accom-
panied by restructuring processes, the impact of which on workers’ well-being has often 
been found to be negative (De Jong et al., 2016; Eräsaari, 2002; McCann, 2014), although 
studies have also pointed to mixed outcomes such as the upskilling of jobs alongside 
increased demands (McCann et al., 2008). Overall, qualitative studies of restructuring 
have rarely considered issues of occupational community, while the exceptions (e.g. 
Eräsaari, 2002; McCann, 2014) have usually assumed the organisation to be the site of 
restructuring. Considering the importance attached to spatial concentration in theories of 
flexible production (Kalleberg, 2001), it would seem worthwhile to address occupational 
communities beyond organisations in empirical studies of workers as well.

This article draws on belonging as an ideal analytical framework for investigating the 
relationship between labour conditions and subjectivity in the restructuring of work, high-
lighting the relations of belonging developed through work as uncertain achievements sub-
ject to transformation, disruption, and struggle. This perspective is applied to an empirical 
investigation of aviation workers’ experiences of restructuring at Helsinki-Vantaa 
International Airport. The study focusses on the everyday materialities highlighted by the 
literature on belonging, showing how it was generated among aviation ground service per-
sonnel through the materiality of places and things (Youkhana, 2015), and shared and 
embodied experiences of the sensory environment and activity rhythms (Bennett, 2015). 
This everyday material foundation of belonging is examined in relation to changes in the 
labour process produced by outsourcing and vertical disintegration, which disrupted 
employment relations while preserving the airport space as a sensory and rhythmic infra-
structure in relation to which occupational belonging continued to be constructed. 
Organisations are contrasted with the spatially and sensorially grounded sense of ‘airport 
work’ as different bases for occupational belonging. The article examines how outsourcing 
and vertical disintegration have produced a shift in workers’ relations to airport work as a 
regime of belonging (Pfaff-Czarnecka, 2013) in which effort is exchanged for recognition. 
Generational position is shown to be significant both in informing workers’ interpretation 
of this shift (Sallaz, 2004; Strangleman, 2012) and their capacity to adopt the practices 
demanded of capable actors (Ketokivi and Meskus, 2015) in a new regime of occupational 
belonging. Finally, the article considers materiality, symbolic identification, and relational-
ity as aspects of belonging of broad relevance in further studies of post-Fordist work.

The study

The airport at Helsinki-Vantaa serves as the hub for international air travel to and from 
Finland by multiple airlines, as well as a transfer airport for Finnair’s international 
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route network between Europe and Asia. The operation of these routes depends on 
ground services provided at the airport, both within the terminal and on runways and 
‘ramp’ areas. The provision of these ground services in Europe was opened to market 
competition by a directive of the European Commission (Directive 96/67/EC), a meas-
ure aimed at undoing monopolised provision of these services by major airlines and 
airports. At Helsinki-Vantaa Airport, the major airlines Finnair and SAS began out-
sourcing ground services departments in the 2000s. These restructuring operations 
coincided with repeated lay-offs at both airlines as they adopted strategies in which 
parts of their ground service operations were defined as ‘non-core’ activities (Finnair, 
2009: 9; SAS Group, 2009). In Finland, the aviation ground services union IAU has 
been embroiled in repeated industrial disputes with both airlines and independent 
ground service providers regarding lay-offs, labour utilisation practices in vertically 
disintegrated production, and the demarcation between collective bargaining agree-
ments applicable to aviation ground services and other forms of service work. 
Restructuring, lay-offs and industrial disputes were particularly intense in 2009 to 
2010, when both Finnair and SAS outsourced major parts of their ground service oper-
ations. Since then, periodic lay-offs, restructuring of companies, and industrial dis-
putes have continued to occur (Table 1).

Table 1. Demographic characteristics of the participants.

Participants

Gender
 Female 7
 Male 5
Age
 20–29 2
 30–39 6
 40–49 2
 50–59 2
Highest education
 Upper secondary level 7
 Tertiary level (enrolled) 2
 Tertiary level (completed degree) 3
Years in airport employment
 1–5 5
 6–10 3
 11–15 1
 More than 15 3
Employment status at time of interview
 Employed in airport work 3
 Employed in another field 3
 In full-time education 2
 Caring for children at home 2
 Unemployed 2
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Interview design and analysis were informed by research objectives of seeking to 
understand the ways in which workers made sense of the restructuring of airport work, 
how this restructuring had reshaped the relations of occupational belonging in which 
their identity as workers was made and sustained, and possible differences between 
workers of different backgrounds in their experiences of restructuring. Interview design 
and analysis were also methodologically guided by the notion of airport work as a rela-
tional setting of relationships, narratives and practices (Somers, 1994: 625–626). 
Interviews were considered as involving a mutual search for the formulation and com-
munication of meaning related to the interlocutors’ point of view regarding this relational 
setting (Potter, 2019), and also as attempts to elicit information regarding the practices of 
workers and employers. Within the interviews, sections related to sense-making involved 
workers’ paths into airport work, their experiences of restructuring and lay-offs at their 
workplaces, and their experiences of navigating transitions between employment rela-
tionships. This perspective on the interviews was complemented by information elicita-
tion as another mode of investigation, in which issues of interest to the researcher are 
systematically objectified as research data. This was accomplished through the mapping 
of employment biographies involving the construction of a chronological listing of 
employers, jobs, and transitions between jobs for each interviewee.

