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In the Midst of Change

Welcome to our 3rd issue for 2020. What 
a year it has been! Almost everything we 
know and understand has had some dis-
ruption or is drastically changing. And 
many in OD are working hard helping peo-
ple and organizations navigate transforma-
tions and completely new creations.

This changing context has also inter-
fered with the operation of our Journal. 
Submissions have been more limited, 
review processes have been inconsistent, 
as have revision processes, and we have all 
been distracted too often. I am sorry for the 
uneven publication of issues this year. We 
are working on many strategies, structures, 
processes, relationships, roles, responsi-
bilities, and operational expectations to 
improve how the OD Review runs. More 
on that later.

Judith Katz, Ph.D., has been part of our 
Board as long as I can remember and is 
now retiring from the Journal. As of 9/30 
she has completed her last review for us. 
THANK YOU JUDITH! Judith was always 
one of the best we have experienced and 
over the years she has helped many others 
in our paired review process. We will miss 
her and honor her service in making this 
Journal one of the best!

New Board Members
In this issue, we will begin introducing our 
newest Board Members and will continue 
until our latest additions have been prop-
erly introduced. Some will replace people 
who have left over time and others will 
expand and balance our perspectives, expe-
riences, demographics, and generations. 
Some new members will still be added 
into 2021. 

Following our new member introduc-
tions, we will begin introducing and thank-
ing our existing Board Members, many 
who have been involved over decades. 
These will appear in our issues over 2021.

New Editorial Structure
We are also introducing our first Associ-
ate Editors to help as we improve how we 
function, expand the Journal’s outreach 
and reputation, help to grow submissions 
and work with Board members and others 
to bring our best ideas forward and provide 
the Journal that helps OD as a field and 
valuable impact in how we live and work.

Please welcome Lisa Meyer, Marc 
Sokol, and Norm Jones!

New Submission Guidelines
Since the change of name, a couple years 
ago, we have not clarified much about who 
we want to be, our purpose and charter, so 
that is part of our update. Additionally, we 
need to assist authors with clear guidelines 
of what we publish and how submissions 
should be offered and what we won’t pub-
lish. Some members of the Board and the 
new Associate Editors have helped in shap-
ing this version being published in this 
issue. It will also be updated on the OD 
Network website under Publications. 

Some Plans for the Future
I have spent many years on the Review 
Board and with 4 different Editors, start-
ing in about 1993. There have been various 
initiatives along the way, but I am aware of 
some agendas we have kicked around a bit, 
but still need to work on. A few of the tasks 
we will look for help from our Board and 
other resources include:
	» ODR in more University Libraries
	» ODR with a larger, global readership
	» ODR indexed, citation tracked and 

raised in reputation and usage
	» Issue and article download sale options
	» Bundling from our extensive and his-

toric archives to create readers on valu-
able topics

	» Rethinking what awards are offered 
from the Journal

Overview of the Issue
Mee-Yan Cheung-Judge has provided us 
with a new encapsulation of our field’s 
work on competencies and how and why it 
has stayed a challenge. And in her hopes 
for our field has suggested some new direc-
tions for refreshing and pursuing less 
debate about all the ‘whats’ and a differ-
ent process forward. This is a central topic 
for the professionalism of our field and is 
worthy of our attention and especially our 
next generations. 

To add other perspectives and think-
ing to her comprehensive start, we invited 
a variety of people in our field and received 
7 responses to enhance our thinking. You 
can communicate with the author and 
responders and can also send any com-
ments to me at editor@odnetwork.org.

Debra Orr and Mark Seter tackle work-
place bullying as a costly and psychologi-
cally devastating human system issue. With 
an extensive background and literature 
basis, they create greater clarity of the phe-
nomena involved and draw on some OD 
to provide options to assist or resolve the 
debilitating aftermath. This article provides 
a look into a difficult problem for which 
OD thinking and skills cam help.

Bob Gulick and Leslie Yerkes have 
written about a case with a non-profit that 
made good use of Appreciative Inquiry. 
They discuss the lead up and preparation 
steps, followed by how the stages of AI took 
place and what happened. The consultant 
in the case adds some reflective thoughts at 
the end. Articles like this can be helpful for 
learning what goes into our work and some 
of the choices that need to be made.

Bruce Greenbaum, Abraham (Rami) 
Shani, and Roberto Verganti have shared 
some new thinking on an approach to 
transformation called Radical Circles. 
They draw on their research and practice 
with examples and findings. It’s an alter-
native to our history of top-down every-
thing. This process starts with employees 
and works through a common sequence 
of stages until it attracts some leadership 
support and resources and begins real 
transformation. 

From the Editor

Former Editors

Larry Porter 		  1973–1981
Raymond Weil 		  1982–1984
Don & Dixie Van Eynde 	 1985–1988
David Noer 		  1989–1992
Celeste Coruzzi		  1993–1995
David Nicoll		  1996–2000
Marilyn E. Blair		  2000–2008
John D. Vogelsang		  2009–2019
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Julian Allen, Sachin Jain, and Allan 
Church have provided some new thinking 
on how surveys, and particularly pulse sur-
veys, can inform change and help set stra-
tegic direction. The current context, driving 
more rapid needs, also weighed into their 
thinking. This article helps learning by 
holding true to evidence-based, data-driven 
change with some modifications to typical 
large-scale surveys that is often untimely or 
not integrated well with organization stra-
tegic directions.

And from our wonderful archives, 
we’ve included a few articles with some 
timeliness for today. The first three 
shorter pieces came from a 2008 issue and 
were part of a section called “Trends We 
Must Not Ignore.” Peter Block kicks it off 
with “Nothing is New” where he outlines 
some key global trends and OD trends that 
respond. Of course, these are still or more 
relevant today. Fred Miller adds insight 
with “A Need to Connect” in which he dis-
cusses how critical it is to connect and 
the types of ‘walls’ that get in the way. 
Then, Maya Townsend, Barbara Christian, 
Jo‑Ann Hague, Deb Peck, Michael Ray, 

and Bauback Yeganeh tell us about “OD 
Gets Wired.” They write about three facts 
of life in the wired world: (1) People are 
radically connected, (2) Collaboration 
trumps control, and (3) We live in com-
plex and constantly changing ecosystems. 

The next archives come from 2013. 
Loni Davis shares work from her disser-
tation data on “Mobile Work Practices, 
Blurring Boundaries and Implications 
for OD.” In this article, she talks about 
work not being spatially and tempo-
rally bounded, how employees and man
agers began decoupling work and place, as 
well as, when, and new work norms and 
tensions developing. 

Finally, we have selected one from the 
late Lisa Kimball entitled “A Powerful Dis-
tinction: How the Simple–Complicated–
Complex Continuum Contributes to OD 
Practice.” Lisa was long one of the best 
in our field on complexity science and its 
implications for OD. In this article, she dis-
cusses the continuum from simple to com-
plex and its usefulness in OD for change, 
communications and culture.

 In the Case Study section for this 
issue Therese Yaeger and Peter Sorenson 
bring us a new and timely case on “A Call 
for Diversity at Palos Production.” Along 
with the three practitioners providing 
responses and suggestions, they deal with 
the issue of creating a more diverse, inclu-
sive, and equitable work environment. 

Practicing OD
Editors: Stacey Heath, Deb Peters, and 
Rosalind Spigel 

In the Practicing OD section for this issue, 
we have 3 articles. Priya Vasudevan con-
tributes “Infusing OD Values in Talent 
Development and Succession Planning.” 
Lori Wieters, Kathy Wenzlau, and Lindsay 
Perez discuss “The Power of a 360-Degree 
Program Evaluation for a Nonprofit Orga-
nization,” and Julian Chender provides 
“The OD Salon: Building a Dialogic Con-
tainer to Advance the Field through 
Social Connection.”

David W. Jamieson, PhD
Editor-in-Chief

editor@odnetwork.org
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Introducing New OD Review Board Members
In this section we will be introducing new 
Board members (3–5 in each issue) and 
follow with existing Board members in 
2021. This initiative involves replacing 
some members who have chosen to leave 
the Board, broaden our representation 
demographically and globally, and balance 
our Board across experience, role, and 
generational categories. 

Karen Goosen has spent the last ten years 
as an instructor both online and on-
campus at Oklahoma Panhandle State 
University (OPSU). Here, she has served 
on numerous committees for both the 
School of Business and Technology and 
the General Education Program revising 
and creating assessment criteria for Okla-
homa State Board of Regents as well as 
the Higher Learning Commission. She 
has also played an important role in Phi 
Beta Lambda, collectively, the largest stu-
dent business organization in the world, 
serving as an advisor to students who 
have won or placed in the top three at 
state and national championships. She 
has served as an academic advisor, course 
designer, and subject matter expert in 
her field. 

Karen has an MBA from Liberty Uni-
versity and is currently finishing up her 
doctoral degree at Colorado Technical 
University. Not only does she spend her 
time teaching at the collegiate level, she 
is also a high school Algebra and Entre-
preneurship teacher. She is a married 
mother of four grown children and cur-
rently resides in Lake Worth, Florida. 

Karen is excited to be a member of 
such a professional team of scholars. 
As new theories and research begin to 
emerge after a pandemic shut down the 
organization as we know it, she is hop-
ing to see a paradigm shift within the 
discipline of organizational develop-
ment from executive leadership to the 
employee. She anticipates staying busy 
reviewing new information as more and 
more up and coming practitioners sub-
mit their articles while the face of orga-
nizational development transforms 
before us all.

Preston Lindsay is an American organi-
zational psychologist and professor and 
who specializes in antiracist organiza-
tional development and change man-
agement with more than 10 years of 
executive leadership in both the nonprofit 

and corporate sectors. Professor Lindsay 
is a professor of industrial-organizational 
psychology at the University of Maryland, 
College Park, and is on faculty at sev-
eral other institutions. Lindsay’s current 
research centers on human behavior and 
systems in the workplace. 

His research takes a phenomenologi-
cal and constructivist approach to exam-
ine how organizational trauma influences 
worker behavior and performance. Pres-
ently, Lindsay serves as President and 
CEO of The Lindsay Group Co. an organi-
zational development consulting firm he 
founded which offers strategic planning 
facilitation to organizations of all types. 
Passionate about social justice and advo-
cating for underserved and historically 
marginalized communities, he offers his 
organizational development expertise 
by chairing a few boards of community-
based, social justice organizations. 

Systemic oppression with organiza-
tions today is dynamic and ever changing. 
As practitioners of the art and science 
of organization development we must 
endeavor to address critical aspects of 
structural racism and oppression that rep-
resents the incorporation, accumulation, 
and sustainability of long-standing racial-
ized practices reflected in organizational 
systems and management practices in 
the modern organization. It is my hope 
that the ODR prioritizes space for those 
antiracist voices that promote the use of 
OD practice for multiculturalism and 
the dismantling of systemic racism and 
oppression.

(continues on next page)
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Anton Shufutinsky, PhD, DHSc, MSPH, 
is a former career military Officer with 
over 25 years of leadership, management, 
and organizational science experience in 
the military, corporate industry, consult-
ing, and academia. He has worked exten-
sively, in numerous capacities, in ships, 
shipyards, hospitals, operational units, 
research laboratories, manufacturing 
facilities, utility plants, aviation platforms, 
emergency response centers, construc-
tion sites, universities, and adminis
trative offices. 

Currently, Anton is a faculty mem-
ber in the Department of Business and 
Change Leadership at Cabrini Univer-
sity where he teaches in the PhD pro-
gram in organizational development 
and change and coordinates the MS in 
leadership program. His research and 
practice foci include leadership devel-
opment, organizational design, diver-
sity, equity & inclusion, sociotechnical 
systems, organizational research meth-
ods, neuroscience & leadership, and 
organizational safety culture. Addition-
ally, Anton serves as Chief Experience 
and Innovation Officer at the Institute 
for Interdisciplinary Leadership Educa-
tion and Development, consults in the 
OD space through his independent firm 
Changineering Global, and is active in 
NTL, ISODC, and ODN. He holds mas-
ters and doctoral degrees in public health 

and a second doctorate—a PhD in Orga-
nizational Development from Cabrini 
University. Dr. Shufutinsky has over 
30 peer-reviewed publications in the 
basic, social, and applied behavioral sci-
ences, and is actively involved in numer-
ous research, consulting, and book 
projects. He lives with his family in the 
Greater Philadelphia Area in Pennsylva-
nia. He can be reached at as4363@cabrini.
edu and at DrAnton@i-ilead.com.

With regards to his appointment to 
the Editorial Board of ODR, he remarked: 
“I feel humbled, honored, excited and 
eager to join the editorial board of Organi-
zation Development Review, a journal with 
a rich history of quality published works 
in OD. I look forward to the opportunity 
to participate in driving the next stage of 
the journal’s continued evolution, with a 
hope for increased scholarship, research, 
and evidence-based knowledge develop-
ment, and movement towards becoming 
an indexed globally pre-eminent applied 
behavioral science publication for OD 
professionals, academics, scholar-practi-
tioners, and organizational leaders.”

Corrie Voss is a behavioral scientist and 
professor who brings a rich mix of aca-
demic wisdom and corporate experience 
to her work. As an active scholar-
practitioner, she uses an integrated 
approach that nurtures the interplay of 

theory and practice. She specializes in 
Conscious Leadership and Conscious 
Capitalism, and how leaders and organi-
zations can develop into more self-aware 
and healthier versions of themselves. 
In service of creating spaces that work 
for all, she promotes practices that ele-
vate our organizational experiences—
ultimately playing a role in shifting our 
measures of success. No longer solely 
about the bottom-line, our future mea-
surements of success will link financial 
health with long-term, whole organiza-
tion vitality and sustainability.

Dr. Voss is a professor in the Mas-
ter of Organization Development Pro-
gram at Bowling Green State University. 
Her research uses a narrative approach to 
examine the impact of life experiences on 
executive leadership development; con-
centrating on the micro-behaviors and 
practices that promote incremental and 
transformational change, she explores 
how this growth can be a positive influ-
ence in the leader’s relationships and 
the entire organizational system. Cur-
rently, she serves as Founder and Princi-
pal of CVD Consulting Group, where she 
partners with clients in service of creat-
ing healthier and happier organizational 
systems. She is passionate about how we 
educate the next generation of female 
scholars; from volunteering at her daugh-
ters’ schools to mentoring Master and 
Doctoral students, she shares her love, 
time, and expertise in an effort to help 
women thrive in educational spaces. She 
is located in Ohio, USA.

“I hope that ODR becomes the jour-
nal known for its balanced integration of 
practice and scholarship. Becoming the 
journal that attracts both the art and sci-
ence of OD can create an inclusive space 
where the many voices working to cre-
ate healthy, effective, and sustainable 
organizational change are welcomed 
and encouraged.”
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Introducing OD Review Associate Editors
In our efforts to improve structures, processes, 
and operations of the OD Review, our first 
change is to restructure our editorial team 
and process. These three experienced and 
accomplished members of our OD commu-
nity have agreed to become our first Associ-
ate Editors. There are many roles they may 
take over time, but to begin they will help 
the Editor in managing reviews and revi-
sion processes, provide ongoing inputs to our 
decisions, guide some of our further develop-
ment work to improve the Journal and its 
standing, and help in soliciting/outreach to 
enhance our submissions. Please welcome 
Norm, Lisa, and Marc.

Norm Jones currently serves as Chief 
Equity and Inclusion Officer at Amherst 
College. In this role, he works with cam-
pus partners to advance practices and 
programs that foster diversity, inclusiv-
ity, and accessibility. He oversees the 
Office of Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion, 
which comprises the Office of Workforce 
Equity and Inclusive Leadership, two Fac-
ulty Equity and Inclusion Officers, and 
the Mellon Mays Undergraduate Fellow-
ship Program.

Working with the dean of the faculty 
and the chief human resources officer, he 
plays a key role in recruiting and retain-
ing diverse faculty and staff and ensures 
that the college is an active participant 
in national and international conversa-
tions around inclusive excellence, equity, 
and justice.

I’m incredibly excited about the 
future of the Organization Development 
Review. I’m excited about new ways of 
finding meaning in our shared work. The 
future of OD is beautifully “bound up” in 
a deeper appreciation for those who have 
come to love the field perhaps somewhat 
outside of what many would consider a 
typical trajectory—one that involves deep 
interface with the scholarship, consultant 
experience inside and/or outside of orga-
nizations, and a kind of parochial famil-
iarity with those who have been identified 
as gatekeepers of archival histories. Most 
of this is important but we have come to a 
moment of reckoning. We must ask our-
selves what’s next? Who will lead? Who 
will learn? Who will write? Our shared 
communities require our expertise and 
our humanity.

I’m looking forward to exploring the 
prevailing issues of the day and the prag-
matism of foundational research skills 
as an entry point to partnership with 
our diverse community of OD scholar-
practitioners. This journal provides an 
impeccable platform for critical interro-
gation and scholarly inquiry. Our found-
ing thought-leaders would be heartened 
to know that OD scholars are poised to 
influence positive change in support of a 
more informed and better-equipped soci-
ety. Here’s to change!

Lisa Meyer is an author and an indepen-
dent advisor to for-profit and non-profit 
organizations undergoing change. 

Change has been a constant through-
out my professional career, most notably 
during my 15-year tenure at Carmi-
chael Lynch Advertising in Minneapo-
lis, where I rose from account executive 
to chief operating officer. While there, I 
interfaced with dozens of client organi-
zations including USBank, Wells Fargo, 
Harley Davidson, United Health Group, 
Medtronic, 3M, Cargill and Target. I have 
also held a senior executive position at a 
large, diversified financial services orga-
nization, led a small high-tech business 
through multiple revolutions in digital 
technology, and helped to lead private 
fundraising efforts for the University of 
Minnesota that included reaching record-
breaking endowments for scholarships.

I have often observed how a signifi-
cant barrier to success for an organization 
can be the organization itself, and how 
organization culture, the ability to attract 
and retain talent, the capacity to work 
across teams, and organization design 
all impact

(continues on next page)
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on business success. And I integrate 
systems thinking into my work, seeking 
greater alignment between organizational 
culture, business strategies, and perfor-
mance incentives. 

I formalized my long-held interest in 
improving organizations in 2014 when 
I began my pursuit of a doctorate degree 
in Organization Development from the 
University of St. Thomas in Minnesota. 
My dissertation, entitled The Grand Chal-
lenge of Preparing OD Scholar Practitioners 
for Grand Challenges, was completed in 
September 2018. Since that time, I have 
continued to pursue research and writing 
that advances my vision of organization 
development as a way of helping orga-
nizations create value through safe and 
equitable workplaces, creativity, innova-
tion, and change. 

This is a time for reflection and 
renewal in the field in organization devel-
opment, and as an associate editor of 
OD Review, I hope to contribute to both. 
Through commentary and insights from 
experienced scholars and practitioners 
we hope to share wisdom from reflec-
tive practice, and through our develop-
mental review process we hope to attract 
and nurture new voices in the field. The 
OD Review is one of only a few publishing 
outlets for scholars and practitioners of 
organization development and I consider 
it an honor to be a part of the future of 
this important journal. 

Marc Sokol, PhD: I have a PhD in Indus-
trial and Organizational Psychology; 
ten years ago I founded Sage Consult-
ing Resources, focused on executive and 
organizational effectiveness. During the 
past 30 years I have worked in large and 
small firms, in the public and private sec-
tor, in both internal and external roles, 
and across 25 countries. I am the past 
executive editor of People + Strategy, on 
the editorial board of Consulting Psychol-
ogy Journal: Practice and Research, and 
co-author of several books. I am also a 
fellow of both the Society for Industrial 
Organizational Psychology (SIOP) and 
the American Psychological Association 
(APA), and an advisor to a graduate pro-
gram in I-O Psychology. Most recently I 
published the article, Mindful design of the 
sole-practitioner consultancy. 

My hope for OD Review is that we 
continue to increase our focus on action-
able content, share case studies and les-
sons of experience, and publish articles 
that inspire productive dialogue.
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Guidelines for Authors

Our Purpose

The Organization Development Review 
is a journal bringing together scholarly 
and practitioner perspectives to foster 
greater understanding, improved prac-
tice, new research, and innovations for 
critical issues in our fields. We focus 
on all processes of human organizing, 
such as small groups, organizations, 
networks & communities. Our scope is 
wide within the broad range of: 
1)	 How human organizing systems 

develop, adapt, change, and 
transform. 

2)	 How we lead more effectively and 
develop effective organizations. 

3)	 How we create healthy workplaces 
and cultures that get the work 
done and leave people engaged, 
proud, and satisfied. 

4)	 How we support all forms of diver-
sity, equality, and inclusion in 
organizing and operating organiza-
tions, communities, and societies.

5)	 How we develop greater individual 
and organizational capabilities for 
our VUCA world. 

6)	 How we develop greater creativity, 
innovation, and collaborative 
processes.

7)	 How we create a more humane 
and just society.

8)	 How we develop and innovate in 
the profession. 

9)	 How we educate leaders and 
change agents, of all types, in the 
science and practices of values-
based change and masterful 
practice.

10)	Case studies that demonstrate the 
impact of OD and OD in collabo-
ration with other fields of inquiry 
and practice.

We publish evidence-based practice, 
applied research, innovative ways to 
do this work, new developments in 
the fields, as well as, thought pieces, 
invitational pieces, cases, and relevant 
book reviews. We hope for wide par-
ticipation across our fields, around the 
globe, across sectors & industries, and 
inclusive of all forms of diversities. 
We wish to generate more conversa-
tions and dialogues among our fields. 
We ask that all submissions reflect the 
OD Network values of respect, inclu-
sion, collaboration, authenticity, self-
awareness, and empowerment. 

Expectations of Authors

All articles should:
	» Clearly state the purpose of the 

article and its content 
	» Present ideas logically, with clear 

transitions
	» Include section headings to help 

guide readers
	» Use language that reflects inclusiv-

ity and is non-discriminatory in the 
context of the article

	» Avoid jargon and overly formal 
expressions

	» Reference sources used and pro-
vide source references for any the-
ories, ideas, methods, models, 
and practices not created by the 
author(s)

	» Conform to standard English usage 
(U.S. or U.K.) and be edited for 
spelling and grammar rules

	» Avoid self-promotion
	» Be useful in practice or provide 

implications for practitioners (lead-
ers, change agents, etc.) 

	» For formatting guidelines, cita-
tions and references, follow the 

American Psychological Association 
Publication Manual, 7th Edition 
(2020) 

	» Submit as Word document, not 
pdf or email form; the document 
should contain short title and 
author name

	» Contain short author bios including 
contact email(s) (up to 250 words)

	» Graphics that enhance an article 
are encouraged. The ODR reserves 
the right to resize graphics when 
necessary. The graphics should be 
in a program that allows editing. 
We prefer graphics to match the 
ODR’s three-, two-, or one-column, 
half-page or full-page formats. If 
authors have questions or concerns 
about graphics or computer art, 
please contact the Editor.

We consider articles of varying lengths 
between 2000–5000 words. Contact 
the Editor with any questions, ideas or 
explorations (editor@odnetwork.org).

If the article is accepted for pub-
lication, the author will receive a PDF 
proof of the article for final approval 
before publication. At this stage the 
author may only fix errors in typeset-
ting or minor changes to the text. After 
publication, the author will be sent 
a PDF of the final article and of the 
complete issue of ODR in which the 
article appears.

(continues on next page)
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Guidelines for Authors (contd.)

Submission Deadlines

Authors should email articles to the 
editor at editor@odnetwork.org. Articles 
can be submitted at any time and if 
accepted, will be included in an appro-
priate upcoming issue. General dead-
lines for articles being targeted for 
quarterly issues are as follows:

Winter Issue (Jan-Mar): October 1
Spring Issue (Apr-June): January 1
Summer Issue (July-Sept): April 1
Fall Issue (Oct-Dec): July 1

The Review Processes

The ODR is a peer reviewed journal. 
Authors can choose between two 
review processes and should notify the 
Editor which they prefer when they 
submit a manuscript:

Process 1 (open peer review): Submit 
with cover page including title, all 
authors, any acknowledgements, and 
a short abstract. Usually, two mem-
bers of the ODR Editorial Board will 
review the article. They will recom-
mend accepting the article for pub-
lication, pursuing publication after 
suggested changes, or rejecting the 
article. If they decide the article is pub-
lishable with changes, one or both 
of the editorial board members will 
email or call the primary author to dis-
cuss the suggested changes and serve 
as coaches in helping the author(s) 
prepare it for publication. Once the 
author(s) has made the changes to the 
satisfaction of the two editorial board 
members, it will be sent to the Editor 

for final determination. If it is now 
accepted, the ODR Editor will work 
with the authors to finalize the article 
for publication.

Process 2 (double blind peer review): 
This option is offered to meet the stan-
dards of many academic institutions. 
Submit articles with cover pages with 
the article’s title, all authors’ identi-
fying and contact information, and 
brief biographies (100–250 words) for 
each of the authors; also include any 
acknowledgements. On a new page, 
provide an abbreviated title running 
head for the article. Do not include 
any author identifying information 
in the body of the article, other than 
on the initial title page. Two mem-
bers of the editorial board will inde-
pendently receive the article without 
the author’s information and with-
out knowing the identity of the other 
reviewer. Each reviewer will recom-
mend accepting the article for pub-
lication, rejecting the article with 
explanation, or sending the article back 
to the author for revision and resub-
mittal. Recommendations for revision 
and resubmittal will include detailed 
feedback on what is required to make 
the article publishable. Each ODR 
Board member will send their recom-
mendation to the ODR Editor. If the 
Editor asks the author to revise and 
resubmit, the Editor will send the arti-
cle to both reviewers after the author 
has made the suggested changes. The 
two members of the editorial board 
will work with the author on any fur-
ther changes, then send it to the ODR 

Editor for preparation for publication. 
The ODR Editor makes the final deci-
sion about whether the articles will 
be published.

Timing Considerations
	» When initially submitted one 

should expect 4 weeks for review 
time, reviewer collaboration, and 
author feedback

	» If reviewers/editor suggest revi-
sions and resubmit, the article 
should be returned within 4 weeks 
(unless it is slated for an immedi-
ate issue in which case it should be 
returned within 1–2 weeks).  

Other Publications
The ODR publishes original articles, 
not reprints from other publications 
or journals. Authors may re-publish 
materials first published in the ODR 
in another publication or webpage, as 
long as the publication gives credit to 
the Organization Development Review 
as the original place of publication.

Policy on Self-Promotion
Although publication in the ODR is 
a way of letting the OD community 
know about an author’s work, and is 
therefore good publicity, the purpose 
of the ODR is to exchange ideas and 
information. Consequently, it is the 
policy of the OD Network to not accept 
articles that are primarily for the pur-
pose of marketing or advertising an 
author’s practice or promoting or sell-
ing anything.
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“OD competencies are the characteristics that define successful performance 
by the OD professional. It delineates who ODPs need to be, what they need 
to know, and what they must be capable of doing.”

By Mee-Yan Cheung-Judge One can never accuse the OD field of being 
uninterested in professional standards, pro-
fessional competency, and practice, nor for 
that matter, in its future viability. Ever since 
1952 when the first 7 competency items 
were identified by NTL (Benne), through 
to 2016 (the last comprehensive publica-
tion on OD competencies by Cady and 
Shoup), and up to 2018 (when Minahan 
reported on how ODN USA developed the 
Global OD competencies), there has been 
persistent interest among both academics 
and practitioners to identify what can, and 
should, constitute OD competence.

During this period, over 45 research-
ers and authors have made significant 
contributions to the study of OD compe-
tencies. This is a conservative estimate as 
many more have propagated the concept in 
formal or informal gatherings, spoken in 
conferences, or contributed in developing 
various professional network standards. 
(see Table 1)

In spite of these efforts, the field still 
does not have any agreement as to what 
constitutes competent OD practitioners 
(ODPs) nor how to apply them.

It is time to ask are there any alterna-
tive approaches that can steer the move-
ment forward? For what reason?

Motivation Behind the Pursuit 
of OD Competencies

The case for resurrecting the competen-
cies movement in the field currently is suf-
fering because of the lack of consensus 
on this issue, and that current certificate/
degree programmes are producing too 

much diversity in skill sets or knowledge 
while the “important” areas are not being 
focused on.

When the field is not able to articulate 
the characteristics that define successful 
ODPs’ performance and which also differ-
entiates the ODPs from other helping pro-
fessionals, and when there is not an agreed 
set of competencies as our professional 
standards, it is difficult to have a common 
yardstick to develop OD talent, to guide 
career development, and to pursue contin-
uous development of the field (Minahan, 
2018), and ultimately give robust quality 
assurance to the field. Back in 1977, Weis-
bord talked about how we should be able to 
tell the genuine item from an imitation.

The following four areas (see Worley, 
Rothwell and Sullivan, 2010) summed up 
the motivation for the field to pursue what 
is OD competence.

1. For the development of the OD field:
Like any field, OD needs to establish a clear 
identity of its professional practices which 
includes delineating its primary purposes, 
and how those purposes can be fulfilled by 
stipulating the type of knowledge and skills 
the practitioners need to demonstrate.

2. To aid the design of OD curriculum:
To guide academic institutions and devel-
opers to know what sort of curricula are 
needed to educate and develop practitio-
ners at different levels, as well as to guide 
those institutions who grant accredita-
tion to OD academic and organizational 
programmes.

Organisation Development 
Core Principles, Competency, 
and the Way Forward?
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3. For the individual ODPs:
To inform newcomers to the field what is 
required for effective practice, and to offer 
continuous guidance to practitioners on 
what they need to do to become master-
ful, and which academic and development 
programmes will help them achieve their 
career goals.

4. For organisations who employ OD 
professionals:
To provide those organisations who hire 
both internal ODPs and external OD con-
tractors a clear set of OD competencies 
that will support their processes of selec-
tion, recruitment, deployment, appraisal, 
and development.

Outline of the Article

	» What is the definition of competence?
	» A review of previous efforts in estab-

lishing OD competence.
	» What may be the reasons behind why 

there is still not an agreed set of OD 
competencies?

	» What insights have we gained that 
will help us shape an alternative way 
forward?

	» What are the characteristics of an alter-
native way forward?

	» Who will be the key players in the alter-
native approach?

	» Sample list of first practical steps to 
kick-start this alternative approach.

	» How long will the implementation plan 
take place? A sample time scale.

What is the definition of competence?
The following three definitions offers the 
gist of what OD competence is about:
1.	 “An OD competency is any personal 

quality that contributes to successful 
consulting performance. The term per-
sonality quality is to embrace areas of 
“self” including values, and driving 
principles, areas of knowledge, includ-
ing fluency with relevant theories and 
models, areas of skills and abilities, 
including the requisite behaviour capac-
ity to perform our work successfully.” 
(Lippitt and Lippitt, 1978)

2.	 “Competency is an underlying charac-
teristic of an employee (motive, traits, 

skills, aspects of one’s self image, social 
role, or body of knowledge). Hence, 
competency is associated with an indi-
vidual’s characteristics in performing 
work and includes anything that leads 
to successful performance and results.” 
(Boyatzis, 1982)

3.	 “A well written competency statement 
proposes and provides an operational 
definition that makes the desirable 
behaviour more accessible to the read-
ers, particularly those required to 
exhibit, assess and develop that com-
petency. It is a clear description of 
KSA (knowledge, skills, ability) + atti-
tude. The greater granularity, the more 
understandable and accessible it will 
be.” (Cady and Shoup, 2016) 

Summing up, OD competencies are the 
characteristics that define successful per-
formance by the OD professional. It delin-
eates who ODPs need to be, what they need 
to know, and what they must be capable 
of doing. It is a detailed description of an 
ideal performer.

A review of the previous efforts in 
establishing OD competence.
Many efforts have been made to review the 
OD competencies journey since the 1950s. 
Table 1 lists such extensive (not exhaustive) 
work in chronological order.

What Table 1 shows is that the jour-
ney began with the 7 items from Benne of 
NTL, increased to the 83 items in twelve 
categories generated by a group of OD 

Table 1. History of Who has Worked On and Published OD Competencies

Year Authors Name of the Articles/Books 

1950s Benne, K. At NTL come up with a seven-item skill list 
for ODP.

1973 Partin, J. J. Current Perspective in Organisation 
Development. 

1974 Sullivan, R. “Change Agent skills.”

1978 Lippitt, G. & Lippitt, R. The Consulting Process in Action. 

1979 Warrick, D.D.; Donovan, M. “Surveying Organisation Development Skills.” 

1980 Varney, G. “Developing OD Competencies.” 

1981 Shepard, K; Raia, A. “The OD Training Challenge.” 

1984 McDermott, L. C. “The Many Faces of the OD Professional.”

1984 Neilson, E. H. Organisation Change.

1990 Bushe, G.R; Gibbs, B.W. “Predicting Organisation Development 
Consulting Competence from the Myers-
Briggs type Indicator and Stage of Ego 
Development.” 

1990 Eubanks, J.L: O’Driscoll, 
M.C.; Hagward, G.B. and 
Daniels, J.A.

“Behavioural Competency Required for 
Organisation Development Consultants.” 

1990 Marshall, J, Eubanks, J. “A Competency Model for ODPs.” 

1992 McLean, G.; Sullivan, R. “Essential Competencies for Internal and 
External OD Consultants.” 

1992– 
2005

Sullivan, R., and others Annually “Competencies for Practicing 
Organisation Development.” The International 
registry of organisation development profes
sionals and organisation development 
handbook. 

continues on next page
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experts and documented by Shepard and 
Raia (1981), reduced to a list of 67 “entry 
level” competencies in four categories by 
Varney (1988); and to 28 OD competen-
cies from the guidance of early founders 
of the field, Worley and Feyerherm (2003). 
The Worley, Rothwell and Sullivan research 
(2010) produced 23 items but with 69 rep-
resentative items attached to them. There 
was an undifferentiated long list of over 
a hundred items in the Rothwell and Sul-
livan textbook. Appendix 1 pulled together 
most of the items (120) from the authors 
above (adapted from Worley, Rothwell, and 

Sullivan, 2010). The ODN Global OD com-
petencies have 5 dimensions, and 3 layers 
of description. The various lists above are 
not all that different, the question is how 
these should be used to generate compe-
tencies and their impact.

To sum up this review: (a) the field is 
not short of CONTENT and the various list-
ings are not that different. While there is 
no consensus, there are broad agreement; 
(b) many colleagues in the field show great 
interest in establishing OD competencies 
but there is no agreement on how these 
should be used to generate what impact; 

and (c) it will not be productive to focus on 
the WHAT? The focus now needs to be 
on the HOW—how to put the lists to work 
to create the impact the field needs.

