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The Renaissance culture movement profoundly affected
economic, scientific, social, and political thinking as
humanism, liberalism, and intellectual inquiry led to
a revolution in learning. Architecture, music, philosophy, mathematics, and artistic endeavor are studied and
still admired hundreds of years later. This flourish of human imagination was eventually overtaken by industrialization, technological progress, social organization,
managerialism, and urbanization focused on creating efficiency and economic growth. The idea was to improve
the human condition. It is true that scientific progress
has improved quality of life and economic development.
However, the mechanistic Victorian paradigm birthed in
industrialization continues to exist within organizations
focused on processes and efficiency saving. The result
is a significant cost to both the environment and human
society: deteriorating quality of work and life, loss of individuality, reduced individual power, negative health
impacts, and rising levels of inequality.
In recent years there has been a growing trend toward
integrating humanism into organizational life and the
growth of the human economy. The digital economy
has swung the pendulum away from the mechanical to
a focus on knowledge, innovation, and creativity. It is
no longer just about what people can make but what
humans can create and communicate. This movement
was accelerated following the 2008 credit crunch when
the financial machinations of corporatism woke up the
working population to their exploitation at the hands of
their corporate masters. The millennial generation is
leading the shift to the gig economy as accepted ideas regarding the workplace challenge the nine-to-five permanent role as the only acceptable form of employment.
This offers a dual benefit of releasing organizations to
be more human, while creating a stream of disruptive
influences as those working outside the organizational
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Organization Development
boundary become infected with organizational culture. This new structure of employment is challenging what is meant by
organization, and forward-thinking organizations are moving toward a more humane
form of organizational endeavor. Perhaps
history will note that this era was the beginning of a New Renaissance, demonstrated
by the shifting political landscape, social
upheaval, and a growing demand for freedom and independence of workers wanting
to think for themselves, create something
new, and contribute to society beyond the
economic. The fear of nonconforming is
being replaced by a fear of conforming and
a struggle for freedom to be, defines the
hope of this generation.

What Does This Mean?
As a discipline, Organization Development
(OD) is over 60 years old, but the movement
toward a more human economy means
that the philosophy and approach offered
by OD are in tune with what is happening
in the wider social, political, and economic
systems. Knights (2016: 4) stated that, “to
expect ‘the leader’ to always come to the
best solution alone is unrealistic especially
in our modern complex world.” The world
of the charismatic leader that always had
the answer has been exposed as problematic, and once feted leaders revealed as
flawed. Organizations are facing unprecedented pressures on their operations and
this environment is often referred to using
the acronym VUCA:
■■ Volatility: Unexpected challenge over an
unknown time period
■■ Uncertainty: Unknown causes and effects
of change
■■ Complexity: Overwhelming interconnection between variables
■■ Ambiguity: Unknown, unknowns
OD can offer organizations tools and
techniques to combat these challenges by
harnessing the human power and creativity
within the organization to deliver sustainable organization performance. It offers a
human approach to an industrial problem.
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Organization Development: What It Is
and Why You Need It
OD is variously described in academic
terms based on its behavioral and social
science background. Although numerous
attempts have been made by academics to
describe it, OD is hard to explain simply
and there is no one single agreed-upon definition of what exactly OD is. This is perhaps because OD has many fathers, it does
not have a single point of origin and it is
still evolving as a discipline.
But what is clear is that OD is first and
foremost a practice informed by theory, and
in practical terms the practice of OD encompasses activities, which deliver organizational change through people. Or, simply
put, OD is people-led change. OD activities
influence people to behave in line with
their values and beliefs, embracing self and
building an organization through using the
combined knowledge of the organizational
community. OD decision-making and judgment require high levels of communal communication, which transcends the rational
and logical processes preferred by business
process engineering. It makes full use of the
conscious and subconscious processes of innovation, creativity, intuition, instinct, and
corporate insight available within the organizational system. Change management
has very often been a transactional process
that happens between leaders and employees based on the hierarchical organizational
structure, with leadership making the plans
and employees implementing them. Today
change agency rather than change management is being adopted as the gold standard.
“The impact of this change is that anyone
can and should look to be a leaders wherever
they are in an organization. Leadership is
becoming more distributed, more informal,
more shared” (Knights, 2016: 5). Human endeavor requires a tripartite of thinking, feeling, and being to be truly effective. Even
the most rational of decisions are in some
way informed by human behavior and the
underlying values of the person making the
decision.
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OD has become more widely acknowledged by contemporary organizations because of the prevalence of change and
the need for change methods that work
following a failure of change programs to
deliver their promised outcomes. There is
a growing recognition that organizations
that ignore the people bit of change in favor of the more tangible process reengineering and organizational restructures in
isolation do so at the risk of resistance to
change, cultural malignancy, and a risk to
return on investment (ROI). Globalization
has precipitated a fast-moving environment delivering a seismic change in society. Individuals are becoming more equal
in regard to access to information, and opportunity to express their voice, while running counter to this is the growing income
inequality and wealth gaps. OD is equitable in the development of the future of the
organization, it isn’t just about having an
equal voice in decision making, but being
equal as a human being.
OD offers organizations an approach that
provides a positive response (Lawrence,
2013) to the VUCA environment:
■■ Vision: Clarity about a desired future state
for the organization
■■ Understanding: Being able to reflect, see,
and hear what is really happening
■■ Clarity: Being able to make sense in all
the chaos
■■ Agility: Rapid change based on collaboration and shared understanding
Embedding OD as a way of working
within an organization requires that organizational leaders create a safe environment
where everyone’s ideas are treated respectfully and trust is placed in their employees’
capability to develop ideas, which will help
overcome challenges and pursue opportunities. The result is an end to a trickle down
of strategic plans and documents, and instead a creative connection between personal values and beliefs with the purpose
of the organization. Furthermore, the aim
of OD is not just about bottom-line profit
growth for that quarter, but an approach,

which seeks to secure a sustainable future
for the organization. Perhaps the most
striking aspect of OD is its pursuit and facilitation of appreciation, curiosity, and
inquisitiveness, which contrasts with the
task-orientated culture prevalent in many
modern organizations.
Dialogic and Diagnostic OD