The dialogue between two methodological perspectives produced valuable insights. 
Early on during the conduct of interviews, a distinction between older workers originally 
hired directly by airlines and younger workers more recently hired by subcontracting 
companies emerged as particularly salient in workers’ understandings of restructuring. 
This generational gap in sense-making was reflected in differently structured employment 
biographies between these workers in the interviewed group. The employment biography 
also served to ensure the systematic addressing of transitions between employment rela-
tionships in the interview. In this way, perspectives of sense-making and information 
elicitation complemented each other in both the conduct and analysis of interviews.

While the study of a small group of workers cannot be generalised to any population, 
the objective of this study is to describe the dynamics of occupational identity and com-
munity uncovered in analysing experiences of restructuring through the perspective of 
belonging, dynamics which are of potentially broader significance under conditions of 
vertical disintegration and precarious employment relationships. The workers in this 
study proved to be a valuable source of information for understanding such dynamics 
due to the variety in their ages and employment backgrounds, combined with shared 
experiences of the consequences of restructuring and outsourcing. This combination 
produced different perspectives on the same processes, illuminating the ways in which 
flexibilisation was remaking the conditions of belonging in a fragmenting occupational 
community.

Airport work as a setting apart: environment and rhythms 
as the infrastructure of occupational belonging

Theories and empirical investigations of occupational community have repeatedly 
stressed identification with a group distinct from others as a central precondition for 
occupational community formation (Mackenzie and Marks, 2019; Salaman, 1971; 
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Strangleman, 2012; Turnbull, 1992). In relation to belonging, Bennett (2015) has high-
lighted the synchronisation of routines in time and space and immersion into a sensory 
environment as material foundations on which senses and definitions of belonging may 
develop. The connection between distinctive occupational identity and materially 
embodied experiences of work was evident in participants’ depictions of airport work as 
set apart both from everyday life and other lines of work. In these depictions, a sense of 
the airport as a particular environment with a distinct atmosphere was constructed in 
multiple ways. Participants described the need to remain responsive to the 24-hour 
rhythms of air traffic and its regularly recurring ‘rush hours’. Proficiency in terminal 
work entailed maintaining awareness of these rhythms, particularly when serving in mul-
titasking roles. At the same time, terminal workers often encountered disturbances pro-
duced by unforeseen events, ranging from delayed aircraft to weather events or industrial 
disputes. In such situations, customer service workers were put under pressure to resolve 
passengers’ problems while bearing the brunt of their frustration. In these ways, the air-
port environment itself worked to produce a sense of occupational distinctiveness.

For younger workers in particular, their initial entry into the ‘world’ of airport work 
was still fresh in their minds. This entry was usually described as a serendipitous out-
come of responding to a job advertisement, without any prior connection to the field. 
Nevertheless, several of the younger workers recalled a sense of excitement on taking up 
job offers at the airport. As Otto put it,

Well I’ve always been interested in the airport. It was pretty sweet to get work there, and even 
to get it so easily [. . .] Kind of how it’s so different with all the planes so big and all, and still 
there’s people there too, so it’s not like laying asphalt or something like that [. . .] and there are 
always these interesting situations.

Sini, another participant recently recruited into airport work, recalled the sense of 
‘excitement’ and ‘situations’ as pleasures of the work:

Yeah, I really did think that once I graduate I’ll stay on there. It was still so fresh to me, and I 
wasn’t so exhausted since it wasn’t so hard yet. Or if I was exhausted, it was just on account of 
getting up for the early shifts [. . .] It was an exciting place, there was always something, it was 
never dull with the people and situations all the time. I’m the kind of person who needs some 
excitement or something new [. . .] Just the situations you get there, they make the day more 
interesting even if they’re not always positive! Especially with the customers.

The literature on belonging has highlighted spaces, sites, and material worlds as gen-
erative of attachments (Bennett, 2015; Pfaff-Czarnecka, 2013: 17–18; Youkhana, 2015). 
Bennett (2015) in particular notes how senses of belonging are developed and articulated 
in relation to the sensory environments of places and the rhythms of activities. Here the 
pull of airport work was elaborated through the distinctiveness of its environment and 
rhythms, produced by the constant movement of aircraft and passengers, as well as the 
periodic occurrence of disturbances in these rhythms. For these front-line customer ser-
vice workers, encounters with passengers formed another important aspect of the experi-
ence of work. When the smooth flow of airport operations broke down, such encounters 
could become emotionally charged, and they also provided opportunities for occupational 
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satisfaction and recognition, adding to an energising sense of variety which many partici-
pants valued in the work.

