Marginality, a Force
For the OD Practitioner

practice is ahead of theory

Organization development is a new
discipline which has had and will
continue to have a profound impact
on organizations and their mem-
bers. Though many organizations,
large and small, have people (or
units of people) engaged in organi-
zation development efforts,1 little
is known about the role of the or-
ganization development practition-
er.

As Burke so aptly points out, in
the field of organization develop-
ment, “practice is ahead of the
theory and conceptualization.”
This article examines one of the
least explored dimensions of the
organization development practi-
tioner’s role: Marginality Versus
Non-Marginality. The main thesis
that will be advanced here is that
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marginality is an important
positive force upon which both or-
ganizations involved in organiza-
tion development and the practi-
tioners of organization develop-
ment should capitalize.
Marginality has been defined,
redefined, clarified and criticized
in the sociological literature for
over 40 years. Studies of marginal-
ity have included ethnic back-
ground (e.g., Polish-American),
race (e.g., Afro-American), re-
ligion (e.g.. American Jew), age
(e.g., adolescense), and sex (e.g.,
homosexuals). In most cases, the
studies emphasized the instability
of the marginal person (or group)
caught between two or more
groups with conflicting value, goal
and behavior systems. Stonequist
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described the marginal person as
“one whom fate has condemned to
live in two societies and two not
merely different but antagonistic,
cultures.”3 Thus, a person in a sit-
uation of marginality operates
under circumstances of conflicting
reference and membership group
ties.

Positive and Negative Aspects

Thus, the negative aspects of
marginality have received much
attention, particularly the harmiul
social/psychological consequences
of its stress, conflict and anxiety.
Oftentimes, strategies were de-
veloped to discount, reduce or
otherwise provide individuals with
relief from marginality. The posi-
tive implications of marginal work
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roles in organizational systems
have been largely overlooked. The
superior ability of persons in mar-
ginal roles to be objective and to
perform successfully in linking and
integrative capacities has received
little attention beyond the convine-
ing research of Ziller, Stark and
Pruden,4 Pruden and Stark,5 and
Liddel.6 Marginality can have
positive aspects both for the per-
son in a marginal organizational
role and for the organization in
which that role must be assumed!
As will be briefly demonstrated
next, marginality is an essential,
and inevitable, component of
several irnportant organization job

types. :
Marginal Organizational Roles

What are the classic marginal
roles in organizations? The first
line supervisor must be the most
famous “person-in-the-middle” in
organizations. As Roethlisberger
observed, “Again and again the
supervisor is put in a position of
either getting the worker’s cooper-
ation and being ‘disloyal’ to man-
agement or of incurring the
resentment and overt opposition of
subordinates.”” Sales people are
also marginal in that they exist in
the interface between their em-
ployers and their customers, link-
ing the two systems and having to
please both, as noted by Ditz.

A series of studies undertaken
by Lawrence and Lorsch9 invesii-
gated yet another marginal role in
organizations, one they termed the
“integrator.” Integrators are those
managers who coordinate the
activities of several functional
groups in an organization. For ex-
ample, the manager of a project
team which includes representa-
tives of the engineering, manu-
facturing, marketing and person-
nel departments.

OD Practitioner’s Role
The marginal role of the OD
practitioner has only been the ob-
ject of passing discussion. Ben-
nis10 calls the change agent role a

“marginal” one and notes that the
change agent does not have actual
membership in the client system
nor in groups of colleagues near at
hand. Likewise, Argyri511 sug-
gests that the organization inter-
ventionist faces a marginality sit-
vation which forces him or her to
live in two discrepant worlds: the
client system and his or her profes-
sional field.

Walton12 also emphasizes how
frequently the OD practitioner
takes on a “third-party” or margin-
al role. The integrative aspects of
the change agent’s role, working
along the interfaces of the organi-
zation, have been described by

Lawrence and Lorsch.13 Most
recently, Matherl4 has deseribed
the OD practitioner’s role as that
of a “broker” located spatially be-
tween the employees and the
organization.

Instead of relating completely to
either world, the OD practitioner
must be “co-worldly.” The inter-
ventionist who becomes overly in-
volved with the profession risks
appearing too detached, disinter-
ested and unfamiliar with the
client system. Similarly, the
change agent who becomes exces-
sively involved with the -client
system risks becoming a “prison-
er” of the system with consequent
loss of objectivity and effective-
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ness. Appreciating the duality of
the position, the OD practitioner
must avoid “overidentification”
with either the client system or the
profession so that skills of
objectivity, expertise and con-
frontation can be utilized in
organization problem-solving. Fig-
ure 1 depicts the marginal role of
the OD practitioner.

