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The purpose of the present study was to understand how executives responsible
for Diversity and Inclusion construct their identities while occupying positions of
"Marginal Leadership,” and how they deal with threats to such identities. We conducted
qualitative and inductive research with Brazilian executives in 66 organizations,
focusing on their experiences as leaders. In our resulting model, we theorized
that leaders in positions of Marginal Leadership demonstrate little role clarity,
resources, and confidence for the exercise of their activities, suffering threats to
their identities, which are not observed in executives occupying positions in more
traditional functions such as Finance, Production, and Marketing. Furthermore,
we identified that Brazilian executives responsible for Diversity and Inclusion build
three types of Relational Leadership in interaction with individuals in historically
disadvantaged positions, and alongside executives in traditional positions. First,
“Business Partner,” focusing on performance—boundary segmentation. Second,
“Injustice Repairer,” focusing on inclusion—boundary segmentation. Third, “Paradox
Manager,” focusing on performance and inclusion—boundary integration. Finally,
we found that threats to their identities vary according to the type of Marginal
Leadership constructed. While “Business Partners” and “Injustice Repairers” tend to
be seen as false representatives or politically inept, the “Paradox Manager” tends
to be labeled as a “Fence Sitter.” This study advances the understanding of role
identities in positions with ambiguous expectations, integrating Identity Theory
and Boundary Theory to explore how diversity leaders integrate their identities
in the light of conflicting demands.

KEYWORDS

marginal leadership, identity threats, diversity and inclusion, identities, boundary
theory, paradoxes

1 Introduction

Diversity management has become an integral leadership task in many contemporary
organizations (Primecz and Mahadevan, 2024). However, what is not yet clearly developed is
an understanding of how those who are responsible for matters of diversity, equity/equality
and inclusion (EDI) in their organizations (diversity leaders), navigate their identity as
“diversity leaders,” also in relation to those “classic” and potentially more mainstream leaders
whom they seek to influence for achieving their organization’s EDI goals. We assume that this
is not an easy identity to navigate, due to the following reasons: First of all, the goals associated
with managing DEI are conflicting in themselves (Spaaij et al., 2020): On the one hand,
diversity leaders should shape a ‘fairer’ corporate environment, advance corporate social
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responsibility and include previously neglected groups (Nkomo et al.,
2019). At the same time, they need to fulfill the promises of the so
called “business case for diversity;” namely to make organizations
more profitable, innovative, agile or customer-oriented by achieving
equity and inclusion for more groups (Primecz and Mahadevan,
2024). Secondly, organizations often promote a general discourse that
promotes respect for diversity, learning, ethics, and sustainability
(Petriglieri and Peshkam, 2022) as key leadership qualities. Thus, high
hopes in the area of social sustainability are placed on diversity
leaders, yet, in practice, the organization might not provide the
conditions required for putting these ideals into practice (Carrillo
Arciniega, 2021). This suggests that organizations might not place
enough importance on DEI compared to other leadership functions
and fields, which results in unfulfilled DEI promises in practice
(Carrillo Arciniega, 2021). Consequently, diversity leaders often find
themselves at the fringes of organizational leadership (Dennissen
etal, 2019; Janssens and Steyaert, 2019); they are supported in theory,
but seldom in practice (Martins, 2020); and they operate from a
weaker organizational power-base, compared to other leadership
functions (Greene and Kirton, 2023). In other words, they are
organizationally marginal leaders (Fitzsimmons et al., 2013; based on
Park, 1928, 1937). Marginal leaders are those who find themselves
between two identities or value-sets and need to devise strategies for,
on the one hand, retaining the unique knowledge base which their
marginality provides them with, and for, on the other hand, for being
sufficiently included in majority practice and decision-making to have
an impact onto the organization. Against this background, we ask the
question: “How do marginal diversity leaders in organizations respond
to paradoxical pressures and doubts about their professional goals?”

We conducted a qualitative and inductive study with Brazilian
executives responsible for Diversity and Inclusion in 66 organizations
to provide insights for closing this research gap, focusing on their
experience as leaders. The study aimed to understand the different
Marginal Leadership identities experienced by such executives, as well
as threats to these identities. Although they occupied formal
leadership positions at higher hierarchical levels, the interviewees
characterized themselves as marginal leaders—insiders with weak ties
to the establishment, caught between conflicting goals and values
(Petriglieri and Peshlkam, 2022). The lack of clear boundaries left these
leaders exposed to contrasting expectations in the exercise of their
roles. In navigating the context of these paradoxes (Noon and
Ogbonna, 2021), some participants reported what we interpret as the
construction of a paradoxical occupational identity, while others
oscillated between humanistic and pragmatic identities. In our model,
we also identified the most recurrent threats to identity in each of
these cases.

The contribution of our paper lies in introducing the highly
relevant concept of marginality to the question of why and how DEI
initiatives fail or succeed in practice. Whereas marginality has been
applied to leadership in the field of global and international leadership,
it has not yet been applied to understand how the marginality of
certain leadership positions and functions, such as DE], shapes overall
organizational leadership realities. As a major finding, we suggest that
it is the different ways in which diversity leaders navigate their
marginal identities that shapes the concrete outcome of diversity goals
and policies in organizations.

In order to make this contribution, we proceed as follows: First,
we review the relevant literature and provide an overview on methods
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of data collection and analysis. Next, we present and discuss our
findings and derive implications for theory and practice from there.
Finally, we summarize and conclude.

Despite the importance of this topic, there is a need to address the
following research question:

2 Literature review

2.1 Leader identity and identity threat

The construction of leadership identity involves multiple levels of
self-construction, including individual, relational, and collective
(Brewer and Gardner, 1996). The approach adopted in this study
proposes a conception that encompasses these three levels, recognizing
that leadership is a social and mutually influential process (Petriglieri
and Peshkam, 2022). The individual internalization of leader or
follower identity is the first element of this process, in which
individuals incorporate the identity of leader or follower into their
self-concept (DeRue et al,, 2009). Next, relational recognition comes
into play, highlighting the importance of the perceived relationship
between individuals (Sluss and Ashforth, 2007). Additionally,
collective endorsement of leadership identity further reinforces this
construction by situating the individual within a socially recognized
group as leaders or followers (Brewer and Gardner, 1996).