In the general sense of being set apart as a world of distinctive environments and 
rhythms, depictions of work in the terminal resemble other examples of logistics work 
such as that of railwaymen (Salaman, 1971; Strangleman, 2012) and dockers (Turnbull, 
1992). This sense of inhabiting a distinct environment is embodied, as the working body 
is acted upon and mobilised by a distinctive sensory and rhythmic environment in multi-
ple ways: although ‘exhausted’ by early shifts, it is invigorated while the work is still 
experienced as ‘fresh’, all the while threatened by potential subjection to monotony. 
Insofar as such embodied sensory and material experiences were pleasurable, they con-
tributed to a will to belong to airport work, as a hope to ‘stay on’.

Eeva explained how the sense of becoming immersed in a distinct world with its par-
ticular demands also produced a sense of togetherness among workers:

It was somehow its own world, and when it got tough you hashed it out with your workmates. 
There was no point trying to explain any of it to your own friends [outside airport work], and 
that makes for a tight community, and spending a lot of your free time together too.

The excerpt shows how a sense of belonging with others emerges intersubjectively 
through commonality: the sharing of meaning and experience, in collective practices and 
representations (Pfaff-Czarnecka, 2013: 14–15). In airport work, this sense of common-
ality grew out of embodied experiences of environments, rhythms, and encounters with 
passengers, interpreted as impossible to be shared by outsiders. In this way, the everyday 
experience of the work and its intersubjective interpretation with colleagues constituted 
the infrastructure of a distinctive sense of occupational identity and belonging.

In contrast to younger workers recently initiated into the ‘world’ of airport work, the 
accounts of older airport workers foregrounded rhythms underlying occupational belong-
ing over longer timeframes. Prior to outsourcing, their employment histories had been 
anchored by the organisational framework of the airline. The past conditions of airport 
work were portrayed as having a grip, a capacity to grasp workers who initially only 
arrived for a summer job. Risto recalls his plans for applying to university falling by the 
wayside after he got his first job on the airport ramp:

I had this idea of just going for a summer job and applying to university. Well, I only managed 
to buy the book for the entrance exams, and I never did take them. I was getting paid every two 
weeks, and being an adult – it was just like bright lights and so on, and you get stuck in it 
somehow. [. . .] It was a good job and good time off as well. Seven shifts [of 14 hours] in three 
weeks and you could swap shifts. It was great actually. There’s nothing like it anymore.

Another participant, Leena, described how her first temporary summer job developed 
into a career spanning three decades, during which she made several transfers from one 
position to another within the airline’s internal labour market. While she did not always 
get the position she sought, she developed a broad understanding of airport operations and 
their interrelations by serving in a variety of different departments, ranging from customer 
service to planning and technical tasks. These transfers also unfolded in relation to her 
family situation. Finding shift work difficult to reconcile with the demands of family life 
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after the birth of her first child, she was able to transfer to a back-office position with regu-
lar working hours. Once her children were older, she took the opportunity to apply for a 
transfer to a customer service position, work which suited her, and which she had always 
enjoyed. As Leena put it: ‘That airport was my life, our whole family’s life’.

Belonging in the group of older workers which Leena calls ‘airport people’ was pro-
duced in relation to particular material practices: the integrated airlines and their internal 
labour markets, the rhythms of shift work, company events and get-togethers, discount 
tickets, and spaces shared with other workers. Becoming airport people might thus be 
summarised as a process of deepening connections with particular people, places, and 
histories, and of coming to belong and feel ‘at home’ through this process (Miller, 2003). 
In their careers, the rhythms underlying occupational belonging developed as an inter-
play of variation in the job through internal transfers, and repetition through practices 
such as company summer outings and Christmas parties. The practice of offering dis-
counted tickets to airline workers also encouraged the development of intra-airline 
friendships, as groups of workers might arrange to catch a flight and spend their days off 
together on an impromptu European trip. This likewise constructed airport people as a 
category apart, as recounted by Paula:

You could leave on the morning flight, go around shopping and so on, and then come back on 
the evening flight, which was completely unbelievable at that time. My regular friends were 
always wondering, damn, your life is actually like that?

In these ways, airline workers evolved in their attachments to repetitive practices 
relating to a specific social space (Yuval-Davis, 2011: 15; see also Somers, 1994: 625–
627), which as time unfolded produced a sense of ontological belonging as ‘a way of 
being-in-the-world’ (Bennett, 2015: 959). The airline employer and its practices served 
in many ways as a guarantor of this sense of belonging, a role which was fundamentally 
altered through outsourcing and restructuring.

Unmaking attachments, disrupting rhythms: occupational 
belonging in vertical disintegration

The accounts of the airport workers in this study were fundamentally shaped in relation 
to ongoing processes of restructuring in the aviation industry and their experiences of 
these processes, reflecting ways in which their sense of belonging (or not belonging) 
developed in relation to ongoing social transformations (May, 2011). In this section, 
workers’ accounts of the transformation in aviation ground services are examined, show-
ing how older workers in particular experienced restructuring as a disruption, and high-
lighting belonging as an intersubjective accomplishment dependent on negotiation for its 
continuation (Bottero, 2010). Central to these workers’ experience of restructuring was a 
sense of being deprived of their right to belong as recognised members of an occupa-
tional group, an everyday example of how the politics of belonging (Pfaff-Czarnecka, 
2013; Youkhana, 2015; Yuval-Davis, 2011) shape access to participation in social worlds. 
Younger workers also constructed their accounts in relation to restructuring, but for them 
the central narrative was not of loss and displacement, but of disruptive changes in the 



116 Sociological Research Online 26(1)

everyday sensory environments and rhythms that had originally been experienced as 
attractions in airport work.