What may be the reasons behind why 
there is still not an agreed set of OD 
competence?
The following reasons are highlighted to 
help us understand as well as learn why 
the field still struggles to have a coherent 
framework for OD competencies.
1.	 The field is too diverse and has many 

specialisations. As an applied behav-
ioural science field, OD is vast and 
diverse, both in specialisms as well as 
in the different levels of system work 
(see Table 2 on next page for a sample 
list of OD specialisms and Levels of 
System work). Hence it is difficult to 
have one agreed set of competence for 
everyone. For example, what is useful 
depends on whether one is specializing 
in intrapersonal work (e.g. coaching) or 
focused on groups (e.g. group dynamic 
specialists doing team building, or con-
flict resolution), or concentrating on 
large scale big system change. Given 
this situation, the decision is whether 
there should be CORE areas that all 
ODPs should aim to be competent in 
on top of their specialism?

2.	 Inability to manage the tension of the 
polarity between developmental focus 
or certification focus. Among the OD 
community, there is tension in whether 
competency should be used as a devel-
opmental framework to guide individ-
ual practitioners towards mastery, or as 
a set of “standards” to certify practitio-
ners in order to deem them competent 
to practice or not—as part of the quality 
assurance process. It is our inability to 
resolve this tension that held us up in 
the competence movement.

3.	 Our professional associations do 
not have the mandate to be a qual-
ity assurance body. In the field of OD, 
our professional organisations are not 
set up as other professions, e.g., Mar-
keting, Accountancy or Engineering, 
which have been mandated by outside 
regulatory bodies and their own pro-
fessional membership to progress and 

Year Authors Name of the Articles/Books 

1993 O’Driscoll, M.P.; 
Eubanks, J.L. 

“Behavioral Competencies, Goal Setting and 
ODP Effectiveness.”

1994 Church, A.H; Burke, W.W.; 
VanEynde, D.

“Values, Motives and Interventions of 
Organisation Development Practitioners.” 

1994 Head, T.C.; Sorensen, P.F.; 
Armstrong, T.; Preston, J.C.

“The Tale of Graduate Education in Becoming 
a Competent Organisation Development 
Professional.”

1996 Church, A.H; Waclowski, J.; 
and Burke W.W.

“ODPs as Facilitators of Change: An Analysis 
of Survey Results.”

1998 Worley, C.; Varney, G. “A Search for a Common Body of Knowledge 
for Master’s Level Organisation Development 
and Change Programmes: An Invitation to Join 
the Discussion.”

1999 Weidner, C.; Kulick, O. “The Professionalization of Organisation 
Development: A Status Report and Look to 
the Future.” 

2001 Church, A.H. “The Professionalization of Organisation 
Development: The Next Step in an Evolving 
Field.”

2001 Sullivan, R.; Rothwell, W.; 
Worley, C. 

“20th Edition of the Organisation Change and 
Development Competency Effort.” 

2003 Worley, C.; Feyerherm, A. “Reflections on the Future of Organisation 
Development.” 

2004 Davis P., Naughton, J. and 
Rothwell, W.

New Roles and New Competencies for the 
Profession. 

2004 Davis, P., Naughton, J., 
Rothwell, W., and Wellins, R.

“Mapping the Future: Shaping New Workplace 
Learning and Performance Competencies.

2010 Worley, C.; Rothwell, W.; 
and Sullivan, R. 

“Competencies of ODPs.”

2015 Eggers, M.,Church, A. “Principles of OD Practice.”

2015 Worley, C., Mohrman, S. “A New View of Organisation Development 
and Change Competencies—the Engage and 
Learn Model.”

2016 Cady, S. and Shoup, Z. “Competencies for Success.”

2016 OD Network, USA Unveils the Global OD Competency Framework 
at its Annual Conference in Atlanta.

2018 Minahan, M. Finally! Global OD Competencies. 
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maintain professional quality. Without 
such formal mandate/legitimacy, our 
professional associations simply do not 
have the power to impose a “standard” 
set of competencies on its members. 
On the one hand, this provides a luxu-
rious degree of freedom for ODPs to 
undertake continuous experimentation 
with fresh methods and novel tools, yet 
makes keeping track of the develop-
ment of the field both challenging and 
confusing.

4.	 The global spread of the field and its 
inherent diversity. The main thrust 
of the OD field began in USA, and in 
a relatively short period has travelled 
widely to many places in the world, 
e.g., New Zealand, Australia, Mexico, 
Philippines, South Africa, Canada, 
South East Asia, Korea, various coun-
tries in Europe, UK, etc. This move-
ment has been incredibly exciting as 
the early founders’ work was combined 
with other global community efforts 
in applied behavioural science yielding 

an even richer interpretation of human 
behaviour with cross-cultural lenses. 
The unintended consequences of the 
spread is vastly different types of prac-
tice and interpretations of what OD is, 
and is not, what is good OD and what 
is not. As many know OD competen-
cies constructed in one socio-political-
cultural context may not be applicable 
in another context.

5.	 Specialism rather than the wholis-
tic integrity of the field takes central 
stage. Most OD practitioners tend to 

Table 2: Sample List of Types of OD Specialism, Level of System, Scale/Size of Work, Sector Specialism.

Types of OD Specialism Level of System Work Scale and Size of Work Sector Specialism

1.	 Coaching

2.	 Facilitating

3.	 Group process consultation

4.	 Team building

5.	 Conflict resolution – group and 
individual

6.	 Group dynamic specialist

7.	 General consultancy work – 	
OD cycle work

8.	 Merger and Acquisition

9.	 De-merging

10.	Organisation design

11.	Service improvement

12.	Strategic planning and 
implementation.

13.	Organisation health check

14.	Organisation review

15.	Evaluation of organisation 
effectiveness

16.	Diversity, Equity and Inclusion work

17.	OD planning work

18.	Staff survey specialist

19.	Culture change specialist

20.	Big system change work

21.	Large group work

22.	Operational process improvement 
work

23.	Quality improvement work

24.	Safety process improvement work

25.	System capability building 
programme

26.	Talent management

27.	Leadership development

1.	 Global scenario

2.	 Pan regional level work

3.	 Nation state level work

4.	 Societal work

5.	 Community work

6.	 Inter-communities work

7.	 �Whole system 
organisation work

8.	 �Inter-whole system 
organisation work

9.	 �Organisation and sub-
system work

10.	Sub-system work

11.	Inter-sub-system work

12.	Group work

13.	Intra-group work

14.	Inter-group work

15.	Triad and dyad work

16.	Interpersonal work

17.	Intrapersonal work

1.	 �Macro total system 
change/transformation 
programme—2–4 years 
duration—with multiple 
variables focus

2.	 �Total single organisation 
transformation 
change programme— 
18 months, with multi
ple variables focus

3.	 �Short term turnaround 
project with limited 
variables focus

4.	 �Short term team 
building and mainte
nance work

5.	 �Small scale business 
improvement project

6.	 �Build corresponding 
OD plan to the strategic 
plan—annual cycle

7.	 �Trouble shoot job—
variables unknown

8.	 �Single assignment—one 
off review

1.	 Energy sector

2.	 Medical sector

3.	 Bio-science sector

4.	 Engineer sector

5.	 �Pharma and vaccine 
sector

6.	 Consumer health sector

7.	 �Professional services 
sector

8.	 �Professional institution 
sector

9.	 Academic sector

10.	Financial service sector

11.	Retail sector

12.	Charity sector

13.	Developmental agencies

14.	Start up

15.	Private equity

16.	Legal sector.
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have stronger loyalty to their own sub-
specialisation rather than to the integ-
rity of the field as a whole. The lack 
of loyalty to the “whole” field affects 
(a) our inclination to collaborate, and 
(b) our willingness to engage in con-
structive dialogue to figure out what 
is core to bind us together, where are 
we truly different, and how should we 
live with both. Worley and colleagues 
(Worley, Rhodes, Feyerherm, 2020) 
have recently written a sharp critique 
on how the fragmentation of the field 
into diverse specialities has compro-
mised the integrity of OD as a system-
wide application as OD was meant to 
be an integrated, end-to-end, devel-
opment experience leading to learn-
ing, improved capacity for change, and 
increased effectiveness.

6.	 Unwillingness to work with the cre-
ative side of conflict. Most practitioners 
are aware that an externally imposed 
certification route will be a treacher-
ous one because there will be disagree-
ment as to: (a) who has the right to set 
the definitive standard, (b) who has 
the power/authority to decide what 
“credible and trustworthy” institutions 
should act as “assessment centres,” and 
(c) who will be “heavy weight” enough 
to staff them—i.e. who will be quali-
fied to vet other practitioners? The off 
balance between diversity in practice 
and loyalty to the integrity of the field 
has been so out of kilter that prevents 
us from building coherency, and we 
are “stuck.”

What insights help shape our thinking on 
an alternative way forward?
The insights from two sets of conceptual 
frameworks: Polarity Management and 
core OD intervention values and practice 
principles gave us some insights as to how 
to unstick this situation.

In trying to understand where the ten-
sion lay, the following polarity pairs have 
been mapped that will need managing if 
we are to find a way to implement any OD 
competencies standards.

Tightly bounded Loosely bounded

Externally enforced Internally induced

Prescribed 
processes

Flexible processes

Institution led Individual led

External quality 
assurance

Internal quality 
assurance

Single source 
quality assurance

Multiple sources of 
quality assurance

Focus on 
standardization 

Focus on continuous 
learning

Outside certification 
process 

Self-assessment 
process

Imposed Field stan
dard OD compe
tence profile 

Self-constructed 
individualised OD 
competence profile

Single agency led Multiple agencies 
partnership 

To unlock the tension of the above polari-
ties, we will need to design a way forward 
balancing both poles.

We also set up questions from the 
OD intervention criteria to offer us some 
insights in Table 3 (next page).

The answers emerge from answering 
those intervention questions give us ideas 
on how to unlock the immobilised tensions 
from these polarities. The following pro-
posals are set up as catalyst to evoke further 
ideas from colleagues who want to get this 
OD competence movement going.

What are the characteristics of 
an alternative way forward in OD 
competencies?
1.	 There will be ONE CORE set of OD com-

petence for all. Regardless of what spe-
ciality ODPs have, all ODPs need a core 
set of competencies. At the risk of gen-
erating more heat than light, I put out 
a sample of OD core competencies to 
evoke a genuine dialogue among read-
ers as to what they personally think 
should be in this core set. See Table 4 
(page 17) for a sample core competence 
(not a definitive proposal).

2.	 There will also be a menu of other OD 
competencies available to help ODPs 
build up their mastery according to 
their specialty. As mentioned, it is nei-
ther realistic nor useful to have ONE 

COMPREHENSIVE set of OD compe-
tencies that all ODPs needs to have in 
their possession. Instead, on top of the 
CORE set of OD competencies, there 
will be a comprehensive competence 
menu constructed based on all the pre-
vious work done, and will be organised 
under specialist areas. The end product 
will be held electronically in OD profes-
sional organisations where individual 
practitioners can gain access to con-
struct their personalised competence 
based on their OD specialism at their 
preferred LEVEL OF SYSTEM work.

3.	 The primary purpose of the use of the 
OD competence will, in the first 3–5 
years, be on a developmental focus 
vs standardisation focus. For the first 
phase of the movement, OD competen-
cies should not be used in a “certifying” 
way. Instead, all ODPs are encour-
aged to experiment with building their 
personalised OD competence profile, 
getting used to working with their com-
petence profile, not as a yardstick to 
evaluate their capability, but mainly as 
a developmental framework—guiding 
their own self-assessment, their devel-
opment path, charting their own career 
path, and bringing their developmental 
goals into focus.

4.	 Practitioner-centric. The above pro-
cesses describe a practitioner-centric 
approach—putting emphasis on the 
process of taking up of the OD com-
petence will be initiated and managed 
by the practitioner personally. ODPs 
are the ones who will drive their time 
line as to when they are ready to begin 
their OD competence journey, how 
they will construct their own compe-
tency profile, choose what develop-
ment activities they will undertake, 
identify what type of support they will 
need, and determine when they are 
ready to undertake a more formalized 
self-assessment process.

5.	 OD competence movement should 
be backed by strong organisational 
infrastructural support. All the infra-
structure to accompany the individual 
practitioner’s OD competence journey 
will be supplied in the first phase by 
OD professional organisations and later 
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by academic programmes in universi-
ties and other OD key institutions—
(see their roles in next section).

6.	 The journey will be relationship-rich—
each ODP will have a supportive jour-
ney mate(s). It is envisaged that the 
practitioner’s competence journey will 
be accompanied by an official advisor/ 

coach who is someone with deep expe-
rience in OD and has completed their 
OD Competence journey. These advi-
sors/coaches will be recruited and 
trained by the OD professional organ-
isations to play a formal role to sup-
port any of the practitioners who come 

to the OD professional organisations to 
undertake the journey.

7.	 There will be no external validation 
via certification in the first 3–5 years. 
Instead of having an external certifica-
tion process, individual ODPs will be 
encouraged, when they are ready, to 
undertake a self-assessment process 
with the support of a developmental 
panel who will be provided by profes-
sional associations. The purpose of that 
is to ensure it is the individual ODP 
who will drive their timing on when 
they want to be assessed against their 
own constructed competence profile.

8.	 Quality assurance will come from mul-
tiple agencies partnership. During 
the first 3–5 years, the quality assur-
ance processes will be jointly owned 
by (a) high quality OD education and 
development programmes; (b) through 
the quality of advisors for the individual 
practitioners to map their OD compe-
tence profile and developmental steps; 
(c) through the self-assessment panel; 
and (d) through the individual practi-
tioners who own their own develop
mental journey.

Who will be the key players in the 
proposed alternative approach?

The role of the professional association.
In this alternative approach, OD profes-
sional organisations will play a critical and 
primary role to:
	» Set up both the CORE and Compre-

hensive OD competencies menu in a 
robust consultation process.

	» Set up the process map for individuals 
who would like to construct their per-
sonalised competence profile.

	» Set up the process map for those 
organisations who will be in part-
nership with them in supporting 
this OD competence movement. For 
example, academic institutions, pri-
vate OD consultancy firms or indi-
vidual experienced ODP who wants 
to become “formal” advisor/coach to 
individual ODP.

	» Be responsible to disseminate the 
competencies menu—show practi-
tioners, academic institutions, and 

Table 3: Intervention Questions for Implementing OD Competencies

Intervention Questions: Possible Answers:

1.	 Who are the primary targeted 
populations that need to own and 
use the competencies, and for what 
reasons?

Individual ODPs and their community – 
for their development

2.	 Whose readiness and capability will 
we need to focus on building so that 
they can take the lead in using the 
OD competence frameworks?

Individual ODPs and OD professional 
associations

3.	 Who are the holders and containers 
to support this OD competence 
project, especially when the targeted 
population is widely distributed?

OD professional associations and other 
related institutes globally

4.	 How many levels of system work will 
we need to engage in to ensure the 
transformation will happen at the 
systemic, group, and individual level?

Individual, groups, community, 
organisations, and inter-organisations 

5.	 What systemic partnership will we 
need to build in order to secure 
the sustainability of this OD 
competencies uptake?

Minimally, the OD professional 
organisations, education institutions, 
and other OD development providers

6.	 To create a healthy momentum of 
this intervention, how many “entry 
points” will we need to make to 
create movement?

Minimally, 3 key entry points. Getting 
individual ODPs who want to develop 
their trade, to get academic and OD 
education providers who want to provide 
appropriate development programme 
for the ODP, and OD professional 
organisations who will host and market 
the competencies

7.	 What OD values do we need to evoke 
so that a sustainable result will come 
from those values? 

•	 Client-centric

•	 Using group dynamics to build 
ownership

•	 Life-long learning and development 
ethos being in action

8.	 What supportive networks will we 
need to provide for the early adopters 
to maintain momentum?

•	 Clear support to individual ODPs 
through advisors/coaches from 
professional associations – hence 
relationship-centric

9.	 What type of group relationship will 
we need to build across multiple 
units to secure intervention goals?

•	 The importance of the interdepen
dence different partners have on each 
other, but with role clarity 

10.	How to attain quality assurance 
without needing external 
enforcement?

•	 Build and grow strong self-induced 
standards to eventual acceptance of 
“certified standards”
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Table 4: Sample List of OD Core Competencies (for Open Dialogue and Co-construction)

Core competencies: Sub-areas Possible Answers:

1.	 Well trained in Applied 
behavioural sciences

•  Have clear understanding of human behaviour

• � Well versed in various theoretical frameworks in diagnosis and design of intervention based on 
deep insights of human behaviours and needs

•  Understanding and curiosity about how to work with diverse human dynamics

2.	 Conceptual competencies 
on how organisation works

•  Understand how organisation works

•  Ability to see the systemic picture

• � Ability to do diagnosis and able to handle the data to draw insights to design intervention

•  Know how to link data with intervention strategy with evaluation

3.	 Strong group processes 
skills

•  Fluent in group dynamics, know how group works

•  Able to do process consultation

•  Able to do facilitation

•  Able to work with groups in diverse range of situation

4.	 Consultancy and process 
skills

•  Understand the OD consultancy cycle

• � Ability to go through from contracting to diagnosis, to design intervention, to execute intervention 
to carry out evaluation which leads to exit

• � Able to handle various types of stakeholders through this consultancy cycle while continue to 
increase engagement among most people to the change issues

5.	 Use of self •  Clear knowledge of who they are

•  Having a grounded sense of self, not driven by need for other people’s approval

•  Adequate self-esteem and self confidence

•  High awareness of the impact of self on others

•  Commitment to take building positive relationship as their top practice work

•  Have a clear sense about who they are and how they work

•  Willingness to work on our unresolved issues

6.	 Change competency •  Savvy in knowing how to work with planned and emergent changes

•  Understand the human dynamic and psychological matters in change

•  Savvy in the OD approach to change

• � A working knowledge of complex change and know-how to support clients to navigate through 
the change

7.	 Ethics and value •  A clear sense of their own values and ethics and how to translate them into practice

•  Subscribe to OD values

•  Having clear ethical standard

•  Strong commitment to equality, equity, diversity, and social justice

•  Know how to translate value to consultancy behaviour and conduct

8.	 Specialism skills and 
knowledge

•  Develop their specialism and level of system work

•  Get to be progressively masterful in their specialism

•  Able to work across a number of specialism areas to secure synergy to work on complex cases

Another way to express these core competencies are in these 8 domains:

1. Relationship with self (use of self )
2. Relationship with people (applied behaviour sciences)
3. General knowledge on how organisation works
4. Group savviness (strong group process skills)
5. General consultancy skills (general consultancy and process skills)
6. General change skills (change skills)
7. Ethics and values
8. Specialisation areas.
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private developers what they are, what 
they mean, how to navigate the menu 
and the application processes—if they 
decide to be part of the professional 
constellation for propagating the OD 
competencies up take.

	» Play a critical role in encouraging prac-
titioners to begin their OD competence 
journey and coming alongside to sup-
port them in undertaking this exercise. 
Make the “right to use” of the OD Com-
petencies menu a part of the member-
ship fee.

	» Train up advisors/coaches to guide the 
individual practitioners to set up the 
tailor-made competencies profile, iden-
tify developmental steps, as well as to 
support their applications. All recruited 
advisors/coaches once trained, will reg-
ister themselves as official advisors.

	» Set up self-assessment processes as 
well as who can be serving as panel 
members (again with members of the 
self-assessment panel being trained and 
understand how to support the practi-
tioners to undertake this journey).

	» They will also be working together with 
willing educational institutions and 
developing agencies to discuss the role 
of educational and development provid-
ers in designing curriculum to match 
the OD competence menu.

In playing the above role, they inadver-
tently become the holder of the OD quality 
of practice.

The role of educational institutions.
All OD educational and development pro-
viders will be introduced to the OD Core 
and comprehensive competency menu to 
review the strength of their current offer-
ings. As a result, they may choose to 
strengthen their existing offerings and/or 
design new OD development programmes 
to meet the developmental requirement 
from the OD competence menu.

It is important that this is done from 
the perspective of the whole OD system 
and not from a competitive stance. Each 
institution, based on their expertise, spe-
cialisms and geographical location, will 
attract different ODPs who seek differ-
ent types of development. Eventually, the 

specialised offering to practitioners from 
each institution will be put on an OD edu-
cational map as the RIGHT PLACE for the 
practitioners to pursue that unique type 
of development.

By doing this, the qualification or con-
tinuous education certificate programme 
becomes, by intent, a key aspect of quality 
assurance for the area of specialism.

Individual OD consultancy and 
training firms.
Smaller OD consultancy and develop-
ment firms are also being encouraged to 
find out what unique offerings they can 
provide for individual practitioners. Once 
they are accepted, their offerings can be 
mapped against specific competence as the 
“go to” places for individual practitioners 
for development.

Their staff may also become advisors 
with the professional associations and edu-
cational institutions after being trained.

Experienced individual ODPs.
They can apply to be “formal” advisor/
coaches with the OD professional organ-
isations for the individual practitioners 
who need support when they start their 
OD competence journey. Their roles 
include (a) knowing how both the Core 
and the Comprehensive menu work, so 
that they can help the individual prac-
titioner navigate through the menu to 
come up with their personalised profile; 
(b) hold regular review with the individ-
ual ODP and to update the competence 
profile; (c) to guide the ODP on the self-
assessment process; and (d) apply to sit 
on self-assessment panel.

Sample list of first practical step to kick 
start this alternative approach
A sample steps of action are listed below to 
show how this alternative approach can be 
implemented.
1.	 In order to get this OD competence 

project going, it is suggested that 2–3 
OD institutions and/or OD professional 
associations get together, agree with 
each other their role in undertaking this 
task, seek funding to support the proj-
ect and begin to do the mapping job. 
They should not seek permission from the 

collective community, they should just 
step up and do it by being willing to 
invest time and resources to get the job 
done with best intentions for OD.

2.	 In this early phase, the professional 
associations need to focus on three 
tasks: 1) to establish the OD competen-
cies menu (both core and specialities 
based competence) and to undertake 
the consultation exercise; 2) to build 
partnership with academic and develop-
ment institutions; and 3) to recruit and 
train experienced ODPs to be advisors 
to support practitioners.

3.	 When the consultation of OD com-
petency (both CORE and compre-
hensive menu) is done, a major trial 
period should start (10–18 months?). 
To begin with, all ODPs who are mem-
bers of the professional associations 
will be invited to take part in the trial, 
and non-members can request to join 
also. They will be supported in distin-
guishing what competencies they need, 
what they have or not have, and iden-
tify ways to help them close the gaps. 
The outcome from this phase is that 
over 60% of participating members 
will have completed their individu-
ally tailor-made competence profile, a 
development plan.

How long will the implementation plan 
take? A sample time scale.
The following sample time scale shows 
that it will not be a short game to play. But 
given it took close to 70 years of hard work 
to get to where we are now, this time we 
will need to go slow to go fast. Below is an 
estimated timeline for the launching of 
OD competencies.

1. Get collaboration across 
2–3 OD institutions 
and professional 
organisation and to 
agree the project tasks

3–6 months

2. Set up the OD compre
hensive competence 
menu and put them on 
electronic platform ready 
for consultation 

6–9 months
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3. Consultation feedback 
and revision of the 
menu. During this period 
2 things need to happen: 
(1) advisors and coaches 
are recruited, trained, 
and asked to trial the 
competence menu 
themselves even when 
the final version is not 
done yet; (2) work with 
academic institutions 
and private developers 
about reviewing their 
offerings against the OD 
competence menu

2–4 months

4. Ready to launch the OD 
competence journey 
in different locations; 
set up a feedback and 
trouble-shooting forum 
to continue to keep 
this journey running 
smoothly 

1 year or 1.5 
years from 
the begin-
ning of the 
project

5. Set up a number of 
review criteria and begin 
to market the results to 
other ODNs globally

Whenever

Summary

Before closing, for those who are interested 
to rekindle this OD competence movement 
to advance the field, further reassurance on 
two more areas may be helpful:

Can this practitioner-led process qual-
ity assure our standards? The answer 
is yes, but it will require 3 things: (1) the 
successful uptake of individual OD com-
petence profiles in different geographic 
areas; (2) sufficient professional associa-
tions and other OD institutions around the 
globe playing their part in offering quality 
advise and coaching as well as running the 
self-assessment process; (3) collaboration 
between OD education and development 
providers to offer high quality programmes 
for ODP. I also believe the certification pro-
cess will be a natural outcome 3–5 years 
down the line when most ODPs get used to 
own their own competence profile, use the 
profile to guide their development work, 
and use it to self-assess where they are in 
terms of their mastery.

How are we going to finance this journey? 
I believe setting up the competence work 
will depend on a partnership funding 
approach. Each professional organisation 
will contribute to different aspects of this 
start-up process. Private funding can also 
be solicited. Once that is set up, all the 
services that the OD professional organ-
isations offer in relationship to this OD 
competence project—from gaining access 
to the OD competence menu, to the offer-
ing of advisors/coaches, to the regular 
review meetings should be financially self-
sustainable. For example, x% of the mem-
bership fee should be budgeted to pay for 
these services, or for non-members, there 
will be a chargeable fee. The rate in the first 
3 years should be low enough to be acces-
sible to all. As for the self-assessment pro-
cess, the professional associations who 
house that service should charge the ODPs 
to cover the cost. We are recommend-
ing all practitioners should learn to put 
aside 7–10% of their income for their own 
development annually. When professional 
organisations are doing their job well, 
we expect numbers of memberships will 
increase and other extra services will help 
to steady the income stream.

Final Remark

In this article I have looked at the OD Com-
petence journey in the field, assessed what 
may be the reasons why we still do not 
have a coherent approach to OD competen-
cies, revisited the reasons why we should 
not give up this journey, and actually 
explored an alternative proposal based on 
key OD practice principles and OD value. 
I hope the article has evoked in many of us 
the desire to rekindle a new constructive 
debate—followed by motivated action to 
ensure the movement started in 1952 will 
provide great traction for moving forward 
to make the field of OD even more credible.
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APPENDIX 1: An adapted version from “The Competencies of OD Practitioners” by Worley, Rothwell and Sullivan, in Practicing 
Organisation Development: A Guide for Leading Change 2010, (3rd edition)

Competencies Label Representative Items Who Else?

Self-mastery 	» Be aware of how one’s biases influence interaction 
	» Clarify personal values
	» Clarify personal boundaries
	» Manage personal biases
	» Manage personal defensiveness 
	» Recognise when personal feelings have been aroused
	» Remain physically healthy while under stress
	» Resolve ethical issues with integrity 
	» Avoid getting personal needs met at the expense of 
the clients 

Worley and Varney – N/A

Worley and Feyerherm
	» Clear knowledge of self
	» Personal philosophies and values; ability to 
operate within values

Shephard and Raia
Intrapersonal skills (including integrity, staying in 
touch with one’s own purpose and values, active 
learning skills, rational-emotive balance, and per-
sonal stress management skills

Be comfortable 
with ambiguity

	» Perform effectively in an atmosphere of ambiguity
	» Perform effectively in the midst of chaos

Worley and Varney – N/A

Worley and Feyerherm – N/Av

Shephard and Raia – N/A

Clarify roles 	» Clarify the role of consultant
	» Clarify the role of client

Worley and Varney – N/A

Worley and Feyerherm – N/Av

Shephard and Raia – N/A

Clarify outcomes 	» Clarify outcomes Worley and Varney – N/A

Worley and Feyerherm – N/Av

Shephard and Raia – N/A

Good client choices 	» Match skills with potential client profile Worley and Varney – N/A

Worley and Feyerherm – N/Av

Shephard and Raia – N/A

See the whole 
picture

	» Quickly grasp the nature of the system
	» Identify the boundary of systems to be changed
	» Identify critical success factors for the intervention 
	» Further clarify real issues
	» Link change effort into ongoing organisational 
processes

	» Begin to lay out an evaluation model
	» Know how data from different parts of the system 
impact each other 

	» Be aware of systems wanting to change

Worley and Varney
	» System dynamics

Worley and Feyerherm
	» Ability to see systems (system thinking)

Shephard and Raia
	» Collateral knowledge areas (including behav-
ioural sciences, systems analysis, R & D)

Clarify data needs 	» Determine an appropriate data collection process
	» Determine the types of data needed
	» Determine the amount of data needed

Worley and Varney – N/A

Worley and Feyerherm – N/Av

Shephard and Raia – N/A
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Competencies Label Representative Items Who Else?

Understand 
research methods

	» Utilize appropriate mix of methods to ensure (1) effi-
ciency (2) objectivity, and (3) validity

	» Utilize appropriate mix of data collection technology
	» Use statistical methods when appropriate

Worley and Varney – N/A

Worley and Feyerherm – N/Av

Shephard and Raia – N/A

Keep an open mind 	» Suspend judgement while gathering data
	» Suppress hurtful comments during data collection

Worley and Varney – N/A

Worley and Feyerherm – N/Av

Shephard and Raia – N/A

Set the conditions 
for positive change

	» Collaboratively design the change process
	» Clarify boundaries for confidentiality
	» Select a process that will facilitate openness 
	» Create a non-threatening atmosphere
	» Develop mutually trusting relationships with others
	» Solicit feedback from others about your impact on 
them 

	» Use information to reinforce positive change

Worley and Varney – N/A

Worley and Feyerherm – N/Av

Shephard and Raia – N/A

Use data to adjust 
for change

	» Use information to correct negative change
	» Use information to take next steps
	» Establish method to monitor change after the 
intervention

	» Use information to reinforce positive change
	» Gather data to identify initial first steps of transition

Worley and Varney – N/A

Worley and Feyerherm – N/Av

Shephard and Raia – N/A

Focus on relevance 
and flexibility

	» Distill recommendations from the data
	» Pay attention to the timing of activities
	» Recognize what is relevant
	» Stay focused on the purpose of the consultancy
	» Continuously assess the issues as they surface

Worley and Varney – N/A

Worley and Feyerherm
	» Focusing on relevant issues

Shephard and Raia – N/A

Participatively cre-
ate a good imple-
mentation plan

	» Co-create an implementation plan that is  
(1) concrete; (2) simple; (3) clear; (4) measurable;  
(5) rewarded; and (6) logically sequences activities

Worley and Varney
	» Designing and choosing appropriate and 
relevant interventions

Worley and Feyerherm – N/Av

Shephard and Raia – N/A

Manage 
transition and 
institutionalization

	» Help manage impact to related systems
	» Use information to correct negative change
	» Transfer change skills to internal consultant so learn-
ing is continuous 

	» Maintain/increase change momentum
	» Mobilize additional internal resources to support 
continued change

	» Determine the parts of the organisation that warrant 
a special focus of attention

	» Ensure that learning will continue

Worley and Varney
	» Managing the consulting process
	» Analysis and diagnosis
	» Facilitation and process consultation 
	» Developing client capability 

Worley and Feyerherm
	» Ability to design
	» Ability to deeply understand an organisation

Shephard and Raia
	» General consultation skills (including entry and 
contracting, diagnosis, designing and executing 
an intervention, and designing and managing 
large change processes)

	» Research Design/Data Collection/data analysis 
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Competencies Label Representative Items Who Else?

Ability to evaluate 
change

	» Choose appropriate evaluation methods
	» Determine level of evaluation
	» Ensure evaluation method is valid
	» Ensure evaluation methods is reliable
	» Ensure evaluation method is practical

Worley and Varney
	» Research methods/statistics
	» Evaluating organisation change

Worley and Feyerherm
	» Evaluate and research

Shephard and Raia
	» Research & evaluation of knowledge and skills

Manage client own-
ership of change

	» Reduce dependency on consultant
	» Instill responsibility for follow through
	» Involve participants so they begin to own the process

Worley and Varney – N/A

Worley and Feyerherm – N/Av

Shephard and Raia – N/A

Be available 
to multiple 
stakeholders 
(develop 
relationships)

	» Collaborate with internal/external OD professionals
	» Balance the needs of multiple relationships 
	» Listen to others
	» Interpersonally relate to others
	» Use humour effectively
	» Pay attention to the spontaneous and informal

Worley and Varney – N/A

Worley and Feyerherm
	» Interpersonal skills
	» Ability to bring people together
	» Consider multiple viewpoints

Shephard and Raia
	» Interpersonal skills (including listening, estab-
lishing trust and rapport, giving and receiving 
feedback, and counselling and coaching)

Build realistic 
relationships

	» Build realistic expectations
	» Explicate ethical boundaries
	» Build trusting relationships

Worley and Varney – N/A

Worley and Feyerherm – N/Av

Shephard and Raia – N/A

Address power 	» Identify formal power
	» Identify informal power
	» Deal effectively with resistance

Worley and Varney – N/A

Worley and Feyerherm
	» Pay attention to power and influence
	» Consulting is saying the tough stuff

Shephard and Raia – N/A

Manage diversity 	» Facilitate a participative decision-making process
	» Be aware of the influences of cultural dynamics on 
interactions with others

	» Interpret cross-cultural dynamics on interactions 
with others

	» Interpret cross-cultural influences in a helpful 
manner

	» Handle diversity and diverse situations skilfully

Worley and Varney
	» Comparative cultural perspective

Worley and Feyerherm
	» Cultural experiences

Shephard and Raia – N/A

Manage the 
separation

	» Be sure customers and stakeholders are satisfied 
with the intervention’s results

	» Leave the client satisfied
	» Plan for post-consultation contact
	» Recognize when separation is desirable

Worley and Varney – N/A

Worley and Feyerherm – N/Av

Shephard and Raia – N/A
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Competencies Label Representative Items Who Else?

Integrate theory and 
practice, stay cur-
rent in technology

	» Present the theoretical foundations of change
	» Articulate an initial change process to use
	» Integrate research with theory and practice
	» Communicate implications of systems theory
	» Utilize a solid conceptual framework based on 
research 

	» Use the latest technology effectively
	» Use the internet effectively

Worley and Varney
	» Organisation behaviour (including culture, 
ethics, psychology, and leadership)

	» Group dynamics
	» Management, organisation theory and design
	» OD & C
	» Theories and models for change

Worley and Feyerherm
	» Strong in theory and practice

Shephard and Raia
	» Organisation behaviour/OD knowledge and 
intervention skills (including group dynamics 
and team building, OD theory, organisation 
theory and design, open systems, reward 
system, large system change theory, leadership 
power and sociotechnical analysis)

	» Major management knowledge areas (experi-
ence as a line manager/major)

Ability to work with 
large system

	» Facilitate large group (70–2000) interventions
	» Apply the skills of international OD effectively
	» Function effectively as an internal consultant
	» Demonstrate ability to conduct transorganisational 
development 

	» Demonstrate ability to conduct community 
development 

	» Consider creative alternatives 

Worley and Varney – N/A

Worley and Feyerherm
	» Large systems fluency
	» Core knowledge about the field

Shephard and Raia – N/A

Worley and Varney – N/A

Worley and Feyerherm
	» Functional knowledge of business 
	» Broad education, training, experience
	» Business orientation

Shephard and Raia – N/A
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“The work of producing OD core competencies will help coalesce different 
elements of OD into an enduring and sustainable systemic paradigm on 
change that the world needs today.”