Considering leadership identity in these three dimensions,
we recognize that leadership development is linked to relationship
building. This contrasts with a static and hierarchical conception of
leadership, emphasizing the social and relational dynamics involved
in forming leadership identity (Petriglieri and Peshkam, 2022). This
approach suggests that leadership is a reciprocal relationship,
emphasizing the importance of social interactions in the joint
construction of leader and follower identities. In doing so, we engage
in an existing discussion on how it happens that one is socially
accepted and self-identifies as leader, thus enriching the understanding
of the fluid and social nature of leadership (Collinson, 2005).

To meet recent calls to define leadership as a process of social and
mutual influence, rather than focused on a leader-centric view or role-
based approach (see Uhl-Bien et al., 2014), it is crucial for leadership
theories to clarify the mechanisms by which relationships and
leadership identities are formed. In this article, we draw on previous
research that theorizes a process by which individuals collaboratively
develop leadership relationships, explaining why some are perceived
as leaders while others as followers (DeRue and Ashford, 2010
Epitropaki et al., 2017). Although we focus only on the leader’s
identity, not the follower’s, we adopt this approach because it allows
us to argue that individuals co-create their respective leadership
identities in relation to other signifiers (Petriglieri and Peshkam,
2022). Therefore, the relationship with followers, as well as that
developed with other leaders, is seen here as fundamental to
understanding how a leader defines themselves as such.

Understanding this process becomes especially relevant in
contexts where leadership is increasingly characterized by different
expectations and judgments from other signifiers (Zhang et al., 2015).
As more people with whom they interact internalize leadership
identities that are mutually recognized and collectively endorsed,
leaders tend to develop more stable self-concepts regarding who they
are in this relational role (Ashforth and Schinoff, 2016). By using a
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view of leadership identity as a product of an interactional process
involving claiming and granting leader status, we highlight the role of
the other in the process of constructing oneself as a leader.

In the specific case of diversity leaders in organizations, this
perspective is especially relevant due to the variation in expectations
that others have regarding who they are (Petriglieri and Peshkam,
2022). While some individuals seem to grant leadership and endorse
the identity of leaders in this position, others contest it (Felix and
Santana, 2024). This brings us to the concept of Identity Threat, a
perceived discrepancy between an individual’s current identity and
potential threats to that identity (Piening et al., 2020). These threats
can originate from various sources, such as changes in the
organizational environment, negative feedback, or encounters with
information or events that challenge the individuals self-image
(Bataille and Vough, 2022). In the case of this article, they stem from
a perception that others invalidate how the leader acts regarding
diversity, for instance, by framing diversity differently or by not
believing in the systemic need for inclusion (Primecz and Mahadevan,
2024). Faced with identity threats, individuals may manifest a variety
of psychological and behavioral responses, which may include defense,
denial, adaptation, or even redefinition of identity, all with the aim of
restoring a sense of coherence and self-esteem (Brown, 2022). This
reinforces the importance of understanding leaders’ identities in a
given position and the types of identity threats they experience.

2.2 Marginality in relation to leadership

Marginality is a key concept in sociology and psychology. It was
originally put forward as an analytical unit by cultural sociologist
Robert Ezra Parks in his conceptualization of the “marginal man” and
systematized by Parks™ student Everett V. Stonequist (Park, 1937).
According to Park (1928), marginal men are those who participate in
the traditions of two peoples and who are in the frequent process of
crossing cultures and social identity groups, e.g., because of their
having migrated from one country to another. Park developed this
concept in the concept of migration and immigration to the
United States to understand how ‘being American’ would look like
from the margins. Later, this approach was further developed by
managerial disciplines, for instance, to understand how leaders with
hybrid (in-between) identities might be better leaders because of their
dual belonging and dual access to interpretive schemes (e.g.,
Mahadevan, 2015). It was also made apparent that not all “leader-
identity duality” is equally valued in a certain context and by a certain
organization. For instance, those leaders who have migrated from
non-Western countries to the West or are racialized as non-White are
more likely to be perceived as a presumably unqualified “migrant”
compared to a Western and white manager moving to the non-West
who is more likely to be identified as a high-skilled expatriate (Zanoni
et al, 2010). Likewise, women leaders, in particular if they are
racialized as non-White, are more likely to be perceived as “bad
leaders” even though they might be highly innovative and effective not
despite but because of them ‘not fitting in’ (their marginality, see Mayer
etal, 2018). Thus, marginal leaders are those whose identity-duality,
and, thus: their competencies and skills, are undervalued or neglected
by a certain majority group or organizational context. Example for
marginal leaders are, for instance, individuals from the non-West
acting as global leaders (Fitzsimmons et al., 2013), bicultural leaders
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whose biculturality is not valued by the organization they work for
and those whom they interact with Mahadevan (2015) and generally
those whose alternative identities are thought of as not being a relevant
source of leadership skills and competencies, based on dominant ideas
of what constitutes “good leadership” and a dominant image of the
“ideal leader” (Guttormsen and Lauring, 2018). Likewise, in the
domain of leadership, some functions and professions are often
deemed to be more relevant, such as strategic management, than
others, such as managing diversity, equality and inclusion (Primecz
and Mahadevan, 2024). For example, diversity area leaders recurrently
need to defend in the necessity of their leadership positions—and,
thus: also themselves as being in the position of “leaders”—, for
instance, by offering better career opportunities for individuals
belonging to historically disadvantaged groups (Van Knippenberg
et al., 2020).

When managing their marginality, marginal leaders who wish to
make an impact, thus need to find way of meeting the expectations of
a dominant group while at the same time maintaining their access to
their unique resource and skills base that is: their marginality. Those
who assimilate completely, will ultimately loose access to the benefits
of integrating dual identities, as, for instance, research on successful
bicultural leaders suggests (Fitzsimmons et al., 2013). Furthermore,
silencing marginal leaders is assumed to result in organizational losses
in skills and competencies (Guttormsen and Lauring, 2018). However,
because organizations are often unaware of how they might profit
from the competencies of marginal leaders, it becomes the marginal
leaders’ responsibility to manage their own marginality the tension of
maintaining uniqueness and integrating themselves. Thus, what they
need to do is to find ways in how their identity is validated by those
who are representatives of the majority or more favored identity in the
context the seek to influence. For instance, diversity leaders often need
to defend the necessity of their roles in the face of colleagues more
oriented toward economic and financial performance (Park, 2020;
Park and Liang, 2020; Primecz and Mahadevan, 2024).