The strategies of flexibilisation adopted by airlines were tangibly confronted by the older 
group of former airline workers through the outsourcing, transfer, or termination of their 
jobs. As Risto described his experience regarding the outsourcing of his old department,

The whole thing was sort of sprung on us. I think it was the day before that I got the phone call 
saying that there was going to be some kind of briefing the next day. They told us that [two 
departments] were going to be merged [and outsourced]. [. . .] Well I told them I wanted to go 
[to another department which would remain part of the airline] and they told me, ‘well, we 
already decided that you’re going to [the outsourced department]’. So that was that then.

Older workers’ experiences of restructuring were dominated by accounts of encoun-
tering relevant decisions as already taken in negotiations above their heads, communi-
cated to them as faits accomplis. The policies of restructuring adopted by airline 
employers were communicated as decisions regarding outsourcing, acquisitions, and 
lay-offs, to which workers had to adapt, denying them a part in collective decision-
making, which has been identified as a crucial aspect of belonging (May, 2011). These 
experiences contributed to a new sense of cynicism regarding employers and their con-
duct (see also McCann, 2014). As Paula reports regarding the sale of their previously 
outsourced department from one subcontractor to another,

I remember it like . . . nothing will ever come close to the shock of being outsourced the first 
time [from the airline]. But it was like, well, here we go again, so you get used to it that, well, 
nothing lasts forever.

Even after the shock of outsourcing, former airline workers could still hold onto the 
belief that their skill, experience, and long years of service would allow them to keep 
their jobs, even if under changing employers. These hopes were dashed after the subcon-
tractor that employed them closed down their department, with one of the former airline 
clients insourcing their part of the service. Some former airline workers hoped that they 
might be hired by the airline to continue to perform these jobs, as Leena attested: ‘they 
[the airline] hinted that we could apply for positions that were opening up at the airline, 
but we never got the chance’.

Older workers’ most bitter experiences of mistreatment in restructuring concerned 
lay-offs, a process which made them feel as if they and their capacities were disposable. 
As Leena put it,

We gave good customer service, we handled everything really well, and we had a nice gang, 
and it kept us there. We counted it up before the end [. . .] we had over 500 service years 
between us [. . .] and then this other company comes along; they didn’t care, and they weren’t 
interested in taking on board all that experience. We were bitter because we knew that job – and 
wondered what the savings really were in the end.

In their experiences of lay-offs, these experienced former airline workers found that 
their occupational belonging had been ultimately based on a tenure relation (see also 
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Youkhana, 2015: 16). In the last instance, the employers in relation to whom airline 
workers’ occupational capacities and identities had been constructed also held the power 
to cut workers loose from the regime of belonging in which these occupational identities 
might be enacted. For workers originally employed directly by airlines, this use of force 
broke with expectations that giving good customer service and knowing the job would 
secure them in their positions in restructuring, and this was interpreted by them as a 
breach of reciprocity and an erosion of the values upon which their sense of occupational 
identity had been founded (see also Strangleman, 2012). As Eeva, one of the younger 
workers, put it regarding attitudes to the lay-offs,

There were the oldest ones who might have worked 20 years for [the airline], thinking that oh, 
[the airline] will come and save us. Either they didn’t get it or they just didn’t want to get it.

In comparison with the former airline workers, those workers who had initially been 
recruited into airport work by independent ground-handling service providers gave 
accounts of restructuring with an emphasis on its everyday effects in particular work-
places. Tomi described how competition was translated into intensified demands for 
effort in the labour process:

Management says that competition is tough, so we have to cut prices. Well the biggest expense 
is personnel, so that means people had to go. And then it starts to be that we don’t have enough 
people [. . .] so that you constantly have to be in five places at once. I mean it [the airport] was 
never the kind of place you could just stand in one place from 8 to 4 but [. . .] you go with the 
timetables and the planes, and if many are late, then you’ll find a way to be in several places at 
once. But since it’s already like that due to losing a lot of people, it gets to be too much.

In contrast to older workers’ narratives of occupational decline and devaluation, here 
the effects of restructuring are portrayed in more local terms, in relation to everyday 
experiences and practices. Tomi’s account shows how restructuring was felt through the 
disruption of the rhythms that had constituted both the particularity and pleasures of 
airport work. These disruptions were often depicted as being specific to a particular 
period with a particular employer:

They were constantly letting people go, experienced people too, and had done so before I 
arrived. It just got worse and worse, with them [the management] saying ‘Oh it’ll get 
better’. So what I did, I applied for a job at [a different subcontractor] and just moved right 
over there.