Wider examination of the body of research
relating to OD will reveal that there are two
schools of OD, which can be adopted: Dialogic
and Diagnostic (Bushe and Marshak, 2015).
This article offers a perspective based on the
dialogic methods of OD. Although much literature is written about the worth of each
practice, either approach can be argued to
have its basis in the research and theories
that make up OD practice. Therefore, it is
not a case of right or wrong but rather what
school of OD fits with the practitioners’ own
philosophy of practice, and how they wish to
approach an OD intervention. Though this
view may be criticized by proponents of either school, one of the key attributes of an
OD practitioner is an approach that allows
for beliefs and values to surface in the context of the organizational system. Each OD
program will be unique and bespoke to the
organization in which it is being delivered,
because it is the system of the organization
with which the OD practitioner is integrating. Therefore, it could be argued that it is
perfectly reasonable for some organizations
to suit a more dialogic approach while others
will benefit from a diagnostic leaning to the
practice. Cheung Judge and Holbeche (2011)
refer to the Big I in interventions; therefore,
it could be argued that the OD practitioner’s
own approach has an impact on the system,
both as a catalyst and an irritant, in the same
way that grit in the oyster produces pearls,
the presence of an OD practitioner produces change. It is recommended that anyone working in the field of OD pursue their
own research, and consider which school of
thought better represents their own values,
beliefs, and philosophy in relation to the
practice of OD.

Expert Insights 2016

Foster Organizational_163759.indd 3

3

05/01/17 5:43 PM

Organization Development
This article explores how organizational
systems work from an OD perspective and
an examination of how the OD practitioner can work within the system to facilitate the creation of a healthy and effective
organization. Each section will provide a
practice-based OD tool kit explaining how
OD can be applied to support people playing an active role in driving forward positive organizational change.

Summary
■■

■■

■■

■■
■■

There has been a growing trend toward
integrating humanism into organizational
life and the growth of the human economy.
Organizations are facing unprecedented
pressures on their operations from the
VUCA environment.
The most striking aspect of OD is its pursuit and facilitation of appreciation, curiosity, and inquisitiveness.
There are two schools of OD that can be
adopted: Dialogic and Diagnostic.
Each OD program will be unique and
bespoke to the organization in which is
it being delivered.

A Theoretical Starter for Ten
OD is a comprehensive, theory-based approach to increasing organizational effectiveness. The strategies and specific
interventions involved in a single OD effort
might be based on the contents of a shelf
full of books and research papers. OD, as
a contemporary approach to organizational
problem solving, contrasts dramatically
with the reality of traditional change management that offers simplistic, single-shot,
one-mode solutions, which rarely works
in complex social systems. Below a brief
explanation of 10 key theories utilized in
OD practice is provided with a description
as to how these theories can be applied in
practice.
1) Complexity Theory

On the basis of the research of individuals such as Stacey (2003), Wheatley (1992),
Black (2000), and Morgan et al (1997)
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complexity theory explains change as a
nonlinear dynamic process, which is unpredictable and unmanageable. This theory
promotes the idea that as the future is ambiguous, the ability to learn, flex, adapt, and
change is necessary in order to reinvent
the organization continuously. It advocates
the adoption of self-organizing intervention
methods and employing adaptive systems,
which are responsive to both the external and internal environmental forces.
Applying complexity theory requires:
■■ The management of risk and environmental uncertainty using forecasting, planning,
organization design, adapting core competences, and interorganizational alliances.
■■ Systematic scanning, data analysis, and
feedback loops to provide recommendations for organizational adaption and the
environment for change.
■■ Building mechanisms to progress self-
organization, such as communities of practice, project groups, and cross-functional
working.
■■ Encouraging open discussions, learning
environments, and conversational tools
to examine shifting organizational and
personal mental models and promote diversity of thinking and agility.
■■ Redesigning the organizational structure
to support decentralized, flexible, and
multifaceted teams.
■■ Strengthen freedom of expression by empowering employees to experiment, create, innovate, and develop new patterns
of operation.
■■ Promoting an openness to new ways of
doing things by focusing on achieving organizational purpose rather than directing
what needs to be done and dictating how
it should be achieved.
■■ Supporting and investing in learning, especially behavioral change interventions.
■■ Facilitating connective exploration and
diversity of thinking through the use of
system-wide collaborative inquiry methods.
■■ Stimulating and influencing change by
adapting the organizational system to be
responsive and flexible.
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2) Psychoanalytical Theory of Personality

Developed by Freud (1977), the psychoanalytic theory of personality examines human behavior from the perspective of the
conscious and unconscious mind and the
conscience. Freud (1977) argues that human personality is composed of three integrated functions:
1. Id: Physical System
2. Ego: Rational System
3. Superego: Moral System
The result of the conflict between the integrated functions is anxiety, which leads
to control being used as a defense mechanism. This can result in splitting, where
individuals simplify complex situations
by attributing paired characteristics, for
example, them and us; good and bad. The
theory suggests that behavior is influenced
by early experiences, and humanity is irrational, materialistic, and mechanistic.
Applying Psychoanalytical Theory of Personality requires:
■■ Encouraging individuals to take notice of
the impact of the id, ego, and superego
during interactions.
■■ Observing what conscious and unconscious forces, which are at play, and how
they bind employees together.
■■ Considering the role autonomy has in the
organization, and how work and the organization drive individual motivation and
perception of freedom to create.
■■ Developing a model of the dynamics of
the workplace dynamics to communicate
where the independencies exist in the
technical, human, and social aspects of
work systems.
■■ Highlighting where workplace dynamics
is impacting and impacted by the three
integrated functions of human personality, developing methods that will facilitate
transition.
■■ Challenging individuals who use splitting
as a framework to make sense of the organization to reframe their perceptions.
■■ Introducing a more holistic framing of
the organization to enable individuals and
groups to see beyond their experience and

gain exposure to other individuals and departments, products, services, technologies, markets, geography, and history.
3) Psychodynamic Theory