2.3 Leadership and diversity ambiguity

Our research, characterized by its qualitative approach, initially
focused on an executive population dedicated to diversity and
inclusion activities that, despite their growing influence, had received
little academic attention (Paluch and Shum, 2023; Ng et al., 2021).
Throughout the process, we identified the interconnection between
informants’ narratives about their struggles to adapt to the
organizational environment and articulate a diversity philosophy, and
academic work on leader identity and diversity paradoxes (McBride
et al,, 2024). We also noted that the study of leadership has evolved
toward a more dynamic and contextualized understanding, moving
away from unilateral and hierarchical views (Petriglieri and Peshkam,
2022). There is a growing perspective that leaders are seen as
individuals who emerge and operate in social interactions, with their
identity playing a crucial role (McBride et al., 2024). The attainment
and maintenance of this identity require ongoing work to define and
validate the leader role, influencing their actions and leadership
opportunities (DeRue et al., 2009).

The literature also highlights the inherent ambiguity of diversity
in organizations, which can vary depending on the context and
be shaped by different perspectives (Nadiv and Kuna, 2020). The
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predominance of unilateral perspectives sometimes focused on
humanistic values, sometimes on pragmatic values, has been criticized,
while there is a growing need to recognize and explore the diverse
facets of diversity in research and organizational practice (Post et al.,
2021). Marginal leaders, such as those in Diversity and Inclusion roles
in Organizations, face unique challenges in dealing with the ambiguity
of their functions and identities. They do not fully fit into dominant
norms and often face conflicts when defining their role and purpose
within the organization (Petriglieri and Peshkam, 2022).

Reflection on diversity, especially among cultural and individual
aspects, emerges as a significant focus area (Meng et al., 2023). While
organizations seek to balance the assimilation of different cultures
with the promotion of individuality, leaders responsible for promoting
diversity face the challenge of dealing with inherent paradoxes of
organizational diversity (Nadiv and Kuna, 2020). Although several
facets of diversity reflections in organizations have been identified,
there is a gap in understanding how leaders face and integrate these
demands for humanistic values and performance in their practice
(Konrad et al., 2021). Investigating how diversity executives in
Organizations tackle these challenges can provide valuable insights
into effectively addressing the complexities of diversity in
contemporary organizations.

2.4 Boundary theory

Marginal leaders in the diversity field often need to choose how to
deal with the ambiguities involved in the exercise of their role
(Petriglieri and Peshkam, 2022). In the present study, we used
Boundary Theory as a sensitizing approach to understand the
dynamics between potential emerging leadership identities. Boundary
Theory discusses how individuals categorize objects, spaces, subjects,
and interactions to construct, maintain, and alter boundaries that
delimit different domains in life (Ashforth et al., 2000). This theoretical
perspective has been applied, for example, in studies on identity
management in family businesses (Knapp et al., 2013) and professional
and personal identities (Felix et al., 2018; Felix et al., 2023¢; Araujo
etal., 2015).

According to this theory, boundaries separate domains from each
other, characterizing themselves as symbolic co-constructions that
determine where different aspects of our existence begin and end,
such as private and public life or work and home, for example (Provost
Savard and Dagenais-Desmarais, 2023). A domain is a “cognitive
space that includes what is included within the space delimited by a
boundary” (Kreiner et al., 2006). For example, workdays and weekends
or coworkers and personal friends can be seen as opposing domains
that are separated from each other with distinct degrees of
permeability—the degree to which aspects of one domain connect
with aspects of another (Clark, 2000).

Thus, a leader responsible for the Diversity area may create
impermeable boundaries—thick and strong—between humanistic
or pragmatic/performance purposes, meaning that this person
would tend to prioritize one purpose over the other, segmenting
them. However, this person could also adopt permeable boundaries
(thin, weak) between these two approaches, meaning that they
would tend to integrate these two purposes (Petriglieri and Peshkam,
2022). However, in real life, boundaries manifest as opposite
dimensions of a continuum, rather than as bipolar categories
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(Ashforth et al., 2000), indicating that individuals may adopt

intermediate levels of preferences for integrating or

segmenting domains.

3 Methods

In this research, we employed the grounded theory method
(Glaser and Strauss, 1967), conducting a qualitative and inductive
study with executives responsible for Diversity and Inclusion in 66
organizations in Brazil, focusing on their experience as leaders.
Qualitative methodology involving active categorizations are
generally accepted to be the method of choice for studying novel
phenomena (Mahadevan et al., 2024). Consequently, we chose this
method due to the limited prior theorizing on the phenomenon.
Thus, the literature presented earlier does not serve as confirmatory
theory but rather as a sensitizing approach that illuminated our
fieldwork. Our theoretical and methodological choices are based on
ontological constructs grounded in constructivism, wherein reality
is considered subjective and socially constructed. In epistemological
terms, the study is interpretive and focuses on understanding
phenomena from the perspective of how individuals make meaning
of their experiences.

3.1 Selection of interviewees, sample
demographics, and data collection

We opted for a semi-structured strategy in conducting the
interviews. Thus, the protocol we used did not represent a word-for-
word script but rather a general guide with questions about aspects
such as motivations and personal expectations in the role,
organizational support to perform their activities, and perceptions of
success or failure in the role (for more details, see Table 1). The
interviews were recorded with permission and transcribed

professionally.

The choice to examine the case of leaders responsible for Diversity
and Inclusion in organizations operating in Brazil is due to two main
aspects. First, the existence in the country of a highly mixed and
unequal population (Mesquita and Bezerra, 2021), which increases
the relevance of the Diversity and Inclusion area. Second, the
characterization of the Diversity and Inclusion area as an example of
Marginal Leadership (Dennissen et al., 2019; Janssens and Steyaert,
2019; Petriglieri and Peshkam, 2022).

Interviewees were recruited from a list of 550 Diversity and
Inclusion leaders obtained from a database of an event focused on the
theme. When composing the list, participants indicated that they
allowed potential contacts for participation in research. This list was
provided by a nonprofit organization that trains leaders for such a role.
Leaders were invited by email to participate in the research. In the
email, we introduced the concept of Marginal Leadership and asked
that only those who identified with it express their intention to
collaborate in the study. Among the invitees, 43 responded positively,
were interviewed, and indicated another 23 individuals through the
snowball sampling method (von Borell de Araujo et al., 2014). Thus,
although most of the interviewees are characterized by individuals
seeking training through this organization, we conducted a relevant
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TABLE 1 Interview protocol.