As Dr. Cheung-Judge has addressed a critical element in the 
OD field that has challenged us for decades, we have asked 
a wide range of members of our community for commentaries 
to her article.

LENNOX JOSEPH

Dr. Mee-Yan Cheung-Judge’s profession-
ally researched and detailed review of OD’s 
journey to establishing the field’s core 
competencies is an invaluable and much 
needed contribution to the science and 
practice of OD in 2020. While we deal with 
major global social unrest, increasing polit-
ical instability and a health pandemic rede-
fining how we live and work together, it 
is critical that Organization Development 
Practitioners (ODPs) realize, now more 
than ever, the challenges we face as a field 
and our critical role for supporting and 
influencing a democratic ethos in organi-
zational and communal life. Of added sig-
nificance is that the OD field as an area of 
study and research is under siege as evi-
denced by the forthcoming closings of 
university master degree programs at the 
University of St Thomas (Minnesota), at 
Sonoma State University (California) and 
The American University (Washington, 
DC). This does not include the closing of 
OD certificate programs in well-established 
and long-standing institutions that is pres-
ently being discussed. Clearly the demand 
for what OD offers is diminishing.

A hallmark of Mee-Yan’s article is its 
tremendous research, citing 31 major anal-
yses on OD competencies from the field’s 

earliest days of the 1950s to the very pres-
ent. It not only shows the long journey that 
OD core competencies have taken to get to 
their current state, but also the value and 
integrity OD training institutions and prac-
titioners attach to our core competencies as 
a means of further validating our practice 
and supporting its credibility for the future.

Noteworthy in the article is the recom-
mended transition to an OD competency-
based practice. Mee-Yan’s suggestion that 
this change could occur through individ-
ual requests as opposed to some form of 
enforcement, warrants confidence and 
further support for its adoption. This pro-
posed transition plan helps us more eas-
ily swallow this bitter pill which we all 
can acknowledge is of immense benefit 
to our professional practice even though 
we often prefer self-identifying our profi-
ciency rather than adhering to an agreed 
set of competencies. We should keep in 
mind that OD competencies have been 
in existence before, however the rig-
orous and methodological work done 
by Certified Consultants International 
(CCI) in the 1980s seems to have almost 
totally disappeared. 

Several reasons come to mind as to 
why the time is ripe for the OD field to 

Respondents:

Lennox Joseph
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Robert J. Marshak

Marc Sokol

Joanne Preston

Lisa Meyer

Elizabeth Nicastro &	
Claudia Rios-Phelps
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adopt core competencies. First and fore-
most is the clear fact that our major stake-
holders, the client systems for whom we 
work, keep requesting a yardstick to ascer-
tain good OD performance. Given that the 
work of change usually takes some time, 
ODPs often offer clients a promissory note 
on the changes they can expect. Working 
on, clarifying, and distinguishing our core 
competencies fulfills our client requests for 
the level of service they can expect and a 
more systematic mechanism to decide who 
they engage. It is much better for us as OD 
practitioners to be proactive in deciding 
such a standard now rather than waiting 
for an external force to influence, and even 
possibly demand, how we regulate and 
qualify ourselves.

Another reason to support OD core 
competencies is that struggling together to 
define them will provide significant discus-
sion that is a critical step to create the cohe-
sion we need. Over recent years the field 
has become more fragmented and differ-
entiated as evidenced by the low turnout 
at international conferences. We now only 
have a few often-misunderstood values that 
hold us together. The dialogue on the road 
to consensus on our core competencies will 
help us understand the myriad perspectives 
existing in OD and clarify the common 
ground we hold. The work of producing 
OD core competencies will help coalesce 
different elements of OD into an endur-
ing and sustainable systemic paradigm on 
change that the world needs today.

A third factor is that for too long 
OD practitioners have relied on a sim-
ple description that OD is both ‘art and 
science’—equally disciplined and research 
oriented while allowing incredible 

autonomy and creative inspiration. In this 
depiction the bifurcation of these interests 
has confused clients, and undermined how 
the field is viewed, sabotaging the contribu-
tions we can provide human systems today.

One of the issues facing the adop-
tion of OD core competencies is the dual-
ity of it being both a practice area without 
regulation and theory/academic based. 
This long-standing divergence has led to 
our identification as “practical theorists” or 
“theoretical practitioners.” Practical theo-
rizing essentially means that we practice 
OD work with a theoretical perspective 
while generating theory and models to 
achieve results and advance client learn-
ing. Nonetheless, this bridge between the-
ory and practice does not resolve the deep 
underlying issues about which theories 
advance the field, and which are change 
methodologies created out of practitioners’ 
skills and intuitions. Deciding on core 
competencies means the OD field will have 
to review the way it looks at the interplay of 
practice and theory and find a more mean-
ingful way to assess foundational theory 
that supports the creation of value for cli-
ents and knowledge for practitioners. 

The seeming imbalance among vari-
ous OD degree and certification programs 
can be addressed in the search for core 
competencies. Globally, candidates desir-
ous of entering OD often travel long dis-
tances to gain what they consider a higher 
status and more thorough OD education 
than those provided locally. Regularizing 
and accepting OD core competencies sup-
ports the inclusion of local OD training 
efforts in countries now developing their 
OD capabilities. Moving to an agreed upon 
set of core competencies therefore allows 

greater global equity for the entry, knowl-
edge acquisition, and skill development of 
future ODPs.

More than ever before core compe-
tencies are needed in the OD field. OD’s 
impact has been undermined by our inabil-
ity to organize ourselves and determine 
a list of competencies that define us and 
provide social cohesion for our efforts. As 
in the guilds of old, standards and com-
petencies define mastery in a field and 
allow practitioner skills to be transpar-
ently offered in a marketplace adding to 
the integrity of a profession. The fact that 
the OD field’s almost 80-year history has 
not yet defined practice standards con-
tributes to one image of us as fluffy, more 
process- and emotionally-focused than 
results oriented, often disparaging what we 
can offer to organizations, communities 
and to advance social change.

As someone who has worked in and 
led an OD practice in a large transnational 
organization I can attest to the need for 
core competencies that not only define the 
field but brand it as a credible and trust-
worthy contributor to organizational and 
community life today. The need for OD 
core competencies is now more pressing 
than ever. Mee-Yan Cheung-Judge pos-
its a powerful challenge for the OD field 
to agree on a set of core competencies and 
the means to do so. What is left is for OD 
organizations, training associations, uni-
versities, and practitioners to respond in an 
overwhelmingly affirmative manner.

Lennox Joseph, PhD 
lennox.e.joseph@gmail.com

The fact that the OD field’s almost 80-year history has not 
yet defined practice standards contributes to one image of 
us as fluffy, more process- and emotionally-focused than 
results oriented, often disparaging what we can offer to 
organizations, communities and to advance social change.
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JACKIE STAVROS

I appreciate the thorough and thoughtful 
contribution by Mee-Yan Cheung-Judge, 
and most importantly, her bringing to 
the forefront the debated topic in OD on 
competency agreement and certification 
of competencies. For many years now, it 
is the debate that goes on and on for us. 
After reading her assessment, position, and 
ideas, I asked myself why does it matter, 
and does one matter more?

Hopefully—we agree there is no 
simple or single answer. Yet, Mee-Yan 
Cheung-Judge does a clear and focused 
job reminding us what it is about, why 
it is important, and possibilities to move 
forward—thank you! 

To help us think more clearly about 
this, she starts with understanding the 
motivation behind the pursuit and what 
competency and certification means to the 
OD world. What I learned from Mee-Yan 
Cheung-Judge’s article is that competency 
and certification are different, important, 
and complex. She does a detailed job in 
Table 1 of presenting all the efforts of the 
field for almost the last 70 years. Let’s take 
a look at what competency and certification 
means to our profession.

Just what is a competency? It is a com-
binate of knowledge, skills, and abilities 

based on both formal or professional edu-
cation and practice to successfully complete 
a task. Why we must have a list of compe-
tencies is to know that OD practitioners are 
qualified to do their work with no harm to 
the system and make a positive contribu-
tion. Now, once competencies are agreed 
upon, the bigger question is how to assess 
attainment. Is it going to be based on train-
ing, on-the-job learning, assessment, and/
or formal qualifications? And who will 
assess? She offers a thoughtful way forward 
on balancing the polarities, a set of help-
ful intervention questions, and proposes 
how we might move forward. Imagine that 
doing an intervention on our profession—
check out Table 3 (page 16).

Then, she weighs in on what and how 
credentialing can be done and by whom. 
When you get into credentialing, the topic 
of certification comes up. Certification is 
all about credentials. When a group of cer-
tifying bodies get involved in credential-
ling, that represents a standard of quality 
and commitment on part of the profes-
sion. It shows that we have an agreed upon 
set of standards—competencies that we 
are committing ourselves and others to 
follow through to achieve and sustain it. 
And Mee-Yan Cheung-Judge provides the 

key stakeholders and suggests what their 
strengths are and how they can help to 
validate the knowledge, skills, and abili-
ties in OD. The only concern that I have 
is the timeline may take more than allo-
cated. Isn’t that always a challenge to find 
resources: time, people, and funding?

And there is one more thing to 
consider, once someone is certified, what 
is required to maintain certification? 
When it comes time to answer this 
question, we will have figured out the 
competencies and if, how, and who 
will be certifying. For now, I appreciate 
Mee-Yan Cheung-Judge’s work  and 
support a dialogue on co-creating a 
CORE set of competencies and the 
comprehensive menu as the right path
way forward for the OD profession, field, 
and discipline, and even that is up for 
debate: is OD a profession, field, and/
or discipline? (For more information on 
that debate: https://managementhelp.org/
organizationdevelopment/index.htm). 

Jackie Stavros, Professor/Author, College 
of Business and IT, Lawrence Technological 
University, jstavros@ltu.edu

... once competencies are agreed upon, the bigger question is 
how to assess attainment. Is it going to be based on training, 
on-the-job learning, assessment, and/or formal qualifications? 
And who will assess? She offers a thoughtful way forward 
on balancing the polarities, a set of helpful intervention 
questions, and proposes how we might move forward.
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ROBERT J. MARSHAK

Applause to Dr. Cheung-Judge for her 
thoughtful review of the many OD compe-
tency efforts conducted over the years and 
some of the issues and dilemmas associ-
ated with them. Given the continuing inter-
est in, efforts to address, and debates about 
OD competencies, her suggestion of a dif-
ferent way to address them is worth serious 
consideration. 

I’ll leave to others to debate specifics, 
raise concerns, suggest additional ways to 
move things forward, and also add their 
thanks to Mee-Yan for her efforts on behalf 
of a community she cares deeply about. 
Instead I’d like to add one additional con-
sideration to her approach, or any other 
efforts related to OD competencies.

Right now, the issues are framed 
sometimes as what are the competen-
cies for the OD Field and perhaps more 
often as what are the competencies of a 
(Professional) OD Practitioner. Now, of 
course, fields and professions are overlap-
ping concepts, but by no means identi-
cal. Fields like medicine, law, accountancy, 
etc. have certain minimum values, eth-
ics, and competencies. They are also com-
posed of different types of members. The 
field of medicine has medical doctors, but 
also nurses, specialty technicians, non-
traditional healers, and so on. Knowl-
edge fields are similar. The knowledge 

field of psychology has certain core theo-
ries, values, ethics, etc., but anyone can 
claim to be part of that field if they take 
some courses and read some books. Psy-
chological professions, whether thera-
pist, counselor, and so on, are assumed to 
have a different level of knowledge, skills, 
and practice than someone who is sim-
ply knowledgeable about, or has some 
kind of degree in, the field. Like lawyers 
and medical doctors, they are also certi-
fied and regulated by governing bodies 
and laws to insure (assumed) minimum 
levels of professional competency to 
protect potential clients. 

In some ways I think many of the past 
competency efforts have conflated what at 
the time were considered important com-
petencies for the Professional Practice of 
OD with what competencies (especially 
knowledge and values) are essential to be 
a member of, or aligned with, the Field 
of OD. Given that the issue of certifica-
tion keeps looming in the background, it 
makes sense to me to talk explicitly about 
the competencies needed for the profes-
sional practice of OD, as distinguished 
from, or in addition to, the competencies 
needed to be considered a member of the 
OD field. Of course, talking explicitly about 
“the professional practice of OD” raises 
all sorts of difficult issues unsuccessfully 

dealt with in the past: are OD practitio-
ners even remotely professionals like doc-
tors, lawyers, accountants, therapists, etc.; 
whose criteria and judgments would estab-
lish the competencies; what sanctioning 
body would have the authority to moni-
tor or determine who was in and who was 
out; could practitioners self-certify; and 
how not to create barriers for the continu-
ing development of what is considered OD; 
to name a few. These issues recede into the 
background somewhat if trying to estab-
lish competencies for responsible member-
ship in the OD field, since in that case the 
responsibility is mainly to fellow OD mem-
bers and less directly or not at all to poten-
tial clients.

I should add that by raising these dis-
tinctions I am not advocating for an effort 
addressing the competencies needed for 
the professional practice of OD nor the 
competencies for membership in the OD 
field. Instead, I am advocating that future 
OD competency efforts explicitly think 
about if they are developing competency 
criteria for OD as a field or for the profes-
sional practice of OD and if for both how is 
each addressed.

Robert J. Marshak, Distinguished Scholar in 
Residence Emeritus, American University 
marshak@american.edu

Given that the issue of certification keeps looming in the 
background, it makes sense to me to talk explicitly about 
the competencies needed for the professional practice of OD, 
as distinguished from or in addition to, the competencies 
needed to be considered a member of the OD field.
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MARC SOKOL

The Road to Revitalization
Mee-Yan Cheung-Judge (2020) provides 
a valuable review of organization develop-
ment (OD) competencies across the his-
tory of this field, leading to a perspective on 
revitalizing the profession. In the following 
commentary, I hope to extend her discus-
sion on competencies and distinguishing 
features of competence in OD profes-
sional practice.

Competencies are descriptors for 
clusters of knowledge, skills and abilities 
(KSAs). Within organizations and across 
variety of jobs, these are part of the pro-
cess for increasing the validity of selection, 
training, and distinguishing levels of expec-
tations, both in role and at different levels 
of leadership. We often use competency 
modeling as a key step in job analysis and 
selection practices to predict performance 
and mitigate adverse impact. When pro-
fessional associations employ competen-
cies, they are often doing so for a variety 
of reasons: to clarify essential components 
of practice; to provide a path toward cer-
tification if such credentialing exists; to 
self-manage professional practice and 
limit external regulation; to establish who 
can provide services to the public; setting 
industry standards that create an entry bar-
rier into practice for those who lack the 
designated competencies or certification.

Useful as they are, competencies don’t 
tell us how well one performs, just the 
array of distinct categories of KSAs. When 
there are many competencies it is often 
useful to also have clusters or dimensions 
grouping related competencies. With that 
principle in mind, I was able to reframe 
Cheung-Judge’s Table 2 into two clusters, 
internally and externally facing competen-
cies. Internal competencies are reflective 
and analytic, occur within the mind of the 
practitioner, but they may not be visible to 
the consumer. External competencies are 
visible to those with whom the OD practi-
tioner is working. The internally focused 
competencies might further be divided into 
two categories, those that involve analytic 
assessment of the opportunity and those 
that involve the practitioner’s ongoing 

reflective state and use of self. External 
competencies can also be divided into two 
categories, initial structuring of the inter-
vention and managing the process over 
time. This clustering of Cheung-Judge’s 
competencies is presented in Table 1.

A change management approach, like 
Prosci, might employ somewhat differ-
ent competencies to provide an analytic 
perspective, but with key focus on struc-
turing the intervention and managing the 
process over time, relying on the ADKAR 
model (Hiatt, 2006). I expect that they 
would propose far less, if anything, about 
management of self as a cluster of compe-
tencies; rather it is the simplicity of their 
change process that they seek to highlight. 
In contrast, I believe it is this latter clus-
ter of competencies, management of self 
that leads to ongoing differentiation of 
OD professionals.

Similarly the large national consulting 
firm that has developed a specialty prac-
tice in change management might have 
a highly structured analytic perspective 
with elaborate data gathering, analysis and 
report out used across all companies with 
whom them consult. Their key differentia-
tor is often the benchmarking they provide, 
illustrating how one company compares 
to others. This is followed by an equally 
structured plan for change. The intent is 
to provide a scalable framework over many 
companies with the capability to bring in a 
team of less experienced consultants who 
follow a highly specific model regardless 
of the firm. Like the previous example, this 
business model also would not embrace 
individualized management of self as a dif-
ferentiator of service delivery.

From my perspective the best practitio-
ners aren’t those who have the 5- or 7-step 
model that looks visually appealing and 

Table 1: Clusters of OD Practitioner Competencies

Inward Reflective Competencies Outward Demonstrating Competencies

Use and Management of Self Structuring the Engagement

1. � Self-mastery 1. � Clarify roles

2. � Comfort with ambiguity 2. � Clarify outcomes

3. � Good client choices 3. � Clarify data needs

4. � Focus on relevance and flexibility 4. � Set the conditions for positive change

5. � Keep an open mind 5. � Participatory create a good 
implementation plan

6. � Build realistic relationships

7. � Be available to multiple stakeholders

Maintain Analytic Perspective Managing the Process Over Time 
(Intervene at the right time)

1. � See the whole picture 1. � Manage client ownership of change

2. � Understand research methods 2. � Ability to work with large system

3. � Ability to evaluate change 3. � Address power

4. � Integrate theory and practice, stay 
current on technology

4. � Manage diversity

5. � Use data to adjust for change

6. � Manage transition and 
institutionalization 

7. � Manage the separation
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applies to all situations, but instead it is the 
practitioner who can embrace the pano-
ply of frameworks alluded to in Table 1 of 
Cheung-Judge’s article. They do so in the 
way that they cycle through the competency 
clusters, perhaps beginning with inter-
nal analytic assessment, using that to help 
structure the engagement, then continu-
ally make use of self to assess the need for 
adjustment, and bring their full set of capa-
bilities to the client and tasks at hand as 
they manage the process over time.

Use of Self, described in the research 
of Cheung-Judge and Jamieson (2020) and 
Jamieson and Davidson (2019), captures 
the detailed study of how OD profession-
als make use self as an integral compo-
nent of change and OD consultation. It is 
in this sense that we embody what Don-
ald Schön (1983) described as the reflective 
practitioner, a professional who recognizes 
the importance of context on shaping the 
issues that must be addressed. Reflec-
tive practitioners understand that how you 
frame the problem can impact the type of 
approach and solution you will reach. It 
is for that very reason, whether they enter 
the system as an executive coach, via team 
development, or culture assessment, they 
embrace multiple models and continue to 
explore with a variety of diagnostic lenses. 
The reflective practitioner is a professional 
who deeply appreciates use of self as they 
carry out their work.

If we pause and look at the wider con-
sulting industry, we can recognize the 
polarity of a profession and its standards 
juxtaposed with an entrepreneurial spirit 

and competition that exists for securing 
work in a competitive marketplace. Among 
the hallmarks of the reflective practitioner 
that bridge this polarity is the OD consul-
tant’s ability to step back and consider the 
context of the problem at hand; to embrace 
multiple models; to see opportunities from 
different perspectives. For consumers, who 
can’t see what is going on inside the OD 
consultant’s mind, we need to capture and 
share the story of how reflective practice 
matters. We need to articulate the impact 
of our intervention, shining a light on how 
use of self makes a difference in the pro-
cess and quality of OD consultation.

Where change agents, under the guise 
of OD or any other label, have taken up 
their business development efforts as a 
hammer in search of a nail, they may have 
been able to market and sell services, but 
they haven’t advanced the profession. The 
road to OD revitalization is to recognize 
the importance of context and situational 
analysis and make it tangible for consum-
ers. We need to help consumers of OD ser-
vices appreciate the importance of these 
particular competencies as they choose 
a partner. If a prospective client wants to 
simply check the box, benchmark against 
what looks pretty on a PowerPoint deck, 
or outsource their thinking and engage-
ment in transformation of the business, 
then any attractive model will be sufficient. 
If on the other hand, they see transfor-
mation as a key responsibility of the lead-
ership team, and realize an OD partner 
must be engaged in a dynamic change pro-
cess with them, they should be looking for 

consultants and OD staff who have learned 
to effectively use his or herself as instru-
ments of change.

The road to professional revitalization 
doesn’t just pause at a competency way sta-
tion called ‘management of self.’ Rather the 
competencies that allow for management 
of self become our compass and trusted 
resource as we embrace all other OD com-
petencies, and as we ensure we provide the 
best possible OD support for our clients.
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JOANNE PRESTON

The article by Mee-Yan Cheung-Judge, 
entitled OD Core Principles, OD Compe-
tency, and Use of Self?, is one of the most 
comprehensive manuscripts summariz-
ing the past and future endeavors that the 
organization development and change field 
has made in competency identification. 
I applaud the work that has gone into this 
article and the thought about the direction 
that our profession can take to formalize 
this procedure.

I came from a psychology back-
ground and my training has been about 
the strength of the American Psychologi-
cal Association and the strides it made to 
professionalize the psychology field. It has 
gone the route of identifying and legaliz-
ing what it means to be a psychologist to 
the extent that this association can dismiss 
and punish individuals who do not behave 
according to the standards of the profes-
sional and state requirements of this field. 

Yes, the requirements of states are rigor-
ous to the point of punishment if you move 
from one state to another. I found OD to 
be a more open field with accepting peo-
ple who put aside judgement. My home 
is in organization development and I left 
my roots only a few years after I received 
my PhD. My honest fear is that OD will 
follow in the footsteps of an already 
created model.

I am all for making our field profes-
sional, and I too want to have a unifying 
statement of competency to protect the 
public as well as the reputation of our field. 
I just do not want to go as far as the Amer-
ican Psychological Association has gone 
with legalizing and standardizing educa-
tion, training, practice, and state evaluation 
of practitioners in the organization devel-
opment field. We come from a humanistic 
tradition and I want to maintain our ethics 
and way of interaction that has flexibility 

and cooperation with educational institu-
tions, corporations, academics, practition
ers and new people into the field.

When any group and individuals take 
on this challenge, I urge them to remem-
ber our roots. Synergy is the basis for 
growth and thinking outside of an already 
made box, creatively. This is the best way 
to approach this exciting professional chal-
lenge. Please remember there are always 
many solutions to any issue and coming up 
with a Superordinate goal that excites all 
involved is not easy but does produce real 
cooperation.

Joanne C. Preston, PhD, Joanne C. Preston 
& Associates, Editor in Chief, Organizational 
Development Journal. joannecpreston@
gmail.com

We come from a humanistic tradition and I want 
to maintain our ethics and way of interaction that 
has flexibility and cooperation with educational 
institutions, corporations, academics, practitioners 
and new people into the field.
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LISA MEYER

The “Thing” About OD

I believe in Organization Development. I 
believe the world needs more professionals 
who are prepared and willing to work from 
multiple perspectives, across multiple dis-
ciplines and in the messiness of real-world 
problems. I am concerned about attracting 
new people to the field as well as training 
and nurturing the next generation of broad-
minded, discipline-spanning, pragmatic 
systems thinkers. 

Yet, in reflecting upon this challenge, 
I have become increasingly aware of some 
intractable problems in the well-entrenched 
and time-honored narratives of OD that are 
detrimental to the flourishing of innova-
tion in organization development scholar-
ship and practice. And I wonder if a focus 
on OD competencies prevents new, more 
inspiring narratives, from emerging.

The philosopher Richard Rorty 
(1989) wrote that the trouble with argu-
ments against the use of a familiar and 
time-honored vocabulary is that they are 
expected to be phrased in that very vocab-
ulary. And this has been the ongoing 
challenge in seeking new narratives for 
organization development. 

Narratives That Hold Us Back. In his 
2018 article entitled The Rise and Fall of 
the Growth of Organization Development, 
Warner Burke wrote, “The fundamen-
tals of OD have been invented and have 
served us well, but little if any innova-
tion has occurred in the field since 1987 
when appreciative inquiry was intro-
duced” (p. 188). Burke said the field of OD 
is stagnant and not growing with respect 
to inventiveness and innovation, a conclu-
sion he drew from his historical analysis 
of OD. Burke’s narrative that labels OD as 
a “stagnant thing” not only holds us back, 
it also ignores new theories of leadership, 
dynamic capabilities, diversity, equity and 
inclusion, design thinking, growth mind-
sets, neuroscience-based learning systems, 
sensemaking, Use of Self, Agility, and 
much more that can now be added to the 
arsenal of knowledge and tools for organi-
zation development.

Narratives That Can Be Inspiring. 
Freeman and Gilbert (1992) wrote that it is 
only by profoundly challenging the descrip-
tions and narratives of our world that we 
can improve it, and this is what I attempt 
to do here. The original inspiration behind 
organization development was as an intel-
lectual movement responding to oppressive 
modes of management. It has over time 
offered numerous ways to resolve conflict, 
to create greater flexibility and resiliency in 
individuals and to help organizations cope 
with turbulent environments. These things 
are as crucial today as they ever have been. 
And, with its Lewinian foundation and 
wide range of participative tools and tech-
niques for promoting behavior change, OD 
is today considered the major approach to 
organizational change. But, like any impor-
tant social, political, or intellectual move-
ment, fresh ideas are needed to sustain 
energy and relevance over time and across 
successive generations. This is not an argu-
ment against OD, because OD is organi-
zation development. But it is not all that 
organization development can be. 

A Different Class of Thought. Orga-
nization development is centered on 
continuous adaptation in ever-evolving 
environments and balancing the needs of 
diverse stakeholders. It should not be put 
in a box and labeled a “stagnant thing.” 
It is best considered as an altogether dif-
ferent class of disciplinary thought, along 
with innovation, entrepreneurship and 
design, where it is defined in the doing—
an interplay of theory and practice that 
forms a way of thinking about experi-
ences and problem-solving. This class of 
disciplinary thought is distinguished by 
the integration of theoretical knowledge 
from many disciplines along with prac-
tice knowledge. It is also looking to inno-
vative design thinkers like Steve Jobs and 
emerging practice-driven concepts like 
stakeholder theory for new knowledge that 
has yet to make its way into OD textbooks. 
Its scholarly home is the scholarship of 
integration—multidisciplinary, integrative, 
and problem-focused. 

Many Guises and Manifestations. 
Organization development can take on 

numerous guises within organizations. It 
shows up in expected ways, in OD profes-
sionals who are trained in interventions 
that diagnose, design and facilitate change 
solutions for organization problems. It 
also shows up in unexpected ways with 
people at multiple levels inside organiza-
tions viewing problems from a systems 
perspective, identifying interdependen-
cies and closing gaps in understanding 
through learning. It also shows up as an 
executive function concerned with the 
alignment of purpose, business models, 
organization design, culture, strategy, pro-
cesses, policies, incentives, and technology. 
These are all manifestations of organiza-
tion development being integrated into 
many types of work, and it portends a dif-
ferent future for the field, one that will 
attract bright, enthusiastic new talent to 
organization development.

One of the most exciting and empow-
ering features of organization development 
is being where we are today, situated in a 
problem at the nexus of the past and a co-
created future. While a narrative around 
OD competencies may help to make OD a 
better “thing,” it is not an inspiring narra-
tive for organization development. 

I ask you to imagine the difference if 
the energy around OD competencies could 
be redirected into creating and sharing a 
more inspiring, vibrant future for organiza-
tion development, for the success and well-
being of all people and organizations.
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ELIZABETH NICASTRO & CLAUDIA RIOS-PHELPS

OD 2.0:  
Enabling A Virtual Reality

Introduction

We are two emerging OD practitioners 
(ODP) on the brink of graduating from our 
Master of Science in Organization Devel-
opment (MSOD) program at American 
University (AU). We started our respec-
tive learning journeys in January 2019 
together with ten other students in an in-
person residency. In March 2020, the pro-
gram delivery changed drastically, as did 
the rest of the world’s functioning, due to 
COVID-19. In a few short weeks, we will 
be ending our program waving to each 
other through boxes on screens. And in a 
few short months after that, the next—and 
last—AU MSOD cohort will graduate, and 
the program itself will shutter its doors, an 
early casualty of the pandemic after years 
of issues with recruitment and retention. 
Our education has been shadowed by hear-
ing that OD is “bad” at marketing, and we 
could not argue with this perception—we 
both found the gift of this program as if by 
accident, thanks to word of mouth. Hav-
ing grown so much through this program, 
we grieve the ending to come as we near 
graduation and the loss of the mighty AU 
MSOD program. 

This context sets the tone for our 
response to Mee-Yan Cheung-Judge’s OD 
competency article. Not only as members 
of the next generation of OD practitioners 
but as the generation of virtual OD practi-
tioners. OD and its competencies need to 
be brought into the future to reflect con-
necting, working, and facilitating virtually. 
COVID-19 has shifted the landscape dra-
matically, and the OD competencies them-
selves and how they are leveraged should 
reflect this. We might not be in a pandemic 
forever (we hope), but we will experience 
the ripple effects for a long time to come. 
While we have leaned on the competencies 
we have learned through our OD training 
to stay present even during the most VUCA 
of times, they must now be approached dif-
ferently. We are so far past a “now, more 

than ever” moment. It is time for a 2020—
and beyond—of OD. In our response, 
we agree with Dr. Cheung-Judge’s more 
action-oriented approach on moving for-
ward, and we share some perspectives on 
the competencies and how we would like to 
see them used.

The What: Reactions to Competencies 

Mee-Yan Cheung-Judge notes that it will 
not be productive to focus on the WHAT 
and the focus needs to be on the HOW 
(emphasis from the author). Having 
already been exposed to multiple compe-
tency lists during our education, and learn-
ing more about the history from her article, 
we believe there is something to be said 
about moving forward and taking action. At 
the same time, the competencies are worth 
revisiting, especially with a lens for the 
skills/competencies that will propel us into 
the 21st century. Therefore, we are com-
pelled to address some of the “what” before 
moving on to the “how.” 

The future of OD is virtual, and the 
competencies need to reflect that. As we 
shifted to complete our degrees and per-
form our day jobs online, we had a lot to 
figure out—and quickly. We found our-
selves experimenting with and sharing 
across our cohort how to virtually design 
the high-touch in-person experiences we 
had learned about in school, how to cre-
ate connections virtually, and what self-care 
looked like to combat “Zoom fatigue,” not 
to mention what this world-wide change 
might mean for the future of our work. 
Hardly any of our reading covered how 
to do this virtually—any articles we were 
pointed to were considered “optional.” Vir-
tual work is not optional anymore.

Connecting, working, and facilitating 
virtually are a top priority. We noticed that 
in the article, the competency “Integrate 
theory and practice, stay current in tech-
nology” includes a bullet: “use the internet 
effectively.” Nowadays, there is much more 
to consider in technology than just being 
able to use the internet effectively. Employ-
ees and companies have embraced the vir-
tual workspace, and companies focus on 

building high-performing remote teams’ 
capabilities. People can work anywhere. 
Companies see “an uptick in productiv-
ity when employees are working more 
communicatively and collaboratively. This 
productivity hike offers a $900 billion to 
$1.3 trillion value to the economy. [Addi-
tionally] a remote workforce delivers sev-
eral advantages to small and growing 
companies; talent can be sourced from 
anywhere in the world, and at price points 
that work for both the company and the 
employee” (“Collaborating on the Future of 
Work,” 2020). This push toward remote 
work opened up more doors for ODPs to 
work globally. We, ODPs who are coming 
out of school with a fair amount of experi-
ence in this area know the vital role tech-
nology played in our school work. We can 
no longer be scholar-practitioners without 
being well-versed in at least a few virtual 
collaborations tools. Virtual collaboration is 
the name of the new game. 

The nature of how we engage with 
clients and our systems to do the work is 
changing. For example, virtual data collec-
tion needs to account for the OD practitio-
ner working harder to process non-verbal 
cues like facial expressions and body lan-
guage via video chat, and missing key data 
points from not visiting client buildings 
and offices in person (“Here’s why you’re 
feeling Zoom fatigue,” 2020). This skill is 
brought even more into center stage as we 
design interventions and need to account 
for technology while responding, as best 
we can, to the human elements.

The humanistic values of OD keep 
people, connection, and care at the fore-
front of our work. Now, the leaders we will 
support, and the people affected by the 
decisions we will help them make are on 
a different level than ever before. Check-
ing in on mental, emotional, and physical 
planes are a foundational part of any OD 
engagement. And right now, the uncer-
tainties individuals are facing are unprec-
edented, we cannot take for granted the 
impact it has on wellbeing. Elements of 
self-care should be present throughout 
these competencies as a preliminary way 
of connecting and working virtually. As we 

33
Responses to Dr. Cheung-Judge’s Article



Figure 1: OD Portal Interface Storyboard
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engage virtually and build authentic rela-
tionships online, more training and com-
petency in this area is essential. 

The How: Reactions to Article and 
What We Would Like to See

Mee-Yan Cheung-Judge brings forth ideas 
around how to make use of the competen-
cies. Our understanding of what the author 
proposes in our role as emerging OD prac-
titioners is to use the competencies to map 
a path for ourselves in the OD field. As 
we visualize ourselves having just gradu-
ated, considering our next steps and what 
we would want to know, we imagine an 
online portal built for connection through 
competencies. 

We envision a self-service career plan-
ning tool that enables connections to OD 
and each other. A unified place of informa-
tion and people exchange, where tools can 
be crowdsourced and debated. We want 
the directory of LinkedIn with the search 
functionality of Google. In our minds, this 
would enhance OD practitioners’ abili-
ties to more effectively represent the field 
by creating connections between students 
and programs and expanding networks and 
access for ODPs to evolve as they move for-
ward in their careers. With raised aware-
ness of career paths and specialties, the 
field would be better for it.

The OD Portal Concept 

The OD Portal concept is an online plat-
form that offers ODPs a one-stop-shop site. 
Practitioners of all levels of experience can 

complete a self-assessment of OD capa-
bilities, find specialization paths, connect 
with other ODPs, match up with mentors/
advisors, find academic programs and 
professional certifications of interest, OD 
events, training, and more. All resources 
coming together in one place. The portal 
would be a resource we wish existed today, 
as we finish our program.