Most of these younger workers had work experience with multiple companies provid-
ing ground-handling services. In evaluating the effects of restructuring, these workers 
made comparisons with what they knew firsthand, namely working conditions with the 
various employers they had encountered along their fragmented career trajectories in 
airport work. While they might be highly critical of particular employers, changes in the 
industry as a whole were not fateful in the sense of impinging on ‘my life, our whole 
family’s life’, as Leena put it in the section above. For these workers, navigating transi-
tions between employment relations within airport work constituted a recurring storyline 
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in their accounts. The following section examines these accounts and workers’ experi-
ences of occupational inclusion and exclusion in the vertically disintegrated labour 
process.

New demands of occupational belonging: navigating 
employment relations in vertically disintegrated 
production

For the workers in their 20s and 30s who had recently been recruited by independent 
ground-handling providers, much of their accounts revolved around the challenges and 
possibilities of building occupational belonging as part of a ‘sustainable life’ (Strangleman, 
2012) in the circumstances of vertically disintegrated production. For this group of work-
ers, the spatial concentration of multiple employers within the terminal buildings of the 
airport enabled a form of occupational belonging compatible with vertically disinte-
grated production. This form of occupational belonging was lightly attached to organisa-
tions but embedded in and facilitated by personal relationships, through which transitions 
between precarious employment relations could be navigated. Navigating transitions in 
this way constituted a central demand in a regime of occupational belonging which 
workers recognised (Pfaff-Czarnecka, 2013), and in relation to which they were called 
upon to take up the position of a ‘capable actor’ (Ketokivi and Meskus, 2015). Given the 
variety in their backgrounds, the workers confronted the struggle to belong from differ-
ent positions and were informed by different stakes in relation to this regime. Former 
airline workers with aviation-centric careers encountered the new regime as one of ageist 
exclusion. For younger workers, who had more education and diverse histories of 
employment, there was great variation in what airport work represented, corresponding 
to differences in the need to maintain the will to belong in the face of precarious employ-
ment relations.

Jutta describes witnessing six or seven rounds of lay-offs at her first airport employer 
(a ground service subcontractor) over a period of 8 years. As yet another round of down-
sizing at her workplace was becoming imminent, she and a co-worker secured a job offer 
for themselves from another subcontractor, whose manager they had become acquainted 
with through working in the same airport hall:

Interviewer: How did you come to hear about the jobs at [another subcontractor]?
Jutta:  Yeah, so this [other subcontractor] had offered us positions. It was 

through Erkki, a guy we already knew. He’d offered us positions and 
we decided to take up the offer. It was the same salary and conditions 
but something a bit different and some certainty, so we’d have that job 
in case we got fired [because of layoffs at their current subcontractor 
employer].

Insecurity and deteriorating job quality in a particular employment relationship often 
spurred younger workers to seek better conditions in other jobs within the field of airport 
work. Through their responses to employers’ practices, workers themselves contributed 
to the institutionalisation of new patterns of occupational belonging (May, 2011), in this 
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case, the navigation of precarious employment through personal relationships. In the 
data, transitions from one airport job to another were usually assisted by a connection in 
the organisation they were joining (11 out of 13 such transitions in the data). This was a 
phenomenon that participants recognised:

Eeva:  For sure people are networking at the airport, beyond firms. I guess this hap-
pens a lot on a broader scale, when people talk and find jobs in the same place 
as their acquaintances.

Connections helped in various ways, by providing information about available jobs or 
people to contact, by ‘putting in a good word’ for the applicant in their own organisa-
tions, or even by hiring workers directly when they were in a position to do so. As Jutta 
put it: ‘Everybody’s on the same merry-go-round, all the same people, just in different 
uniforms’. This practice of networked navigation demonstrates the importance of reci-
procity as a dimension of belonging (Pfaff-Czarnecka, 2013: 16). For these younger 
workers, the normalisation of vertical disintegration had shifted the level on which reci-
procity was expected: from employment relations with organisations to the social rela-
tionships between workers themselves.

The networked navigation of precarious employment relationships was facilitated by 
the material and spatial organisation of airport work, which concentrated workers in the 
area of the airport terminals, producing recurring encounters in which relationships of 
familiarity might develop:

Interviewer:  How did you get that reference [from inside the company] for your 
first application?

Otto:  Just by getting to know those people [from other companies] [. . .] 
because when you share a kitchen, you end up discussing a lot of stuff.

Likewise, the spatial concentration of the work funnelled staff into similar routes in 
which serendipitous encounters leading to employment opportunities might emerge:

Interviewer:  So how did you manage it [switching jobs to another subcontractor]? 
Just by asking someone at the airport?

Tomi:  Yeah, I was on my way home [from work] on the bus and their recruiter 
was on the phone with someone they were recruiting, so I went up and 
asked if they had any openings. I went to the interview and got the job.

Interviewer: Was this recruiter someone you already knew?
Tomi: No, but I understood from the conversation what it was about.