Could you talk a bit about your professional journey up to this point?
What motivated you to start working with Diversity?
How do you train and stay updated for this position?

Have your expectations related to working in this position been met? Please explain.

Explain what the hierarchical position of your position is in the organizational structure.

10.3389/fpsyg.2024.1484472

What is your current position? How long have you held this position? And how long have you been with this organization?

What are your responsibilities in this position?

How many people do you lead? What are their roles? What is the role of your immediate supervisor?

What are the main challenges of your position? How do you seek to overcome them? Do you get help from anyone in overcoming these challenges? Who are these people, and

what kind of help is offered?

Is there organizational support for your position? If yes, what kind of support? Have there been changes over time to reach this current scenario?

Could you provide an example of a moment when you felt successful in the position?

Could you provide an example of a moment when you felt unsuccessful in the position?

What diversity initiatives/practices do you offer? Could you provide examples?

How does the company you work for seek to promote work and offer development opportunities for historically disadvantaged people? Do you believe these practices are

successful in their purposes? Could you justify?

What would be a successful diversity policy/practice for you? Could you provide an example?

Is your philosophy regarding diversity in organizations shared by members of your organization? In what aspects yes, in what aspects no? Who supports and who does not

support?

How do you expect diversity and inclusion policies/practices in organizations to evolve over time?

number of interviews with individuals from other sources, leading us
to a wide range of perspectives.

Interviewees varied widely in terms of age, race, gender,
experience in the role, and in the job market overall. The ages of
the interviewees ranged from 31 to 66 years, with an average of
46.8 years. Time of experience in the role ranged from 2
(minimum criterion) to 8 years, with most interviewees being
female (70.2%). Most interviewees (56.6%) are homosexual,
mixed-race (47.5%), and have been active in the job market for
4-38 years. In line with the principles of theoretical sampling,
we sought to identify interviewees with diverse characteristics,
which allowed us to continually compare whether the patterns
identified in some interviews were repeated in subsequent
observations. Thus, the principle of theoretical sampling guided
the field access strategy.

This study was conducted following the recommendations of the
FBSR Guidelines, an ethics committee established at the Fucape
Business School, with written informed consent from all subjects. All
subjects gave written informed consent in accordance with the
Declaration of Helsinki. The protocol was approved by an ethics
committee established at the Fucape Business School.

3.2 Data analysis

During the iterative process of data collection and analysis,
we generated a set of memos and three levels of codes (e.g., Gioia et al,
2013). First-order codes typically began with gerund verbs and were
used to describe what we interpreted as occurring in the data. These
initial codes were grouped into second-order codes, which were more
abstract and less descriptive in their meanings. Finally, the
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second-order codes were grouped into aggregated dimensions, which
are codes of broader theoretical significance (Eisenhardt et al., 2016)
and underpinned the construction of our theoretical model. This
process concluded when further data collection and analysis were no
longer able to generate relevant codes (theoretical saturation), and the
most central categories were arranged into a theoretical model, as
presented in the results section. The interview protocol ceased to
be revised after interviewing 52 individuals, and no new codes
emerged after interview number 56. The coding process was
conducted independently by two authors of the article. In cases where
there was disagreement between them on which code a specific
segment of the interviews should be classified under, one of the other
authors acted as an independent judge and provided interpretations
that helped to reach a consensus. This process led us to significant
theoretical insights and an analysis less dependent on the individual
assumptions of the first two authors. The overall agreement rate
between the two authors was 91%, above the desired standard of 70%
suggested (Cohen, 1960). Figure 1 illustrates the data structure derived
from this coding process, which formed the central categories
underpinning the construction of our model.

4 Results

In this section, we present the substantive theory we constructed
to understand the different forms of Marginal Leadership Identity
experienced by executives responsible for Diversity and Inclusion, as
well as the threats to such identities. In our model, we theorize that
individuals in positions of Marginal Leadership, where there is little
clarity of role, resources, and confidence to exercise their function,
face threats to their leadership identity from Traditional Leaders.
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First Order Codes

Identifying Ambiguous Goals

Identifying Conflicting Organizational Goals

Identifying Underinvestment in Physical Aspects

Identifying Underinvestment in Social Aspects

Identifying the need to market oneself as competent

Identifying the need to market your position as relevant

Being seen by humanists as an exploiter

Second Order Codes Aggregate Dimensions

Lack of clarity

Lack of resources

Marginal Leadership

Lack of confidence

Leader as a Business

Being seen by pragmatists as a bridge to stakeholders

Being seen by pragmatists as a "whining eliminator"

Being seen by humanists as a reconciler

Being seen by humanists as an enhancer

Being seen by pragmatists as a mediator

Being seen by pragmatists as an enhancer

Being seen by humanists as a spokesperson

Being seen by pragmatists as disconnected from the business

Being seen by pragmatists as an obstacle to performance

Feeling considered politically inept

Feeling considered a "fence sitter"

Feeling considered a false representative

Reaffirming the role as a leader

Revisiting the role as a leader for a more conciliatory profile

Revisiting the role as a leader for a less conciliatory profile

FIGURE 1
Data structure.

VN VY

Partner

Leader as a Paradox
Manager

Marginal Leadership
Identity

Leader as a Repairer
of Injustices

Identity threats from

Frisdly fite validators

Additionally, we identified that, in interaction with individuals
representing the historically disadvantaged groups to be promoted
and Traditional Leaders, they can construct three types of Marginal
Leadership: “Business Partner” (performance-focused), “Justice
Repairer” (inclusion-focused), and “Paradox Manager” (performance
and inclusion-focused). Finally, we also theorize that threats to their
leadership identities vary according to the type of Marginal Leadership
constructed. While “Business Partners” and “Justice Repairers” tend
to be seen as false representatives or politically inept, the “Paradox
Manager” tends to be labeled as a “Fence Sitter” We detail each of
these results below, synthesized in Figure 2.

4.1 Marginal leadership challenges and
threats to identity from traditional leaders

Our initial findings concern the identity threats that the
interviewed marginal leaders experience in their interactions with
traditional leaders. Reports of a lack of clarity regarding their roles,
resources to carry them out, and confidence to achieve their goals
were recurrent.