The Portal May Include the Following 
Areas: 
	» OD Capability Inventory
	» ODP Self Assessment 
	» Mentor/Advisor Connection
	» OD Programs and Certifications
	» Academic Program and Certification 

Profile Pages 
	» Professional Profile Pages
	» Job Openings 
	» Networking Page
	» OD Journals
	» Upcoming Events and conferences
	» ODP Communication Network

Conclusion

We understand and agree with Mee-Yan 
Cheung-Judge’s desire for action around 
deciding and using OD competencies, and 
propose that these actions be done with 
an eye for OD done virtually. COVID-19 
has impacted the workforce, and therefore 
our work, irrevocably. The conversations 
that have been had around OD competen-
cies cannot be continued in the way they 
were. What the competencies are and how 
we bring them into practice in a way that 
reflects the current work landscape must 

be different. The next generation of OD 
is graduating into a vastly different world, 
and we invite you to join us in it. 

Welcome to virtual OD, we look for-
ward to connecting with you on the portal.
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enables connections to OD and each other. A unified place 
of information and people exchange, where tools can 
be crowdsourced and debated. We want the directory of 
LinkedIn with the search functionality of Google.
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By Debra Orr and 	
Mark Seter

“Despite the widespread nature of workplace bullying and deep harms that this behavior creates, 
many organizations do not take a proactive stance to manage this workplace issue that affects 
approximately 65 million workers in the United States.”

OD Strategies and 
Workplace Bullying
Approaches for Prevention, Existing Issues,  
and Post-Event Understanding

Workplace bullying costs organiza-
tions an estimated $250 million a year 
in direct expenses related to absenteeism 
and lost productivity (Bartlett & Bartlett, 
2011; Baillien, Neyens, De Witte, & De 
Cuyper, 2009). Other issues for organi-
zations, beyond the financial, as a result 
of workplace bullying include: increas-
ing workplace errors (Paice & Smith, 
2009), loss of creative potential (Mac
Intosh, 2005), turnover, retraining and liti-
gation (Grim, 2015; Kivimaki, Elovainio & 
Vahtera, 2000; Namie, 2007; Ayoko, Cal-
lan, & Hartel, 2003; Von Bergen et al., 
2006). Poor customer relationships are 
also prevalent among organizations with 
higher incidents of workplace bullying 
(Johnson, 2009; MacIntosh, 2005; Namie, 
2003, 2007).

Furthermore, workplace bullying 
was reported to negatively affect the tar-
get’s relationship with peers and super
visors (Glaso, Nielsen, & Einarsen, 2009; 
MacIntosh, 2005), lower teamwork (Bail-
lien et al., 2009; Gardner & Johnson, 
2001), reduced morale (Namie, 2003), 
and decrease organizational commitment 
(Gardner & Johnson, 2001), all of which 
have significant implications for the orga-
nization’s culture.

The harms caused by workplace bully
ing do not end with the financial issues or 
the impact on organizational productiv-
ity. Many targets of workplace bullying suf-
fer serious health problems as a result of 
their experiences (Einarsen, 2000). Targets 
of workplace bullying often have lasting 
issues with post-traumatic stress disorder, 
symptoms of low self-esteem, anxiety, sleep 

disturbance, recurrent nightmares, somatic 
problems, concentration difficulties, irri-
tability, depression, distress, and feel-
ings of self-hatred (Mikkelsen & Einarsen, 
2002; Bjorkvist, Osterman, & Hjelt Back, 
1994) as well as shame (Felblinger, 2008) 
and often require counseling (MacIntosh, 
2005). There are even allegations and a 
resulting lawsuit that severe harassment 
has resulted in a compromised immune 
system and accelerated a target’s death 
(Balsamini, 2019). 

Despite the widespread nature of 
workplace bullying and deep harms that 
this behavior creates, many organizations 
do not take a proactive stance to manage 
this workplace issue that affects approxi-
mately 65 million workers in the United 
States (Grim, 2015). Most organizations 
have a poor response and an inability to 
handle these negative interpersonal inter-
actions, incivility, and bullying (Hodges, 
2014). In fact, as recently as 2017, the lit-
erature has not revealed a demonstrated 
successful pattern for handling workplace 
bullying (Einarsen, Mykletun, Einsarsen, 
Skogstad, & Salin, 2017).

Organization Development strategies 
are appropriate for addressing workplace 
bullying. OD has a deep history of promot-
ing humanistic values. OD focuses on cre-
ating healthy organizational cultures that 
value learning, open communication and 
a combination of individual and organiza-
tional growth. The ability of OD to work 
in and between multiple levels within 
organizations, including the individual, 
group and organizational levels, make OD 
well suited to address both individualistic 
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issues, group problems, and organization-
wide dysfunction. OD has four main 
categories of interventions, each with appli-
cation to workplace bullying: 
	» Human relations interventions are 

those which focus on how individuals 
interact, resolve conflict, and develop 
emotional intelligence which are key to 
working with individual issues in work-
place bullying situations, (Cummings 
and Worley, 2015). 

	» Human resources interventions are 
those which create role clarification, 
diversity initiatives which specifi-
cally address some of the root causes 
of bullying. Role confusion, diver-
sity issues, and anxiety around change 
are chief causes of workplace bullying 
(Cummings and Worley, 2015). 

	» Techno-structural interventions are 
those which address organizational 
structure, reporting relationships, and 
work design. Reporting relationships 
are a confounding issue in workplace 
bullying and organizational struc-
tural issues contribute to the challenge 
(Cummings and Worley, 2015). 

	» Strategic interventions are those which 
address large-scale ways that organiza-
tions address problem, such as culture 
change. Some organizational cultures 
would not tolerate workplace bullying 
where in other cultures the practice 
might be quite common (Cummings 
and Worley, 2015). 

This article provides research-supported 
Organization Development strategies that 
can assist in prevention, work toward favor-
able resolutions of current issues, and 
address post-event resolution are explored. 

Defining Bullying

What is actually meant by bullying? Bully
ing is different than being impolite or 
making a one-time joke at someone else’s 
expense. That form of negative inter
action would be termed incivility. Incivil-
ity is inappropriate behavior that is minor 
in nature and it is not meant to harm oth-
ers (Pearson and Porath, 2004). Bartlett 
and Bartlett (2018) articulate that “work-
place bullying is viewed as repeated, 

unwelcomed negative act or acts (physi-
cal, verbal, or psychological intimidation), 
that can involve criticism and humiliation, 
intended to cause fear, distress, or harm 
to the target from one or more individu-
als in any source of power with the target 
of the bullying having difficulties defend-
ing himself or herself.” (Rodríguez-Muñoz, 
Mirko Sanz-Vergel, 2017; Einarsen, Hoel, 
Zapf & Cooper, 2011). In workplace-bully
ing literature, the bully is referred to as the 
“instigator” and the person being bullied is 
called the “target” (Harvey, Treadway, and 
Heames, 2007). 

There is sometimes confusion 
between what is considered bullying versus 
what is considered harassment under Title 
VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, the Age 
Discrimination Act of 1967 and the Ameri-
cans with Disabilities Act of 1990, the dis-
tinguishing feature between harassment 
and bullying is the status of a protected 
class and any quid pro quo for the continu-
ation of employment. Bullying does not 
require that the behavior be perpetrated 
based on a protected status or that there be 
some form of exchange in order to remain 
employed, while the legal definition of 
harassment does.

Namie (2003) created a continuum 
to classify hostile acts in the workplace. 
It begins with the idea of incivility pro-
gressing to bullying and concludes with 
violence. Acts of workplace bullying by 
the instigator tend to be categorized 
into three main areas: work related acts, 
personal/emotional acts and physical or 
threatening acts. 

Work-related acts include creating 
work goals or amount of work that are 
unrealistic, relentless criticizing and con-
flicting directives.

This email stated the directive to con-
tinue the process in question without 
any revisions. It went on to say that it 
was irresponsible of me to even ques-
tion this process and it showed a lack of 
work ethic.

I knew I had never seen this email. 
I had never received this email. To say I 
was in a state of shock would have been 
an understatement. But it gets worse. 
Next a piece of paper was placed in front 
of me and I was told to sign the docu-
ment. It was an official write up which 
would be filed with the Human Resource 
department and placed in my personnel 
file. At this point I had been employed 
with this institution for 15 years, work-
ing in a different department for a dif-
ferent VP. I had never been written up 
and had “exceeds expectations” on all 
employee reviews.

The next day I asked two high-level 
members of our IT department to look 
at this supposed email directive. Each 
person pointed out several ways they 
could tell this was not an actual email 
sent to me. It was forged, a fake, a copy 
of a document he created and did a 
cut and paste to make it look like an 
authentic email.

Personal and emotional acts include name 
calling of an individual target and being 
excluded from group activities, conversa-
tions, and decisions. 

They would corner me at the copier, call-
ing me a snitch. (They would) walk 
past my classroom when I was teach-
ing and yell, “I smell a rat!” They would 
throw trash in my classroom after school. 
When I asked my principal to do some-
thing since my classroom was between 

Figure 1. Types of Workplace Bullying
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theirs, she just said she could move 
my classroom.

Physical and threatening physical acts of 
violence, attempting to physically hurt 
another person by inducing illness and 
destruction of property in a manner that 
denotes a threat. 

She invited herself over to my home for 
a glass of wine since we had a “semi-
nar” out that way. When I poured the 
wine I went into my kitchen and saw 
what horrified me in the reflection of my 
china cabinet. She took a sip of her wine 
and spit it back into her glass and then 
POURED HER GLASS INTO MINE! 
(emphasis from the research participant) 
I had known via our office that she had 
mono, so now apparently she was look-
ing to spread it to me to get rid of me 
at the office. I poured my wine out in 
front of her. 

Stats on Prevalence

There are numerous statistics which detail 
the extent and impact of workplace bully
ing. Table 1 summarizes this data.

Less than 20% of organizations take 
steps to stop workplace bullying tending 
instead to rationalize, minimize, or deny 
it is occurring (Namie, 2014). Bystanders 
to the bullying tend to mitigate the issue 
to a somewhat greater degree than the for-
mal organization does with roughly 38% 
of bystanders aiding the target privately or 
publicly, while another 38% of bystanders 
do nothing (Namie, 2014). According to 
Gardner and Johnson (2001) wrongful dis-
charge lawsuits are a legal issue of work-
place bullying for organizations to consider 
when addressing this issue. 

Outcomes to individuals are viewed 
in terms of impacting work, health (physi-
cal and emotional), and affective domains 
such as motivation. Negative organizational 
impacts of workplace bullying are classified 
in terms of cost, productivity, reputation, 
legal issues, and organizational culture.” 
One target explained, “It became okay to be 
mean. No one wanted to intervene; they were 
scared. The whole team was bullied. He was 
being protected by someone higher in the orga-
nization. It was the middle of the recession 

and I quit without another job.” This tar-
get’s experience is underscored by Gardner 
& Johnson’s 2001 study that “when those 
at the top adopt bullying tactics, they send 
a green light to everyone else in the orga-
nization to behave likewise,” (p. 23). This 
underscores how an organization’s cul-
ture can become toxic through a workplace 
bullying incidents. 

Potential Solutions

Successful mechanisms to address work-
place bullying have been difficult to identify 
due to the nature of the issue, the unlikeli-
hood that it will be formally addressed, as 
well as the opportunity for researchers to 
fully engage this sensitive question. Evi-
dence for research-supported approaches 
are difficult to find (Gillen, et al, 2017). 
This section creates an initial research-
supported guide, gathered from the peer-
reviewed literature, which identifies for OD 
practitioners interventions that are appro-
priate to address the issues of workplace 
bullying. Strategies are presented for orga-
nizational level interventions, target-based 
interventions, instigator-based interven-
tions, and bystander-based interventions. 

Organizational Level Interventions
Strategies for prevention of workplace 
bullying are most effective at the 

organizational level of intervention (Gillen, 
et al, 2017). There are several situations 
that are especially ripe for the develop-
ment of workplace bullying. Bullying is 
more likely to happen if there is an implicit 
approval granted by the organization’s cul-
ture. Negative behaviors spiral into bullying 
and a toxic organizational culture develops 
because of leadership’s unwillingness to 
address the issue (Harvey, Treadway, and 
Heames, 2007; Brodsky, 1976). Culture 
is evidence of an organization’s decision-
making and its values structure. Cultures 
evolve as a result of leadership and how the 
organization’s values are animated. Orga-
nizations that experience widespread bully
ing should look at culture, leadership, and 
values as a way to understand the source of 
the behavior, assessing whether the orga-
nization’s values and leadership encour-
age a culture of feedback and standing up 
for oneself. 

Poor conflict management skills have 
been cited as a cause of workplace bullying 
(Baillien, Neyens, De Witte, & De Cuyper, 
2009; Einarsen, 1999; Vartia, 1996; Zapf 
& Gross, 2001). It stands to reason then 
that augmenting the skills of managers and 
co-workers in this area can help to address 
workplace bullying frequency, severity, 
and repercussions. 

Other organizational level variables 
that contribute to bullying include growing 

Table 1: Summary of Statistics on Workplace Bullying (Namie, 2014)

Number of employed 
people who have been or 
currently are bullied 

27% 37 million people

Number of people affected 
by workplace bullying (as 
a target or bystander)

65.6 million people

Gender breakdown of 
instigators

69% male 31% female

Gender breakdown of 
targets

Male instigators select 
female targets 57% of the 
time and male targets 45% 
of the time.

Female instigators select 
female targets 68% of the 
time and male targets 32% 
of the time.

Most common outcomes 
of workplace bullying

82% of the time the target 
loses his/her job.

18% of the time the 
instigator loses his/her 
job.

Role of the instigator 
versus the role of the 
target

56% of workplace bullying 
instigators are the boss of 
the target.

44% of instigators are not 
the boss of the target.
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diversity, increasing geographic disper-
sion, inexperienced managers, those situ-
ations where role clarity is lacking, and 
when the organization is undergoing sig-
nificant change or consolidation are prime 
openings for instigators to begin bullying 
(Harvey, Treadway and Heames, 2007). 
Addressing these scenarios as a preventa-
tive strategy yields the strongest results. As 
OD practitioners, it is especially important 

that we be aware that stressful situations 
such as those listed above can produce neg-
ative behaviors in individuals. 

In this example, the Instigators viewed 
the “reporting” teacher as monitoring their 
work and behavior which was very threat-
ening and creating an issue of role clarity.

In May of 2006, while teaching 4th 
grade, I witnessed two of my team mem-
bers bullying several other teachers. They 
were purposely and maliciously trying 
to get them in trouble and/or keep them 
off-balance with their antics. I couldn’t 
stand it anymore. I went to speak to 
my principal in a closed-door meeting. 
Apparently, one of them was outside (the 
principal’s) door listening to my conver-
sation. (The instigator) started knocking 
on the door. When my principal didn’t 
answer, she walked right in screaming 
at me. From that moment on, I was the 
new target.

Organizations looking to address work-
place bullying should develop a policy 
prohibiting it, creating mechanisms for 
grievance should it occur, and thoroughly 

explaining this policy. However, only 6% 
of employers in the United States have 
such a policy and enforce it despite it being 
one of the most successful mechanisms 
to address workplace bullying (Namie, 
2014). Updating an organization’s harass-
ment policy to include bullying can be a 
first step.

Creating appropriate on-boarding pro-
cesses where organizational policies rele-

vant to civility can be clearly discussed with 
new employees, addressing both what to 
do if an individual should become a target 
or if he or she should witness workplace 
bullying (Klein & Polin, 2012).

Supervisory transitions and the addi-
tion of new employees are also likely sit-
uations for the developing of workplace 
bullying. Implementing leadership courses 
targeted at employees who are currently a 
manager of others or transitioning to the 
next organizational level of leadership, can 
introduce soft skills needed to assimilate 
new members to the team. Additionally, 
providing a mentor or preceptor to a new 
employee can help reveal unspoken organi-
zational culture issues and may help avoid 
vulnerable new employees becoming tar-
gets. Further, it is reasonable to assume 
that some new supervisory employees use 
their promotion as an opportunity to exer-
cise their power in ways to belittle and con-
trol others. Attending a course targeted at 
employees transitioning into leadership for 
the first time can help re-frame their mind-
set into that of a leader, moving from doing 
the task to managing the person. New 

leaders need to let go of their way of doing 
the tasks and allow their team to develop 
its own norms. New managers may bully 
their team into conducting work as they 
did prior to promotion. This is why appro-
priate supervisory professional develop-
ment is helpful in preventing this dynamic. 
Further, organizations that create train-
ing opportunities for, and use, an authen-
tic leadership model have a greater chance 
of reducing incivility and enhancing trust 
(Read & Spence Laschinger, 2015). Embed-
ding an authentic leadership model in soft 
skill courses offered to individual contribu-
tor and all levels of leadership reinforces 
the organization’s culture.

Civility, Respect and Engagement 
in the Workplace (CREW) interventions 
launched through Department of Vet-
eran’s Affairs (VA) in the United States 
transformed the culture enough to pro-
duce a small, quantifiable increase in 
civility. CREW interventions are not consis-
tent between sites of the VA, but typically 
involve trained facilitators working with 
groups of individuals while encouraging 
communication, assisting with problem 
solving, and creating an environment for 
mutual respect (Gillen, Sinclair, Kernohan, 
Begley & Luvben, 2017).

One study has indicated (Balducci, 
Cecchin and Fraccaroli, 2012) that one 
of the primary reasons that an instigator 
chooses a target in the workplace is a mis-
understanding of roles. While there is no 
research that directly supports role clari-
fication exercises as the most effective 
interventions in workplace bullying situa-
tions, the nature of the intervention directly 
addresses the stated problem. It may be 
wise to conduct a role clarification exer-
cise with the parties in separate rooms or at 
staggered times. Instigators should be sub-
ject to disciplinary action should any orga-
nizational policies be broken, including 
transfer to a new unit or separation from 
the organization. 

Another study by Baillien, Griep, 
Vander Elst & De Witte (2018) shows that 
the pressure of organizational change may 
trigger bullying episodes by creating added 
pressure or breaching a psychological con-
tract with the instigator. Mounting stress 
about job security, expectations of the 

.. . . it is reasonable to assume that some new supervisory 
employees use their promotion as an opportunity to exercise 
their power in ways to belittle and control others. Attending 
a course targeted at employees transitioning into leadership 
for the first time can help re-frame their mindset into that of 
a leader, moving from doing the task to managing the person. 
New leaders need to let go of their way of doing the tasks and 
allow their team to develop its own norms. New managers 
may bully their team into conducting work as they did prior 
to promotion. 
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organization, or the disruption of change 
can trigger an individual to lash out at oth-
ers and workplace bullying can readily 
develop out of these pressure-cooker atmo-
spheres. Developing an intervention that 
addresses how to navigate oneself through 
change can mitigate the stress associated 
with the disruption of change, potentially 
alleviating the pressure associated with the 
stress and anxiety of organization change. 

Lastly, in assessing leadership at the 
organizational level may result in the need 
to implement the use of an authentic lead-
ership style that can help prevent bullying 
(Laschinger, Wong, & Grau, 2012; Read 
and Laschinger, 2015). 

Third-Party Intervention/Conflict res-
olution interventions for reconciliation 
with target and OD practitioner. This step 
should only be undertaken if the target 
desires. If the instigator has been separated 
from the company, there may be lingering 
resentment against management, bystand-
ers or departments, such as Human 
Resources, which the target may believe 
should have intervened. 

Provide a safe way of raising concerns 
and gaining support and include process 
for doing so in stated policies. Encourage 
employees to address the issue directly if 
comfortable to do so. Employees may speak 
with their manager, Human Resources, or 
employers can provide a confidential phone 
number by which an employee can file 
a complaint. 

A culture of zero tolerance is needed, 
i.e., challenging bullying behavior must 
become everyone’s responsibility, not just 
that of the target (Paice and Smith, 2009). 
Employers can include expectations within 
policies regarding what bystander inter-
vention actions and steps to take in order 
to mitigate a bullying situation (Klein & 
Polin, 2012).

Conduct a post-event assessment to 
determine what can be learned and incor-
porated into subsequent action and poli-
cies. This assessment may uncover that 
the instigator was enabled by the culture 
of the department in which they worked, 
which may warrant further investigation of 
the department’s leadership team. Often 
these investigations may reveal the need to 
upskill the leader, provide feedback on the 

Table 2. Organizational Level Interventions
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Prevention In-Process Post-Event

Develop a policy state-
ment about workplace 
bullying, including 
“speak up”?

Create a formal mentor-
ship program to help 
orient new employees 
to the organizational 
norms.

Create a formal super-
visory professional 
development program to 
explain appropriate uses 
of supervisory control, 
including the use of 
authentic leadership 
practices.

Prepare for the potential 
of workplace bully-
ing episodes during 
organizational change 
processes.

CREW

Supporting the use of 
Authentic Leadership 
Practices, the growth of 
Emotional intelligence 
and the development of 
interpersonal skills.

Augment the conflict 
management skills of 
employees through a 
robust training program.

Conducing a role clarifi-
cation exercise with the 
target and the instigator.

Third-Party Intervention/
Conflict resolution.

Supporting the use of 
Authentic Leadership 
Practices.

Conduct a post event 
assessment to determine 
what can be learned 
and incorporated into 
subsequent action and 
policies.

Third party intervention 
for reconciliation with 
target and instigator.

Conduct a cultural analy-
sis to determine what 
factors in the culture al-
lowed bullying to occur.

Investigate the values of 
the organization to un-
derstand if or how they 
are enacted.

Determine how leader-
ship style may have 
influenced the events as-
sociated with workplace 
bullying.

Table 3. Target Level Interventions
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Prevention In-Process Post-Event

Explain bullying policy 
during onboarding 
which provides re-
sources and appropri-
ate steps to manage 
the issue.

Assign mentors to 
acclimate new hires 
to the organization 
and provide a sense of 
psychological safety.

Conducing a role clarifi-
cation exercise with the 
instigator and OD.

Third-Party Intervention/
Conflict resolution.

Create dyads of support 
for the target and non-
involved bystanders.

Augment the target’s 
conflict management 
skills through a robust 
training program.

Consideration of affective/	
emotional issues and how 
these issues may affect 
emotional well-being, 
continuing motivation 
and retention.

Third party intervention for 
reconciliation with target 
and OD practitioner.
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leader’s style, the culture they are enabling 
within the team which allowed workplace 
bullying to occur. 

Target Level Interventions
Target-level knowledge of what the organi-
zational policies are, as well as the kinds 
of remediation available to managers and 
targets, can work toward reducing the per-
petration of workplace bullying. By ensur-
ing that all employees have an idea of what 
the policies and procedures are relevant to 
workplace bullying and managing a prob-
lem such as this one (Klein & Polin, 2012). 
Implementing an annual refresh inter
vention can reinforce not only the policies 
but also the remediation available.

Providing an experienced mentor to a 
new hire can help that individual become 
more aware of the organizational culture 
and thus less likely to become a target of 
workplace bullying. In addition to having 
multiple organizational benefits for devel-
opment, assigning new hires a mentor can 
help insulate them from workplace incivil-
ity and increase retention (Frederick, 2014). 

Consideration of affective/emotional 
issues that have impacted the target 
throughout the bullying and how these 
issues may affect emotional well-being and 
continuing motivation for workplace goals. 
In addition, the target may have residual 
anger toward those in a position to have 
stopped or addressed the bullying situation 
but did not do so. Addressing these unre-
solved issues might involve reconciliation 
activities (McCoullough, Pedersen, Tabak & 
Carter, 2014). 

As many bullying issues are predicated 
on a misunderstanding of roles, conduct-
ing a separated role clarification exercise 
with the target, instigator, and OD may 
help create some clearer boundaries and 
delineate what each individual is responsi-
ble to do (Balducci, Cecchin and Fraccaroli, 
2012). This could take the form of a formal 
role clarification exercise or even a third-
party intervention or conflict resolution 
exercise. Since 56% of instigators are 
potentially the boss of the target, assess-
ing their skill level may reveal the reason 
for the misunderstanding.

Instigator Level
Strategies for managing bullying while 
it is in process requires tremendous tact. 
While some bullying is based on a confu-
sion about roles, some about stress regard-
ing organizational change, and still others 
is about power and control. 

Ensure that the bullying policy is 
explained during the on-boarding period so 
that the expectations are set up front about 
how to treat one another in the workplace 
(Klein & Polin, 2012).

Create expectations for how super-
visors and coworkers should treat one 
another and promote the practice of 
authentic leadership. Authentic Leadership 
focuses on: 
	» Self Awareness: To what degree is the 

leader aware of his or her strengths, 
limitations, how others see him or her, 
and how the leader impacts others?

	» Transparency: To what degree does the 
leader reinforce a level of openness 
with others that provides them with 
an opportunity to be forthcoming with 
their ideas, challenges, and opinions?

	» Ethical/Moral: To what degree does the 
leader set a high standard for moral and 
ethical conduct?

	» Balanced Processing: To what degree 
does the leader solicit sufficient opin-
ions and viewpoints prior to making 
important decisions?

There are individual development assess-
ments, such as the Leadership Prac-
tices Inventory Emotional Intelligence 
frameworks and Authentic Leadership 
approaches can help individuals to develop 
their softer interpersonal skills and thus 
prevent bullying (Meirs, 2018; Spence Las-
chinger & Fida, 2014; Bowles & Bowles, 
2000). However, the suggestion that perpe-
trators simply need training on emotional 
self-regulation is viewed with well-deserved 
skepticism by several researchers (Jensen 
& Raver, 2018). They imply that an individ-
ual who is engaging in bullying behaviors 
is unlikely to change them in response to a 
training seminar (Cortina, Rabelo, and Hol-
land, 2018; Jensen and Raver, 2018). 

In many workplace bullying situations, 
the instigator uses the balance of power 
or resources to control the target (Bartlett 
and Bartlett, 2017). Encourage the idea of 
standing up for oneself and others through 
use of a feedback model as well as remov-
ing the instigator from positions of control 

Table 4. Instigator Level Interventions
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Prevention In-Process Post-Event

Explain bullying policy 
during onboarding. 

Delineate expectations 
for supervisory behav-
ior at on-boarding or 
at promotion, promote 
strong interpersonal skill 
development through 
the use of a leadership 
training program.

Conducing a role clarifi-
cation exercise with the 
target and OD.

Third-party intervention/
conflict resolution.

Expressive writing.

Disciplinary action.

Provide multiple sources 
of feedback so the insti-
gator may be able to rec-
ognize his/her behavior 
as bullying and provide 
coaching as necessary.

Remove the instigator 
from positions of control 
over the target and 
resources.

Augment the instigator’s 
conflict management 
skills through a robust 
training program.

Consideration of triggers 
for future episodes.

Consider a unit transfer 
for the instigator.

Consider separation for 
the instigator.

Third party intervention 
for reconciliation with 
OD practitioner and 
instigator.

Consider engaging in 
self-awareness raising 
activities to better iden-
tify triggers for bullying 
behavior. 
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over the target (Paice and Smith, 2009). 
Removing the instigator could take the 
form of a unit transfer or separation for 
the instigator for violation the policies sur-
rounding bullying. 

A successful intervention for instiga-
tors of bullying has been noted as expres-
sive writing. However, there was not a 
reciprocal benefit for the target of bully
ing using expressive writing (Gillen, et al, 
2017). Expressive writing is a daily commit-
ment to write about your emotional state 
and feelings without the writer concerning 
his or herself with proper format, punc-
tuation, and usage. The purpose is simply 
to express an inner emotional state. Inter-
estingly, while expressive writing, which 
focuses on the expression of inner emo-
tional states, has produced some reduc-
tion in instigators perpetrating bullying, 
cognitive behavioral interventions have 
not produced similar results (Gillen, et al, 
2017). While not directly an OD interven-
tion, expressive writing seems to help with 
self-regulation within the construct of emo-
tional intelligence and thus is a recommen-
dation that builds emotional intelligence 
and thus reduces workplace bullying.

Paice and Smith (2009) recommend 
that multiple sources of feedback be given 
to the instigator to help him/her recognize 
their behaviors as bullying and then receive 
coaching for modifying their behavior. Hav-
ing multiple sources for behavioral feed-
back increases its perceived validity and 
may drive motivation for change.

As this article addresses post-event rec-
onciliation, it should be noted that reconcil-
iation does not mean encouraging contact, 
re-connection, or a relationship between 
the instigator and target. Reconciliation, 
in its broadest sense is about creating a 
sense of acknowledgement, validation, 
justice, and fairness so that both parties 
may move forward in a positive direction 
(McCollough, Pedersen, Tabak & Carter, 
2014). though, very likely, quite separately. 

Further, in an effort for an instigator 
to understand his/her environmental trig-
gers around bullying behavior it might be 
wise for him/her to engage in some level 
of introspection and self-awareness activi-
ties. This could include expressive writing 

as discussed or other self-awareness raising 
types of activities. 

Bystander Level Interventions
Bystanders who witness bullying episodes 
can be encouraged to intervene with com-
ments such as, “I don’t believe that is 
appropriate,” as a mechanism to diffuse 
and re-direct the instigator (McNamara, 
2012). Paice and Smith (2009) encourage 
bystanders to challenge bullying behavior 
as a part of a zero-tolerance culture. Imple-
menting expectations regarding the regular 
use of feedback, and the need for employ-
ees to speak up can support.

A.R.T., while created as an Anti-rac-
ism Response Training Program, has much 
potential to address workplace bullying 
behaviors as well as other anti-social behav-
iors like racist behavior. A.R.T. is a mech-
anism to heighten people’s awareness, 
behavioral awareness of others, and ethical 
commitment (Ishiyama, 2000). The A.R.T. 
approach uses a skills-training format to 
enhance readiness to respond to anti-social, 
racist situations cognitively and behav-
iorally and to empower otherwise pas-
sive bystanders to become more active and 
vocal. This approach is readily adaptable to 
workplace bullying. A.R.T. has four stages 
of witnessing: 
	» dis-witnessing, characterized by denial 

and avoidance

	» passive witnessing, characterized by 
silently acknowledging that what is hap-
pening is wrong, but no outward stance 
is taken

	» active witnessing, and expressing non-
support and objections to the instigator 
and demonstrates support for the target

	» ethical witnessing with social action, 
characterized by moving beyond the 
immediate issues that were witnessed 
and action is focused toward the larger 
organizational or institutional problem 
at hand.

Encourage bystanders to actively witness 
bullying behavior that they see in oth-
ers. According to California Department 
of Fair Employment and Housing, an 
employer may also provide bystander inter-
vention training that includes information 
and practical guidance on how to enable 
bystanders to recognize potentially prob-
lematic behaviors and to motivate bystand-
ers to take action when they observe 
problematic behaviors such as workplace 
bullying, but can also extend to other sorts 
of negative interactions, such as harass-
ment and racial issues. The training and 
education may include exercises to provide 
bystanders with the skills and confidence 
to intervene as appropriate and to provide 
bystanders with resources they can call 
upon that support their intervention.

Table 5. Bystander Level Interventions

B
ys

ta
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ev
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 In
te

rv
en
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s

Prevention In-Process Post-Event

Explain bullying policy 
during onboarding. 

Encourage individu-
als to speak up should 
they see inappropriate 
conduct.

Offer the target support 
in group settings.

Through organizational 
policies, empower by-
standers to speak up in 
situations where there 
is injustice. 

Provide pre-prepared 
responses to bullying 
episodes that bystanders 
may witness.

A.R.T.

Create dyads of support 
with the target and non-
involved bystanders.

Congratulate bystand-
ers who stood up to an 
instigator.
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Finally, offer congratulations and rec-
ognition to bystanders who stood up to 
an instigator

Workplace bullying, is a complex and 
intractable issue, however it can be miti-
gated by using some of the tactics pre-
sented in this article. While not exhaustive 
and further research needs to be done on 
specific interventions to address work-
place bullying, this article represents one 
of the first compilations of OD research-
supported approaches to managing this all-
too-frequent problem.
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By Bob Gulick, 	
with Leslie Yerkes

The Achievement Center is a mid-sized 
non-profit organization guided by a Board 
of Directors comprised of local business 
and community leaders. Serving the devel-
opmental and mental health needs of more 
than 3000 children annually, the Achieve-
ment Center has been in operation since 
1923. The agency provides Early Interven-
tion, Blended Case Management, Com-
munity-based Mental Health, Outpatient 
Mental Health, and Medication Manage-
ment services across six counties located in 
northwestern Pennsylvania. Its employees 
number more than 250 and include phy-
sicians, Bachelor and Master level clinical 
staff, as well as skilled administrative staff 
to support its operation. 

For the past several decades, economic 
and political forces at the county, state, 
and federal level have made the manage-
ment of non-profit service agencies increas-
ingly difficult in the state of Pennsylvania. 
Reimbursement rate increases that do not 
keep pace with costs, increasingly strin-
gent regulations that make quality ser-
vice delivery a mounting challenge, and 
the ever-shrinking pool of qualified candi-
dates for clinical positions, created a fiscal 
crisis for the Achievement Center in 2013 
that resulted in a substantial administrative 
workforce reduction.

Following on the heels of significant 
layoffs, the agency’s administration took 
a very hard line on clinician productivity 
as a means of further shoring up its finan-
cial situation. Since the agency had never 
consistently held clinical staff account-
able for low productivity, this new tactic 
was met with considerable staff resistance. 

Exacerbating the situation was the highly 
punitive approach to correcting the pro-
ductivity and morale problems adopted 
by the agency’s Human Resources depart-
ment. Morale plummeted and the agency 
experienced a steady exodus of clinical 
staff over the next several years. Addition-
ally, the various departments within the 
agency reacted to this atmosphere of fear 
and uncertainty by insulating themselves 
within clearly demarcated silos—with the 
goal of keeping their head down and pro-
tecting “their own.”

In 2016, the agency underwent a 
change in leadership. The Board of Direc-
tors selected Charlotte Rerko, a CEO they 
felt possessed the qualities necessary to 
guide the agency through a process of heal-
ing. Charlotte brought with her an air of 
positivity and held as her mantra the fol-
lowing charge, “we need to take care of 
the people who take care of the children.” 
Over the ensuing months, her approach of 
“managing by walking around,” improv-
ing staff wellness, and listening to all 
team members led to a slow but cautious 
improvement in morale.

To more formally advance the heal-
ing process, our new CEO contacted Leslie 
Yerkes to consult with the agency’s admin-
istration. Leslie began work with the 
Achievement Center in 2017 and arranged 
for a contingent of agency administrators 
to attend a 3-day Appreciative Inquiry work-
shop being conducted by Dr. Mark Chupp 
at Case Western Reserve University in Jan-
uary of 2018.