Psychodynamic theory encompasses notions as to how individual and organizational functioning is driven by unconscious
awareness of vulnerability or painful experiences resulting in defense processes,
which are employed to reduce, resolve, and
rationalize difficult feelings. The conscious
and unconscious influences on human behavior result in unhealthy symptoms such
as conflict and dysfunctional team behaviors. The theory posits that all behavior has
a reason and, therefore, symptoms can be
addressed and underlying elements can be
explored to uncover and address conflict.
Applying Psychodynamic Theory requires:
■■ Introducing activities, which are designed
to expose and heal areas of transference
and resistance, and this is especially important when groups are avoiding discussing the proverbial elephant in the room.
■■ Structuring interventions to include relationship building and processes to build
team cohesion, which will enable difficult
and challenging issues to be addressed in
a safe and supportive environment.
■■ Designing interventions to include experimentation and creativity such as pretext
drama, art, and music to strengthen communication and deep bonding within and
between groups and teams.
■■ Creating space and time to address philosophical questions relating to meaning,
organizational history, choice, messaging,
unspoken expectations, and underlying
beliefs, especially in relation to action and
beliefs that may be limiting potential of
the individual, team, and organization.
4) Action Research

Action Research is a four-step process of diagnosis, planning, action, and evaluation,
which is the foundation stone of OD practice. Lewin (1947) advised, “no action without research, no research without action”
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seeking to bridge the gap between knowledge building through data gathering and
effective action. Action Research develops
participant knowledge of the causes and
dynamics of organizational issues, sustainable change, and the requirement for collaboration and joint inquiry between those
experiencing the change. Applying Action
Research requires:
■■ Instigating an involvement mindset, to
ensure that leadership engage fully with
employees affected by the change.
■■ Leading a coinvestigation with employees
so that they can analyze the reasons for
change and participate in exploring the
organizational reality now.
■■ Letting individuals discuss and cocreate
the vision for the organization’s future.
■■ Developing the quality of inquiry and language use between individuals and teams
to improve the level of peer-learning.
■■ Establishing an OD design team with individuals drawn from around the parts of
the organization affected by the proposed
change.
■■ Creating space for individuals to reflect
and facilitating the sharing of individual
insights.
■■ Collaborating with stakeholders and/or a
steering committee to co-design plans for
the direction of change and overall plan
for the OD intervention.
■■ Implementing processes for democratic
decision making between employees and
leaders.
■■ Providing mechanisms that support learning and change, enabling individuals and
groups to self-organize.
5) Group Dynamics

Lewin (1947) contributed significantly to
thinking in relation to group processes,
specifically the exploration of interdependence of fate, task interdependence, and
the impact of different styles of leadership
on group structure and member behavior.
Interdependence of fate is a weak form of
interdependence whereby an individual
realizes their fate in regard to performance,
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and group welfare is linked to the fate of the
group as a whole. Task interdependence
creates either a positive or negative interdependence, whereby group members are
dependent on each other to achieve their
goals. A positive interdependence creates
a powerful group dynamic. Lewin (1947)
also studied three leadership models: democratic, autocratic, and laissez-faire arguing
that groups that learn a process of voluntary and responsible participation through
democratic leadership are more collaborative, innovative, and friendly. Applying
Group Dynamics requires:
■■ Supporting the senior leadership team
to take step back, allowing individuals to
step up where they are free to demonstrate natural leadership during periods
of transition.
■■ Helping leaders to become aware of their
leadership characteristics, encouraging
them to flex and adapt their style to enable informal groups to form within the
organization.
■■ Within team activities deliberately rotating
the role of leadership in the group, introducing outsiders as temporary members,
facilitating leaders to support alignment
to the organization.
■■ Encouraging leaders to vocalize their alignment to the achievement of organizational
objectives to drive forward the effectiveness of the team.
■■ Publicly recognizing the individual within
the group who have a natural affinity to
networking in order to facilitate the smooth
flow of information among group members. Note: this is rarely the team leader.
■■ Facilitating open group discussion and
democratic decision making, negating the
legacy of hierarchical position and enforcing the notion of equality among peers.
■■ Utilizing feedback methods to drive active
dialogue among participants about how
events are viewed differently disclosing
personal interpretations and observations
by those participating.
■■ Utilizing the experience of participants
during creative learning events, facilitating
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■■

■■

■■

■■

openness and input from everyone so that
different perspectives can challenge and
stimulate debate about the topics or concepts being explored.
Using research methods such as interviews
and focus groups to observe the behavior
patterns of group members. These can also
be used as a forum for asking employees
to identify group norms.
Surfacing negative group norms to provide
an opportunity for decisions to be made to
reject negative norms and agree changes
in group behavior going forwards.
Creating space in which individual, group,
and organizational values and beliefs can
be explored and challenged.
Constantly involving individuals and group
members in decision-making activities
and improving communication processes
between leaders and their employees. This
is especially important where alienation
and conflict are observed.

6) Social Constructionism Theory

■■

■■

■■

■■

■■

■■

■■

Mead (1934) and Berger and Luckman
(1966) suggested that social interaction and
participation between employees, team,
and departments develop an individual’s
perception of organizational reality. R
 eality
is, therefore, a representation of ideas,
language, and beliefs that is socially constructed and based on experiences and attitudes relating to what has happened, what
is happening, and what may happen. Stories
and narratives are a form of sense-making
within the organizational system resulting in traditions, conventions, and culture.
Relationships between organizational players, therefore, provide the catalyst for the
creation of the collective reality. Applying
Social Constructionism Theory requires:
■■ Helping individuals and team to create
meaning by providing a forum for collective
sense-making using a process of inquiry.
■■ Creating a positive frame for inquiry when
exploring subjects/topics/questions focusing first on the best of the past before
moving onto an exploration of what would
be best for the future.

Beginning the development journey by
concentrating discussion on identifying
the organization’s positive core in order
to maximize progress.
Developing holistic, highly inclusive,
participatory, and collaborative dialogic
processes.
Introducing creative methodologies such
as storyboarding, gamestorming, imagery,
and poetry to collect diagnostic data.
During facilitation avoiding tell and sell,
and instead focusing on dialogue, discussion, and interaction.
Approaching organizational change from
the perspective that appreciates what exists within the system rather than focusing on problems, which needs to be fixed.
Affirming the past and present provides
the foundation in which people can construct a positive projection of the future.
Developing a practice of facilitative questioning to influence employees and organization change significantly.
Sowing seeds of change by interchanging inquiry and interaction to continually leverage positive attributes to drive
forward change.