The lack of clarity was mainly due to the fact that expectations
regarding the role they play as leaders varied greatly depending on
the leader they interacted with and the moment experienced by the
organization. Several reports indicate that at times they were
expected to promote diversity and inclusion as a value that exists
not as a means, but as an end in itself. However, at other times,
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there was a widespread perception that they should promote
diversity as long as it led to better impressions from clients,
retention of key employees, or improvements in the organizational
climate, for example. Thus, faced with this lack of clarity regarding
their role as leaders in the diversity and inclusion area, the
interviewees find themselves in situations where they see their
selves as leaders threatened. The following report illustrates
this finding:

“It’s a tremendous challenge to be a leader in the Diversity area.
We're not very sure what is expected. One moment they want us
to promote well-being, they say that diversity is a value in itself.
But just 1 month of poor results and they ask me how I'm going
to make diversity profitable. Difficult. So, I always feel under
scrutiny. You cannot simply focus on directing your action toward
something because someone more powerful will criticize you at

some point” (RP23).

A second factor that leads marginal leaders to feel threatened in
their leadership identity is the lack of resources to carry out their
work. Traditional leaders typically have sufficient people and financial
resources, for example, to meet their goals of attracting clients,
executing projects, and investing in production capacity. However,
according to the interviewees, it was common to report that despite
broad speeches of support for diversity, there was often a feeling that
there were not enough resources to invest in diversity and inclusion,
for example, when this requires greater investments in infrastructure
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change, technology development, and hiring more individuals in
diversity positions. The following reports illustrate this:

“I've worked leading HR and now I'm dealing with Diversity
issues. Talking with other leaders one day we discussed the
budgets of our areas. Not only budgets, but also support
availability, those things, to get things going. By far, I am the area
with the least resources and that puts me in an inferior status, for
sure” (RP47).

“It’s easy to say that you invest in diversity when it comes to
making a poster for an event or when it comes to hiring a female
manager. These specific things are easier. And when it comes to
buying software so that blind employees can work? And when it
comes to building ramps to improve the mobility of wheelchair
users? At that moment, it becomes a big question mark, and then
we see that insisting on these needs makes us stigmatized” (RP29).

In both cases, it is evident that leaders considered traditional often
do not look favorably upon any insistence by leaders responsible for
diversity and inclusion for greater investments in aspects such as
infrastructure or equipment. According to several interviewees, this
affects their self-esteem as leaders.

The third commonly found factor characterizing threats to the
identity of marginal leaders refers to a lack of confidence. Leadership
processes involve trust as they encompass assignments of power and
responsibility to others. According to several interviewees, leaders in
the more traditional areas of organizations, such as Finance,
Production and Logistics, for example, are respected in their
autonomy to carry out actions aligned with the organization’s
purposes. However, reports were not uncommon that, as leaders
responsible for diversity and inclusion in organizations, they do not
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feel they receive that same trust. Several interviewees said they noticed
a lack of autonomy and a disbelief that they will act according to the
organization’s purposes. For them, this positions them in a marginal
status in the organization’s hierarchy and generates threats to identity
originating from other leaders in more consolidated positions.

“I feel they do not trust me. They do not give autonomy, there’s a
suspicion at every step I take. Everything needs to be reviewed.
I feel they always fear that I say something that generates
controversy, that I create a sense of protectionism, that I displease
Greeks or Trojans. I am clearly a leader who is always in a lateral

position, somewhat subordinate, subject to control” (RP50).

This report shows something recurrent in the data: the lack of
trust involves both the risk of being overly protective of the causes of
minority groups and of doing something that causes controversy or
represents a gaffe or inability to understand the limits of how to act in
favor of diversity.

Together, lack of clarity, lack of resources, and lack of confidence
form a state of ambiguity that contrasts with the well-defined
mandates of traditional leaders. Such aspects reinforces the peripheral
status of our respondents, signaling a lack of commitment to their
mission from the organization, which undermines their authority and
agency. Thus, we grouped these threats as the aggregate dimension of
marginal leadership.

4.2 Marginal leadership identities
Next, we sought to understand which identities are most

commonly constructed among the interviewees as marginal leaders
responsible for diversity and inclusion in organizations. Adopting a
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more relational perspective on leadership identity, we understand that
they are constructed through a process whereby individuals make
claims for a certain identity, which may or may not be validated by
others. Similarly, followers also make claims for certain identities that
may or may not be accepted.

In this context, we identified three types of identities most
recurrent among the interviewees. The first refers to the leader as a
“business partner;” who approaches the center of organizational power
and aligns with the dominant identity of those who understand that
the role of this area is to make the company profitable. In this case, the
leader was seen by other managers and more pragmatic subordinates
as bridges for better dialogue with stakeholders who have high
demands for performance. Such pragmatism allowed them to build an
identity associated with what we coded as “eliminator of complaints,”
in other words, a diversity and inclusion leader who supposedly would
not give voice to any demands from minorities considered excessive
or protectionist, as exemplified below.

“Ilead by results. I am a diversity leader, but I am here to keep the
company alive and thriving. Because I think like this, I am seen
differently from the last person who held this position (...). They
see me as someone essential to end this victimhood, this bunch of
protectionism and complaints that we know exists from
minorities. Its not that there is no prejudice and exclusion.
We know there is. But what I fight against is the whining, and
other leaders perceive that” (RP22).

On the other hand, these same individuals who adopt this
pragmatic leadership identity were seen by those more sympathetic to
the demands of historically disadvantaged groups as exploiters and
defenders of the majority. This shows a certain heterogeneity in the
constructed identities, revealing that the same identity tends to
be valued and validated by one group while being stigmatized by
others. The following reports illustrate this idea.

“I see myself as a diversity leader who needs to make people
understand that diversity generates results. There is a diverse
consumer market, and we have to have diversity in here to help us
do better business with that market. It’s for everyone. But now and
then, I see people saying that I'm an exploiter when I say that a
person with a disability, a blind person, a woman, a gay person can
be profitable. They say I'm trying to use people. They cannot think
in terms of win/win” (RP8).

“In my management, my focus is to do something that is good for
everyone. The company needs to profit, profit is good for
everyone. This is a company, my role is to profit. And I try to do
this through diversity, because of my position. It’s natural. Then
I see that, because I act like this, several leaders from the more
prominent areas see me as a partner, as someone they can count
on to sell more, to produce better, to innovate. I am an ally to
them” (RP56).