The three staff who attended the work-
shop returned to the agency with a good 

Appreciative Inquiry Comes to 
the Achievement Center

“. . . at a Board retreat, several members of the agency’s A.I. steering committee guided improbable 
pairs of Board members through strength-based conversations and then facilitated both small 
group and full-Board reporting out on common themes and wishes. The outcome of these 
conversations was nothing less than revelatory for those in attendance.”
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amount of the Define and Discovery work 
already under their belts. They defined the 
focus of the A.I. process for the Achieve-
ment Center as “Empowered Service 
Delivery.” This focus embodied the agen-
cy’s mission of serving children but also 
spoke to the need of the agency’s staff to 
be heard. The opening propositions that 
sprung from the work completed at Case 
Western and brought back to the agency 
echoed that dual purpose. 

	» Our agency has recently experienced 
new opportunities for growth and 
change. 

	» Positive change is possible when we 
embrace our vision and work together. 

	» Decisions regarding change spring 
from our mission and rejuvenate our 
hope for the future. 

	» Communication, flowing like a clear 
stream, carries the knowledge and expe-
rience that are essential to our vitality. 

	» Mutual respect and trust amongst our-
selves promotes a positive and fun 
work life. 

	» Our passion and excitement is poured 
out as high-quality care for our 
children.

These A.I. ambassadors next met with the 
agency’s Leadership Team which is com-
prised of administrative staff at the director 
and chief officer level. While immediately 
agreed upon philosophically by the lead-
ership, the logistics of carrying out the 
Discovery, Design, and Delivery compo-
nents of the process for the entire agency 
were not so easily settled by this steering 

committee. Meetings were held throughout 
the spring and summer of 2018 and prog-
ress was slow. 

In retrospect, it would have been bet-
ter had the A.I. team returning from Case 
been more sensitive to the very real fact 
that the organization was tired. It was still 
reeling from the trauma visited upon it by 
the previous administrative approach and 
now its leaders were knee-deep in refram-
ing its strategic plan and trying to move 

the agency ahead as a trauma-informed 
provider. It is not surprising that much of 
the leadership initially viewed A.I. as yet 
another task to complete on their never-
ending To Do Lists. While the team return-
ing from Cleveland was charged up and 
ready to run forward with A.I., the folks 
back at home were worn out and would be 
in need of some serious convincing.

The Achievement Center’s Leadership 
Team at that time was comprised primar-
ily of masters and doctoral-level clinical 
experts with very strong opinions about, 
and passions for, their work. While A.I. 
did not philosophically oppose those val-
ues, it may have represented to some a 
distraction; or, at worst, a threat to their 
current projects. It took some doing to 
convince this hard-working and dedicated 
crew that while they were experts in their 
respective fields, they had much to learn 
about Appreciative Inquiry. Moreover, 
it required those of us (not A.I. experts 
either) who had been fortunate enough to 
get a taste of what A.I could offer, to make 
the pitch to the leadership in a gentle and 
non-threatening manner. 

Additionally, a faction of the Leader-
ship Team included non-clinical profes-
sionals—those whose day-to-day duties fall 
within the realms of operations, finance, 
or human resources. Lacking the clinical 
counseling and interviewing skills, many 
of these leaders expressed some level of 
anxiety in conducting the Discovery phase. 
Many stated that they had doubts as to 
their ability to coordinate the interviews 
with improbable pairs and then facili-
tate the ensuing small group discussions. 
Cindy Bonniger, Chief Operations and Pri-
vacy Officer, described the feeling at the 
time. “It was so different from how we had 
interacted in the past. Initially, it was diffi-
cult for people to wrap their heads around 
it.” It is interesting to note that this group 
of worriers was very amenable to support 
and feedback from the A.I. team and came 
around and embraced A.I. much faster 
than their clinical counterparts. In several 
instances, members from the administra-
tive side became the most fervent practi-
tioners of A.I. during the first year and to 
this day continue to champion the work. 
Amanda Jenco, our Director of Human 
Resources summed up the benefits she 
observed. “As we moved through the pro-
cess, just individually for myself . . . the 
growth . . . and looking at situations and 
circumstances completely differently . . . 
recognizing my interaction and presenta-
tion drives a lot of what people are feeling 
and how they are going to react or interact 
with me.”

Following an insightful recommenda-
tion from Leslie Yerkes in midsummer of 
2018, the leadership was asked to read Tor-
res and Stavros’ Conversations Worth Hav-
ing as a means of quelling their fears and 
clarifying their understanding of Appre-
ciative Inquiry. Discussion of that book 
amongst the leadership had the desired 
effect and the steering committee was able 
to move into the planning stages for an 
agency-wide Discovery process.

The most important part of that pre-
paratory process was for the steering com-
mittee to craft the interview questions for 
the improbable pair interviews. The com-
mittee came up with three general state-
ments with several questions related to 
those statements.

In retrospect, it would have been better had the A.I. team 
returning from Case been more sensitive to the very real 
fact that the organization was tired. It was still reeling from 
the trauma visited upon it by the previous administrative 
approach and now its leaders were knee-deep in reframing 
its strategic plan and trying to move the agency ahead as 
a trauma-informed provider. It is not surprising that much 
of the leadership initially viewed A.I. as yet another task 
to complete on their never-ending To Do Lists.
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1. The Achievement Center is constantly 
evolving. Our Strategic Plan values of 
“well-being, integrity, compassion, collabo-
ration, and inclusion” shape the mission 
and direction the agency takes. 
a)	 Why do you work at the Achievement 

Center?
b)	 Can you tell me a time when you felt 

especially proud to be an employee of 
the Achievement Center?

c)	 What do you value most about the posi-
tive relationships you have with your 
clients or coworkers?

d)	 What is something that you would like 
other employees to understand about 
what it is like to be you at the Achieve-
ment Center? 

2. The Achievement Center strives to 
empower each employee, instill confidence, 
and encourage all staff to have and share 
their voice. 
a)	 Describe a time when you have felt 

empowered at the agency to make a 
change or improve some aspect of your-
self, your work, or the organization.

b)	 What made it possible for you to feel 
empowered?

c)	 What values, themes, or important 
ideas do you remember about this 
experience?

d)	 What strengths of the agency are repre-
sented in your experience?

3. Think of the future of the agency and 
imagine what it would look like if the 
atmosphere reflected our values and pro-
vided for open communication and trust 
amongst all employees. 
a)	 What would the agency look like with 

value-based open communication?
b)	 What would people be saying about the 

Achievement Center?
c)	 What are you currently doing to sup-

port these values?
d)	 What are some other things you could 

do in the future to support these 
values?

During the months of August and Septem-
ber the steering committee leaned heav-
ily on the agency’s Executive Assistant, 
Heather Salter—who is an organizational 
titan and therefore was a godsend to any 

such endeavor. Coordinating with Human 
Resources and the steering committee, she 
was able to arrange 250 employees into 
improbable pairs and then schedule inter-
view sessions across three All Staff Meet-
ings that occurred in early September. The 
members of the steering committee were 
then each assigned as facilitators to one of 
the 21 small groups comprised of several 
sets of improbable pairs. Heather doggedly 
tracked down RSVPs from all staff and was 
able to confirm nearly a 100% response 
more than a month in advance of the event.

On September 12, 2018 the agency 
held three separate All Staff Meetings at 
the main agency (two additional meet-
ings were scheduled at later dates—one 
for the regional county offices and one 
as a make-up meeting for those who 
were unable to attend the September 12 
date). Again, nearly 100% attendance was 
attained and the process proceeded with 
minimal difficulty.

The positive response from the previ-
ously anxious leadership team members 
was overwhelming. Several members actu-
ally asked to facilitate additional groups or 
volunteered to participate in the regional 
and make-up sessions being held later 
that month. 

The final organizational touches 
placed on the Discovery sessions were to 
ensure that each small group had identified 
themselves with a name, had developed 
common themes and wish lists from their 
facilitated conversations, and identified a 
spokesperson to report out at the Summit 
planned for the following month.

As with the facilitators, the employee 
participants’ responses to the process were 
overwhelmingly positive. Marje Koehlert, 
Care Coordinator Supervisor, noted that 
it was “enlightening to see how commit-
ted she (her improbable partner) was to 
doing a good job at the agency and doing 
a good job with kids . . . and just to know 
that there was someone else out there 
that I didn’t even know existed who also 
is working toward the same kind of goals 
that I am.” 

Quickly following the completion of 
the Discovery sessions, the steering com-
mittee led by Heather dove into planning 
the logistics of the Summit. It was hoped 

from the start that the A.I. Summit would 
piggyback on an employee appreciation 
event held for all staff (regional and local 
offices). The general structure, quickly 
agreed upon, was to conduct the Dream, 
Design, and Delivery phases of A.I. during 
the morning hours, thus leaving the after-
noon for lunch and a variety of appreciative 
activities for the staff.

Selection of the venue for the Summit 
was critical and so was one of the first com-
ponents of planning to be confirmed. The 
agency was able to gain access to a local 
university’s student center during a mid-
term break—thus reducing interference 
from non-agency individuals or activities 
in the building. A ballroom was identi-
fied within the student center and set up 
much in the same way as would be seen 
for a wedding reception. Round tables to 
accommodate each of the 21 small groups 
were marked with the name and visual 
logo associated with the group so attendees 
could easily find their seat upon entering 
the room. Tables were also equipped with 
all necessary art and craft materials for the 
Dream phase’s required visual representa-
tion of their themes.

Special attention was given to selecting 
the self-care and wellness activities for the 
afternoon sessions. The agency was able to 
contract at little or no cost for the following 
activities:
	» Zumba
	» Exercise
	» Drumming circle
	» Manicures
	» Fall craft project
	» Guided painting-on-wood project 
	» Coffee bar
	» Indoor leisure (pool, corn-hole, and 

putting greens)
	» Nutritional specialist presentation

The detail and organization that went into 
developing the registration process was 
critical to ensure that each employee had 
identified his/her group and seating, had 
made a selection of two afternoon activities, 
and had selected an event T-shirt.

The morning session was kicked off 
by a welcome from the CEO and one of 
the steering committee members. The 
21 groups were then led through the art 
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activity of the Dream phase—having them 
reconnect with their themes and ideas 
generated nearly a month before. It was 
amazing to watch a room full of adult pro-
fessionals embrace this activity with youth-
ful abandon and produce such whimsical 
yet clear representations of their dreams 
for the agency.

Crafting of provocative propositions 
forced the groups to move from the visual 
to the verbal realm and as such was met 
with some hesitation. With help from the 
roaming facilitators (steering committee 
members) though, each group was able to 

articulate many deeply felt and poetically 
stated propositions.

Following a brief break, the groups 
were guided through the Design and Deliv-
ery phases of A.I. Several of the more inter-
esting and creative ideas included:
	» Establishing an agency “Uber” to assist 

needy families in making appointments 
in the Out Patient clinic

	» Scheduling staff wellness activities
	» Creating an “Appreciation Café”
	» Offering regular cross training and 

opportunities for regular communica-
tion between departments

	» Establishing a complex case coordina-
tion team

	» Appointing direct staff representation 
for process action teams.

The morning’s activities ended with 
most staff appearing to have enjoyed the 
interaction—but perhaps a bit tired, fol-
lowing the intense work in which they 
had just engaged. Again, Marje Koehlert 
observed “It was fun, invigorating, and 
also exhausting!”

At the end of the day, following the 
afternoon’s wellness and fun activities, all 

participants were guided to a grassy area 
outside of the student center where they 
were arranged (based on the color of their 
T-shirts—cleverly distributed to staff in the 
correct proportion) in a human depiction 
of the agency’s kite logo. This final demon-
stration of solidarity was then filmed via a 
drone flying above the field.

I think it is safe to say that even the 
most skeptical members of the Leader-
ship Team were surprised at how smoothly 
the Summit ran and how intentionally and 
deeply the agency staff at all levels partici-
pated in the day’s activities. Each level of 

the process from improbable pairs, to small 
group facilitation, to the full-blown sum-
mit left the original members of the A.I. 
Team who bore this gift back from Case 
Western in a state of amazement. In spite 
of resistance and logistical barriers, the ini-
tial phases of Define, Dream, Discovery, 
and Design each took on an organic life of 
its own and we found ourselves just stand-
ing back and gazing with wonder as they 
unfolded before us.

In the weeks that followed the Sum-
mit, the steering committee members 
aggregated the design data collected, 
archived the visual artwork, and prepared 
to report out to staff and management on 
the outcome of the event.

The artwork produced during the 
Dream phase was photographed and 
arranged into large poster frames. These 
were then distributed to all agency offices 
and displayed prominently.

An analysis of Design and Delivery 
data revealed 39 viable design ideas devel-
oped by the small groups in attendance. 
These ran the gamut from “low hang-
ing fruit” to more complex and costly ven-
tures. The leadership then surveyed all 

participants in the Strive to Soar Summit 
to gain their opinions as to prioritizing the 
more involved design ideas prior to imple-
mentation. The results of that survey iden-
tified these three projects:
	» Develop a complex case coordina-

tion team to improve interdepart-
mental communication and clinical 
collaboration

	» Develop a staff training department
	» Expand the existing employee apprecia-

tion team to include direct line staff.

86% of the Strive to Soar Summit partici-
pants polled in January 2019 stated that 
they wanted to be involved in the advance-
ment of the three highest priority design 
projects identified at the summit. Cross 
functional teams—including some of these 
employees—are presently being estab-
lished and the employee appreciation 
team has already received six new direct 
staff members. 

Senior Leadership continues to chal-
lenge itself to remain open and positive 
in working out the logistics and com-
position of these workgroups. At times, 
we have found it is easy to slip back into 
the old mindset that puts such a high 
bounty on productivity and billable hours 
or quibble over the expense of paying a 
$13-an-hour direct line staff to attend a 
non-billable workgroup meeting once a 
month. It is so critical to continually check 
yourself when the old problem-solving 
and root cause analysis mode tries to 
kick back in. 

It is slowly becoming apparent to Lead-
ership that the A.I. process is not a process 
after all. Appreciative Inquiry is a philoso-
phy, a way of perceiving our world at the 
agency, which is interwoven with the very 
fibers of our values and expressed every 
day in the kind and loving language that we 
choose to use when speaking and working 
with each other. 

Fiscally, we have come to the realiza-
tion that the dollars invested in the simple 
act of giving a few staff a voice in how we 
get things done or complete new projects 
can often go a long way in enriching our 
relationships with those staff and retain-
ing them in our employ for a very long 
time. There also exists the huge benefit 

It is slowly becoming apparent to Leadership that the A.I. 
process is not a process after all. Appreciative Inquiry is a 
philosophy, a way of perceiving our world at the agency, 
which is interwoven with the very fibers of our values and 
expressed every day in the kind and loving language that we 
choose to use when speaking and working with each other. 
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of tapping into additional creative minds 
when embarking on new initiatives.

The high level of energy and excite-
ment created by the Strive to Soar Summit 
generated many immediately obtainable 
projects, such as:
	» A “Cheers for Peers” bulletin board in 

all offices where employees could write 
brief affirmations of, or kudos to, their 
colleagues for all to see as they entered 
the building.

	» Changing the language in the agency’s 
hiring interviews and transforming the 
interview process into more of a conver-
sation with candidates.

	» Changing the language in the agency’s 
template for monthly 1:1 supervision 
(between managers and their super
visees) to include more strengths- and 
values-based questions as well as 
probes into the use of positive refram-
ing of potentially divisive conversations.

	» Changing the language of how finan-
cial discussions on productivity are 
conducted—talking more of an employ-
ee’s “break even” status rather than 
his or her “meeting the productivity 
standard”—essentially providing direct 
staff a higher-level view of how their 
revenue generation affects the agency 
as a whole.

	» Clinically, some departments have 
embraced the strengths-based nature 
of A.I. and have made adjustments in 
some of their interviewing processes 
used with clients and families, as well 
as in how they craft the language used 
in writing treatment objectives.

A side note that must be mentioned is that 
the Discovery process was also conducted 
with the entire membership of the Achieve-
ment Center’s Board of Directors. In Feb-
ruary 2109, at a Board retreat, several 
members of the agency’s A.I. steering com-
mittee guided improbable pairs of Board 
members through strength-based con-
versations and then facilitated both small 
group and full-Board reporting out on com-
mon themes and wishes. The outcome of 
these conversations was nothing less than 
revelatory for those in attendance. Com-
monalities and heretofore unknown con-
nections were discovered that led to deeper 

conversation and relationships being 
forged among the members. One clear 
resolution that came from this experi-
ence was their pledge to be more inquisi-
tive and open in learning about each other 
as their time on the Board moves along. 
Something as simple as name cards placed 
at seats to identify new and old mem-
bers was suggested as well as the possi-
bility of shuffling the placement of those 
name cards at future meetings to occasion 
new and enriching conversations. Follow-
ing their brief A.I. exposure, the Board has 
since demonstrated even greater levels of 
energy and positive support for the agency 
to which they have always committed their 
hearts and minds.

Looking back on the year that has 
passed since the agency was first intro-
duced to Appreciative Inquiry, much has 
changed. One cannot help but marvel at 
how quickly that year has gone by and 
yet, the positive strides forward made by 
so many employees across so many lev-
els of the organization have set the foun-
dation for real organizational change that 
will yield even greater benefits for many 
years to come. 

When we talk amongst ourselves about 
what we have accomplished, we see how 
the power of our words has shaped a new 
way of being at work. Observations such as 
these are commonplace during the day-to-
day management of the agency:

“There’s a lot more listening going on 
these days.”

“I see a lot more of general kindness 
and overall compassion . . . of people talk-
ing to each other more as a person rather 
than just someone who I need something 
from.”

“I have also seen a lighter mood 
among staff . . . more trust, less suspicion 
between departments.”

“I see changes in positive energy . . . 
people being more mindful.”

“It’s been powerful . . . it’s guided a 
lot of people to have the courage to talk 
more openly.”

Organizationally and operation-
ally, there have been some rather striking 
metamorphoses. 

Human Resources, that previously 
dreaded department, emerged from the 

cocoon as a butterfly, liberated by A.I. to 
realize its true mission—to “become a 
resource” to staff and not “the one who gets 
you in trouble.” Amanda, our H.R. Direc-
tor has worked tirelessly over the past year 
to collaborate with departmental Directors 
and Supervisors to bring supportive and 
positive language to Human Resources 
policies and procedures. Amanda recently 
made the observation that “there has 
just been an overall shift in what we 
(H.R.) represent.”

In keeping with Charlotte’s charge 
to “take care of those who take care of the 
children,” we have transformed the process 
for conducting 1:1 administrative super-
vision with our staff. Injecting strengths-
based questions into this interview has 
elevated the conversation out of the “run-
of-the-mill” doldrums to a real reciprocal 
conversation between staff and supervisor 
that has yielded powerful insights and 
results for both parties involved. Hilary 
Hobbs, Director of Early Intervention Ser-
vices noted that her staff “have been taken 
off guard by some of the questions we 
have put into our supervision . . . includ-
ing ‘How is your work/life balance?’ and 
‘What do you value most at work?’” But, 
she reflected that A.I. “really is a philoso-
phy that exemplifies our care in those areas 
of work/life balance and values and it leads 
us to purposefully talk about each of those 
things on a regular basis.”

Generation of appreciative approaches 
has not been limited to managerial staff. 
Most recently, a clinician came up with 
the idea to include some strengths-based 
questions into the agenda of our group 
clinical supervision sessions. Since all clini-
cians are community-based, they work to a 
great extent in isolation from their peers or 
other sources of support. They rarely have 
an opportunity to share their successes or 
vent when having a bad day. We took her 
suggestion and added “What was the best 
thing that happened to you this week?” as 
a general question to be passed around the 
table at every group supervision. The avoid-
ance of a Yes/No response by the structure 
of the question has encouraged the clini-
cians to open up and really talk about what 
motivates them and maintains the passion 
for their work. These sessions invariably 
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present a few of those “worst things that 
happened to me this week” scenarios, but 
these have routinely provided multiple 
opportunities to have your problem posi-
tively reframed and for support to be pro-
vided from a group of caring colleagues 
gathered at the table with you.

So, the year has been an emotional 
mix of worry, surprise, and wonderment. At 
times there was real trepidation amongst 
A.I. Team members about being able to get 
leadership to open up and accept the ben-
efits that A.I. was capable of delivering. But 
A.I. is an amazing phenomenon. We found 

that when we were able to set aside those 
fears and just allow the process to happen, 
it did just that. It happened. 

We sat down and really talked with our 
colleagues. 

We were surprised with how much we 
were alike when it came to our core values. 

We showed up and participated at the 
summit. 

We had fun. 
We met new friends. 
We spoke with one voice and together 

planned our future.
Appreciative Inquiry at its most basic 

and pure level has allowed the employees 
of this once battle-weary agency to real-
ize the power of words and embrace those 
daily opportunities that allow positive con-
versation to shape the space where employ-
ees can both love what they do and love 
where they work.

One of our Mental Health Services 
Supervisors, Yelana Lindenmuth, shared 

possibly the most poignant self-reflection 
of the entire A.I. experience. “For me, 
the whole process has been an installa-
tion of hope . . . hope for things to be bet-
ter . . . hope for things to change . . . hope 
for things to improve . . . hope for peo-
ple to be happier at work.” Thinking back 
to that cold January afternoon in Cleve-
land nearly a year and a half ago when 
our A.I. Team was crafting those provoc-
ative propositions, it is strange to think 
about how this whole process has come 
full circle. At Case Western, we wrote 
the words: “Decisions regarding change 

spring from our mission and rejuvenate 
our hope for the future.” Yelena’s words 
echoed and affirmed our proposition and 
today, as she and all of our staff embrace 
the power of positive change brought 
about by Appreciative Inquiry, vision and 
hope at the Achievement Center have 
been rejuvenated.

Consulting Reflections from  
Leslie Yerkes, Consulting and  
Coach to The Achievement  
Centers of Erie

As I have evolved and aged in my practice 
of OD, my desire is to teach others tools 
and foster independent action and ability 
within my client organizations. I believe 
that one of the hallmarks of a good con-
sultant and manager is not what people do 
when you are around but instead what they 
know to do when you are not around. 

I have chosen to work with leaders and 
organizations who value process and long-
term, systemic change that must become 
woven into the fabric of the organization. 
Though the American market likes quick-
fix, shiny new process toys, I have learned 
that good OD is a steady practice of tried 
and true methodologies that, if used con-
sistently, will produce results. 

Ken Blanchard, the prolific author and 
management consultant, once was chal-
lenged by a participant to share which of 
his many books would be the best to read 
for finding the ‘right’ answer. His response 
was, “Pick one and stay with it for over a 
year and you will create results. Any con-
tent is good content if used consistently.”

Selecting the right process path is 
essential to the intervention. I also know 
that following through and maintaining 
the habits that come with the new abilities 
will create sustainable results. This causes 
me to work as hard on providing respon-
sible guidance and direction, as well as 
stepping back and teaching the tools and 
letting the members of the client orga-
nization lead the process—with me as a 
coach on the sidelines. 

It is important not only to intervene 
but to leave the organization with the abil-
ity to own, lead, understand, and apply the 
process tools. Building internal capacity is 
the gift that will keep giving, enabling long-
term, sustainable, systemic change. 

My role in the life of The Achievement 
Centers of Erie is to support the senior 
leader as a sounding board and coach; to 
contribute to the creating of a unified and 
capable leadership team; and to support 
the development of managerial abilities to 
pursue healing, preparing, and strengthen-
ing the culture and organization in order 
to be able to navigate growth and change. I 
have introduced the processes of Apprecia-
tive Inquiry, the frameworks for Trust from 
Dennis and Michelle Reina and Emotional 
Intelligence, over the course of three years. 

Together we select a small team of 
organizational leaders to learn the pro-
cesses, introduce them to the leadership 
team, and design an organizational ini-
tiative to weave the content/behaviors 
into the day-to-day life of the organi-
zation to support daily work, strategic 

Selecting the right process path is essential to the intervention. 
I also know that following through and maintaining the habits 
that come with the new abilities will create sustainable results. 
This causes me to work as hard on providing responsible 
guidance and direction, as well as stepping back and teaching 
the tools and letting the members of the client organization 
lead the process—with me as a coach on the sidelines. 
It is important not only to intervene but to leave the 
organization with the ability to own, lead, understand, and 
apply the process tools. 
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planning, performance management, and 
client interactions. 

The consultant’s role is more of men-
tor, coach, and resource provider than of 
hands-on practitioner. The joy is help-
ing the client learn how to do the work, 
respond to the challenges, engage the 
stakeholders, guide the process, and cheer 
their accomplishments. 

I have found that every client needs 
a culture coach. Someone who will advo-
cate for maintaining the focus on not just 
the technical ‘WHAT’ of their work but the 
important ‘HOW’ of what they are doing. 
When a balance of hard organizational sci-
ence is matched with the softer science 
of OD, and that balance is maintained, so 
then will the health of the organization 
be sustained.

I believe that it is the role of an OD 
practitioner to be the coach and advocate 
for this balance. It is less about our doing 
things to our client systems and more 
about teaching them to do for themselves. 
The Achievement Centers of Erie under-
stands this proposition well. It is a very 
rewarding partnership.

Robert (Bob) Gulick is a Board-Certified Behavior Analyst with over 35 years 

of clinical experience with both children and adults diagnosed with autism 

spectrum disorders.  His work has included direct service and teaching of 

adults and children in residential, vocational, and educational settings; behav-

ior specialist consultation to children in home, community, and educational 

settings: staff, teacher, and parent training; applied research in instructional 

methodology and language acquisition; and systems development in the area 

of early intensive behavioral intervention. 

He presently serves as Senior Director of Staff Development and ABA 

Consultant at the Achievement Center in Erie, PA and has facilitated the use of 

Appreciative Inquiry and Trust-Building to affect organizational culture change 

at this non-profit community mental health agency.

 Bob has served as an adjunct faculty in Mercyhurst College’s graduate 

program in applied behavior analysis where he taught courses in functional 

assessment and functional communication training as well as providing 

mentoring and supervision to candidates for board certification in behav-

ior analysis.  

Bob’s recent applied research efforts have been focused on the acquisition 

of higher language and social skills in children with ASD and the application of 

Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) to improve treatment integrity and 

the transfer of behavioral skills to parents. He is co-author of Effective Instruc-

tion for Children with Autism. 

He can be reached at: bobgulick@achievementctr.org 

Leslie Yerkes is President of Catalyst Consulting Group, Inc. (www.leslie 

yerkes.com) an organizational development and change management consult-

ing firm based in Cleveland, Ohio founded in 1987. Leslie’s business goal is 

to help people create sustainable organizations. Her life goal is to create a 

framework in which people can draw on their own resources to find creative 

solutions. Her clients have included Chrysler Corporation, The Cleveland Clinic 

Foundation, United Church of Christ, ArcelorMittal Steel USA, and NASA. A 

subspecialty of Leslie’s is making non-profits healthy and sustainable. 

Leslie is a recognized consultant, author, and speaker throughout the 

United States and Europe. She is considered an expert in her field and is 

frequently quoted in the media. She is the author of Fun Works: Creating 

Places Where People Love to Work and Motivation in the 21st Century without 

Kicks or Carrots, a co-author of 301 Ways to Have Fun at Work; Beans: Four 

Principles for Running a Business in Good Times or Bad; and They Just Don’t 

Get It! Changing Resistance into Understanding. Her works have been trans-

lated into more than a dozen languages selling hundreds of thousands of 

copies worldwide.

A CumLaude graduate of Wittenberg University and Case Western Reserve 

University, she has taught at John Carroll University, Baldwin Wallace College, 

and is on the faculty at the Weatherhead Dively Center of Executive Education, 

Case Western Reserve University.

She can be reached at: catalystconsultinggroupinc@gmail.com  

ORGANIZATION DEVELOPMENT REVIEW  Vol. 52 No. 3  202052

mailto:bobgulick@achievementctr.org
http://www.leslieyerkes.com
http://www.leslieyerkes.com
mailto:catalystconsultinggroupinc@gmail.com


“The organizational transformation generated by radical circles can be a way 
to transform an organization fueled by those who may know best—skilled 
employees from within the organization.”

By Bruce E. Greenbaum, 
Abraham B. (Rami) Shani, 	
and Roberto Verganti

Radical Circles
Engines for Organizational Transformation?

This study advances the understanding 
of radical circles as an engine for organi-
zational transformation. Empirical data 
suggests that most corporate transforma-
tions do not accomplish their goals. Radical 
circles—powerful forms of secretive collab-
oration among rebels—may make it easier 
for leadership to reshape an organization’s 
strategic vision and trigger transformation. 
We detail the process for organizational 
transformation through radical circles; 
offer guidance for leaders interacting with 
radical circles; and highlight challenges for 
managers regarding the nurturing of radi-
cal circles.

We have observed a path to organi-
zational transformation originating from 
employees, not top management—a trans-
formation that is not only conducted, but 
even activated, from the bottom of the orga-
nization. The activation we observed is trig-
gered by a small group of individuals who 
voluntarily come together to agitate for and 
activate a change process. This group is 
identified as a radical circle (RC) (Verganti 
& Shani, 2016). The radical circle most 
often evolves from a small group of disaf-
fected individuals driven to transform an 
organization’s vision or business model. 
Often starting in secret, the “radicals” gen-
erate ideas and potential strategic solu-
tions without the bounds of organizational 
change processes or ideation parameters. 
The organizational transformation gener-
ated by radical circles can be a way to trans-
form an organization fueled by those who 
may know best—skilled employees from 
within the organization. 

The evolution of the radical circle as a 
vehicle for change provides greater insight 
into the workings of this potentially power-
ful agent of change. The radical circle may 
be unique in identifying organizational 
transformation solutions from outside the 
bounds of more traditional approaches, 
but yet able to seamlessly integrate back 
into the organization’s hierarchy once the 
change process is initiated. The litera-
ture on organizational transformation has 
begun to shed significant light on the work 
of non-traditional agents of organizational 
change, but often the focus has been on 
sole proprietors of change. For example, 
scholars and the business press are iden-
tifying employee change agents and char-
acterizing them as rebels (Gino, 2018), 
troublemakers (Grant, 2016), positive devi-
ants (Heracleous, Wawarta, Gonzalez, & 
Paroutis, 2019), and radicals (Grant, 2016). 
Our radical circle concept focuses on a 
group of individuals drawn together to agi-
tate for change, rather than the lone rebel 
identified in the work of these other schol-
ars. The pathway for organizational trans-
formation may be forged by a radical circle.

Our observations on the power of radi-
cal circles as a mechanism for organiza-
tional transformation has been fueled by 
chronicling the results of radical circles 
in a variety of organizational settings. We 
have created a synopsis of case studies to 
capture the dynamics of the work of the 
radical circle in each instance of organiza-
tional transformation. Here, we provide 
overviews of the work of a variety of radi-
cal circles and illustrate the change process 
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engendered by the radical circle. First, we 
examine the evolution of organizational 
transformation processes through to the 
development of the radical circle. 

The Spectrum of Radical Circles

Organizations face numerous challenges 
when seeking pathways for organizational 
transformation—from overcoming iner-
tia to grasping the ever-changing environ-
ments in which the firms compete. Firms 
frequently attempt to change in the face of 
ongoing environmental turbulence but sig-
nificant organizational transformation is 
extremely difficult to execute successfully. 
In their recent study, Reeves and colleagues 
examined the outcomes of corporate trans-
formation during 2004–2016 with 300 
companies across a variety of industries 
(2018). The authors demonstrated that 
a majority of organizational transforma-
tion efforts do not accomplish their goals. 
However, firms remain undaunted in their 
pursuit of new opportunities through orga-
nizational transformation, but are essen-
tially navigating without a map.

Managers are confronted with a vari-
ety of roadmaps that aim to guide them 
through the treacherous waters of change, 
but as Anthony, Johnson and Sinfield 
explained in their article examining insti-
tutionalizing innovation, “there is no one-
size-fits-all way to structure for innovation” 
(2008: 49). Given the challenge of no one-
size-fits-all approach, we have seen change 
processes initiated from all perspectives of 
the organization: the top, the middle, and 
the bottom (Bartunek & Jones, 2017). 

 We believe that the radical circle is a 
mechanism through which organizations 
can refine firm strategic values (Shani, 

Greenbaum, & Verganti, 2018; Verganti & 
Shani, 2016) and continue the pursuit of a 
competitive advantage while engaging valu-
able employees. We have seen the effects 
of individual or small groups of disruptors 
on organizational change through work 
such as Hamel’s (2000) study of the trans-
formation of IBM at the outset of the Inter-
net age and Heracleous and colleagues 
(2019) examination of the influence of a 
small group of positive deviants on organi-
zational transformation at NASA. Addition-
ally, Meyerson (2001a; 2001b) examined 
the impact of the tempered radical and this 
informal leader’s attempts to work alone 
in changing the conventional wisdom and 
provoking cultural transformation. The 
radical circle employs the bottom-up influ-
ence of these other examples, but incorpo-
rates the additional power of the diversity 
of multiple perspectives in the circle and 
a dedication to secrecy that is not consis-
tently found in other approaches. 

While much of the recent scholarship 
on agents agitating for change within orga-
nizations focuses on singular agitators, we 
have seen prior scholarship on the power of 
small groups to facilitate change. Farrell’s 
(2001) book, Collaborative Circles: Friend-
ship Dynamics and Creative Work, explores 
the creative collaboration concept by explor-
ing various groups throughout history. 
Through the examination of groups such 
as the Impressionists, founders of psycho-
analysis, the women’s rights movement, 
and others, Farrell defines a collaborative 
circle as “a primary group consisting of 
peers who share similar occupational goals 
and who, through long periods of dialogue 
and collaboration, negotiate a common 
vision that guides their work” (2001: 13). 
While the collaborative circle shares certain 

elements as the radical circle, we believe 
our concept differs significantly from Far-
rell’s idea. In particular, the origin, dura-
tion, and outcomes of the collaborative 
circle differ significantly from the work and 
output of the radical circle. 

Radical Circles in the Sea of 
Organizational Transformation 
Orientations

What is unique in radical circles and how 
do they differ from other frameworks 
for organizational transformation? Aca-
demic research has indeed identified a 
number of organizational transformation 
processes (Bartunek & Jones, 2017; Pas-
more, 2015; Wischnevsky & Damanpour, 
2006). Beyond academia, we see a variety 
of organizational change approaches target-
ing practitioners, including future search 
(Weisbord & Janoff, 2010; Weisbord, Weis-
bord, & Janoff, 2000), skunk works (Peters 
& Waterman, 1982) and World Café (Brown 
& Issacs, 2005; Jorgenson & Steier, 2013). 