7) Appreciative Inquiry

Cooperrider (1986) introduced A
 ppreciative
Inquiry as a collaborative method in which
to explore, discover, and recognize the positive attributes of both the people and the organization focusing on strengths, success,
and potential. The four-D model—Discovery, Dream, Design, and Destiny—utilizes
methods of positive questioning to inspire
a change agenda based on whole organization learning and creativity. It focuses on
what the organization is doing right and offers a framework for creating an affirming
vision for the future. Applying Appreciative Inquiry requires:
■■ Assessing the organization for its commitment to continuous learning, growth, and
generative change, before introducing appreciative inquiry.
■■ Using the Appreciative Inquiry four-D
model to assist the organization and teams
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■■

■■

■■

to navigate a path through the inquiry process, assisting them to develop the most
creative and generative realities.
Challenging limiting thinking by inspiring
individuals and organizations to realize
that there are larger and more expansive
realities available to them.
Creating an environment where individuals and groups can explore outside of their
known reality and develop new understanding about what could be.
Diverting focus on what is not, and what
can’t be by shaping dialogue around actuality.

8) Three-Step Model of Change

Lewin (1947) introduced a Three-Step
Model of organizational change: Unfreeze,
Transition, and Refreeze. The approach
seeks to take the total situation into account
by ensuring that the environmental conditions for change are right by creating an
organization-wide dissatisfaction with the
way things are. Collaborative and participative methods are employed so that the people involved in change are prepared and
supported in the change journey. Finally,
stability is restored as new organizational
norms, policies, and practices are embedded. Applying the Three Step Change
Model requires:
■■ Observing group dynamics and considering the powerful forces within the groups
when designing diagnostic events and
interventions.
■■ Prioritizing the identification of existing
cultural rules of engagement that are formative in the creation of the current organizational reality, then introduce new
rules to create movement.
■■ Introducing a dynamic mix of people to be
involved in diagnostic events in order to
develop a planned shift in group dynamic
forces and facilitate change.
■■ Using diagnostic events as a safe forum
for learning in which to destabilize the
status quo, create motivation for change,
and begin the unfreezing process.
■■ Devising a robust plan of action and a
 rticulate
expectations to support individuals and
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groups to develop an understanding of
what is required of them in making the
change.
Developing post intervention mechanisms,
which support individuals and groups to
find congruence with the organization
environment and alignment to the organizational purpose, values, and beliefs in
order to stabilize the new equilibrium.

9) Systems Theory

Von Bertalanffy (1950) and Katz and Khan
(1966) developed systems theory, arguing
that each function within the organization
was interdependent, interrelated, and interconnected with other functions within the
system and with the external environment.
Therefore, the organization must adapt and
improve in response to influences from the
internal and external environment, while in
turn, the organization itself influences the
environment in which it operates. Applying
Systems Theory requires:
■■ Using cross-functional groups to help individuals develop a rich understanding on
how the change is seen from different perspectives, promoting the idea that no one
person has all the data required to manage the change the organization requires.
■■ Ensuring that a holistic approach is utilized
to generate ideas regarding what action
must be taken to give the organization a
secure future.
■■ Helping employees gain an understanding of
independencies within the organization by
using diagnostic events to investigate connections between activities, people, systems,
subsystems, and processes before beginning
the process of devising a way forward.
■■ Employing different subsystems and processes to increase collaboration between
different parts of the organization and developing agency in teams to collaborate
together in independent areas.
■■ Where relevant, introducing external bodies
or data to assist thinking about challenges
and opportunities within the organization.
■■ Utilizing networking and field trips to expose individuals and teams to the external
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environment in which the organization
operates.

in the organization to create an integrated
disturbance in the force throughout the
organization.

10) Field Theory

Lewin (1939) developed field theory as a
social science approach, which explores
how the dynamic field created by the social environment impacts upon individual
action and consciousness in the form of
psychological forces. Lewin argued that individual behavior is a product of both the
person and the environment, and therefore
both the individual and the organization
are important in determining the outcome
of any change effort. Applying Field Theory requires:
■■ Being aware that the presence and behavior
of the OD practitioner cause a disturbance
in the field; therefore, there is an obligation to ensure that practitioner involvement has a consistently positive impact.
■■ Focusing the diagnostic analysis on the
whole organization system recognizing differentiation between the component parts.
■■ Designing interventions to be holistic, and
being sensitive to the fact that interventions do not occur in a vacuum ensuring
that account has been taken of the consequences of the intervention on other
elements within the organization.
■■ Making change sticky by taking advantage
of the forces within the organization to
design an intervention in one area with
the intention of starting a ripple effect,
which will move the change process forward positively into other areas.
■■ Choosing evaluation measures for interventions, which are focused on whole
organization outcomes to help monitor
changes and consequences outside the
area in which the intervention took place.
■■ Determining intervention goals and outcomes, which are aligned to the wider
organizational goals to ensure harmony
between the force discharged by the OD
intervention and directional forces within
the organization.
■■ Expanding the network and continuously
onboarding individuals from all divisions

Summary
■■

■■

■■

■■

■■

■■

■■

■■

■■

OD is a comprehensive, theory-based
approach to increasing organizational
effectiveness.
Complexity Theory explains change as a
nonlinear dynamic process, which is unpredictable and unmanageable.
The Psychoanalytic Theory of Personality examines human behavior from the
perspective of the conscious and unconscious mind and the conscience.
Reality is a representation of ideas, language, and beliefs that is socially constructed and based on experiences and
attitudes relating to what has happened,
what is happening, and what may happen.
Psychodynamic Theory posits that all behavior has a reason and, therefore, symptoms can be addressed and underlying
elements can be explored to uncover and
address conflict.
Action Research bridges the gap between
knowledge building through data gathering and effective action.
Appreciative Inquiry is a collaborative
method in which to explore, discover, and
recognize the positive attributes of both
the people and the organization focusing
on strengths, success, and potential.
The Three-Step Model of organizational
change: Unfreeze, Transition, and Refreeze
seeks to take the total situation into account by ensuring that the environmental
conditions for change are right.
Field theory explores how the social environment creates a dynamic field impact
upon individual action.

Contracting, How It Works
The beginning of the OD cycle is the contracting phase, which includes the agreement of terms relating to the OD program
and covers practicalities similar to an employment contract such as budget or fees,
time frame, resource, objectives, reporting
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hierarchy, and agreed responsibilities. In
addition to the formal and structural aspects of the agreed OD program, the contracting phase has two further, arguably
more important aspects: establishing the
psychological contract between the OD
practitioner and the program sponsor and
a preliminary investigation of the organizational context.