Hence, the environments and rhythms that in workers’ accounts shaped airport work as 
a world apart also provided a crucial infrastructure for practices in which occupational 
belonging was constructed in personal relationships and encounters. The airport as a work-
place of multiple employers, shared kitchens, and bus routes produced material conditions 
in which workers themselves might exercise some agency over the attachments between 
people and organisations (Youkhana, 2015: 16). For the younger workers, this provided 
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them with some overall employment security in airport work, even as they confronted job 
insecurity in particular employment relationships. This measure of security was contingent 
upon the capacity to take action in and through relationships, and in informal interactions. 
This can be read as one form that the contemporary generalised demand for capable agency 
(Ehrenberg, 2010; Ketokivi and Meskus, 2015) can take under conditions of production 
characterised by organisationally precarious employment relationships.

Workers’ relations to this regime of occupational belonging in the making were 
shaped by their differing attachments elsewhere, as well as their differing capacities to 
claim occupational recognition in the face of its demands. There was a marked differen-
tiation in the younger workers’ accounts with regard to what airport work represented for 
them in relation to their life plans. Jutta described her employment at the airport as an 
‘extended gap year’ between secondary and tertiary education. On finishing her univer-
sity degree, she had transitioned from airport work to professional work in the field of 
her studies. In contrast, Eeva had no tertiary education and 10 years of work experience 
in another field in the service economy with which she had become disillusioned. She 
described her relationship to airport work in very different terms:

It’s a field where I’d still like to work in the future [. . .] it doesn’t matter to me what I do in it, 
there’s a lot of interesting work, but the field is nice and I’d like to be able to stay in it.

For her, the sense of belonging to airport work assumed central importance in build-
ing a sustainable life, as an opportunity to find new meaning in work, and develop a 
sense of a capable and recognised occupational identity. In this way, airport employment 
appeared as a fragile achievement (May, 2011), one which the worker herself was called 
on to reproduce through both capable action and maintaining the will to belong.

Meanwhile, the former airline workers in this study confronted this new regime of 
occupational belonging through displacement from airport work and exclusion from 
enacting occupational identities in the context in which they had been formed and 
valued. None had any optimism about returning to employment at the airport, even 
though positions at subcontractors were intermittently available. Leena explicitly 
connected the difficulties faced by older displaced workers to companies’ practices of 
cost-cutting:

None of us even got an interview. They got the workers they needed in-house [from other 
departments]. Aged 20 and so on. We [older workers] would have had the age bonuses, which 
they would have had to match if they had rehired us for similar jobs.

For this group, displacement from airport work demanded a reworking of self-
identity, which they struggled with in various ways. Leena, studying for a degree in 
practical nursing at the time of the interview, was determined not to allow the disap-
pointments of the past to determine her hopes of a future of meaningful work beyond 
the airport:

I never look at those planes flying in the sky anymore. I don’t give a fig what goes on at that 
airport. [. . .] I was bitter back then, but that’s all in the past. So this is what it is now. There’s 
no age limit in this; at [one nursing home] I was working with a 73-year-old. Age is not a 
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problem in this. I believe I’ll get a job. This is what I want to do . . . I’m not the kind of 
homebody that just lies around the house all day.

For Leena, reconstituting her sense of occupational identity meant being prepared to 
break with both past hopes and disappointments, emphasising her capability to continue 
to work instead, and to construct belonging in relation to a new occupation, in which she 
felt her age and experience would be valued rather than discriminated against. Other older 
workers struggled with making such transitions in situations where moving on appeared 
to require the acceptance of an unjustly inflicted occupational diminishment. Age and the 
capacity to forge useful social relationships thus shaped workers’ capacities to navigate 
transitions in the employment relationships of flexible production, demonstrating how 
institutionalised patterns of inclusion and exclusion are produced through localised, his-
torically shifting regimes of belonging (Pfaff-Czarnecka, 2013; Youkhana, 2015).

Discussion

The article aimed to show how airport workers’ efforts to build a sustainable life 
(Strangleman, 2012) were shaped in relation to employers’ drives for flexibilisation 
through outsourcing arrangements and differentiation between core and auxiliary ser-
vices. The article argued that analyses of workers’ experiences in such post-Fordist tran-
sitions call for sociological frameworks capable of addressing occupational identity as 
relational, bound up with dynamic assemblages of belonging involving people, places, 
and practices (May, 2011; Youkhana, 2015). This final section will build on the empirical 
analysis to highlight materiality, symbolic identification, and relationality as aspects of 
belonging potentially more broadly useful for analyses of post-Fordist work.

In this study, restructuring and vertical disintegration dissolved a form of occupa-
tional belonging founded on lifelong employment relationships within integrated airline 
organisations. Nevertheless, a broader sense of belonging in the occupational field of 
airport work continued to be constructed through the sensory atmosphere and activity 
rhythms of an environment experienced as set apart. Shared spaces, routes, and activity 
rhythms provided for a material infrastructure of occupational belonging, compensating 
in part for weakened organisational commitments. This points to material mediations of 
occupational belonging as a topic for research particularly in situations where organisa-
tional commitments towards workers are weak. The material infrastructure of occupa-
tional belonging may include shared workspaces as well as channels of information and 
mutual support, including virtual ones. The importance of access to such infrastructures, 
and its inequalities, may be heightened when organisations fail to sustain occupational 
belonging. Studies of freelance and gig workers’ experiences of occupational (dis)
belonging might be particularly instructive in this regard.