The second recurrent group concerning marginal leadership
identities is “injustice repairers.” These individuals understand that in
the historical colonization process of Brazil, a series of injustices were
committed against blacks, indigenous peoples, women, and
individuals belonging to other disadvantaged groups, such as people
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with physical disabilities and non-heterosexuals. Therefore, they
advocate that their role in D&I leadership is essentially social and
historical reparation-oriented, at the expense of profit as the main
objective, as illustrated in the following quote.

“I make it clear, and everyone knows that 'm here to generate
diversity, equity, and inclusion. To correct historical mistakes of
our society, to the extent of my ability. Thats the person I am as a
diversity leader. And it’s very gratifying for me to know that a lot
of people here see me as a spokesperson. Just last week, a person
who uses a wheelchair told me that and made my day
count” (RP35).

According to the interviewees, profit may be a consequence of this
reparation of a historical debt with the less privileged, but it does not
represent the real purpose of their actions. Leaders in diversity and
inclusion positions reported that they are seen as spokespeople by
historically disadvantaged groups. On the other hand, they are also
seen as disconnected from business or as an obstacle to performance.
Thus, they lead from the margin, without identifying with traditional
leaders. The following interview excerpt illustrates this categorization.

“I was hired for this position, and I know I am a leader here to
really promote diversity, in the strongest sense of the word. To
provide the conditions for people to feel included. That's what
I think, that's how I am seen. And precisely because of this, I know
that my CEO, the CFO, and the marketing director, who are the
people who clash with me the most, see me as someone who is not
concerned about profit, who is disconnected from their vibe, and
who even hinders profit. They see me as an obstacle. They created
the position just for show” (RP38).

“With me, sometimes it comes that my position was created just
for show. There are some more empowered folks here who always
invalidate me, who do not see me as someone who is helping.
I came to work for diversity; it's tough” (RP6).

The “injustice repairers,” therefore, understand that they are in the
organization with the role of fixing historical mistakes in favor of
equity and inclusion. For them, their leadership must occur
independently, from a marginalized position, excluded from the
spaces occupied by other leaders they call “traditional”

Lastly, we categorized the third marginal leadership identity as
“Paradox Manager” We observed that such leaders do not make a clear
choice between leading from the center of organizational power
(“business partner”) or from the margin (“injustice repairers”). On the
contrary, their identity reflects a belief in leading considering business
partnership and injustice repair as a paradox to be managed. Thus,
they understand that repairing injustices is a means to promote
business and vice versa. The following interview excerpts show this.

“It's not easy in this position because there are very varied
expectations about who we have to be. I have a bit of a yin and
yang thing, of thinking that I will not be just one thing or the
other. I believe I need to help with profit, yes, but not by masking
diversity actions. My role is to include so that people can
be profitable. To profit so that we can include more disadvantaged
people. That's how I see myself (...). I think both those who
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support diversity, minorities, and people who are somewhat
skeptical, let us say, see me as someone who empowers, who
creates bridges both for the company to do well and for it, I do not
know, to fulfill its social role, you know?” (RP63).

“For me, you have to associate and suck sugar cane. You have to
create a fairer work environment, bring minorities in, but you also
cannot just do that and think it’s okay. You have to make it happen.
You have to show results. I emphasize organizational climate a lot,
understanding how minorities think, so I think I'm a person who
takes the corner kicks and heads, you know? (...) People who are
more progressive tend to like me because they see me as someone
who can create bridges, open doors, reconcile interests” (RP18).

These examples show expressions like “associate and suck sugar
cane” (popular expression in Brazilian Portuguese) and “take corner
kicks and head,” expressions from Brazilian popular language that
represent the need to simultaneously perform activities that are
usually seen as exclusive. As RP2 says, “you need a different mindset;
I need to perform through diversity and I need to promote diversity
with the resources I generate, I need to show results to expand and
justify investments” Thus, although both are leaders in diversity and
inclusion, the way they constitute their identities in this position
influences the place occupied by each leader in the performance of
their function.

We understand “business partner; “injustice repairer,” and
“paradox manager” as attempts by our respondents to negotiate their
hierarchical position and fulfill diversity and inclusion goals in ways
that can be accepted—or resisted—Dby different organizational groups.
These identities are developed as the interviewees engage in “claiming”
and “granting” within their unique contexts, seeking validation from
both traditional and minority-centered stakeholders (DeRue and
Ashford, 2010). By navigating these divergent expectations, our
respondents embody a leadership identity that simultaneously
integrates and challenges the core values and goals of mainstream
leadership. These three categories consequently form the aggregate
dimension of “marginal leadership identity,” because they represent a
distinct leadership identity construction process that occurs at the
organizational periphery.

4.3 Threats to identity arising from
validators of their marginal leadership
identities

Despite common sense suggesting that the identity threats
experienced by marginal leaders responsible for diversity and
inclusion would be stigmatized only by groups opposing the
polarity they defend, our results have shown a more complex reality.
Threats to their identities were reported by individuals choosing to
lead from the center of organizational power (business partners),
those leading from the margin (injustice repairers), or those
managing the paradox between performance and inclusion
(paradox managers).

Surprisingly to us, threats to the identities experienced by
“business partners” and “injustice repairers” proved to be similar. Such
threats initially involve the accusation of “false representatives.” In
these cases, social groups supporting their leadership roles also
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considered that they were not firm enough in defending a viewpoint
underpinning the formation of that type of identity.

For example, in the following case, a leader who identifies as a
business partner reports a perceived threat to his identity, as he is seen
either as someone who does not sufficiently represent the interests of
the supporting group of that identity, or who lacks the political ability
to interpret the expected discourses when demanded:

“Look, I have a more proactive approach to diversity as a path to
better performance, which is very true in our education sector.
Marco [fictitious name] is an example of someone who thinks like
me but who constantly challenges me. He says I should be more
outspoken in this idea that the end goal is financial results. When
I try to negotiate more, he says I am not representing the
leadership’s interests well (...) But at the same time, he himself
complained that I should have more political savvy, that I should
have acted more politically when we performed poorly on a
diversity indicator and the ESG team got upset. He thought that
in this case, I had to find a way to approve more diversity actions.
So the impression I have is that in this position, I will always
receive criticism, either for being too soft and giving in to agendas
or for not being good enough to approve diversity policies” (RP65).