The Psychological Contract
OD is a practice reliant on human relationship. Establishing a collaborative relationship between the OD practitioner and the
program sponsor, organizational leadership
and key stakeholders in the client organization are an essential foundation to the successful execution of an OD intervention.
If such relationships are ignored or fragile
then the OD program will falter and fail to
establish the necessary human endeavor
required for success.
The focus of the contracting phase,
therefore, is on establishing the expectations that both the OD practitioner and the
client have in regard to the working relationship, inputs, involvement, and success
factors. The psychological contract is based
on the trust between the practitioner and
the sponsor, and it is through dialogue that
this contract is properly explored and unveiled. The exploration of expectation during this phase will set a firm foundation
upon which OD can take place, developing a shared understanding, commitment,
and amenity between the sponsor and the
practitioner.

Preliminary Investigation
Until the diagnostic phase is completed it
is difficult to predict what interventions
may be required or what development is
needed to help the organization achieve effective performance. It is a journey into the
unknown because until the process starts
the end point is not yet clarified. From a
contracting perspective this creates an issue with establishing boundaries in regard
to resource and objectives. A preliminary
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investigation allows the OD practitioner
to establish some of the key systemic issues, challenges, and possible opportunities, which are presenting symptoms upon
which the OD program can be directed.
Key questions to be addressed during this
investigation are:
■■ What are the presenting problems and are
they real or perceived?
■■ How are stakeholders with predetermined
ideas about the diagnosis of the problem and
predetermined solutions to be managed?
■■ What power does the sponsor have to influence the organization to allow change
to happen within the organization?
■■ Who are the program sponsors and how
should the multiple stakeholders be
managed?
■■ How ready for change is the organization,
and how can it be readied further to the
point where change can be sustained?
■■ What expertise does the organization have
internally, and what expertise does the
OD practitioner offer?
■■ What mechanisms need to be in place to
manage confidentiality while surfacing
issues that may have previously been off
limits?
■■ How can trust in both the practitioner
and the OD process be developed and
maintained?
■■ What conflicts exist in regard to ethics,
value, and belief systems?
■■ What does success look like and what
measures will signal that success has been
achieved?

Walking Away
The contracting phase provides an opportunity for the OD practitioner to understand what is expected and whether what
is expected can be achieved considering
the organization context, change readiness,
and political will. Where resistance or opposition by key stakeholders exists, the
likelihood of success is reduced, similar to
trying to push a rock uphill, a lack of power
from the sponsor to influence the organization to allow change to take place will have

Expert Insights 2016

05/01/17 5:43 PM

Organization Development
a negative effective upon any program.
Furthermore, exploring the psychological
contract might reveal wildly opposed values, beliefs, and ethical frameworks that
would make a working relationship impossible. The contracting phase may very well
result in exiting an OD program before it
starts. A passion to help organization’s
change and achieve sustainable performance and a belief in OD as a powerful
methodology for change cannot override a
situation, which is futile and impossible.

The OD Tool Kit
The more the skills or tools that the OD
practitioner has at their disposal the better
they are able to adapt and flex to situations,
react to problems, or lead opportunities.
The OD tool kit offers possible resources,
behavior, or skills that the OD practitioner
can explore further with an emphasis on
the practical and competencies required.
The techniques and methods required for
the Contracting Phase of the OD cycle are:
■■ Humanistic and democratic assumptions
■■ Social inquiry skills
■■ Personal self-awareness and management
of internal responses
■■ Partnership with the program sponsor and
agreement of shared goals and intentions
■■ Attend to building relationship and trust
with key stakeholders
■■ Engagement with Senior Management/
Leadership team
■■ Engagement with individuals, teams, and
departments to foster support and become
part of the ongoing interaction
■■ Assessment of organizational readiness
for OD
■■ OD Design Team and/or Steering Committee
■■ Agreement of deliverables—what does
success look like?

Summary
■■

■■

The beginning of the OD cycle is the contracting phase, which includes the agreement of terms relating to the OD program.
The contracting phase establishes the expectations that both the OD practitioner

■■

■■

and the client have in regard to the working relationship, inputs, involvement, and
success factors.
A preliminary investigation allows the OD
practitioner to establish some of the key
systemic issues, challenges, and possible
opportunities.
The contracting phase may very well result
in exiting an OD program before it starts.

Diagnostic Phase
The Diagnostic Phase of the OD cycle provides the data and information with which
decisions can be made in regard to moving the organization forward. It is a full
exploration and investigation into the historical context of the organization and what
is happening in the present circumstance.
In many ways the OD practitioner takes
on the role of an organizational detective
seeking to find not only the answers but
also the right questions to ask. It is through
the diagnostic process that the OD practitioner will develop a deep appreciation
of the organizational situation, developing knowledge of the organizational capability; culture and strengths, which can be
developed in order, move the organization
forward.
Both qualitative and quantitative data
collection methods can be employed with
each method having disadvantages and advantages depending on what needs to be
achieved. Working with hard data such as
absence and turnover data, it is possible to
examine trends and hot spots within the
organizational system. Soft data can be collected through action research, interviews,
and direct observation and can be designed
to engage and connect with the organization. Examining mental models, open communication, culture, social constructs, and
sense making are the key components of
the diagnostic process. The output from
the Diagnostic Phase is a comprehensive
report of what change, development, and
transformation are required. In addition to
data gathering, the Diagnostic Phase is also
a disturbance process designed to drive
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dissatisfaction with the current reality and
help participants to begin thinking about
possible futures. The diagnosis fundamentally examines the current functioning of
the organization, identifying key issues
and information necessary to input into
the intervention design process. Key questions to be addressed during that the Diagnostic Phase are:
■■ What data are required to develop a deep
understanding of the organization and
provide the basis for decision making and
action planning for the OD program?
■■ What data collection methods and processes are most appropriate in the organizational context?
■■ What political context and power controls
will shape the diagnostic process?
■■ What similarities and differences exist
between individuals, teams, and functions in regard to their perception of the
organizational reality?
■■ What time and people resources are required to collect and analyze the data and
is the organization willing to commit this
resource to the process?
■■ Who has responsibility and ownership of
the data collected?
■■ Who has the responsibility to complete
the analysis of the data, and do they have
the requisite skills to do so?
■■ Who needs to have access to the feedback
report from the diagnostic interventions?
■■ What are the most critical issues identified, what are the symptoms of the system, and what are the causes?
■■ Based on the diagnostic report, what revisions are required to the proposed OD
program?