This study highlighted a contrast between an organisationally supported regime of 
occupational belonging and a new regime of looser commitments in which workers 
themselves were called upon to maintain their own occupational belonging. This points 
to a post-Fordist dynamic in which value-generation relies on the mobilisation of work-
ers’ own will to belong to symbolically valued occupations (see also Walker, 2015). In 
relation to occupational worlds of symbolic value (such as those of creative work or 
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service work in relation to valued forms of consumption), workers may find themselves 
taking up the work of sustaining their occupational belonging, providing employers with 
ready resources of skilled labour which would otherwise have to be developed through 
institutionalised commitments, such as long-term employment relationships. The contra-
dictions and pressures this demand places on workers in such fields and how these relate 
to pathologies of work addiction, anxiety, and depression might be studied through the 
analytical lens of occupational belonging.

The weakening of employers’ commitments to workers highlighted how occupational 
belonging was relationally sustained. Networks of trusted former co-workers enabled 
some of the younger workers to effectively navigate transitions between precarious 
employment relationships. This relational navigation of shifting employment relations 
appeared in connection with a weakening of the collectives held as significant for occu-
pational belonging, with trusted groups of friends and co-workers gaining in importance 
in the place of broader occupational communities anchored within organisations. 
Meanwhile, older workers in this study felt shut out from employment opportunities in 
the new conditions of vertically disintegrated production. Further research on the rela-
tionship between imperatives of networking and occupational belonging might focus on 
the labour of sustaining belonging through relational agency, the forms the demand of 
the relationally capable actor takes in different fields, and how these can produce infor-
mal patterns of occupational inclusion and exclusion. Another line of inquiry might con-
sider the implications of sustaining occupational belonging through trusted relationships 
for workers’ collective agency: does particularistic relationality preclude wider collec-
tive identification, or are there circumstances in which it might serve collective projects 
of mobilisation?

Beyond networking imperatives, occupational belonging as a relational perspective 
might be used in analysing the various groups and categories in relation to which occu-
pational identity is constructed. In addition to co-workers and employers, these may 
include those on behalf of whom work is performed, particularly in service professions 
such as care work (see Olakivi, 2018). This study concerned workers in a customer ser-
vice role, and participants often drew on an ethic of good customer service as an occupa-
tional value. Further studies might connect occupational belonging to political projects 
in which the interests of workers are articulated in relation to the interests of those mak-
ing use of their services. For such studies, front-line service workers in the public sector 
caught between entrepreneurial management ideals, austerity measures, and the daily 
task of delivering needed services form one group whose experiences of occupational 
belonging might become increasingly socially consequential.

Acknowledgements

The author would like to thank the editors and the anonymous reviewers for their comments, which 
were very helpful in developing this article for publication.

Funding

The author(s) received no financial support for the research, authorship, and/or publication of this 
article.



Vieno 123

References

Amin A (1994) Post-Fordism: Models, fantasies and phantoms of transition. In: Amin A (ed.) 
Post-Fordism: A Reader. Oxford: Blackwell, pp. 1–39.

Bechky B (2006) Talking about machines, thick description, and knowledge work. Organization 
Studies 27(12): 1757–1768.

Bennett J (2015) ‘Snowed in!’ Offbeat rhythms and belonging as everyday practice. Sociology 
49(5): 955–969.

Bottero W (2010) Intersubjectivity and Bourdieusian approaches to ‘identity’. Cultural Sociology 
4(1): 3–22.

Caza B, Vough H and Puranik H (2018) Identity work in organizations and occupations: Definitions, 
theories and pathways forward. Journal of Organizational Behavior 39(7): 889–910.

Davis-Blake A and Broschak J (2009) Outsourcing and the changing nature of work. Annual 
Review of Sociology 35: 321–340.

De Jong T, Wiezer N, de Weerd M, et al. (2016) The impact of restructuring on employee well-
being: A systematic review of longitudinal studies. Work & Stress 30(1): 91–114.

Ehrenberg A (2010) The Weariness of the Self: Diagnosing the History of Depression in the 
Contemporary Age. Montreal, QC, Canada: McGill-Queen’s University Press.

Eräsaari L (2002) Julkinen Tila Ja Valtion Yhtiöittäminen [Public Space and the Incorporation of 
the State]. Helsinki: Gaudeamus.

Finnair (2009) Logbook: Vuosikatsaus 2009 [Logbook: Annual Report 2009]. Helsinki: Finnair.
Kalleberg A (2001) Organizing flexibility: The flexible firm in a new century. British Journal of 

Industrial Relations 39(4): 479–504.
Kalleberg A (2009) Precarious work, insecure workers: Employment relations in transition. 