In the context of these identity threats, complaints accumulate,
whether because the employee is no longer “outspoken” in seeking to
defend the view of diversity as a business partner or because they do
not know how to position themselves politically in favor of this cause.
It is curious to note that, in both situations, the criticisms are made by
the individuals who would theoretically validate these identities. A
similar situation occurs with leaders more grounded in the idea of
“injustice repairers,” as shown in the following account.

“The most hurtful criticisms are from those I thought would
support me (...). They are the people who benefit the most from
my work, people from historically disadvantaged groups, but who
end up finding fault in everything (...). Once, a black lesbian came
to say that I, as a lesbian and diversity leader, only pretend to
represent diversity because the beneficiaries of gender policies are
usually white women, and the beneficiaries of racial policies are
usually men and heterosexuals. She labeled me as a false
representative. I understand her point, but I think things are
gradually improving. On the other hand, there was also a woman
who criticized me because she thinks I was too harsh in a case of
harassment accusation against a woman, she thinks I lacked the
ability to handle the situation (...) This hurts because criticism
from those who benefit from how things are is already expected.
But this was a surprise to me, at least the frequency with which it
occurs” (RP12).

Similar to the previous example, the criticisms mainly stem from
the perception that the leader in question either pretends to represent
the issue of diversity or is too harsh in defending a woman in a
possible harassment situation. Obviously, we do not intend to contest
the criticisms or the leaders here, only to theorize about the
interactions. In this sense, it seems to us that issues of intersectionality
were part of the identity threat experienced.

Interestingly, the “Paradox Managers” also found themselves
contested. In the following example, a leader who acts with this
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identity highlighted how people who fit into the minority position
criticized her performance:

“There was a case like this: a guy who is gay said that I am a fence-
sitter, that I should choose a side. That supporting gays and at the
same time implying that I think sexual orientation diversity is
good strategically for the company would be a contradiction (...)
Certainly, this is very bad, it makes me feel kind of
trapped” (RP61).

“The other day, a black woman came to me and said it was cool
that I'm always talking about racial issues in hiring and career
policies here at the company. And I smiled, thinking I was doing
great. But then she said: ‘Now all you have to do is decide if
you want to work for the poor or for the rich! I said I did not
understand, and she said I had to get off the fence because while
I was doing that, I also always say that diversity can be a path for
the company to have better results (...) Yes, she sees me as
someone who does not take a stand, sitting on the fence (...) I do
not like that, of course, huh? It seems like my work is not
recognized by those who should value it the most” (RP26).

Faced with these threats, followers could not see promotion of
diversity and financial results as a paradox that can be managed, but
rather as a dilemma. The identity threats reported in such situations
reflect a view that a choice between both polarities is necessary. This
vision is expressed mainly by the term “fence-sitter;” which has been
used in the Brazilian political context to describe someone in
the center.

It is important to emphasize that the constructed model was
influenced by demographic variables, such as age, gender and sexual
orientation. In particular, the concepts of marginal leadership,
marginal leadership identity threats and identity of validators were
influenced by such demographic issues. More specifically, in the case
of women, older individuals and homosexuals, they were those who
showed that they experienced the phenomena described more
intensely, although this was not explored in greater detail for reasons
of parsimony. Thus, future research can explore the role of
demographic issues in the construction of the model.

5 Discussion

The objective of the present study was to understand how
executives responsible for Diversity and Inclusion construct their
identities while occupying positions of “Marginal Leadership,” and
how they deal with threats to such identities. Next, we present the
theoretical contributions and theoretical implications related to
this study.

5.1 Theoretical contributions

This study has potential implications for the literature, notably in
the field of role identities (Crocetti et al., 2014; Ma and Peng, 2019),
considering that we used a boundary-based approach to explore how
individuals help create a role identity in positions where there are no
clear expectations. By adopting perspectives from Identity Theory
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(Stryker, 19805 Stryker and Burke, 2000) and Boundary Theory
(Ashforth et al., 2000; Hall and Richter, 1988), we contribute to the
literature on role identity by showing how the role identity of leaders
responsible for diversity in organizations is influenced by individuals’
preferences for more integrative or segregating boundaries between
the humanistic and pragmatic values that pressure their performance.
Thus, we expand the discussion from “fitting into a role with
pre-existing roles” (Ma and Peng, 2019) to “building a role from
agentic behaviors”” This is fundamental in a scenario where more and
more leaders will work in newly created positions to meet market
transformation demands (Warrick and Cady, 2023; Galanti
etal., 2023).

The study also contributes to the literature on leadership identity
construction (Haslam et al., 2022). Generally, this literature tends to
focus on the identity of professionals for whom there are clear
expectations in terms of values (Smith et al., 2018). Thus, most of the
literature on leadership identity tends to explore identity work
processes, through which individuals manage the tension between
expressing their self authentically and fitting social expectations (Felix
et al,, 2023a). We contribute to the literature by showing that, in the
case of marginal leaders, the lack of a clearly established behavioral
model demands that these professionals face the duality between
humanism and pragmatism more consciously and authoritatively.
We also show how these professionals engage in identity play processes
(Ibarra and Petriglieri, 2010), through which they seek to experiment
with provisional selves until they feel more secure in performing
identities in situations where their positions are seen as riskier. Thus,
by expanding the view on leadership identity construction to identity
play, and not just identity work, we also contribute to a more process-
oriented view on the subject.

Finally, the study also presents contributions to the literature on
identity threats. Several studies have been conducted to analyze how
individuals respond to threats to organizational identities (Picning
et al,, 2020) and occupational identities (Murphy and Kreiner, 20205
Felix et al., 2023a). On the other hand, some have also been dedicated
to studying threats to individual identities in the work context (Felix
et al., 2023b). In this study, we specifically insert ourselves into an
existing debate about leadership identity (Felix and Santana, 2024; Lee
Cunningham et al., 2023). We add to this literature by directing
attention not to traditional and central positions in the organizational
power structure, but to emerging and peripheral positions.
Furthermore, we explore not only identity threats in which the source
of the threat is prototypically oppositional groups, but also those
coming from groups that would theoretically validate the identity in
question. Thus, we offer a more realistic and non-stereotypical view of
identity threats in the daily lives of workers.