The OD Tool Kit—What You Need for
the Diagnostic Phase
The Diagnostic Phase can be used to increase awareness of the contribution individual employees can make to the change
journey and to raise the level of consciousness of each individual as to how their
behavior impacts not only on their own
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performance, but that of their team and the
wider organization. The techniques and
methods required for the diagnostic phase
of the OD cycle are:
■■ Dialogue Skills
■■ Access to Hard Data and permission to
collect soft data
■■ Knowledge of collecting and analyzing data
(Qualitative and Quantitative Methods)
■■ Intervention and activities design skills
■■ Facilitation skills: support, challenge, reframing, and questioning in the moment
■■ Knowledge and skills in employing OD
Methods, for example:
■■ Appreciative Inquiry (Watkins et al, 2011)
■■ Search Conference (Emergy and Purser,
1996)
■■ Social Labs (Hassan, 2014)
■■ Visual Explorer (Palus and Horth, 2001)
■■ The Art of Convening (Neal and Neal,
2011)
■■ Participative Work Design (Emery, 1989)
■■ Knowledge of how to use a statistics package
■■ Strategic process design

Summary
■■

■■
■■

The Diagnostic Phase is a full exploration and investigation into the historical
context of the organization and what is
happening in the present circumstance.
Both qualitative and quantitative data collection methods can be employed.
Examining mental models, open communication, culture, social constructs, and
sense making are the key components of
the diagnostic process.

Intervention Phase
Top-down change management creates the
problem of resistance with leaders battling
to motivate and engage. OD supports organizational change by utilizing their people
resource. Rather than creating barriers and
a culture of fear, OD intervention methods should be designed to enable people to
speak up.
Once the Diagnostic Phase has been completed, the feedback report should provide
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the information needed to design a robust
action plan for OD interventions that will enable the organization to continue its change
journey. By this point the disturbance process should be in full effect and options for
OD techniques and methodologies can drive
real behavior change as well as change to
structure, process, and policy. Interventions
can be devised to address a number of organization system requirements sustaining
and maintaining some elements, consolidating progress made, building on strengths, or
preparing for future changes. Interventions
can be limited to examining a single issue
or an ongoing program of interventions designed for progressive development. At the
core of each OD intervention is the search
for existing organizational capacity, which
can help progress the organization toward
prospective futures.
Based on the theoretical underpinning
of OD practice explored from Page 4 to
Page 13, there are a number of OD tools
and techniques available to the OD practitioner. Key questions to be addressed during that the Intervention Phase are:
■■ Where and at what level within the organization should the intervention be
deployed?

■■

■■
■■

■■

■■

■■

What specific areas of change are required
and to whom: individuals, teams, functions, or the whole organization?
What is the focus of the intervention: task,
process, or people?
Given the organization culture should interventions be rigorously planned or will
the change journey be emergent?
What intervention tools and techniques
best fit the organizational environment
and have the potential to deliver the outcome required?
Who within the organization will be involved in codesigning interventions alongside the OD practitioner?
What actions can the OD practitioner take
to improve the client’s ability to deal with
future problems?

An Intervention Model—Harnessing
the Human Resource

OD interventions should engage with the
tripartite of thinking, feeling, and being,
which is central to human endeavor. Harnessing the Human Resource (Figure 1)
within the organization requires that each
intervention engages with rational logic,
awareness and self-awareness, and transpersonal elements of the change process.

Figure 1: A
 n Intervention Model—harnessing the human
resource

Expert Insights 2016

Foster Organizational_163759.indd 13

13

05/01/17 5:43 PM

Organization Development
Reasoning

■■

OD creates space for individuals to think
using iterative methods of action and reflection. It grants access to the full range
of intellectual capacity and knowledge depositories within the organizational boundary allowing for a high-level interchange
of ideas and information. Reasoning creates an arena, which allows individuals to
utilize the intellectual capacity available
within the organization, resulting in solutions that are broader in scope, thought
through, innovative, and creative.

■■

■■
■■

Observance

The links to behavioral science mean that
OD interventions encourage people to
watch, notice, perceive, and observe their
own behavior and that of others within
the organization. Sometimes referred to as
emotional intelligence, the act of increasing awareness into how people behave and
exploring why they behave in that way increases an observance of behavior, which,
once noticed, can be developed.

Summary
■■
■■

■■

Appreciation

OD engages with individuals to appreciate
their own, and others’, feelings, values, and
beliefs. This appreciation transcends the requirement to be right, and instead develops a
connection even in difference. Clear perception and recognition of how individuals activate their beliefs and values results in greater
levels of understanding and appreciation,
which enables personal peak performance.

The OD Tool Kit—What you Need for
the Intervention Phase
The intervention phase is the beating heart
of the OD program and harnesses the human resource in the organization to create
a safe environment where ideation, creativity, and innovation are utilized to overcome challenges and pursue opportunities.
The techniques and methods required for
the intervention phase of the OD cycle are:
■■ Acknowledgment of complexity
■■ Cultural sensitivity
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Knowledge and methods relating to adult
learning and learning through play
Knowledge and skills in employing OD
Methods, for example:
■■ Community Learning (Fulton, 2005)
■■ World Café (Brown and Issacs, 2007)
■■ Open Space Technology (Owen, 2008)
■■ Charrettes (Lennertz, 2003)
■■ Theory U (Scharmer, 2009)
■■ Work-Out (Ulrich et al, 2002)
■■ Sustained Dialogue (Saunders, 2012)
Ability to develop supportive and safe
environments
Flexibility and adaptability to respond to
the flow and messiness of the intervention environment

■■

OD supports organizational change by
utilizing the people resource.
The feedback report from the Diagnostic
Phase should provide the information
needed to design a robust action plan for
OD interventions.
At the core of each OD intervention is the
search for existing organizational capacity,
which can help progress the organization
toward prospective futures.
Harnessing the Human Resource within
the organization requires that each intervention utilizes reasoning, observance,
and appreciation.