American Sociological Review 74(1): 1–22.
Ketokivi K and Meskus M (2015) The dilemma of the ‘capable actor’ and the case of disrupted 

lives. Contemporary Social Science 10(1): 39–51.
McCann L (2014) Disconnected amid the networks and chains: Employee detachment from com-

pany and union after offshoring. British Journal of Industrial Relations 52(2): 237–260.
McCann L, Morris J and Hassard J (2008) Normalized intensity: The new labour process of middle 

management. Journal of Management Studies 45(2): 343–371.
Mackenzie R and Marks A (2019) Older workers and occupational identity in the telecommunica-

tions industry: Navigating employment transitions through the life course. Work, Employment 
& Society 33(1): 39–55.

Mackenzie R, Marks A and Morgan K (2017) Technology, affordances and occupational iden-
tity amongst older telecommunications engineers: From living machines to black-boxes. 
Sociology 51(4): 732–748.

May V (2011) Self, belonging and social change. Sociology 45(3): 363–378.
Millar K (2017) Toward a critical politics of precarity. Sociology Compass 11(6): e12483.
Miller L (2003) Belonging to country – A philosophical anthropology. Journal of Australian 

Studies 27(76): 215–223.
Muehlebach A (2011) On affective labor in post-Fordist Italy. Cultural Anthropology 26(1): 

59–82.
Neilson B and Rossiter N (2008) Precarity as a political concept, or, Fordism as exception. Theory, 

Culture & Society 25(7–8): 51–72.
Olakivi A (2018) The Relational Construction of Occupational Agency: Performing Professional 

and Enterprising Selves in Diversifying Care Work. Helsinki: University of Helsinki.
Pfaff-Czarnecka J (2013) Multiple Belonging and the Challenges to Biographic Navigation. MMG 

working paper 13-05. Bielefeld: University of Bielefeld.



124 Sociological Research Online 26(1)

Potter J (2019) Work and intimacy: Reassessing the career/couple norm through a narrative case 
approach. Sociological Research Online 24(3): 261–277.

Salaman G (1971) Two occupational communities: Examples of a remarkable convergence of 
work and non-work. The Sociological Review 19(3): 389–407.

Sallaz J (2004) Manufacturing concessions: Attritionary outsourcing at General Motors Lordstown, 
USA assembly plant. Work, Employment & Society 18(4): 687–708.

SAS Group (2009) SAS launches Core SAS – Renewed strategic approach for a competitive and 
profitable airline, including a rights issue of SEK 6 billion. Available at: https://www.sas-
group.net/en/sas-group-launches-core-sas-renewed-strategic-approach-for-a-competitive-
and-profitable-airline-including-a-rights-issue-of-sek-6-billion/

Somers M (1994) The narrative constitution of identity: A relational and network approach. Theory 
and Society 23(5): 605–649.

Strangleman T (2001) Networks, place and identities in post-industrial mining communities. 
International Journal of Urban and Regional Research 25(2): 253–267.

Strangleman T (2012) Work identity in crisis: Rethinking the problem of attachment and loss at 
work. Sociology 46(3): 411–425.

Strangleman T (2015) Rethinking industrial citizenship: The role and meaning of work in an age 
of austerity. The British Journal of Sociology 66(4): 673–690.

Turnbull P (1992) Dock strikes and the demise of the dockers’ ‘occupational culture’. The 
Sociological Review 40(2): 294–318.

Walker C (2015) ‘I don’t really like tedious, monotonous work’: Working-class young women, 
service sector employment and social mobility in contemporary Russia. Sociology 49(1): 
106–122.

Weil D (2014) The Fissured Workplace: Why Work Became So Bad for So Many and What Can Be 
Done to Improve It. Cambridge, MA; London: Harvard University Press.

Youkhana E (2015) A conceptual shift in studies of belonging and the politics of belonging. Social 
Inclusion 3(4): 10–24.

Yuval-Davis N (2006) Belonging and the politics of belonging. Patterns of Prejudice 40(3):  
197–214.

Yuval-Davis N (2011) The Politics of Belonging: Intersectional Contestations. Thousand Oaks, 
CA: SAGE.

Author biography

Atte Vieno is working on his doctoral dissertation in Sociology at the University of Helsinki, 
Department of Social Research. His research interests concern how practices of flexible produc-
tion are reshaping dynamics of occupational identity, belonging, and exclusion. In his doctoral 
dissertation, he is pursuing these interests through a qualitative study of workers, job displacement, 
and collective struggle at Helsinki-Vantaa International Airport.

Date submitted 9 May 2019
Date accepted 14 February 2020

https://www.sasgroup.net/en/sas-group-launches-core-sas-renewed-strategic-approach-for-a-competitive-and-profitable-airline-including-a-rights-issue-of-sek-6-billion/
https://www.sasgroup.net/en/sas-group-launches-core-sas-renewed-strategic-approach-for-a-competitive-and-profitable-airline-including-a-rights-issue-of-sek-6-billion/
https://www.sasgroup.net/en/sas-group-launches-core-sas-renewed-strategic-approach-for-a-competitive-and-profitable-airline-including-a-rights-issue-of-sek-6-billion/