These academic and practitioner works 
assert that any process of organizational 
transformation requires some kind of 
involvement of different levels of an orga-
nization, both in terms of leadership and 
engagement of employees. Yet, there may 
be significant differences in the dynamics 
of the process that explain which mecha-
nisms are best suited to address rapid tran-
sitions in the context. In particular, Figure 1 
enables us to clarify the uniqueness of radi-
cal circles, by classifying those approaches 
according to two fundamental dimensions: 
activation and institutionalization:
	» Who activates the transformation pro-

cess, i.e., whether the perception of the 
need to change and the ignition of the 
change process comes from the top of 
the firm or the bottom or from the mid-
dle out;

	» Who institutionalizes the change, 
i.e., whether the formalization of the 
change process into the organization 
and the management of the change pro-
cess once it is institutionalized comes 
from the top or the bottom.

The first category of the organizational 
transformation forces is cascading (the 
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Figure 1. Organizational Transformation—Institutionalizing and Activation Forces
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upper left corner of the Figure 1): change 
activated from the top and institutionalized 
from the top. Organizations may be facing 
increasing pressure on performance in a 
stable environment and seek targeted orga-
nizational improvement. With a more sta-
ble environment, change is likely activated 
by top executives, as they may be in the 
best position to perceive a need for change. 
The change process is then institutional-
ized into a change program that is cascaded 
down to the firm. Participation is often 
appointed by leadership and the targeted 
outcome of this change process is most 
often organizational improvement. 

One example of this incremental 
improvement process is the Swedish 
manufacturing giant ABB instituting an 
organization-wide transformation pro-
cess centered on reducing cycle times 
through a process named “T 50” (Mitki, 
Shani, & Stjerberg, 2000). ABB’s CEO 
Percy Barnevik led the effort by empow-
ering all managers to cut all cycle time by 
50% within three years. Senior manag-
ers were given all the needed resources 
to manage the process and had to report 
progress periodically. All managerial peri-
odic reviews had to address challenges and 
progress towards the accomplishment of 
the T-50 objective. The increase in capac-
ity by 50%, coupled with the decision not 
to let go of any employees, resulted in 
the creation of an innovative culture that 
enhanced employee retention through-
out the company (Mitki et al., 2000). The 

success of the program ultimately served as 
a model for other firms, with ABB’s CEO 
appointed to boards of directors of firms 
such as Volvo and General Motors to trig-
ger similar initiatives. 

The second category of the organiza-
tional forces is empowering (the bottom left 
of Figure 1). Companies may be seeking 
company-wide incremental change. The 
activation process is still initiated by top 
executives, but the orchestration of the pro-
cess is greatly diffused to the bottom of the 
organization—institutionalization of the 
change process is dependent on input and 
leadership from lower levels of the organi-

zation. Ultimately, firms may be seeking 
culture change and empowering employees 
to contribute creatively to that process may 
be highly effective.

For example, another inspirational 
CEO, Jack Welch of General Electric, cre-
ated the “Work-Out Program” to generate 
transformational ideas from throughout 
GE (Wozny & Barlett, 1999). The Work-Out 
Program solicited ideas and attempted to 
change GE’s culture through New England 
town hall-style meetings that solicited ideas 
and identified problems through feedback 
from all levels in the company—something 
previously tamped down by GE’s conserva
tive, bureaucratic culture. The program has 
often been characterized as a “bottom-up” 
transformation process. However, the 
inspiration and motivation for the pro-
cess was directed by one person, Jack 
Welch, from his position at the top of the 

organization—but the visionary approach 
empowered all levels of the organization 
to be meaningful originators, contributors 
and managers of the change process. 

So, whereas ABB and GE differ in the 
extent to which change was orchestrated 
from the top down or from the bottom 
up, both cases relied heavily on the capa-
bilities of each company’s CEO to recog-
nize a need for change and set a direction. 
Change was activated from the top. 

We identify the spinoff as the third cat-
egory of our organizational transformation 
matrix (the lower right quadrant of Fig-
ure 1). The motivation may likely originate 
from employee-generated ideas not being 
supported or aligned with their firm’s cur-
rent or future strategic vision. Participation 
in this process is essentially predetermined 
by the makeup of the employee group that 
generated the rejected idea. The ultimate 
goal is a decoupling of the idea-generating 
group of employees from the organization.

For example, IBM failed to recog-
nize the strategic benefits of the enterprise 
resource planning (“ERP”) software pack-
age SAP. A small group of five IBM soft-
ware engineers developed the software 
while working for the company, and the 
ERP software could have transformed the 
company’s balance between hardware and 
software. However, when presented to IBM 
Germany’s senior leadership, the idea was 
rejected as not being aligned with current 
or future strategic objectives. Rather than 
surrender to the whims of senior man-
agement, the small group of engineers 
decided to separate from IBM and pur-
sue the opportunity as an independent 
startup firm. Ultimately, over the ensuing 
46 years, SAP has established market lead-
ership, reaching €26.0 billion in revenue 
in 2018 (SAP, 2018). Not only did IBM 
lose the opportunity to establish a strong-
hold in the ERP market, but the company 
lost a number of talented engineers and 
software developers.

By comparison, radical circles are acti-
vated from the bottom of the organiza-
tion but institutionalized from the top 
(the upper right quadrant of Figure 1). 
The radical circle is comprised of employ-
ees motivated by their malaise with the 
firm’s current strategic vision. The circle 

Through the examination of groups such as the Impressionists, 
founders of psychoanalysis, the women’s rights movement, 
and others, Farrell defines a collaborative circle as “a primary 
group consisting of peers who share similar occupational goals 
and who, through long periods of dialogue and collaboration, 
negotiate a common vision that guides their work”. . . 
While the collaborative circle shares certain elements as the 
radical circle, we believe our concept differs significantly from 
Farrell’s idea. In particular, the origin, duration, and outcomes 
of the collaborative circle differ significantly from the work and 
output of the radical circle. 
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aims to disrupt the current strategic direc-
tion and could be most effective to gen-
erate rapid breakthrough changes in the 
firm’s environment. 

The transformation at Microsoft to 
enter the hardware space with the Xbox 
video game console was driven by a radi-
cal circle of four engineers, without any 
ignition from the top, and well ahead of 
Microsoft’s management recognition of 
the disruption coming to the firm’s com-
petitive environment. However, radical cir-
cles eventually rely on institutionalization 
from the top. Once the radical circle reveals 
itself, the purpose is not to disrupt and 
destroy its own organization, but to lead 
it into a new direction. The radical circle’s 
proposed change to the organization’s stra-
tegic vision needs resources and support, 
and therefore, after the pain and suffering 
of the quest (the process by which the radi-
cal circle refines and further sharpens its 
alternative strategic vision), top manage-
ment recognition and endorsement to scale 
up the initiative is critical for the success 
chances of the new vision. If top manage-
ment does not recognize the work of the 
radical circle, the danger is that the radical 
circle stops its efforts in frustration. Other 
times, however, the radical circle does not 
stop its work, but the members of the radi-
cal circle leave the organization to continue 
the circle’s initiative as a spinoff. 

ILLUSTRATIVE CASE STUDIES

In order to pursue our interest in exam-
ining the radical circle phenomenon, we 
conducted a number of exploratory case 
studies. Given the inability to identify radi-
cal circles before their formation, our retro
spective, exploratory study approach may 
be the most effective means to study the 
radical circle process. These studies exam-
ined the role of radical circles in a variety of 
settings and firms of varying size. As part 
of a broader research effort, the research 
team conducted interviews with radical cir-
cle members in each of the three examples, 
as well as collecting relevant archival data. 
We crafted case study write-ups for each 
example and present excerpts from each in 
this study.

Microsoft Xbox. Four engineers and 
designers—dismayed by the company’s 
lack of strategic interest in the hardware 
sector—began to talk together about their 
concerns about the company’s vision. 
Meeting in secret, the four began discuss-
ing potential solutions for the company’s 
absence in the hardware sector (Shani & 
Verganti, 2016). The four engineers and 
designers had no previous working rela-
tionships with each other, as each was from 
a different area within Microsoft. This radi-
cal circle continued to brainstorm, chal-
lenge their ideas and refine their proposed 
solution without any support or recogni-
tion from senior management or any for-
mal, in-house change agents. Ultimately, 
the radical circle sought support from one 
senior executive who served as the liaison 
to Bill Gates, CEO Steve Ballmer, and other 
top managers. The radical circle’s efforts 
led to the development of the Xbox home 
video game and entertainment console. 
The radical circle activated the transforma-
tion process within Microsoft without any 
top management impetus or CEO fiat. 

SWM Middle School. SWM Middle School1 
is a public school located in the western 
United States. Dismayed by the prospects 
of school closure and recent history of poor 
student achievement, a small group of 
parents, teachers, and community mem-
bers (originally connected through their 
mutual interest in cycling) began meet-
ing to discuss potential changes to the 
school. Meeting in secret without support 
from the principal or school superinten-
dent, the radical circle established norms 
for its members and ultimately developed 
a series of proposals aimed at changing the 
course of the school’s fate. Ultimately, the 
radical circle approached the superinten-
dent and school principal to gain support 
for their proposed changes. The revised 
vision included formalizing greater paren-
tal involvement and financial support; cre-
ating external fundraising efforts to offset 
shortfalls from governmental funding; and 
an innovative approach to developing cur-
riculum and in-class experiences. Gaining 

1. The school’s name has been changed to ensure 
anonymity.

support from the superintendent and prin-
cipal, the changes were enacted, result-
ing in the school avoiding closure and its 
students performing at levels at or above 
the best schools in the state. Facing a real 
threat but an almost unknowable timetable, 
the radical circle activated the change pro-
cess that transformed SWM Middle School 
into the model program that it is today. 

Lamborghini Miura. Driven by the desire to 
surpass Ferrari and other Italian car man-
ufacturers’ sports car offerings, a small 
group of designers and engineers began 
meeting on off-hours and after work to 
develop a revolutionary sports car chas-
sis and engine to compete with the market 
leaders. Led by Chief Designer Gian Paolo 
Dallara, Assistant Designer Paolo Stan-
zani, and Engine Developer Giotto Bizzar-
rini, the radical circle sought to develop 
and design a sports car despite a corpo-
rate focus on continuing development of 
grand touring (“GT”) cars that served as 
the foundation for the firm’s early success. 
While firm founder and CEO Ferruccio 
Lamborghini was focused on the survival 
of his fledgling firm in the face of competi-
tive pressure from Ferrari and Maserati, 
the small group of in-house designers and 
engineers activated the transformation pro-
cess. Given Lamborghini’s tenuous status 
as essentially a start-up in the Italian auto 
industry at the time, the firm did not allo-
cate resources or managerial attention to 
sports car designs—preferring to focus 
on expanding its existing stable of grand 
touring models. Sensing an opportunity 
to outpace Ferrari and expand the compa-
ny’s market presence, CEO Lamborghini 
quickly approved the sports car develop-
ment project after the radical circle of engi-
neers and designers divulged their design 
to him (Dallara, 2017). Ultimately, the mid-
engine, transverse mounted V-12 powered 
Miura captivated the auto world in the mid-
dle 1960s and remains one of the most 
desired Italian supercars of all time. 

A COMPARATIVE DISCUSSION

As seen above, radical circles can emerge 
in a variety of industries, organizational 
forms, and stages of organizational 
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evolution. Radical circles are often small 
in size, as their quest requires commit-
ment to the same shared malaise, volun-
tary resources, and action under the radar. 
Additionally, they all share a few common 
features. 

First, radical circles are not appointed 
nor activated by senior management. 
Unlike the positive deviants at NASA 
described by Heracleous and colleagues 
(2019), they come together on a volun-
tary basis, with a small group of employees 
sharing a “malaise” towards the existing 
direction of the firm. Second, unlike the sit-
uation at IBM outlined in Hamel’s (2000) 
work, members of the radical circle do not 
approach top executives early on, for two 
reasons: (1) by opposing the existing “offi-
cial” direction of their leadership team, they 
know that they would be perceived as reb-
els, and would hardly get support as such; 
and (2) they initially share only a malaise, 
but not necessarily a common understand-
ing on how to address the challenge. They 
most likely bring initial ideas to the newly 
formed circle, often contrasting to each 
other, that would collapse if challenged 
by top executives at this stage. They con-
tinue their progress in secret—undergoing 
the arduous process of questioning, refin-
ing and re-examining their ideas for a new 
vision for the firm. We term this process as 
the “quest.”

The Engine that Refines the  
Vision: The Quest

The quest serves to transform their initial 
intuitions into a robust vision. The quest 
could be considered an intense period of 
sensebreaking and sensemaking by the 
members of the radical circle (Altuna, 
Dell’Era, Landoni, & Verganti, 2017; Pratt, 
2000; Weick, 1995). Sensebreaking fuels 
feelings of dissatisfaction (or “malaise”) 
with the status quo (Pratt, 2000), driv-
ing individuals to ask questions such as 
“Who are we?” and “What are my values 
and  goals?” Questions that are driven by 
feelings of identity incongruence with the 
organization (Ashforth, Harrison, & Corley, 
2008), most often because of previous per-
sonal and unique experiences of the mem-
bers of the circle. 

In order to drive the sensebreaking 
and sensemaking performed by the radical 
circle during the quest, the circle develops 
a tapestry of learning mechanisms (Mitki, 
Shani, & Greenbaum, 2019). These learn-
ing mechanisms enable and encourage 
organizational learning, and can be char-
acterized across cognitive, structural and 
procedural dimensions (Shani & Docherty, 
2003; 2008). For the radical circle, cog-
nitive learning mechanisms can facili-
tate articulating knowledge developed 
within the circle (Zollo & Winter, 2002). 
Structural learning mechanisms, includ-
ing communication channels and other 
infrastructure components (Zollo & Win-
ter, 2002) of the radical circle that could 
promote the work done during the quest. 
Finally, procedural learning mechanisms 
include the institutionalized rules, routines 
and methods developed by the radical circle 
that can promote knowledge codification 
and assessment tools to further the learn-
ing of the radical circle during the quest 
(Zollo & Winter, 2002). Each radical circle 
could develop its own tapestry of learning 
mechanisms to facilitate the quest and the 
ultimate refinement of the newly developed 
strategic vision. 

In the case of the development of the 
Microsoft Xbox, one of the members of the 
radical circle had just been hired by the 
company after a previous stint as a game 
developer, where he experienced the strug-
gles of programming games on a Windows 
platform (Ashforth et al., 2008; Pratt, 
2000; Weick, 1995). 

The radical circle members com-
mit their time and resources voluntarily, 
develop mock-ups, and slowly and secretly 
engage other key stakeholders until they 
feel ready for their approach to top man-
agement. In other words, radical circles do 
not merely come up with ideas, but pro-
duce robust visions that have survived 
the hard, voluntary work, reflections, and 
mutual clashes within the circle. All in a 
climate featuring high levels of psychologi-
cal safety (Edmondson, 1999) that hope-
fully fuels a culture of nonconformity 
(Grant, 2016).

Initial Practice of Secrecy-Based 
Collaboration

There may be significant variation in 
the level of secrecy and the duration of the 
quest. The radical circle that drove the 
change at Microsoft only made them-
selves visible months after they started, 
when Bill Gates called for a new project 
to address the gaming market. It is at that 
moment that the four renegades emerged 
from secrecy and unveiled the unortho-
dox direction they had been working on for 
months. Their vision was so compelling 
that Microsoft eventually made the radical 
circle’s unorthodox direction the core of the 
Xbox development. 

On the other end of the secrecy/
disclosure spectrum, we examined the 
development of the Miura sports car at 
Lamborghini. Similar to the radical circle’s 
work at Microsoft, it was a small group of 
in-house engineers who activated the trans-
formation process working on their off 
hours. They wanted to design an aggressive 
mid-engine, race car inspired sports car, 
although they knew that Ferruccio Lam-
borghini, the company’s founder, was not 
a racing fanatic. They started their secret, 
voluntary quest to begin the design of the 
vehicle that became the Miura. At the time, 
the company was essentially a startup, and 
keeping voluntary work secret was not pos-
sible for long. The engineers in the radi-
cal circle disclosed their design to Mr. 
Lamborghini relatively early in the life of 
the vehicle. Yet, Lamborghini was at that 
time focused on the survival of his fledg-
ling firm in the face of competitive pres-
sure from Ferrari and Maserati, so he did 
not provide further support beyond a “just 
do it.” Months later, when the radicals 
showed him a “naked” prototype of the car 
(i.e. without the body and styling) Lam-
borghini fell in love, reframed his vision, 
and provided the team with the invest-
ment and support to move into production. 
His approval of the design of the category-
changing Miura lent critical support to the 
engineering team working with limited 
resources to develop a vehicle that could 
surpass the performance and design fea-
tures of arch-rival Ferrari. 

57Radical Circles: Engines for Organizational Transformation?



Composition of the Radical Circle:  
The Newness

A third characteristic of radical circle mem-
bers is that they often have no previous for-
mal working relationships; they share a 
malaise, which they arrived at individually 
despite their different roles and personal 
histories. Once they have come together, 
the RC members need to develop their own 
routines and create a “micro-organization” 
to explore ideas, challenge each other, and 
make their vision more robust. Our obser-
vation is that radical circles form organi-
cally. They succeed when they are activated 
not by top management, but by employ-
ees driven by an authentic “malaise” with 
the firm’s current strategic direction. The 
radical circle succeeds not just by gen-
erating ideas, but by producing a deep, 
robust vision. A radical circle should only 
approach top management with its new 
vision once that vision has received signifi-
cant scrutiny within the radial circle. The 
members of the radical circle—through the 
processes of sensebreaking and sensemak-
ing (Pratt, 2000; Weick, 1995)—can not 
only transform the organization, but rede-
fine each of the radical circle’s members’ 
organizational identification. 

The radical circle enables motivated 
individuals to share not only a concern 
for the organization’s goals but exchange 
meaningful information across a variety 
of functional areas. Firms need to “enable 
[the] sharing of specialized knowledge. A 
firm needs to actively link, leverage, and 
embed the pockets of individual-based 
knowledge and expertise, [or] it risks unde-
rutilizing it or worse, losing it” (Bartlett 
& Ghoshal, 2002: 38). A summary of the 
diversity of the radical circle examples dis-
cussed previously is presented in Table 1.

The Radical Circle Transformation  
Process 

Given that radical circles triggered organi-
zational transformation in a wide variety of 
organizations, our studies suggest a pos-
sible process-based framework that cap-
tures the essence of what we have observed 
in practice and provide guidance to the 
OD practitioner. The framework presented 
in Figure 2 identifies three main phases 
of transformation, namely activating, dis-
closing, and enacting. The activating phase 
includes the initial formation of the radical 
circle by organizational radicals, driven by 
their shared malaise with the firm’s current 

strategic vision. Once formed, the radical 
circle develops a variety of norms regard-
ing its composition, its function, and its 
working rules. These norms help the circle 
maintain focus as the process progresses—
especially during the vision development 
stage. Vision development is centered on 
the quest. The sensebreaking and sense-
making occurring during the quest can 
facilitate the development of a new organi-
zational vision and enhance radical circle 
members’ organizational identification. It 
would be difficult to imagine the success-
ful enacting of a radical circle without fairly 
strong feelings of psychological safety by 
each potential member of the circle.

The solution begins to be revealed in 
the disclosing stage. First, the radical circle 
seeks to identify and approach an advocate 
for their new vision from managers and/
or leaders above their level in the organi-
zation. The advocate is a critical compo-
nent for the legitimization of the radical 
circle work. The second stage of disclos-
ing is the process of gaining leadership 
support—often directed or orchestrated 
by the advocate.

Once leadership support is earned, 
the radical circle-initiated change process 
reaches the enacting stage. As we have seen 

Table 1. Diversity of Radical Circles

Microsoft Xbox U.S. Middle School Lamborghini Miura

Organization Type •	 Large public company

•	 Consumer electronics

•	 Not for profit government entity

•	 Middle school

•	 Small private company

•	 Automobile manufacturing

Radical Circle Origins •	 Small group of company 
engineers and designers

•	 Parents, teachers and 
community members

•	 Internal team of engineers and 
designers

Radical Circle Mission •	 Develop hardware solutions in 
a formerly exclusively software-
focused firm

•	 Preserve the school under 
threat of closure

•	 Design sports car where 
primary design directive was to 
develop grand touring cars

Key Decision Makers/
Gatekeepers

•	 Bill Gates and entrenched 
software development 
infrastructure

•	 School superintendent and 
principal

•	 Ferruccio Lamborghini and 
automotive media tastemakers

Measures of Success: 
Innovation

•	 Competition with established 
gaming consoles

•	 School survival and student 
success

•	 Surpassing design and 
performance levels achieved 
by Ferrari and other sports car 
manufacturers

Measure of Success: 
Talent Retention

•	 Keeping critical software and 
hardware engineers

•	 Retaining talented teachers and 
administrators 

•	 Keeping creative designers and 
engineers

Key Challenges •	 Overcoming history of software 
development and software 
market dominance

•	 Institutional inertia •	 Resource constraints and other 
early stage firm obstacles 
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in a variety of radical circles, this is the 
point where circles often dissolve—as the 
change process begins to be institutional-
ized into the broader organization. Senior 
executives may begin to deploy resources 
in support of the new strategic vision, as 
the organization begins to be transformed. 
While the specific experiences of each radi-
cal circle differ, we see the activating, dis-
closing and enacting process repeating 
itself each time. 

Fostering Radical Circles

One aspect that managers and organiza-
tion development practitioners can con-
sider when attempting to foster a culture 
where radical circles can flourish is the 
creation of a psychologically safe environ-
ment (Edmondson, 1999). Creating an 
environment that enhances employee con-
nection to the organization may hinge on 
creating a climate for psychological safety 
(Baer & Frese, 2003; Edmondson, 1999). 
This climate would provide an environ-
ment where employees are safe to speak 
up without being rejected or punished 
(Baer & Frese, 2003). Employees operat-
ing in a psychologically safe climate may 
be empowered to pursue organizational 
changes (Beer, 2020). If employees actively 
participate in the transformation processes 
of the firm—especially if they are protago-
nists in shaping a new direction—they are 
more prone to continuously find meaning 
in their evolving organizations (Pasmore, 
2015; Reeves et al., 2018). A psychologically 
safe climate enables divergent thinking, 

creativity and risk taking, and motivates 
employee engagement in exploratory and 
exploitative behavior (Edmondson & Lei, 
2014) and is positively related to success-
ful organizational process innovation and 
firm performance (Baer & Frese, 2003; 
Verganti, 2017).

The transformation process model 
advanced in the paper magnifies that the 
critical element of the radical circle trans-
formation process is the quest, where rad-
ical circle members challenge the ideas 
originating from the radical circle. The 
quest is strengthened by the climate of 
psychological safety (Baer & Frese, 2003), 
which can facilitate innovation through the 
freedom to (1) criticize colleagues regard-
less of level; (2) openly challenge superi-
ors’ and others’ views; (3) encourage debate 
with others; and (4) raise counter perspec-
tives without fear of retribution (Pisano, 
2019). This “unvarnished candor” gener-
ates better solutions than traditional brain-
storming or idea generation activities 
(Pisano, 2019). 

Management cannot assign employees 
to radical circles, nor can they create a radi-
cal circle and wait for employees to join—
as they might with a company softball team 
aiming to improve employee morale. Man-
agement can create an environment that 
encourages or frees employees to form 
radical circles on their own by demonstrat-
ing behavior that improves psychological 
safety. Managers can set the tone through 
their own behavior—by demonstrating a 
willingness and ability to constructively cri-
tique others’ ideas without being abrasive 

(Beer, 2020; Pisano, 2019). Addition-
ally, management can demand criticism 
of their own ideas and proposals (Pisano, 
2019). Harvard Business School professor 
Amy Edmondson discussed the manage-
rial activities at Google that were studied in 
the company’s Project Aristotle that found 
psychological safety as a very powerful pre-
dictor of successful team performance. 
Edmondson highlighted three manage-
rial behaviors that were critical to Google’s 
success, namely, setting the stage, inviting 
engagement, and responding productively 
(Nickisch & Edmondson, 2019). 

A significant component of the psy-
chologically safe environment is one in 
which leaders are willing to engage and 
listen to their employees—setting the 
stage and inviting engagement in Google’s 
Project Aristotle terminology (Nickisch & 
Edmondson, 2019). Leaders need to be 
best prepared to listen to the radical ideas 
originating from their employees, rather 
than trying to create radicals from among 
their employees. Listening carefully to the 
unorthodox ideas can enable a more pro-
ductive exchange with the radical circle. 
The best way to recognize the promise of 
radical circles is to test the robustness of 
their vision. Top executives and their man-
agement teams should challenge the radi-
cal circle—to check if the circle has indeed 
struggled through its quest to develop 
and refine its new vision—but be oriented 
towards openness to hear and understand 
the proposed new vision that has emerged 
from the radical circle.

Figure 2. Radical Circle Transformation Process: OD Portal Interface Storyboard
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CONCLUSION

Organizational transformation is an 
ongoing organizational challenge. We have 
highlighted the emerging phenomenon 
of radical circles as an engine that can aid 
organizational transformation. A few of 
the variations of radical circles have been 
explored in our illustrative cases and the 
insights in this study. The merit and com-
plexity of the phenomenon suggest oppor-
tunities for continuous learning and 
experimentation. Following the research 
findings and advocacy of radical circles 
as presented in this article, the question 
that requires attention among OD scholar-
practitioners is “Can organization devel-
opment be instrumental in supporting a 
learning culture that will nurture radical 
circles”? This study helps appreciate the 
complexity and difficulties of facilitating 
collaborative studies of emerging ‘secretive’ 
practices and recognize that while com-
plex, there is an opportunity for the OD 
practitioner to explore a different avenue 
to facilitate learning culture that appreci-
ated emerging initiatives and transforma-
tion. Yet, the potential payoffs from being 
actively engaged in the continuous effort 
to facilitate organization transformation 
are invaluable.
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“. . . by integrating pulse and census approaches holistically, and leveraging the pulse model 
to create a more diagnostic framework, the tool can provide critically important information to 
advise a larger organizational change agenda.”

By Julian B. Allen, Sachin Jain, 
and Allan H. Church 

Over the past several decades, organiza-
tional surveys have shifted from being a 
novel intervention for gathering employee 
feedback (Nadler, 1977) to a critical and 
standard methodology for generating stra-
tegic insights, tracking culture change, and 
driving both large-scale and local action 
planning down to the managerial level 
(Burke, Coruzzi, & Church, 1996; Church, 
Margiloff, & Coruzzi, 1995; Church & Oli-
ver, 2006; Church & Waclawski 2001; 
2020; Kraut, 2006; Wiley, 2010). Surveys 
have proven themselves as a cornerstone 
in the Organizational Development (OD) 
toolbox to gather employee insight and 
inform change. 

Consistent with this point is the con-
tinued rise and frequent use of pulse sur-
veys (Colihan & Waclawski, 2006; Jolton 
& Klein, 2020), intended as short and 
timely indicators to understand if inter
ventions or action plans are on track. The 
brief and targeted nature of these surveys 
provides increased flexibility and the oppor-
tunity to generate insights at the strategic 
level (pulse surveys are not typically suit-
able for local action planning given their 
design). Yet, as some have argued (Church 
& Waclawski, 2020), pulse surveys in their 
current implementation present serious 
limitations. While data from pulse surveys 
may be highly engaging to senior leader-
ship, results are unlikely to drive change 
from an OD perspective given their typi-
cal incomplete integration with the broader 
organizational system and content. For this 
reason, practitioners often require follow-
up focus groups or interviews to support 
the interpretation of results. 

Given these challenges, one might 
argue that pulse surveys should be aban-
doned in favor of a return to large-scale 
census driven change survey programs. 
While more comprehensive (and census-
based) surveys do play a critical role in set-
ting a baseline for organizational change, 
we argue that it is possible to apply pulse 
survey methodology to organizational 
change initiatives if practitioners are pre-
pared to take an agile mindset to their 
survey programs. Specifically, by integrat-
ing pulse and census approaches holisti-
cally, and leveraging the pulse model to 
create a more diagnostic framework, the 
tool can provide critically important infor-
mation to advise a larger organizational 
change agenda. If done well, pulse surveys 
can communicate or inform the need for 
change and allow OD practitioners the abil-
ity to flex the content quickly into a more 
in-depth data collection tool.

To illustrate best practices and learn-
ings from our own experience at PepsiCo, 
a global consumer products organiza-
tion with $67 billion in revenue, the pur-
pose of the current paper is twofold. First, 
we will demonstrate how to implement a 
pulse survey in an agile manner as an OD 
intervention. The paper focuses on how a 
short and targeted survey can be leveraged 
to set strategic direction and inform orga-
nizational change. Second, to solidify our 
arguments, we leverage a recent COVID-19 
pulse survey (called the “Take Care Pulse 
Survey” conducted at PepsiCo in April of 
2020) as a case example. We will share 
how the survey was developed, key results 
identified and the impact those had on the 
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organization’s flexible ways of working 
strategy, and learnings from the process. It 
is our intention that other OD practition
ers may learn from this case example to 
enhance their own approach to using pulse 
surveys to support large-scale change in an 
agile manner.

Organizational Surveys Traditions 
and Standards 

The organizational survey started as a base-
line measurement of employee attitudes 
and behaviors. The main purpose of sur-
veying was to measure and track opinions 
over time and action-plan. However, as 
surveying became common practice, their 
purpose was elevated from measuring and 
tracking to promoting large-scale organi-
zational change. With the consistent adop-
tion by OD practitioners, the survey itself 
became a vehicle to drive key messages and 
interventions (Church & Waclawski, 2001; 
2020). Simply stated, surveys drive change 
via classic Lewinian OD theory (Lewin, 
1958) by presenting data that creates dis-
satisfaction with the current state, which in 
turn creates a felt need for change (Burke, 
et al., 1996; Church & Waclawski, 2020; 
Nadler, 1977). 

At PepsiCo, over the past 20 years, a 
similar approach has been followed. Sur-
veying is standard practice at the global 
level, with an annual survey designed to 
create a desire for change and diagnos-
tic pulse checks throughout the year. Fur-
ther, at the local level, there are frequent 
focus groups, surveys, and interviews that 
center on targeted employee concerns. 
Taken together, these initiatives are based 
on a single model of employee engage-
ment and commitment to ensure a uni-
fied understanding and reduce ambiguity 
when designing and analyzing results. 
Research at PepsiCo over the years (Church 
& Oliver, 2006; Church et al., 2012) has 
shown conclusively that taking action 
from the survey process leads to change 
over-time, while just sharing results from 
a survey has no impact (or even negative 
impact) on employee engagement. How-
ever, more recently, this standard process 
and approach, despite its integrated nature, 
was still not fulfilling the organizational 

need. As the external need for change of 
the COVID-19 pandemic emerged, new 
types of insights and of a highly timely 
nature required us to reevaluate our pro-
gram. Simply put, we could not wait for the 
core cycle to meet our needs nor was the 
content uniquely targeted to the challenges 
ahead. We found ourselves operating on 
accelerated timelines, with senior leaders 
needing (1) immediate diagnostic insights 
regarding how employees were respond-
ing to the crisis, (2) an understanding of 
whether our communications and tools 
were best supporting our employees, and 
(3) recommendations for shifting the cul-
ture going forward to enable greater flex-
ibility in how we work. 

Purpose and Process of the COVID-19 
Survey Initiative 

Organizations worldwide have been con-
fronting the realities of a new normal 
with the COVID-19 pandemic (Church & 
Ezama, 2020; Connley, Hess & Liu, 2020; 
McKinsey & Company, 2020). From a tal-
ent perspective, challenges in this context 
range from choosing how best to redeploy 
or build new capabilities in talent to the 
decision to retain or furlough employees. 
For PepsiCo, at least toward the start of the 
pandemic, a key question surrounded the 
engagement and needs of employees while 
working remotely. Although industry has 
been shifting to remote or more flexible 
ways of working, a fully remote infrastruc-
ture was never foreseen at PepsiCo prior to 
the COVID-19 crisis. The rapid and unex-
pected shift to remote work for over 30,000 
professional employees who previously 
had worked out of offices around the world 
resulted in multiple questions:
	» Are employees able to adapt to their 

new work arrangements? 
	» Are employees able to cope with their 

family or personal demands and work 
demands simultaneously? 

	» Are employees aware of the programs 
and solutions being offered to them by 
the organization?

	» And how do employees feel overall 
about the company during this time 
of crisis?

As corporate owners of the internal 
organizational survey agenda, the PepsiCo 
Center of Expertise (COE) for Global Tal-
ent Management, we were asked to answer 
these questions and more at a critically 
short moment in time. More specifically, 
during the COVID-19 pandemic, to sup-
port evidence-based decision making we 
were tasked with understanding and deter-
mining employee sentiment and needs. 
As our senior leadership team prepared 
to launch communications, push capabil-
ity training out to the field, and change 
policy to support employees, they required 
an understanding of how best to care for 
employees and the organization. 

However, unique to this scenario, 
there was a desire for quick evidence as the 
crisis was new, uncertain, and rapidly driv-
ing change. This was a great example of 
the external environmental pressures out-
lined in the Burke-Litwin model (Burke 
& Litwin, 1992) for organizational perfor-
mance and change in action. This focus on 
speed shortened our window for design, 
alignment, and execution of a new survey 
agenda. Further, with the crisis impacting 
all employees, there was an overarching 
fear of straining employees by overcom-
municating and surveying. Based on these 
questions and the legitimate constraints 
(i.e., speed and brevity), our team of inter-
nal OD practitioners and I-O psycholo-
gists developed and executed a new form of 
pulse survey specifically designed to both 
inform PepsiCo’s response and engage 
employees in the process. 

The initial decision to conduct a 
pulse survey was based on its clear ben-
efits for tracking change but in particular 
because of its ability to be implemented 
quickly (Colihan & Waclawski, 2006). 
However, being aware of the limitations 
of pulse surveys—oversimplifying larger 
organizational concerns, not represent-
ing the entire organization (given a fre-
quent sampling approach), and limited 
ownership for change or results (Church 
& Waclawski, 2020)—there were a few key 
design changes we implemented to shift 
the focus of the approach from a simple 
“pulse check” to a more diagnostic deep 
dive survey model for driving change. 
In building and implementing the pulse 
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survey to determine employee needs there 
were a few survey standards or conventions 
that were upheld, a few that were stretched 
to ensure speed, and a few trial-and-error 
components (in the spirit of an agile mind-
set) that supported our efforts. Each of 
these are detailed below.