Evaluation Phase
The Evaluation Phase is to some extent a
misnomer, because in OD evaluation is a
continuous and constant process of assessment. Formative evaluation will take place
throughout the OD cycle in order that the
OD practitioner can make adjustments to
keep things on track and respond to new
information that becomes available as a
consequence of each interaction and intervention. Setting a plan and blindly sticking
to it fails to take into account the system in
which the OD program is being delivered.
It is, therefore, essential that mechanisms
are put into place to evaluate progress and
take stock of what has been achieved so far.
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As organizations are social constructs, the
very act of changing the conversation and
language through dialogic interventions
will result in a shift in the organizational
culture. Keeping track of how the organization is evolving will mean that plans that
were crafted following the initial investigation will need to be adjusted or scrapped
completely. Regular communication of
progress with the sponsor, steering group,
and key stakeholders is essential to keep
track of developments and ensure that support continues for the program.
A summative evaluation provides the
process for assessing the extent to which
the OD intervention has delivered the
outcomes agreed during the Contracting
Phase. The metrics used should have been
identified and agreed prior to the program
delivery. The Evaluation Phase is essential an understanding whether there has
been an ROI from the OD intervention,
that the work delivered has been effective,
and resources used efficiently. Evaluation
measures also ensure that value delivered
by the OD program is captured and recognition is given for the resulting achievements. Monitoring the changes occurring
within the organization galvanizes trust in
the OD program and provides the energy to
keep going with the tools and techniques.
Continuous measurement of the outcomes
provides the basis for confidence that
the OD tools and techniques can deliver
the desired organization change, and the
achievement of sustainable organizational
performance can be attributed to the investment in people-led change.
Just as there are positive forces for
change in every organization there are also
negative or counter forces that will seek to
reduce or reverse changes. The organization is a system, so although change in one
part will impact another part of the organization, not changing part of an organization
can prevent change for happening somewhere else. For example, during a transformation program in a UK manufacturer, a
new customer relationship management

(CRM) system was introduced. The commercial teams were given technical training on how to use the technology. However,
there was no specific intervention to support their line managers in embedding the
use of the CRM back in the workplace, nor
any attempt to give meaning to the training beyond what buttons needed to be
pressed. The line managers continued to
demand that their teams work in the old
way resulting in a doubling of the employees’ workload. Although the employees
used the system, the employees lacked an
understanding of how the CRM system fitted into the wider organizational process.
This led to a multitude of processing and
data errors, resulting in tens of millions
of pounds worth of financial adjustments
every month. Nine months later an intervention using OD tackled the managerial
stakeholder attitudes to the new system,
and employees were engaged in behavior
change and sense-making regarding expectations regarding why good data were
so important. However, the damage to the
change program and the financial performance of the organization in the intervening period was significant. A full diagnosis
and employment of OD tools and techniques prior to the original technical training would have circumvented these issues.
This occurrence highlights the importance
of good diagnosis at the start of the OD program and the attention that should be paid
to ongoing evaluation. It also conveys the
serious consequences of getting change
wrong and the relevance of evaluation in
enabling the OD practitioner to respond to
issues promptly.
In addition to monitoring outputs of
the OD program during its delivery phase,
evaluation provides the information required to ensure that change is reinforced
and stabilized as part of the organization’s
culture. Sustainable change to the organization can take years to secure and the desired outcomes may not be apparent in the
initial few weeks or months in which the
more visible changes may seem to occur.
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Process evaluation is also necessary to
ensure that both the practitioner and client learn lessons from the way in which
the OD program has been implemented
and activities have been delivered. By analyzing and distilling learning from previous projects, the OD practitioners are able
to hone their skills and improve the effectiveness of their interventions. Key questions to be addressed during the evaluation
phase are:
■■ What required outcomes identified at the
beginning of the OD process did the intervention achieve?
■■ Given the resource committed to the intervention, were the desired outcomes
achievable?
■■ What metrics were used to evaluate the
OD intervention and were they suitable
for measuring progress?
■■ What tracking mechanisms, methods,
and approaches were used in reviewing the progress of the OD program and
who had responsibility and ownership
of the data?
■■ What responsibilities and ownership could
internal change agents have in gathering
evaluative data?
■■ How can the change process be reinforced
by the choices made regarding the evaluative process in use?
■■ Following the analysis of evaluation data,
how can the actions or the intervention
approach deliver the outcomes required?
■■ What worked? Why?
■■ What does not work? Why?
■■ How does this impact the design of future
interventions going forward?

achieved against outcomes. It is also important to re-evaluate what next based on
the new knowledge, which has been generated by the intervention. At the end of
the program, outcomes can be measured
and an ROI generated. Process evaluation
is required at every stage of the OD cycle. At all points it is possible to determine
whether the goal is any closer to being
achieved. The techniques and methods
required for the Evaluation Phase of the
OD cycle are:
■■ Social science research design in measurement and statistical methods
■■ Knowledge of organizational metrics and
outcome measures
■■ Cost-benefit analysis
■■ Stakeholder analysis
■■ Evidence-based decision making
■■ ROI calculations
■■ Peer-to-peer learning methodologies
■■ Report writing and presentation skills.

The OD Tool Kit—What You Need for
the Evaluation Phase

Attributes of a Practitioner

At each stage of the OD cycle it is possible to evaluate progress. At the end of the
Diagnostic Phase it is possible to evaluate
what next based on what new knowledge
has been generated through the diagnosis. After each intervention it is possible
to evaluate what happened, what was
delivered, and what progress has been
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Summary
■■
■■

■■

■■

OD evaluation is a continuous and constant process of assessment.
The evaluation phase is essential in understanding whether there has been an
ROI from the OD intervention.
Evaluation provides the information required to ensure that change is reinforced
and stabilized as part of the organization’s
culture.
Process evaluation is also necessary
to ensure lessons are learnt from the
way in which the OD program has been
implemented and activities have been
delivered.