Furthermore, we contribute to the field of Diversity & Inclusion
in theory and practice. As a concept, diversity management originates
from North America, especially the United States. It was suggested as
a response to social tensions, especially racial and gender inequalities
(Litvin, 1997). The aim was to achieve higher social equality and to
work toward more equity, that is: equal opportunities of being
included for more groups, by means of affirmative action. This brought
about the question: how can organizations achieve this goal, and
Lorbiecki (2001) proposed a learning perspective for doing so. Our
study shows a concrete way in which this organizational learning can
be achieved, namely by promoting those D&I marginal leader
identities that are the most conducive toward achieving diversity
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change. As Mahadevan (2012) has shown in her empirical study of a
closed struggling with diversity change, also identity-based resistance
can be a means of achieving Diversity and Inclusion, if it leads to
leaders rethinking and readjusting their identities in relation to what
needs to be achieved. Consequently, assessing leader identity in
relation to D&I goals requires qualitative methodologies, because,
sometimes, the objective facts of the situation are less telling than how
individuals construct themselves in light of the D&I challenges they
face. Thus, the D&I challenge at work involves much more than
diversity being a ‘must-have concept’ for organizations to remain
competitive (Ely and Thomas, 2020): rather, it requires a profound
renegotiation of identities and their boundaries, and our study has
exemplified this process for the relevant D&I context of Brazil.

5.2 Implications for practice

This study has potential implications for practice. We believe that
a better understanding of the concept of Marginal Leadership,
proposed by Petriglieri and Peshkam (2022), and its diffusion, favors
executives occupying such positions to have greater clarity about the
tensions related to the performance of their roles. Due to unawareness,
marginal leaders tend to ignore the fact that they are in a position less
endowed with clarity, resources, and confidence, facing frustrations
and challenges that could be anticipated.

The results of our study provide these leaders with a clearer
conceptual map of how to act in the face of different identities and
threats, in two main ways. First, leading from the center, either
supporting a more pragmatic or humanistic polarity. Second, leading
from the margin, with a paradoxical vision. Considering the pressing
intentions under marginal leaders, being aware of the map of possible
positions may allow such professionals to be better prepared to act in
the face of conflicting demands.

Third, the model presented may also be useful for significant
others who interact with marginal leaders—especially those who
represent sources of validation for their marginal leadership
identities—to rethink the level of demand and identity threats they
may sometimes express. Threats from groups that are theoretically
supportive often sound strongly discouraging to leaders and sources
of discouragement and hopelessness that their work will make a
positive difference. Thus, the findings of our study allow these
individuals to assess their interactions and reflect on whether their
observations are indeed pertinent or if they exert disproportionate and
even unfair pressure on marginal leaders.

We also enable organizations to navigate the conflicts associated
with the business case for diversity and the humanistic goals
underlying D&I (see Primecz and Mahadevan, 2024), namely by
focusing on the identity-processes required for achieving positive
diversity change. We propose a concrete way in which the learning
perspective on D&I (Lorbiecki, 2001) can be implemented in practice.

Finally, we re-position Marginal Leadership as an asset, not as a
liability for organizations. It is not despite the conflicts associated with
their identities that marginal D&I leaders succeed in working toward
positive diversity change, but rather because of it. Thus, out study also
underscores the relevance of the D&I goal of working toward higher
equity and equality for historically and systemically disadvantaged
groups: Their experiences of being perceived as different’, ‘other’ or
‘not belonging, and their consecutive need to engage in identity work,
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can now be redefined as the ‘engine’ through which positive diversity
change may be achieved.

6 Final considerations
6.1 Conclusion

In our model, we theorize that leaders who occupy positions of
Marginal Leadership, where there is little role clarity, resources, and
confidence for the exercise of their function, face identity threats to their
leadership identity that are not faced by Leaders in more traditional
positions, such as Finance, Production, and Marketing. In addition,
we identified that, in interaction with individuals who are categorized as
representing those historically disadvantaged groups in need of
promotion and with traditional leaders, they can build three types of
Marginal Leadership: “Business Partner” (focus on performance—
boundary segmentation), “Injustice Repairer” (focus on inclusion—
boundary segmentation), and “Paradox Manager” (focus on
performance and inclusion—boundary integration). Finally, we also
theorize that threats to their leadership identities vary according to the
type of Marginal Leadership constructed. While “Business Partners” and
“Injustice Repairers” tend to be seen as false representatives or politically
inept, the “Paradox Manager” tends to be labeled as a “Fence-sitter.”
Thus, we provide a detailed view of the challenges to the identity built by
Marginal Leaders responsible for diversity and inclusion in organizations.

6.2 Limitations and implications for future
research

Despite this study’s potential contributions to theory and practice,
some limitations, which may represent opportunities for future
research, are worth noting.

We focused our interviews on Marginal Leaders responsible for
Diversity and Inclusion in companies. However, diversity threats to
marginal leaders may occur more broadly, encompassing individuals
in other organizational functions. Thus, we suggest that research maps
threats to the identity of Marginal Leadership experienced by other
leaders responsible for areas such as Learning & Development,
Workplace Safety and Environment, Social, and Government (ESG)
(Petriglieri and Peshkam, 2022).

Because we focused on building rapport during interview
conversations, we did not collect some specific information about the
context of activities and job-related characteristics of the respondents.
This limitation opens the possibility for future studies explore how
aspects like tenure with the position, sector of activity, and span of
control relate to how marginal leaders craft identities that gave
meaning and direction to their work.

Our research occurred at a specific moment in time and space,
namely, between 2022 and 2024. It was also applied in the context of
Brazil, a highly mixed-race country that is considered, for example,
one of the most attractive tourist destinations for people of different
races and sexual orientations (von Borell de Araujo et al., 2014). It
would be interesting to replicate this study in other contexts, with
more homogeneous populations and greater restrictions on the idea
of diversity and inclusion. Moreover, it is possible that the Diversity
and Inclusion area will gain more political strength and become more
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strategic for organizations, thus no longer being so marginalized.
Therefore, we suggest longitudinal research that maps the evolution of
the meanings of this area vis-a-vis more traditional ones over time.

Finally, our study was limited to mapping diversity threats
experienced by these individuals but did not study the responses
individuals offer to these threats. The literature on coping responses
to identity threats is extensive and can be very useful in understanding
the consequences of such threats to the self. Especially, it would
be interesting to analyze these responses over time, and beyond the
traditional responses of either maintaining the threatened identity or
resignifying it (Petriglieri, 2011). Recent studies have shown less
dichotomous ways of responding to these threats (Felix et al., 2023b;
Felix and Santana, 2024), which seems very promising, especially for
the group of “Paradox Managers”
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