The outside OD consultant may
find it easier to maintain marginal-
ity than the internal OD
consultant, who usually finds it dif-
ficult to establish and retain mar-
ginality within the organizational
structure. Under the best of cir-
cumstances, such marginality
usually comes at high personal and
organizational costs: loneliness,
role ambiguity, lack of technical
support, budgetary vulnerability,
and as reported by Mit-cheﬂ,ib
“consultant burnout.”

In summary, the internal OD
practitioner lives permanently in
two different and often antagonis-
tic cultures (professional and em-
ployer) as well as in a series of
third cultures {organizational unit
clients). Efforts by the OD prac-
titioner to aveid this three-way
tug-of-war over his or her loyalties
will, to the extent to which these
efforts are successful, reduce the
OD practitioner’s effectiveness.

Benefits of Marginality

The potential organizational
benefits which derive from main-
taining the OD practitioner’s mar-
ginality are numerous. First, mar-
ginality can help the OD
practitioner to develop a relation-
ship with the client system such
that he or she can maintain “or-
ganization distance” and avoid be-
ing co-opted, seduced or forced to
collude with the client system’s
self-serving objectives.

Second, as a marginal organiza-
tion member, the OD practition-
er’s interventions are more “mem-
bership free.” The interventions
can be more readily accepted as

16

FIGURE I

Client System

genuine help offered to facilitate
change, without regard for hidden
organizational purposes or being
perceived as what Baritz'® has
termed a “servant of power.”

Third, the marginal OD practi-
tioner, more than fully-integrated
members of the organization, is
likely to be in continuing contact
with the outside professional
world, and should be able to pro-
vide fresh approaches to old organ-
izational problems. Fourth, the
marginal OD position, with its re-
alignment of the reward and
penalty systems, puts the practi-
tioner in the otherwise impossible
position of being able to take the
appropriate risks necessary to con-
front the organization with its
often neurotic behaviors.

Implications
For an organization that plans to
utilize one or more internal OD
practitioners, the OD practition-
er's marginality implies at least

OD Practitioner

\ Professional OD Worid

three considerations: First, the or-
ganization must accept the
necessity for the OD practitioner’s
marginality and understand that
marginality entails costs for the
employing organization as well. As
the OD practitioner attempts to
maintain interaction with two dif-
ferent worlds he or she may
appear to be inconsistent or even
two-faced. The OD practitioner’s
behavior can be seen as incon-
gruent with established ways of
behaving in the organization with
resultant reactions ranging from
bewilderment to hostility.

An example of “deviant” behav-
ior on the OD practitioner’s part
would be directly confronting con-
flict in an organization which has
traditionally “smoothed over” dif-
ferences. Negative reactions might
be anticipated from employees
who do not hold or have an appre-
ciation of the dilemmas of
boundary-spanning  positions.
The organization will have to learn
to cope with these pressures for
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conformity of thought and allow

for differences in behavior. 1.

Second, the organization should
define the OD practitioner’s job in
terms of its basic behavioral de-
mandsl? and seek candidates who
can “stand alone” in functioning ef-
fectively under conditions of mar-
ginality with its complexities, am-
biguities and uncertainties.20

Third, to continue to receive the
full benefits for which it pays the

0D practitioner, the employing or- 3.

ganization must act to sanction and
legitimize the OD practitioner’s
marginality. In practice, this
would probably include policies de-
signed to Dbuffer the OD
practitioner frem unnecessary
stress?l and to establish the inde-
pendence of the OD unit.
Structuraily, it may involve the
OD unit reporting to a powerful, 5
sympathetie figure who can divert,
or ignore, pressures directed at
the unit while providing strong
and visible support. Such organi-
zational safeguards would allow
the OD practitioner to function ef-
fectively.

Marginality, therefore, places
one more burden upon the OD
practitioner: To be absolutely cer-
tain to maintain his
marginality with its independence,
boundary-spanning and nonalign-
ment characteristics. If a realistic
assessment of the situation
suggests the organization’s refusal
to support or permit marginality,
the OD practitioner’s choice is
either to leave the firm or to be in-
effective.

Alternatively, should the OD
practitioner sense that he or she 9
does not have a marginality
orientation,““ temperament or in-
terest cannot continuve to deal with
the loneliness, conflicts and
frustrations of marginality, the
choice is either to leave the pro-
fession or to be ineffective.

11.
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