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Becoming  an  Ex is  an  empirical  study  of  people  who  are  all  ex-

members of various different groups, conducted by an author who is an 

“ex” herself,  having been a  catholic  nun before  leaving her  order  and 

becoming a sociologist. The study is based on a high number of qualitative 

interviews,  with  the  interviewees  being  ex-nuns,  ex-doctors,  divorcés, 

mothers who have lost custody over their children, transsexuals who have 

exited from their  biological  sex  by  means  of  surgery  and  exiters  from 

other social roles. Ebaugh’s central argument of role exit as being a “basic 

social process” (2) implies two aspects: first, the fundamental importance 

of role exit for social life and for the self-identity of each individual, and 

second, the processual character of the phenomenon. On base of these 

aspects,  the  author  presents  an  underlying  pattern  of  the  process, 

describing four different stages of role exit which are independent of the 

kind of role that is exited. In the first stage, individual dissatisfaction is 

linked  to  a  certain  social  role  and  positive  feedback  of  one’s  social 

environment  is  crucial  for  moving  on  to  the  second  stage  where 

alternative roles are looked for. The third stage then is the turning point as 

the actual decision to exit, and it is usually connected to a more or less 

pronounced phase of a role “vacuum” (144) that most exiters experience 

shortly  before  or  after  the turning  point.  At  the  end of  the process  of 

exiting a social role Ebaugh depicts the stage of creating a self-identity as 

an  ex,  i.e.  the  adjustment  to  a  new role  that  is  heavily  influenced  by 

residuals  of  the  previous  role.  The  author  succeeds  in  identifying  the 

various factors that determine these different stages of role exit. 

The  work  furthermore  demonstrates  a  very  skilled  and  well-

considered appliance of empirical methods. By using qualitative methods, 

Ebaugh is able to go beyond the point of regarding exit as a singular event 

where the question is asked, why a person decides to take the exit-option. 



The strength of qualitative – especially grounded theory and life history – 

approach lies in the possibility of the question, how this decision happened 

to be taken. In posing the question this way, the long preparations prior to 

the  final  step  are  taken  into  account.  A  transsexual’s  decision  to  sex 

change,  for  instance,  thereby  looses  the  character  of  a  singular  event 

which may be hardly comprehensible to most people and rather takes on 

the character of just one small step in a range of subsequent events, being 

both preceded and followed by a lot of equally important decisions. 

Beyond the  focus  on  the  process-character  of  role  exit,  another 

aspect  is  of  high  interest  for  a  sociology  of  membership:  As  Ebaugh 

frequently points out, the role as an ex-member is fundamentally different 

from the role of a non-member. Even after the exit, the previous role very 

much influences how the present role is taken, how one’s self-identity is 

constructed and especially what kind of requirement society poses on the 

individual. This is the reason why socialization theory is not hold sufficient 

for explaining the process of role exit. Merton’s concept of  anticipatory 

socialization describes  very  well  how  a  role  can  be  taken  even  if  the 

individual is not (yet) a member of the respective group, but the idea of 

socialization  does  not  take  into  account  the  complex  processes  of 

disengaging from a previous role. It is Ebaugh’s merit not only to point to 

this gap but also to take a starting point in analysing role exit as generic 

social processes.  