Standards followed. While developing the 
content and approach for the pulse survey 
there were various key standards to ensure 
results supported and informed organiza-
tional initiatives in response to the rapid 
shift to remote work. These should be 

familiar to most OD practitioners but are 
worth mentioning as they helped with the 
success of the survey. To start, our team 
focused on integrating the pulse survey 
with the larger organizational social system 
(Katz & Kahn, 1978). Although pulse sur-
veys are frequently viewed as one-off diag-
nostic surveys, it is beneficial to integrate 
them into a larger change management 
agenda and with the right level of depth to 
ensure accountability of the results. With 
the “Take Care Pulse Survey” specifically, 
we wanted to ensure results were cap-
tured appropriately and not forgotten. To 
this end, following recommendations by 
Church and Waclawski (2020), we took a 
social system perspective in developing and 
communicating the pulse survey. 

In developing the survey content and 
items, we started by revisiting our standard 
and well-socialized employee commitment 

and engagement framework used in our 
core global Organizational Health survey 
program. This framework centers on the 
key drivers of employee engagement and 
commitment by focusing on employee per-
ceptions regarding their career, team, work, 
and company as major categories. By start-
ing with the existing framework, our goal 
was to ensure the survey content would be 
actionable and consistent with previous 
standards and the larger survey and change 
agenda. Based on this review, the item “I 
feel energized by my work,” included in 
our annual engagement survey and quar-

terly pulse check surveys, was added as a 
primary outcome measure. With this item, 
we were able to track changes over time 
and reinforce the importance of the current 
pulse survey. 

From there, considering the unique 
circumstances, we also consulted the 
broader literature on remote and virtual 
work (e.g., Gajendran & Harrison, 2007; 
Golden, Veiga, & Simsek, 2006) and 
benchmarked with other organizations 
to ensure we were tapping all employee 
needs appropriately. Based on this review 
we added a secondary outcome of overall 
“employee sentiment.” This represented a 
unique approach for our organization and 
one that we have rarely seen used in other 
internal survey programs as well. As survey 
outcomes are typically work-specific, this 
was a new construct for the organization 
and was intended to provide information 

about employee attitudes above and beyond 
the company as a whole. We believed by 
including sentiment we would be better 
positioned to answer the question from 
senior leaders about how much internal 
attitudes were being driven by external con-
cerns in the world relative to actual inter-
nal practices by the management team and 
the organization.

Having defined the two main out-
comes, we began to identify the areas that 
employees required organizational support 
based on the shift to remote work. Three 
main categories of employee needs were 
identified:
	» Information needs, focusing on 

employees having an outlet to commu-
nicate and ask questions; 

	» Resource needs, to understand if 
employees and teams have the desired 
tools and are adapting appropriately; 

	» Social needs, to understand work-life 
balance concerns and the shift away 
from face-to-face interactions.

Moving forward, from a communication 
standpoint, every survey needs to have 
clarity of purpose. Without purpose, a 
survey can produce ambiguity and uncer-
tainty impacting response rates, direction 
in the analysis of results, and actionabil-
ity of insights (Church & Waclawski, 2001; 
2020). From a systems perspective, the 
purpose and any communications sur-
rounding the survey should be integrated 
with company values and objectives. This 
way OD tools can increase their value and 
impact for senior leadership and employ-
ees. For the current case, the purpose was 
clear—to identify employee needs to drive 
energy and sentiment during the rapid 
shift to virtual work. Based on this pur-
pose, the communication campaign and 
survey were titled “Take Care.” With a clear 
agenda, the following steps were taken to 
ensure this purpose was aligned and com-
municated appropriately. 

Given the need for speed in execut-
ing the survey, our team moved quickly 
to present an integrated timeline between 
the current pulse survey and other survey 
efforts. The integrated timeline demon-
strated that the current pulse would pro-
vide an understanding of needs, while the 

Reflecting on the decision to take a storytelling approach, 
rather than a more traditional local action-planning framework, 
we believe it provided clarity in a time of uncertainty. A single-
story contextualized around PepsiCo’s major groupings (e.g., 
sectors, primary countries) and key demographics (e.g., gender, 
functions, age cohorts, level groups) simplified the move from 
receiving the data to initiating change. More specifically, with 
these groupings and demographics we were able to highlight 
areas requiring additional support, needing increased social 
connection with their team and leadership, improved capability 
training on remote technology, and attention toward work-life 
balance given the merging of work and home.
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regularly scheduled leadership pulse (in 
May) would serve as a follow-up. By using 
this approach, the current pulse was not 
viewed as a one-off initiative but part of a 
larger survey and change agenda making 
it more impactful to senior leaders. This 
timeline and purpose were then aligned 
with our sector Chief Human Resource 
Officers (CHROs). Ideally, we would have 
taken steps to align talent management 
and OD teams at lower levels as well, but 
in the interest of time, we aligned the top 
to ensure others would fall in place. Fur-
ther, in communicating the survey to those 
invited to participate, a corporate commu-
nication was shared from PepsiCo’s global 
CHRO stating the purpose of the survey 
and diligently connecting the survey to 
PepsiCo’s core values as outlined in The 
PepsiCo Way, an aspirational framework 
that describes the behaviors that shape our 
shared culture. Key across these efforts was 
the transparency of communication in the 
purpose of the survey and integration with 
the larger social system (i.e., PepsiCo val-
ues, and the employee engagement & com-
mitment framework). 

Standards “stretched” (broken). Until now, 
most of the process described should be 
familiar or evident to practitioners who 
engage in survey work. However, with the 
current pulse survey, there were a few key 
areas where we applied an agile mindset 
and stretched our typical approach, and 
with hindsight, these decisions supported 
the success of the project. The two main 
changes, described below, were a focus on 
developing a unified and integrated story 
with the results (Church & Waclawski, 
2020), and the inclusion of both work and 
non-work specific outcomes of interest. 

Taking a storytelling approach, results 
for the pulse survey were reported at a 
global level with minimal slicing of the 
data by company demographics. Apply-
ing an understanding of PepsiCo’s past 
and taking into account the larger COVID-
19 context (i.e., number of positive cases 
and lockdown stage by country), results 
were reported in a more deliberate narra-
tive manner for senior leadership rather 
than a bottom-up approach allowing local 
teams to shape the interpretation (which 

is atypical for us given our local action-
planning survey framework). The goal was 
to provide a unified story and reinforce 
the value of the data to initiate and inform 
PepsiCo’s response to the rapid shift to 
remote work. Reflecting on the decision 
to take a storytelling approach, rather than 
a more traditional local action-planning 
framework, we believe it provided clarity in 
a time of uncertainty. A single-story con-
textualized around PepsiCo’s major group-
ings (e.g., sectors, primary countries) and 
key demographics (e.g., gender, functions, 
age cohorts, level groups) simplified the 
move from receiving the data to initiating 
change. More specifically, with these group-
ings and demographics we were able to 
highlight areas requiring additional sup-
port, needing increased social connection 
with their team and leadership, improved 
capability training on remote technol-
ogy, and attention toward work-life bal-
ance given the merging of work and home. 

Table 1 provides an overview of the key 
findings from the survey itself.

The second major shift in the design 
of the survey was the inclusion of both a 
work and a non-work specific outcome. As 
previously mentioned, the two outcome 
items included in the pulse were energy 
at work and overall employee sentiment. 
The energy item, as it is part of our larger 
engagement scale, was included to enable 
us to track scores over time but more 
importantly calibrate the current attitudinal 
state of our employees with prior results. 
By asking this question (though not action-
able by itself) we were able to determine 
whether employees were more or less moti-
vationally impacted by the current COVID-
19 dynamic.

The sentiment item, on the other 
hand, was added as a result of our litera-
ture review and conversations with local 
OD teams. Admittedly, we were hesitant in 
adding a general sentiment item as it was 

Table 1. PepsiCo Take Care Pulse Survey Key Findings  

•	 Across the organization results demonstrated that employees needed 
increased social connection with their team and leadership, improved capa
bility training on remote technology (e.g., Microsoft Teams, Zoom, Skype, etc.), 
and attention toward work-life balance given the merging work and home.

•	 By continents or major business regions, those entering the COVID-19 pan-
demic (e.g., the preparation & prevention stages) reported higher levels of 
sentiment and energy compared to those that were already in confinement 
and with restrictions. 

•	 Over time, based on a matched sample (n = 10,260), there was an overall 
drop in employee energy of 3% from September 2019 to April 2020. However, 
results differed by country, suggesting varying levels of resilience or tolerance 
based on a combination of socioeconomic status, government response, and 
COVID-19 stage. Countries such as China, India, Saudi Arabia, Mexico, and 
Brazil showed increasing or stable energy over time, while Australia, USA, 
Canada, and South Africa experienced a decrease over time. 

•	 Groups adjusting to remote work or with increased demands, as a result of the 
pandemic, reported lower work-life balance, and overall energy and sentiment 
leading to potential concern for burnout. 

•	 Employees that were already working remotely before the pandemic were more 
favorable. North America employees working from home prior to COVID-19 
reported higher levels of energy, work-life balance, and social connection 
compared to North America employees newly working from home. Findings 
suggested that with time employees can adapt and that we need to learn from 
these employees. 

NOTE: Results are based on 13,658 PepsiCo employee responses globally.
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outside the realm of work and even less 
actionable than the energy item. However, 
measuring sentiment proved immensely 
valuable to our senior leaders in contrast to 
energy, ensuring the data was both insight-
ful and accepted as reflecting reality. Spe-
cifically, we found that while energy was 
consistently high across almost all cohorts, 
business units or functions examined, sen-
timent was considerably lower and varied 
by the stage of COVID-19 across differ-
ent countries in our global organization. 
Figure 1 provides an example of how we 
were able to compare the two outcomes for 
our senior leaders.

In short, overall employee attitudes 
about the world differed much more sig-
nificantly by the state of their external envi-
ronment (safety), while their work-related 
attitudes were impacted more by actions 
taken by the organization. Often in sur-
vey programs, senior leaders can question 
the perceived validity (in the colloquial not 
empirical use of the term) of survey data. 
By using both outcomes we were able to 
show that they were in fact measuring very 
different attitudes. 

Coincidences achieved (aka Trial and 
Error). Lastly, unbeknownst to us there 
were a few design decisions that worked 
in favor of the survey and results. While 
determining the population for the survey, 
for example, there was an internal debate 
whether to use a sampling approach or a 
census approach. This is a common survey 
methodology question and particularly rele-
vant to pulse surveys as many would argue 
that a sampling approach is preferred (Coli-
han & Waclawski, 2006; Jolton & Klein, 
2020). Although there was a concern of 
burdening employees and not providing 
enough time to respond to the survey (two 
weeks rather than our typical approach 
of one month), a more inclusive census 
approach was favored. This approach was 
chosen specifically because the survey was 
meant not only to measure but to com-
municate to all employees impacted by the 
COVID-19 pandemic that the organization 
was interested in following-up with them. 
Although a sample would have been eas-
ier and produced arguable equally valuable 

results, the census pulse design reflects 
our OD mindset in driving key commu-
nications (leadership concern for employ-
ees) and active engagement (all employees 
impacted asked for their input). 

Interestingly enough, even without 
the usual fanfare and follow up of our stan-
dard surveys, we received a comparable 
rate of 45% in just 2 weeks and the vast 
majority of those came in during the first 
few days of administration. Reflecting on 
the process, despite the shorter adminis-
tration window, the decision to take a cen-
sus approach was beneficial. Employees 
wanted to voice their opinion on this par-
ticular topic and appreciated being asked. 
In fact, based on an open-response ques-
tion included at the end of the survey (“Tell 
us a positive story or contribution you have 
recently experienced at PepsiCo to best 
manage the current situation”), employ-
ees shared a strong positive narrative of 
leading the way and helping each other 
adapt to remote work. The survey sent a 
clear message of inclusion, and with more 
employees participating results were read-
ily accepted by senior stakeholders (pulse 
surveys based on samples often get criti-
cized for not being accurate even if they are 
based on representative samples). Table 2 
(next page) provides sample feedback from 
employees about the survey itself and their 
appreciation for the timeliness and content.

In the end, after only a two-week 
administration window, results based on 

13,658 employee responses were delivered 
to senior leaders within two days of the 
survey closing. The results of the survey 
were communicated almost immediately 
in multiple forums and outlets includ-
ing presentation and discussion with the 
senior executive team, review with the top 
200 executives, action planning with the 
top 60 HR executives, discussion at the 
Board of Directors level, and a report out to 
the broader employee base during a global 
Town Hall hosted by the CEO. 

In addition, results were shared and 
used by local business leaders and func-
tional SVPs to engage their employees and 
align to the common set of messages and 
findings. Finally, the results also helped 
shape the organization’s new (and signifi-
cant cultural departure) approach to flex-
ible working, as well as inform the shifting 
Diversity & Engagement strategy in sup-
port of a new leader in that space. In fact, 
the impact of the survey was so positive 
that within 2 weeks the Business CEOs 
asked to expand the same survey design to 
their frontline supervisors.

Key Learnings

Large-scale employee surveys are one of 
the most impactful methods for creating a 
need for or supporting change and generat-
ing key insights and actions to improve the 
workplace (Church & Waclawski, 2020). 
However, based on our experience with 

Figure 1. Employee Sentiment and Energy across PepsiCo Sectors

Note. Across outcomes, energy (being internally focused) was consistently higher 
compared to sentiment (encompassing both internal and external contexts).
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the Take Care Pulse Survey at PepsiCo, we 
have seen the potential impact that a seem-
ingly simple, yet strategic and agile pulse 
survey approach can have on senior lead-
ership and the organization. While we 
certainly endorse an annual large-scale 
census driven survey program for deep 
diagnostics and local action planning, 
we now also have an excellent example 
of another more agile form of pulse sur-
veys for change. Listed below are a few 
key implications for OD practitioners to 
consider for increasing the strategic value 
of their (or their clients’) survey initiatives 
and interventions during both the cur-
rent crisis and for future implementations 
as well: 
	» Pulse surveys can communicate what 

matters to the organization. Although 
many practitioners consider pulse sur-
veys to be simplistic tools they can 
be used to signal and communicate 
change just as well as larger surveys if 
executed in the appropriate timing and 
with the right communications support.

	» Pulse surveys can be highly inclusive 
and engaging. Apart from their abil-
ity to track trends, when extended to all 

employees they also send key messages 
about inclusion and engagement. 

	» Pulse surveys can drive organizational 
change through storytelling. Collect-
ing survey feedback is always the easy 
part. The real challenge, in effectively 
leveraging survey data for change, is the 
ability to tell a meaningful story to cre-
ate action (Church & Waclawski, 2001; 
2020). Connecting results to the orga-
nization and larger context, to create a 
simple and compelling narrative, can 
help guide the conversation toward key 
insights rather than enabling “analy-
sis paralysis” that can occur. This helps 
ensure ownership and accountability 
over the results. 

	» During a crisis, timing and content are 
equally critical. We recommend taking 
an agile mindset to both when surveys 
are launched (and how) as well as what 
is measured (e.g., bespoke items vs. 
standard tools from large benchmark-
ing firms who do survey work but offer 
little flexibility). Balancing speed with 
alignment is the key challenge which is 
where having expertise in survey design 
can help move a process quickly.

Conclusion

While many professionals throughout the 
world are continuing to adjust to work-
ing remotely, the new normal of not being 
in the office, extensive virtual meetings, 
and merging of personal and work life 
has many leaders, managers, and employ-
ees questioning how others are feeling 
and adjusting. Given this curiosity, there 
is an abundance of anecdotes and quick-
fix solutions readily available. The role of 
the OD professional, however, in part, is to 
help support the needs of both employees 
(managers) and senior leadership through 
evidence-based approaches to data-driven 
change. Taking a short and targeted survey 
approach, we encourage OD practitioners 
(both internal and external) going forward 
to seriously consider item design, survey 
purpose, and reporting of results when 
conducting their survey programs. Pulse 
surveys provide the needed flexibility in a 
larger survey agenda or in times of crisis 
but require care to ensure their success to 
set strategic direction and inform organiza-
tional change. 
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By Peter Block

This article originally appeared in  
OD Practitioner, Vol. 40, No. 4, 
Fall, 2008

The discussion of trends always makes me 
a little uneasy. To the extent it is designed 
to predict the future, it borders on the 
occult, with the idea that if I can predict the 
future, I can control it. When the future is 
subject to our control, then it is no longer 
the future; it is the past carried forward. 

It is a fair question, however, to seek 
trends that are occurring in a field in the 
present. It is a way of focusing our atten-
tion in hopes of creating a more power-
ful, though unknowable, future. Even this, 
though this needs to be distinguished from 
asking what is new in the field. 

The desire for newness is usually an 
escape from going deeper and increas-
ing our commitment to what we are now 
engaged in. “Been there done that” is not 
a report on what occurred, it is an expres-
sion of pure cynicism. For most of the 
attempts at innovations in organizations, 
we have not really been there and didn’t do 
it. So when we ask, “What is new?” it is a 
faux curiosity. 

Back to my assignment, to discuss 
trends in OD. I prefer to begin with trends 
in the world rather than in the work, since 
our work needs to be a response to the 
world, not just an interest in our own tech-
nology. Here are some big trends that have 
been in play for a while, but still important:

External Trend #1: Globalization. Under-
neath the obvious desire for new markets, 
globalization is coded speaking for export-
ing culture and justifying standardiza-
tion; both at the cost of local culture and 
capacity. Too reminiscent of the colonial 
era. While the globalization conversation 

begins with the expansion of markets and 
low cost supply, it is much more. 

To expand markets for our compara-
tive advantage, the US does a hard sell for 
American lifestyle that is basically con-
sumerism. We sell this hard to Asia, India 
and other high population regions. The 
effect is to homogenize cultures and install 
materialism. Granted, we are selling to 
a willing and eager portion of the receiv-
ing population, but we bear the brunt of 
the responsibility. 

To be global also leads to the desire 
for companies to bring global consistency 
to their internal management practices. 
This has the effect of discounting local 
wisdom and knowing. It is the modern 
equivalent of “taming” the west. It is jus-
tified by our capital investment, propelled 
by forward moving consulting firms, and 
implemented by training programs which 
explain the new financial, IT, supply chain, 
manufacturing and human resource man-
agement systems. 

External Trend #2: Fearful Employees. In 
a world of increasing consolidation and 
lessened customer choice, employees have 
been commoditized. Workers are treated 
as costs, not assets. The faster we can auto-
mate processes, outsource functions and 
send questions to a website, the happier 
we are. It is cost effective, but has created 
widespread insecurity so that people are 
as afraid of their bosses now as they were 
forty years ago when I began this work. 

I had thought that when team build-
ing, larger group methods, decades of 
employee involvement and the results 

Nothing is Next

“The desire for newness is usually an escape from going deeper and increasing our 
commitment to what we are now engaged in. ‘Been there done that’ is not a report 
on what occurred, it is an expression of pure cynicism. For most of the attempts at 
innovations in organizations, we have not really been there and didn’t do it.”
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gained by the quality movement had 
become mainstream and part of the com-
mon knowledge, we would care more for 
our employees. I would have expected we 
might have reduced the social distance 
between levels. We would act as part-
ners in our relationship with the boss. We 
would feel the place we work is where we 
belong. I don’t see it, maybe I am miss-
ing it, but the alienation and caution peo-
ple feel about their workplace seems too 
painfully common. 

External Trend #3: Technological Addic-
tion and Long Distance Relationships. In 
the name of speed and cost, the senses of 
sight, smell, touch and hearing are becom-
ing obsolete. They are the casualty of email, 
teleconferencing and the rest. This makes 
our way of relating senseless. Who knows 
what affect this will have on our capac-
ity to care, to commit, to act as owners, to 
choose accountability. We can now send 
Avatars, fictional creatures of our imagina-
tion, to meetings for us. How great is that? 
Perhaps we will soon be designing training 
programs for Avatars. 

The point is that while technology 
offers efficient and quick exchange of infor-
mation, it carries a cost of intimacy and 
personal connection. Plus this has noth-
ing to do with different generations. The 
teenagers in my home are as eager and 
desirous for close, in the same room, rela-
tionships as the grown-ups. 

Trends In OD Called Forth  
by these Forces 

Organization Development has always 
been as much a set of values as it is a meth-
odology. It has something to do with the 
centrality of being human and the way 
for organizations to affirm this. It seeks 
work processes that place choice close to 
the core worker. We value personal free-
dom over supervisory or centralized con-
trol. OD began with an affection for better 
teamwork, a preference for cooperation 
between groups. 

In our weaker and more honest 
moments we have called for spirit at work, 
joy at work, democracy at work, more 

vision and of course, the transforma-
tion thing. 

To sustain these interests in the face 
of a world which votes fundamentalism, 
rewards efficiency above all else, and glo-
rifies the celebrity of very rich CEO’s is 
not easy. If we want to stand in support of 
local culture, local choice, and the sacred 
element of personal relatedness, here are 
some trends we choose to reinforce:

OD Trend #1:  
Small Groups are the Unit  
of Real Change. 
The small group movement becomes 
essential. Small groups, especially in the 
presence of many more small groups meet-
ing at the same time, are the place where 
intimacy, our voice and the uniqueness of 
the human being is valued. This is where 
fear falls away, in our relatedness with 
peers. Call it large group methods, book 
clubs, community conversations, the art of 
hosting, world café, or circles with a variety 
of adjectives; small groups are at the center 
of how the world changes. 

Margaret Meade knew this; Castro said 
that all he needed for his revolution was 
nine committed people, Saturn built autos 

that are lighter and cheaper based on this 
concept. 

The small group recreates traditional 
cultures and symbolizes the equality of 
each member. It is the configuration of a 
democratic gathering; it reduces the domi-
nance of those who wish to dominate. The 
world calls for scale and consistency, what 
makes a difference is the small group. 

OD Trend #2:  
Leader as Convener  
Rather than Role Model 
The era of romanticizing leadership is 
nearing an end. Leader as a collection of 
personal qualities, style setter, visionary, 
cause of all that occurs beneath is a tired 
concept. Only retired CEO’s hold onto this 
version of their success. 

What was reserved for facilitators is 
now the province of leaders. Great leaders 
have the capacity to create a future distinct 
from the past and they create this by the 
way they engage employees and citizens in 
the creation of this future. They pay careful 
attention to the structure of how we gather. 
They pay less attention to the PowerPoints 
and getting the message just right, they 
know how to convene people. 

This shifts our leadership training 
from standardized models and focuses on 
how to bring groups together. We teach 
the methods of small groups and power-
ful questions and call this great leadership. 
This allows for leaders to not have answers, 
which is the case most of the time, and 
invites leaders to join the small groups as a 
powerful member. 

OD Trend #3: Change the Conversation, 
Change the Culture. 
If all transformation is linguistic, then we 
create a new future by having new conver-
sations. All change begins with a new lis-
tening and speaking, so this is the antidote 
to standardization and gives a clue how 
to make even long distance conversation 
more intimate and personal. 

We choose to keep learning more 
about the power of conversation, here is 
what we know now. We know that new 
conversations are triggered by power-
ful questions. We see that answers keep 

Organization Development has 
always been as much a set of 
values as it is a methodology. 
It has something to do with 
the centrality of being human 
and the way for organizations 
to affirm this. It seeks work 
processes that place choice 
close to the core worker. We 
value personal freedom over 
supervisory or centralized 
control. OD began with an 
affection for better teamwork, 
a preference for cooperation 
between groups.
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us stuck. The best questions are ones that 
carry within them the experience of being 
accountable for what occurs in the world. 
These questions occur best in small groups 
where people are admonished not to give 
advice to each other. Let us be curious 
about each other and stop being helpful. 

OD Trend #4 is a Counter Trend: Be an 
Advocate for Local Control. 
We cannot stop globalization, but we can 
stop colluding with it and act to hold it off 
as a way to internally manage our business. 
Organization Development is a voice for 
local control and the preservation of local 
culture. Our task is to organize groups at 
each level and within each unit to create 
their own way of working and producing. 
Call this community organizing.

This means our primary client is in 
the middle, upper middle of the system. 
This has always been where change has 
been initiated. We need to be weaned from 
our attentiveness to top management. 
Not to ignore them, but to keep them 
in perspective. 

High performance and a habitable 
organization comes from local groups 
defining their own path, even though it 
may be risky. If the local group is success-
ful, this is what buys an exception from the 
desire of the center to mold the distance 
provinces in their own image. 

What is on our side is that the stan-
dardization of worldwide functions and 
people management does not work. It is 
well funded and generates big programs 
but inevitably fails or loses steam. Unfor-
tunately the best people leave before the 
steam is gone, but this is the way it works. 

Given the global talk and effort, the 
counter trend of building strong and 
unique local units really only requires 
patience. Sooner rather than later, we will 
find openings to work to sustain diverse 
cultures, value many ways of operating, live 
well without having to get on board, and be 
a part of systems that are productive, even 
though they may not be popular.

Peter Block is an author, con-
sultant and citizen of Cincinnati, 
Ohio. He is a partner in Designed 
Learning, a training company 
that offers workshops designed 
to build the skills outlined in 
his books. He wrote the seminal 
book on OD consultation, Flaw-
less Consulting, recognized by 
the Organization Development 
Network with the 2004 members’ 
Choice Award for the most influen-
tial book for OD practitioners over 
the past 40 years. He was recently 
honored with the OD network 
Lifetime Achievement Award. His 
book, Community: The Structure of 
Belonging was published in May 
of 2008. 

 Peter is the author of several 
other best-selling books about 
ways to create workplaces and 
communities that work for all. 
They offer an alternative to the 
patriarchal beliefs that dominate 
our culture. His work is to bring 
change into the world through 
consent and connectedness, 
rather than through mandate and 
force. 

 With other volunteers, Peter 
began A Small Group, a network 
of citizens engaged in the restora-
tion of their community through 
the powerful tools of civic engage-
ment. You can visit this website 
at www.asmallgroup.net. Peter 
welcomes being contacted at pbi@
att.net.

We cannot stop globalization, but we can stop colluding with 
it and act to hold it off as a way to internally manage our 
business. Organization Development is a voice for local control 
and the preservation of local culture. Our task is to organize 
groups at each level and within each unit to create their own 
way of working and producing. Call this community organizing.
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In describing the impact of change in orga-
nizations, theorists from Kurt Lewin and 
Dick Beckhard to Mary O’Hara-Devereaux 
and Ervin Laszlo have employed termi-
nology and models reminiscent of the 
science of seismology. From Lewin’s 
three-step process of unfreeze-transition-
freeze to more recent theories and con-
jectures, the described effects of change 
sound strikingly similar to the impact of an 
earthquake.

Forty years ago, when the practice of 
OD was in its infancy, practitioners set out 
to help organizations cope with transitions 
made necessary by sudden earth-shaking 
upheavals: the massive growth spurred by 
the post-war population boom; the GI bill-
sponsored knowledge boom; the outcry 
for democratic practices in the workplace; 
the response to the Civil Rights Move-
ment; and the growth and spread of new 
technologies.

Today, the onslaught of change has 
become even more rapid, relentless, and 
seismic in scale. Organizations are at 
greater risk than ever before. As we move 
farther into this era of seismic change, a 
major difficulty for organizations—and 
OD practitioners—will be in understand-
ing what organizational capabilities and 
individual competencies are required for 
organizations to survive and thrive. A key 
capability that has been identified by many 
practitioners and theorists is for organi-
zations to be more of a flow than a hier-
archy; more across and out than just up 
and down.

Considering the growing need 
for cross-disciplinary collaborative, 

knowledge-transferring, and ever-shifting 
high performing ad hoc task-teams, the 
advantages of the fluid-network organiza-
tion over the rigid-hierarchy organization 
are clear. What has not been clear is the 
how of making that a reality; many organi-
zations have tried and failed, and are still 
trying to find the answer. 

Organizational change, especially 
this degree of change, is difficult. The 
old culture and ways of working trump 
the new; the policies and practices peo-
ple are used to take precedence over 
those to which they aspire. The new gets 
little traction. It is walled in. It takes more 
than intent to change how the organiza-
tion operates. 

Connection is key

Connection between people, departments, 
divisions, and organizations is the key to 
survival and success in this era of knowl-
edge-driven seismic change. I believe 
the Connected Organization is the orga-
nization of the future. Not just in the 
use of technology, but in how the work 
of the organization gets done—the way 
humans need to interact to maximize 
our capabilities. 

In a connected organization, people 
are enabled and inspired to do their best 
work because they are included; have a 
sense of belonging; and can obtain the 
knowledge they need to perform and add 
value. Each person is enabled to contribute 
to problem solving, decision making and 
invention.

By Frederick A. Miller

This article originally appeared in  
OD Practitioner, Vol. 40, No. 4, 
Fall, 2008

A Need to Connect
The Role of OD in Bringing Down the  
Barriers to Connection

“Organizational change, especially this degree of change, is difficult. The old culture 
and ways of working trump the new; the policies and practices people are used to 
take precedence over those to which they aspire. The new gets little traction. It is 
walled in. It takes more than intent to change how the organization operates.”
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To create a connected organization, it 
will be necessary to remove impediments 
to speed of knowledge transfer and knowl-
edge application. These are the real barriers 
to higher and higher operational perfor-
mance. But they are stubborn barriers, and 
they put the future in doubt for many of 
today’s organizations.

Walls give us structure, differentia-
tion, and protection. But walls also inhibit 
us. They cut off our creativity, participation, 
access, networking, knowledge transfer-
ring, and flow. The role of the OD prac-
titioner will be to assist organizations as 
they bring these walls down to unleash the 
energy, flow, and connections of the peo-
ple of the organization. It will take all the 
knowledge, skill, and experience of the 
OD profession to help redefine, restruc-
ture, and reinvent organizations. OD prac-
titioners will have to be comfortable in this 
environment of constant change, shifting 
organizational configurations, and walls 
tumbling down—comfortable enough to 
provide comfort to leaders.

Networking technologies are mak-
ing it possible for people to work together 
in many different configurations, within 
and across organizations. As OD practi-
tioners, we must constantly enhance our 
understanding of these technologies to par-
ticipate in collaborative enterprises and 
communicate with our clients and col-
leagues. But we, and many people within 
organizations, are being hampered by walls 
that make it difficult and often impossible 
to connect, to do our best work, to bring 
innovation, to collaborate and to create 
partnerships within the organization. 

The four walls that must fall

Four monumental walls are hampering 
connections in organizations, and these 
walls must come down to enable people to 
connect. These four walls will have to fall 
before connecting can firmly take root in 
most organizations. 

Bringing down these walls will change 
in major ways how organizations operate. 
Whether people in the organization see the 
change as trouble or opportunity depends 
in large part on how well-prepared they are. 
This is an opportunity and a responsibility 

for OD practitioners, because these walls 
ARE going to fall. In some places, they 
are already falling, and they will require 
new mindsets and skill sets for clients 
and practitioners.

1. The wall of hierarchy and tenure

Many organizations still have remnants 
of the old military model in their ways of 
operating, with individuals offering defer-
ence and transferring knowledge to cer-
tain people because of their roles, titles and 
need to know. In the past, this approach 
might have made sense, but today it must 
be replaced with a model that values knowl-
edge and ability, and one that uses those 
qualities as the reason to connect.

Hierarchy and rank block innovation, 
creativity, contribution, and connection. If 
only a select few are allowed to contribute, 
only a few will contribute. If only a few are 
rewarded for their contributions, only a few 
will do what is necessary to receive those 
rewards. If the value of contribution must 
be passed through layers of hierarchy to be 
recognized, it will likely create friction and 
resistance with every layer.

The fall of this wall will change lead-
ership. It will no longer be the right or 
responsibility of only one person or a select 
group. With expertise diffused throughout 
organizations, leadership must be in the 
hands and hearts of those best equipped 
to exercise it. Peer-to-peer leadership will 
replace top-down leadership as the way 
to get things done and will require col-
laboration at levels never foreseen in the 
20th Century. 

Deference should go to the people who 
have or need the information. If an orga-
nization’s goal is speed to market, and/or 
to better serve customers, a hierarchy wall 
will block individuals’, teams’ and leaders’ 
ability to have the information they need to 
make timely decisions. It can make it dif-
ficult to solve problems using 360-degree 
vision, which must include people on the 
frontline. The challenge is for organiza-
tions to become honest and transparent 
so that problems can be identified and 
problem solvers can be chosen on the 
basis of ability and knowledge rather than 
pre-determined status. In this world of 

fast-paced change and multiple unknowns 
we cannot pre-determine who the experts 
are to solve every problem. 

2. The wall of silos

Many organizations use defined boundar-
ies, such as function, geography, education, 
etc., to decide which people and groups 
belong together. These silos prevent inno-
vation and cross-discipline synergies, and 
they limit the spread of knowledge and 
successful practices. They cause the best 
opportunities of many organizations to be 
stuck in only part of the organization or in 
segmented parts that are not connected. 
The challenge is to build work units across 
functions and differences so that teams can 
gain 360-degree vision to better tackle the 
problems and make decisions. 

Silos are no longer just an internal 
matter. The lines between organizations 
and their customers are blurring and will 
continue to blur. Customers are becom-
ing less satisfied with simply consuming 
goods and services. Increasingly, custom-
ers want to belong to and participate with 
the organizations with whom they choose 

The Four L’s of Change

Leverage: Find and develop the most 
effective leverage points to gain the 
maximum payoff from each activity 
undertaken. Reduce waste of effort and 
resources whenever possible by focusing 
on enhancing the strengths of the 
organization rather than spending time 
on points of resistance.

Linkage: Connect all organizational 
initiatives and activities so they work 
together to create a total that is greater 
than the sum of its parts.

Leadership: Equip titled and nontitled 
leaders of the organization with the 
mindsets, behaviors, and skills needed 
to guide and model the bringing down 
of the walls and the opportunities for 
connecting that will follow.

Learning: Recognize the process of 
change as an act of continuous discovery. 
Understand that making mistakes is part 
of the learning process.
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to associate. To be successful, organizations 
must find ways to break down the silo walls 
that hamper connection between internal 
members as well as their external stake-
holders, customers, suppliers, distributors, 
and investors.

3. The wall of differences

Today in most organizations, the wall of 
difference is hampering individual and 
organizational higher achievement.