It is often hard for OD practitioners to adequately articulate the work that is involved
in delivering OD in an organization. Trying to explain what OD is to the layperson
is even harder, as explored on Page 2, not
even the academics can agree exactly what
OD is. Therefore, it could be argued that
writing about the attributes of a practitioner is a foolhardy undertaking. But there
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are characteristics that practitioners have,
which perhaps make them choose OD as
a practice, rather than becoming management consultants, six sigma black belts, or
process engineers.
1) Unashamedly Humanistic

On Page 1, the idea of the New Renaissance
was discussed, and the idea that human
endeavor and a people-centered cultural
movement are beginning to rise in the consciousness of organizational life. OD is part
of that movement because OD interventions have people at the very center of its
philosophy, belief, and value set. The holistic approach encompasses everyone who
works within the organization, not just the
senior leadership team. It is focused on all
people, with all their idiosyncrasies, talent
potential, strengths, and viewpoints. OD
doesn’t ignore process, policies, organization design, or leadership, but it focuses on
these things in the context of inclusion. It
is a top-down, bottom–up, and peer-to-peer
sharing of knowledge, talent, and skills focused on developing the organization. If
the mindset of the practitioner is not unashamedly humanistic and the approach
to organizational change doesn’t have
people at the very center, then organizations are probably not dealing with an OD
practitioner.
2) Know OD Theory and Practice

The Theoretical Starter for Ten is the beginning of the journey for an OD practitioner.
Finding and reading the journal articles
and books of the founding fathers of OD
are essential to understanding why OD
works in delivering sustainable change and
how to use the theory in practice. All OD
theories are practice based. These aren’t
theoretical essays to consider ideas that
can’t be operationalized. Rather, OD theory
is often criticized by academics because
they build a theory from the operation of a
practice. I ndividuals cannot claim to be an
OD practitioner if they are not cognizant of
the theoretical foundation of OD practice.

A lack of knowledge of the behavioral sciences means that the OD practitioner can’t
possibly understand how emerging techniques such as Engaging Emergence (Holman, 2010), Re-Description (Storch and
Ziethen, 2013), or SOAR (Stavros, 2011)
work to deliver results. This lack of understanding also means that the practitioner
will not understand which tools to use to
solve what problems to deliver the results
the organization needs for sustainable performance and organizational effectiveness.
3) Sustainable Practice

Working within organizations means that
there is an onus on the OD practitioner
to be an effective business person as well
as an OD expert. As a catalyst in OD interventions, the practitioner must be able
to communicate the business case for
the change that is being sought. Becoming a trusted advisor is developed through
building relationships with the leadership team, sponsors, and key stakeholders throughout the organization system.
Whether the OD practitioner is an employee or an external consultant, the end
result of an OD intervention is twofold. It
has delivered change, which the organization is able to sustain and there is a legacy
of skills and knowledge within the organization to support the change ongoing. An
OD practitioner works within the paradox
of long-term relationship building and providing a contribution, which means they
are no longer needed. The result is that
the people within the organization become the change the organization needs,
and they will have learnt how to develop
themselves without the Big I of the OD
practitioner being present. When the OD
practitioner is no longer needed then the
OD program is a success.

The OD Tool Kit—What You Need
to be an OD Practitioner
For the OD practitioner to enter an organization and provide opportunities for individuals to function to their full human
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potential, shape the organization’s understanding of future goals, and create an environment where challenge and opportunity
are embraced and supported, the following
competencies are required.
■■ Theoretical and technical expertise, which
can be applied in practice
■■ Influencing skills
■■ Provision of the energy to engage others
in the process
■■ Innovation, creativity, and critical thinking
■■ Ability to tackle difficulties and problems
with positivity
■■ Self-confidence
■■ Communication skills
■■ Interpersonal skills
■■ Facilitation skills
■■ Emotional intelligence
■■ Strong ethics and integrity.

Summary
■■

■■

■■
■■

■■

■■

OD interventions have people at the
very center of its philosophy, belief, and
value set.
OD is a top-down, bottom–up, and peer-topeer sharing of knowledge, talent, and skills
focused on developing the organization.
All OD theories are practice based.
Individuals cannot claim to be an OD
practitioner if they are not cognizant
of the theoretical foundation of OD
practice.
As a catalyst in OD interventions, the
practitioner must be able to communicate
the business case for the change that is
being sought.
OD practitioner’s work is within the paradox of long-term relationship building and
providing a contribution, which means
they are no longer needed.

Conclusion
Organizations regularly have to change
in order to keep up with the complex and
fast-changing environment in which they
operate. Remaining static is a road to oblivion. However, despite the ever-increasing
urgency with which organizations must
adjust, flex, and adapt their operations,
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product and service achieving sustainable
change eludes most organizational leaders. Managers and employees alike often
malign change management, based on experiences where change has been done
badly. But change doesn’t have to be a bad
thing. Where organizations adopt a human
approach to change, people respond and
employees become the change that organizations are looking for.
OD is unique in both practitioner and academic circles. For the practitioner, knowing
the theory is as important as being able to
practice the discipline. Knowledge of how
human psychology can be utilized for the
betterment of the organization, and how
to adapt the social system to drive change
through the organization is the keystone to
good OD practice. In academic circles OD
sits uncomfortably as it straddles several disciplines, picking and choosing what works
for the purposes of people-led change.
Perhaps the most curious aspect of the discipline is that it hasn’t reached its zenith
yet. Although the founding fathers wrote
their original treaties more than 60 years
ago, there has been a myriad of new techniques and tools developed even in the last
few years, and the innovation is speeding up
rather than slowing down. This is in part the
New Renaissance cultural movement that
is sticking a pin in the Victorian industrial
paradigm. Humanistic forms of organization
design, leadership, managerial thinking,
and employment relations are being created
in response to a rejection of corporatism,
driven, in part, by the 2008 credit crunch.
Whether this trend continues, or whether
OD returns to the shadows, only history
will tell. However, OD is proving to be effective in delivering the change organizations are looking for. Unlike other change
methodologies that have been tested and
found wanting, OD delivers results, both
in terms of people being engaged in the
change process and in delivering organizational effectiveness. The OD cycle includes an Evaluation Phase, which focuses
the OD practitioner on understanding what
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outcomes can be achieved and how success
can be measured. Unlike training, learning, and development, which often struggle
with the concept of ROI, OD is wedded to
the achievement of organizational goals.
There are no half measures when it comes
to delivering results, and due to the requirement for OD to respond to the context, OD
interventions are flexible and adaptable ensuring that they are designed with the current situation in mind. Organizational hand
wringing over employee engagement, commitment, and satisfaction is being assuaged
by a methodology, which creates an engaging environment and demands inclusion.
The frustration is that many HR practitioners are being given the title OD Manager
without knowledge or understanding of
OD. This relabeling is similar to the relabeling of HR Officers as HR Business Partners.
The purpose of this article was to provide a
tool kit for practitioners to begin their development journey and explore the OD discipline further. The onus, therefore, is on
the OD practitioner to practice OD and to
continue to develop themselves keeping up
to date with the latest advances in the field.
In this way a tool kit for People-Led Change
is not static and will be adapted by each
practitioner as they develop their practice.
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