Many people have trouble seeing and 
valuing others’ differences. Today’s organi-
zations face generational struggles around 
enabling young people to fully contribute 
and not have to “wait their turn”; maintain-
ing the energy and commitment of older 
workers who are feeling “pushed out”; 
and retaining the knowledge and skill of 
workers approaching retirement. While 
differences of gender, race, and ethnicity 
continue to be an issue in many organiza-
tions, differences of age, nationality and 
language are growing issues as well. 

The challenge is to see differences as 
added value and assets to be leveraged, and 
to embrace differences rather than be fear-
ful or dismissive of them. People need to 
accept others’ frames of reference as true 

for them, listen as an ally, lean into their 
discomfort, and create a sense of safety for 
self and their team members. Differences 
in gender, color, nationality, language, loca-
tion, style, and age need not be barriers to 
partnership, teamwork, and connection. 

Differences in people create oppor-
tunities. People with the same back-
grounds and skill sets have little to teach 
one another. Their contributions will tend 
to overlap and be redundant. People with 
different sets of experiences and problem-
solving styles are much more likely to add 
different perspectives to a group, stimu-
lating new thinking in each other and 
assisting the group in moving closer to a 
360-degree view of a situation.

4. The wall of individual as hero

No one person is smart enough to address 
the complex issues that organizations 
face today. No one individual can be the 
repository of all information or knowl-
edge. Even if one person could do it, no 
organization can afford to allow one per-
son or one group to be the only source of 
any key competence. Yet many organiza-
tions still foster an atmosphere and culture 
of competition, promoting and support-
ing people who act as “Lone Rangers” 
and “High Noon” heroes. 

The challenge is to break down the 
wall that has people believing that indi-
viduals alone can succeed. Organizations 
also need to foster a mindset of compet-
ing with instead of competing alone against 
their colleagues. 

Moving Forward

With our organizations facing one of the 
greatest speed and amplitude of change in 
history, the need for competent OD practi-
tioners to help organizations on their jour-
neys to the future is greater than ever. 

To address constant change, organiza-
tions more than ever need to embrace OD’s 
traditional core values of creating human-
istic, inclusive workplaces that enable all 
people to learn, grow, and do their best 
work. OD practitioners can assist organi-
zations by building organizational values 
that promote continual learning, support 

personal development, foster conscious 
inclusion and reward collaboration and 
shared leadership.

For the field to remain relevant and 
effective, OD values must continue to be 
our bedrock. OD practitioners will need 
to be effective role models for values-led 
behavior amid a world where everything 
else is changing. The knowledge, comfort, 
and grace that we bring to the table in navi-
gating expected and unexpected upheavals 
will be one of our most important contri-
butions. Are you ready to make that con-
tribution? Is the profession? The answer 
to those questions will define the future of 
the field.

I want to thank my business and thinking 
partner Judith H. Katz for her co-creation of 
these ideas.

Frederick A. Miller is CEO and 
Lead Client Strategist of The 
Kaleel Jamison Consulting Group. 
A pioneer and leading authority on 
creating cultures of inclusion, he 
was noted in The Age of Heretics 
(Currency Doubleday, 1996 , 2008) 
as one of the forerunners of corpo-
rate change. He has worked with 
numerous CEOs and senior level 
executives. Fred is a former board 
member of NTL Institute, ASTD, 
and OD Network and is presently 
a member of those organizations 
and Social Venture Network. He 
frequently contributes to lead-
ing publications in the training, 
OD, and HR fields and is a regular 
speaker at national conferences. 
Fred is a distinguished recipi-
ent of the OD Network’s Lifetime 
Achievement Award. He can be 
reached at familler@kjcg.com.

The Benefits of Connection

Outcomes that can be expected with the 
creation of a Connected Organization:

	» Constant increase of knowledge and 
ability.

	» Open and easy flow of ideas.

	» Willingness to raise alternative 
options.

	» People seen as trusted business 
partners.

	» Decisions made at appropriate 
levels.

	» Open dialogue.

	» Risks embraced.

	» Innovation encouraged.

	» Continuous improvement of 
practices and processes.
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“Computer-based technologies and the 
evolving internet are not just tools. They 
are attributes of a new world... a new 
frontier… in which we must move and 
live. Living in cyberspace requires the 
marriage of the human and computer… 
the human and the internet. Cyber-OD 
must evolve to address human collabora-
tion within the cyber-realm.”

Sandy Speake and Jo-Ann Hague presented 
this manifesto for our intensely wired 
world at the 2007 OD Network conference. 
The Cyber-OD concept is an acknowledge-
ment that OD practitioners cannot sim-
ply apply the Internet and other computer/
web-based technologies to OD activities. 
Instead, practitioners must recognize that 
cyberspace is a unique world requiring the 
uniquely-designed integration of cyber-
resources with OD strategies, thereby creat-
ing a new discipline: Cyber-OD.

Speake’s & Hague’s concept of 
Cyber‑OD pulls us into the world of sci-
ence fiction, imagination, and possibility. 
What will our organizations look like when 
we merge human and computer? What 
must we as OD practitioners do differently 
to get organizational results? How will we, 
as a group of highly-trained people who 
care deeply about integrating humanistic 
values in the workforce and making com-
panies better employers and neighbors, 
continue to bring who we are into this dif-
ferent world?

The challenges we will face in the 
wired world are foreshadowed by email, a 
technology that most practitioners now find 
essential to our clients and our practices. 

Email usurped the jurisdiction once held 
by letter writing, memos, and fax and has 
transformed how we communicate. Most 
OD practitioners have adapted, albeit some 
with reluctance, to the reality that email 
performs a critical service in the business 
world and our practices. But technological 
change is accelerating and the challenges 
manifested by radically connected technol-
ogy will only increase. How prepared are 
we as OD practitioners to evolve along with 
our wired world?  
What are the implications for our tried  
and true methodologies? How must we 
shift in order to maintain our relevance 
and value? 

In this article, we touch on several 
issues that arise for OD practitioners in the 
wired world. We identify three new facts 
of life in this world and propose roles and 
responsibilities for OD practitioners. 

Three Facts of Life for the Wired World

To journey effectively in the wired world, 
OD practitioners need to consider the facts 
of life in this domain and their implica-
tions for our practices. Three facts of life in 
the wired world are:
(1)	People are radically connected, 
(2)	Collaboration trumps control, and
(3)	We live in complex and constantly chang-

ing ecosystems.

Although each topic is deep and rich, 
we explore these issues only briefly 
and examine what they mean for us as 
OD practitioners. 

“As we become more wired, our focus turns to the sexy technology and away from the 
imperative to build trusting relationships on, around, and amidst technology.”

OD Gets Wired

By Maya Townsend, 	
Barbara Christian, 	
Jo-Ann Hague, Deb Peck, 	
Michael Ray and 	
Bauback Yeganeh

This article originally appeared in  
OD Practitioner, Vol. 40, No. 4, 
Fall, 2008
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People are Radically Connected

Today, people are radically connected. Over 
400 million people worldwide are broad-
band subscribers (Kelly, 2006) and, as of 
2002, there were 631 million internet users 
(Worldmapper, 2007). The extent of tech-
nological connection, plus improvements 
in travel and the globalization of busi-
ness, has reduced the distance between 
people of different backgrounds, cultures, 
and ethnicities. 

This deep and pervasive connected-
ness causes multiple challenges for our 
clients. They must link across language, 
geography, time zone, experience, and 
other boundaries. The obvious tool for 
organizations is technology. It’s cheap and 
easy to connect people via web conferences, 
wikis (collaborative web spaces), discus-
sion boards, and social networking applica-
tions.1 Yet, companies have not yet learned 
how to develop the rich conversations and 
deep trust that can be achieved through 
face-to-face engagement. And, as Dr. Karen 
Stephenson asserts, trust-based relation-
ships are essential for complex initiatives 
to succeed (2007). In fact, winning projects 
are run by people with a more balanced 
and positive network of trust (Stephen-
son, 2006). As we become more wired, 
our focus turns to the sexy technology and 
away from the imperative to build trust-
ing relationships on, around, and amidst 
technology. 

Dr. Barbara Fredrickson’s (1998) 
Broaden and Build Theory of Positive Emo-
tions reveals that positive emotions lead 
to a broadening of momentary thought-
action repertoires.  This broadening 
enables discovery of new and creative ideas 
and actions, which in turn expand per-
sonal resources, intellectual resources, 
and/or social resources. Inversely, as fear 
increases, our ability to think and act in 
new ways decreases.  

Our challenge as OD practitioners is 
to help people engage in generative con-
versations and leverage emotions despite 
being challenged by constant change, new 
technology and numerous cultural dif-
ferences. Our role is also to help clients 
understand the importance of trust-based 

relationships and help them build trust in 
the wired world. 

Collaboration Trumps Control

Today’s organizations deal with knowl-
edge more than ever before. Manufactur-
ing jobs have been shrinking since 1970 
(Organisation for Economic Cooperation 
and Development, 1994). Replacing these 
jobs are services, which account for more 
than 75% of the U.S. Gross Domestic Prod-
uct and knowledge-based work, which com-
prises more than 50% of the world’s Gross 
Domestic Product (Kelly, 2006, using 
OECD data).

In a manufacturing world, it’s possible 
to exert a fairly sophisticated level of con-
trol over products and intellectual property. 
In a world in which knowledge provides 
competitive advantage, it’s much more dif-
ficult: the knowledge is too complex to 
house in one person or organization. And 
it’s too widely dispersed to control.

Organizations have begun to engage 
in radical methods of collaboration in order 
to pool knowledge, innovate, and reap the 
benefits of creative tension. For example, 
pharmaceutical giant Eli Lilly supported 
the incubation and launch of Innocentive, 
a highly successful organization that allows 
companies to post scientific and research 
challenges. Anyone from a Siberian biolo-
gist to a Chilean software developer can 
submit potential solutions to the challenge. 
Winners can receive monetary awards of 
$100,000 or more (Burge, 2007).

In a more public example, Will.i.am, a 
member of the Black Eyed Peas pop group, 
collaborated with stars such as Kareem 
Abdul-Jabbar, Scarlett Johansson, Tatyana 
Ali, Amber Valetta, and Herbie Hancock in 

early 2008, to create a video that overlays 
music on a speech given by then-presiden-
tial candidate Barack Obama. The resulting 
video has been watched millions of times 
on YouTube.com and gained significant 
attention for the Obama campaign. 

In this kind of world, transforma-
tion of knowledge and creativity into 
results differentiates successful organiza-
tions from struggling ones. This calls for 
engaging and collaborating with custom-
ers, innovators, and subject matter experts 
in different ways than in the past. It also 
means reaching across organization and 
role boundaries to create new opportuni-
ties, encourage connections between syner-

gistic but dissimilar entities, and transform 
creative tension into results. We can 
help by supporting individuals and orga-
nizations to leverage, share, and trans-
form knowledge. 

Organizations are challenged to cre-
ate the social, environmental, and technical 
environments needed to foster collabora-
tion, innovation, and growth. Larry Hus-
ton, who for many years was responsible 
for knowledge and innovation at Procter & 
Gamble, spots future competitive advan-
tage for organizations in nurturing inno-
vation networks (Knowledge@Wharton, 
2007). These networks consist of people, 
institutions, and companies inside and out-
side an organization that can be tapped 
into to help solve problems and find new 
ideas. In order to involve the outside world, 
focus has to be put on creating architec-
tures for participation.  

Our role as OD practitioners is to help 
our clients create spaces in which they can 
exchange knowledge, both inside and out-
side formal organizational boundaries, 
and transform ideas into results. Our role 

Our challenge as OD practitioners is to help people engage in 
generative conversations and leverage emotions despite being 
challenged by constant change, new technology and numerous 
cultural differences. Our role is also to help clients understand 
the importance of trust-based relationships and help them build 
trust in the wired world. 
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is also to help create conditions in which 
knowledge can be shared and transformed 
from tacit and discrete data points into 
overt and synergistic innovation. 

We Live in Complex and Constantly 
Changing Ecosystems

Today’s organizations are deeply connected 
through complex webs of interdependen-
cies called ecosystems.2 90% of CIOs sur-
veyed by CIO Magazine outsource some 
percentage of IT labor, creating multi-
national relationships in order to complete 
daily work and mission-critical projects 
(CXO Media, 2008). Other evidence of 
deep interconnection abounds. This inte-
gration goes far beyond outsourcing to 

innovative alliances, cooperation between 
competitors, and blurred boundaries 
between organizations. 

As conglomerations become more 
complex, organizational behavior becomes 
less predictable since their components are 
not only connected to each other but influ-
ence systems separated by time and space. 
Through interrelation of elements or con-
nectivity, a system emerges that can’t be 
explained sufficiently by analyzing its parts. 
We are compelled, as OD practitioners, to 
help our clients shift their thinking away 
from mechanistic models to other ways of 
thinking about organizations.

In the process, we need to update our 
thinking as well. The time of unfreezing-
changing-freezing is long gone. Our client 
organizations are in constant flux. Multiple 
change initiatives occur simultaneously. 

Rapidly changing market conditions 
require agility, flexibility, and the ability to 
change from samba to rumba mid-dance. 
We believe our role as practitioners will be 
to help our client systems find coherence 
amidst change and levers to enable effec-
tive change. Three of the many method-
ologies helping us find coherence emerge 
from complexity, positive deviance, and 
network analysis.3 

Our role as OD practitioners is to help 
people name patterns within their systems 
and their impact on the efficacy of organi-
zations. It’s also to help people find levers: 
the people of influence and the energy for 
change within systems that can be used 
to redirect, motivate, and focus attention 
where it is needed.

The Next Frontier

We can see the environment changing 
around us. We must change along with it. 
The role of the OD professional is to help 
lead our clients to embrace and thrive 
within the new organizational ground 
rules of Radical Connection, Collabora-
tion Trumps Control, and Complex Ecosys-
tems. Our responsibility is to encourage 
clients see beyond these challenges to 
their implications and promises for the 
future. Our charge is to steward them into 
the new, cyber-OD frontier and to under-
stand the conditions that comprise this 
new and exciting world. As long as we 
can continue to evolve OD to meet the 
changing demands of our clients and our 
world, we will have a place in the future. 
Long live OD!

Notes

1. 	 This article used a wiki to communi-
cate and develop ideas in lieu of in-per-
son or phone meetings. To visit the wiki 
and see how the article evolved, visit 
partneringresources.pbwiki.com.

2.	 The concept of ecosystem (the idea that 
today’s companies are embedded in 
multiple, complex relationships that 
make them interdependent on each 
other for success) is critically impor-
tant to the wired world and to OD prac-
titioners. Due to space constraints, 
we cannot do justice to the topic here, 
although we encourage readers to learn 
more about the topic.

3. 	 The OD Practitioner has published 
excellent articles on these topics. We 
encourage readers to find them though 
a keyword search at www.odnetwork.org/ 
publications/practitioner/backissues.php.
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“As individuals increasingly take advantage of the ubiquity of the Internet and mobile devices to enact 
their workplace anytime and anywhere, the notion of the workplace as a singular place, dedicated to 
work performed in a predictable timeframe may be evolving towards a more amorphous space . . . ”

Mobile Work Practices,  
Blurring Boundaries, and 
Implications for OD

By Loni B. Davis

This article originally appeared in  
OD Practitioner, Vol. 45, No. 4, 
Fall, 2013

One of the major ways that the ground is 
shifting for OD today is quite literally in 
the client venue. As individuals increas-
ingly take advantage of the ubiquity of 
the Internet and mobile devices to enact 
their workplace anytime and anywhere, 
the notion of the workplace as a singu-
lar place, dedicated to work performed 
in a predictable timeframe may be evolv-
ing towards a more amorphous space that 
takes on the individual spatial and tempo-
ral requirements of the individual worker. 
Minimally, if we consider the recent much 
publicized decision of Yahoo’s new CEO 
requiring that her employees return to 
working in the office and the less pub-
lic actions of several large employers who 
are letting real estate go and asking their 
employees to work at home, it is appar-
ent that the boundaries of workplace 
are in flux. 

What is the import of this shift for 
our work as OD practitioners? This article 
offers a context for addressing this question 
by presenting a glimpse of how employ-
ees are beginning to grapple with these 
changes.1 First a brief case is made for 
the scale and depth of this change. Some 
recent data is then shared that reveals how 
employees are experiencing and making 
sense of boundary shifts in the workplace 
as they reflect on their mobile practices in 
relation to work. Finally, grounded in the 
data, is a discussion of the implications for 
OD practitioners.

1. This article draws on some of the interview data 
from the author’s dissertation research (Davis, 2013)

What Has Really Changed?

As the portability and connectivity 
of our laptops, mobile devices, and 
other tools improve, the range of loca-
tions that we are able to turn into via-
ble personal workspaces continues to 
expand. (Youngblood, 2008)

For the past two decades a variety of work 
studies scholars have studied and writ-
ten about consultants, part-time workers, 
and employees whose work requires travel 
and/or remote work in the context of spe-
cific arrangements such as teleworking, 
home working, and remote working (Lad-
ner, 2009; Wilks & Billsberry, 2007). OD 
practitioners have offered frameworks and 
approaches for working with virtual teams, 
remote workers, and globally dispersed 
organizations. However, when employees 
enact the workspace in multiple physical 
environments and at multiple times 
throughout the day using mobile devices, 
this goes beyond these earlier discrete types 
of work arrangements. 

My OD colleagues and I have observed 
that work previously bound spatially and 
temporally to a defined workplace is now 
routinely done at home, in a car, or within 
the kind of public spaces (e.g., Starbucks) 
that have been described by Ray Olden-
burg as “third places” (1991, p. xvii). This 
includes individuals who have a dedicated 
office space within the organization that 
employs them, but who, nevertheless, opt 
to use mobile devices to do their work at 
other times and places of their choosing. 
In fact, current data (for the fast growing 
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knowledge/service sector) indicate that 
the number of individuals using mobile 
devices to work outside conventional time 
and place boundaries is increasing across 
all categories but especially among those 
employed full time by organizations (Hal-
ford, 2005; The Deringer Research Group, 
2009).2 Given that digital technologies con-
tinue to converge and move to a mobile 
platform, a strong case can be made that 
“mobile work practice” will continue to 
diffuse throughout a greater segment of 
the population. 

As the overall ecology of workplace 
changes then, how do OD practitioners 
get their arms around what this means for 
their work? One pathway forward is to pay 
attention to how employees and managers 
are making sense of these changes them-
selves. The next section offers a look at how 
employees are beginning to grapple with 
these changes as revealed in this author’s 
as well as others’ research. The following 
discussion organizes employee reflections 
on changing or blurring boundaries into 
three specific areas: (1) decoupling of work 
and place, (2) shifting temporal boundar-
ies, and (3) evolving work place norms in 
the context of using mobile devices to per-
form work.

The Decoupling of Work and Place 

Space and a Sense of Belonging

Much of my mobile work occurs 
here at home . . . or on the plane, in 
an airport, in the car, at the doctor’s 
office, at my daughter’s _______ (fill 
in the blank) practice and just about 
anywhere else there are a few min-
utes that allow time to check email, 
text messages, or make phone calls. 
(Frank) 

The above quote represents an increas-
ing reality of workplace for many employ-
ees. Unlike the conventional conception 
of workplace, employees described their 

2. My research interviews, while not intended to be 
statistically representative, did include individuals 
from the knowledge/service, education, and manu-
facturing sectors.

workspace enacted with mobile devices in 
a way that was very specific and tailored 
both in its physicality and meaning to each 
of their own needs and proclivities as well 
as to their individual preferences for “blur-
ring” that space with home and leisure 
spaces. As one participant said, “Is there a 
workspace any longer?” Indeed, as some 
are beginning to suggest, our language has 
not caught up with our mobile practices 
and “what is needed is a redefinition of the 
workplace” (Harrison et al., 2009, p. 62).

Although the workplace has lost some 
of its legacy as a brick-and-mortar des-
tination in people’s minds, employees 
expressed that some sort of physical con-
nection to space or place is still important. 
One employee interviewed spoke about 
“feeling a strong sense of place . . . hav-
ing a desk that has my stuff on it . . . my 
mess, you know . . . a feeling like the space 
is mine.” Since his work was highly medi-
ated by mobile devices and he worked out 
of several spaces, he spoke of the difficulty 
of “staking out his claim to workspace” 
and how instead he would just hunker 
down with his laptop, smartphone, and a 
pair of headphones to somehow designate 
his temporary mobile workspace. Other 
individuals indicated that they sought out 
spaces in their homes, as well as nested 
temporarily in client offices, coffee shops, 
airplanes, and airport lounges to achieve 
some kind of work rhythm, routine, and 
role. This speaks to the powerful relation-
ship between space or place and belonging 
on the one hand and also to how provi-
sional this quality of space is becoming as 
mobile devices allow individuals to become 
untethered from a fixed office space.

Empty Space and Copresence
A related consideration is what happens 
to the organization’s physical workplace as 
employees “go mobile” – how do employ-
ees left back in the office view that space? 
In her study of spatial shifts in an organi-
zation that recently instituted a policy of 
home working, Halford (2005) referred 
to the “hollowing out of the fixed organiza-
tional workspace,” with work being relo-
cated in the home or virtual space (p. 19 , 
my italics). Employees that I interviewed 
echoed this same notion as they observed 

changes in what used to fill the space in the 
traditional office—whether that was people, 
artifacts, purpose, or vitality.

Our offices or cubes used to be our 
home away from home—a place you 
could nest and have some real person-
ality. As I walked through the office 
today, I noticed that most cubes were 
quite sterile. People just aren’t there 
enough to want to give it a sense of 
permanence or commitment. (Jackie)

Perhaps to counter the growing empty 
office, some employees indicated purposely 
seeking out a space with noise and people 
in which to do their work, a kind of being 
with others that has more recently been 
referred to as “copresence.” For example 
one individual reflected:

Sometimes I will mix things up and 
go to a coffee shop to do work, and 
treat myself to a yummy dessert or 
drink, and sit with tons of other peo-
ple behind their laptops doing what-
ever it is that they do. There’s some 
comfort in working with strangers 
like that . . . I don’t know why, but I 
like it. (Debbie)

Other employees spoke of the difficulty 
of thinking creatively in the sterile, silent 
cubicle-filled office space. One individual 
said her mobile devices allowed her to hop 
on the local transit to the Ferry Building in 
downtown San Francisco, which was full of 
colorful noise and chatter, a work space she 
preferred for “thinking out of the box” that 
her work often called for.

Connecting with Coworkers
Some employers are beginning to rethink 
the purpose of “office space” in light of 
mobile work. One individual described 
that her employer designed their office 
space first and foremost for connection 
and building relationships among cowork-
ers with several “hang out” areas, murals 
on the walls, and comfortable couches. She 
reflected that she valued her workspace 
at the company office for “building con-
nections” and her workspace at home for 
being “efficient and productive,” using her 
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mobile devices to work. I was struck by the 
reversal in her case of the traditional pur-
pose of work and home spaces.

Popular press often emphasizes the 
isolation of those who work via mobile 
devices at home or en route. However, 
my inquiry showed employees were quite 
mixed on this issue from those who 
insisted there is just no substitute for face-
to-face interaction in developing good 
relationships with fellow workers to one 
employee who eloquently described the 
depth of connection with his virtual com-
munity of colleagues:

Sometimes it was funny, you’d hear 
a dog barking in the background of 
a conference call, or infants cooing, 
and even once a washing machine 
beating when it became unbalanced. 
These occasional interruptions served 
to bring the remote workers closer 
together. I can easily say that the 
coworkers from my Motorola days 
with whom I worked most closely, 
and whom I became socially close to, 
were more often the remote work-
ers instead of the on-site workers. I 
am still friends with several of them 
even years later. Because work and life 
were melded rather than balanced, it 
seemed quite natural to become close 
to my coworkers in a way that I did 
not do in previous jobs. (Jeremy)

Shifting Temporal Boundaries 

The Malleable Workday
The 9-5 workday is a deeply entrenched 
part of the larger cultural script relative to 
work time—at least in the US. This notion 
is so embedded that even those who enact 
much of their work through mobile devices 
at all times of the day think of themselves 
as working a “normal” schedule. For exam-
ple, one employee remarked, “I do keep 
set hours . . . I start at 7:00 a.m. and I’m 
done by 7:00 p.m.” However, a little later 
she noted, “Saturday, I might sleep with my 
iPhone near my bed . . . so when the alarm 
goes off, I pick up the phone and I look at 
my e-mail. I’m most often getting up early 
enough to see what’s going on overseas” 

and “it’s not uncommon for me to sleep 
with my laptop in bed.” Or, another indi-
vidual (in this case a public school teacher) 
commented, “I work at school 9:00 a.m. 
to 3:00 p.m. and even though I work at 
home a lot [using both her laptop and 
smartphone], I don’t think of it as my work 
time.”

More typical of those enacting work 
through mobile devices is the following 
individual’s description of his work time:

In general, the line between work 
time and “my time” is blurred. My 
access to various mobile devices 
defines my work time far more than a 
clock or calendar. When I’m working 
from home, it sometimes takes me 
16 or 18 hours to complete 8 hours 
of work. It’s not that I’m particularly 
inefficient, but more that the ready 
access to mobile work devices allows 
me to have great flexibility in when 
and where I work. (Frank) 

As employees shift to a more improvi-
sational workspace, there is an observ-
able collapse in the distinction between 
the domains of work and personal-leisure 
in their overall lifespace. However, newer 
research as well as my interviews suggests 
that employee sensemaking about this shift 
reveals a spectrum of preferences for blur-
ring and blending work and home and 
work and leisure (Halford, 2005; Ladner, 
2008; Tietze & Musson, 2005). Consider 
the following disparate comments:

I feel like there’s really no beginning 
and ending with my use of mobile 
devices for work and play. Depending 
on the day of the week and time they 
are all very interrelated. I like the flex-
ibility of blending and blurring work 
and personal. (Jill)

I’ve learned there’s work time and 
personal time and I’ve learned that I 
cannot blur the two…I don’t function 
well . . . I’m not good at work and I’m 
not good at anything else if I’m con-
stantly working. (Ann)

The New Responsiveness
In addition to the workday becoming 
more malleable, mobile devices seem 
to have increased the temporal pace of 
work for many.

Things are time sensitive, so I am 
constantly checking my phone and 
email and responding immediately 
to anything that comes to me. I try to 
set up my work environment so that 
I never miss a thing and can respond 
to incoming activity in as close to real 
time as possible. (Jeff)

I’ve sat in bed answering emails 
before I go to sleep, but this inevita-
bly leads to what my colleagues and I 
call “evening escalation” —the process 
where someone answers an email you 
sent them at 11:00 p.m. almost imme-
diately and it goes back and forth 
until someone decides they’ve had 
enough. I’ve had this go on for quite 
a while—over an hour in some cases, 
just because I didn’t want to have to 
deal with something the following 
day. (Ira)

Individuals indicated that constant con-
nection and response is the only way that 
they are able to manage increased through-
put and “stay on top of things” in their 
work. They provided descriptions of work-
ing on vacation, checking mobile devices 
at 5:30 a.m., being able to work while sick 
via mobile devices, and using every spare 
moment such as waiting at the airport to 
respond to emails. Interviewees did express 
wanting to reduce their workload, avoid 
escalation of problems, and get closure. 
For example, one employee remarked that, 
“The more I use mobile devices for work, 
the more I can get done in real-time and 
the less I need to do when I sit down in 
front of my computer.” Another described 
his week away from the office at a confer-
ence when he received 80 email messages 
in a twenty-four hour period and said that 
“Without mobile devices, it would have 
been impossible to respond to so many 
emails in a reasonable amount of time.” 
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Managers interviewed were also con-
cerned that their own tendency to use their 
mobile devices to respond immediately set 
up their employees to work in the same 
kind of way. One reflected that he probably 
should not be sending out notes or emails 
after 10:00 p.m. as one of his employees 
had commented, “I’m not always working 
at 11:00 o’clock at night. You know 
that, right?”

Evolving Workplace Norms

Appropriate Channels, Signaling 
Availability, and Mobile Practice Etiquette
Norms around appropriate channels and 
style of communication are evolving as 
more employees enact their work through 
mobile devices. For example, when is it 
right to use texting vs. email? Is tweeting 
okay or better left for informal chatting? 
One employee even commented on the 
subtleties of working with different cul-
tures via mobile practices:

I used to work a lot with the Chinese 
when I was at Motorola and I learned 
that conference calls with them are 
not especially productive but Instant 
Messages could work great because 
there was usually a delay on the 
Instant Message, and what they were 
doing really I believe is, something 
would come through in English and 
the person on the other end who has 
the knowledge we need may not have 
the best English but he is talking with 
a guy who’s English is better than 
his talking in Chinese about what 
the right reply ought to be. There’s 
a bit of a delay and then he replies. 
Now, on the phone, that is harder to 
manage without losing some face. 
(Jeremy)

Many organizations use a unified commu-
nications application (e.g., Microsoft Office 
Communicator) that enables their employ-
ees to communicate and collaborate eas-
ily and securely while in different times 
and locations as well as indicate their avail-
able status. However, employees noted that 
such tools as indicating you are “in” and 
“available to talk” are often ignored or used 

inconsistently and, therefore, cannot be 
trusted. Sometimes they are even a source 
of frustration as one employee comment 
indicated:

So then you know I’ve had it happen 
where I’ve reached out to someone 
and started asking them a question 
and they say “I’m busy. I’ll get back to 
you.” Okay I respect that. You’re busy. 
You’ll get back to me. But, you know, 
then change your darn status to say 
you’re busy right now! (Ben)

Employee comments indicate that another 
area of contested norms is the social eti-
quette of mobile device use. One employee 
described a recent meeting with her 
manager:

I had a meeting with my manager 
today to discuss some serious topics 
about a conflict that we had on Fri-
day and some serious issues regard-
ing my current position and potential 
new opportunities for me within the 
company. I had my mobile device set 
to silent at the beginning of the break-
fast meeting so that it would not inter-
rupt us. My manager however, had his 
on vibrate, which it proceeded to do 
throughout the entire meeting. It was 
very frustrating, and I was more than 
a little annoyed. (Kerry)

Individuals seemed particularly conflicted 
about the use of mobile devices in face-to-
face office meetings:

If I have a meeting, I tend to take a 
mobile device (either my phone or my 
laptop) to work on or use to accom-
plish other work if I feel like I’m not 
really needed at the meeting. In gen-
eral, I’ve found that it’s preferable if 
I bring a laptop or my iPad - people 
tend to see use of a phone in a meet-
ing as rather disruptive. (Ira)

On the other hand, another commented 
“I don’t want people to be looking at their 
laptops in meetings.” One employee 
described it as rude that “People would 
walk in, open up their laptops, and just 

continue working, obviously doing all 
sorts of other things during the meet-
ings.” An older employee hinted that it’s 
a generational issue: “I do think maybe 
this is because I’m old and grey, but I do 
think that somebody checking their Face-
book in the middle of the meeting is com
pletely inappropriate.” 

When workplace norms for mobile 
devices touch on issues of privacy, 
respondents often express ambiguity 
and frustration:

On Mondays and Fridays usually I 
have three conference calls at least 
and the thing is I don’t quite know if 
it’s acceptable for me just to take con-
ference calls when I’m sitting in that 
open space . . . There’s enough ambi-
guity that I sort of don’t really know 
what the acceptable boundaries are. 
(Ira)

I had a college professor, a piano 
instructor that had passed away a cou-
ple of years ago. I was right in the 
middle of a PeopleSoft implementa-
tion, and I went home to San Anto-
nio for the service, and they’re texting 
me and calling me in the middle and 
this is a Sunday or a Saturday, I don’t 
remember… and really, I mean, it was 
not only embarrassing, it was really 
anger provoking. It’s like you’re incur-
ring in my space. (Ryan)

Boundary Clash
Participants’ reflections on mobile practices 
and workplace norms struck me in terms 
of their potential for what I would call 
“boundary clash.” Given the lack of consen-
sus regarding what is appropriate at this 
juncture with everything in flux, people 
are bound to bump into each other’s psy-
chosocial boundaries (norms). The bound-
ary clash is further fueled by the absence 
of discussion among coworkers about indi-
vidual preferences. One employee observed 
that “the lack of explicit discussion cre-
ated expectations and anxiety.” Another 
reflected that even though he had told his 
team he “goes dark on Saturdays,” there 
probably needed to be more explicit discus-
sion about norms in regards to some of the 
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other mobile practices such as emailing 
late at night and texting over the weekends. 
One employee summed up the dilemma in 
this way:

I don’t see it as just a change in where 
people choose to work or what hours 
people need to keep. I think there 
needs to be probably much clearer 
communication about how people 
prefer to work in every which way … 
and I don’t think it’s something that 
everybody who works together in a 
particular work environment needs to 
be in sync about. They just need to be 
aware of it…especially as workplaces 
become more flexible…that is, I mean 
if boundaries are going to be flexible 
then we need to maintain some 
mutual level of expectation. (Ira)

Implications for OD Practitioners

There are both overt and subtle implica-
tions for OD work as mobile practices to 
enact workplace continue to proliferate and 
alter the spatial, temporal, and psychosocial 
boundaries of workplace. I believe there are 
four major areas.

Organization Design
One important implication is the future 
design of workplace, given the shift from 
the straight forward employer-defined 
workspace to an increasingly idiosyn-
cratic workspace enacted by individuals 
through mobile practices in multiple loca-
tions and times. There is no one-size-fits-
all office space anymore; we are rapidly 
moving away from the practicality of the 
cubicle, and there is no viable e-cubicle yet. 
OD practitioners could be very instrumen-
tal in helping organizational leaders think 
through and be intentional about the pur-
poses of bringing employees together into 
a common physical workspace. In particu-
lar, the assessment and consideration of 
possibilities will be less about performing 
concrete work and more about the intan-
gibles of building community and team-
work, developing organizational identity, 
and creating forums to network, exchange 
ideas, and foster creativity. Designing for 
this shift in workplace may also present 

interesting interdisciplinary opportunities 
for OD practitioners to work with facilities 
planners and those focused on sustainable 
organization design.

Managing a Mobile Workforce
How to manage an increasingly mobile 
workforce is a second important implica-
tion of the altered workspace. One manager 
I interviewed summed up the dilemma:

How do you manage that because 
they’re not there? You can’t see them. 
You don’t know if they’re doing a 
good job or not doing a good job and 
it’s—so you go from being a manager 
of time and place and yup, he’s still 
here. Well, look, it’s six o’clock and 
the guy is still in the office. He must 
be a good employee. (Frank)

OD practitioners will be called upon to pro-
vide coaching and leadership development 
that supports managers in learning how to 
segregate the work and work products from 
the work methods. Shifting from focus-
ing on supervising where, when, and how 
individuals work to identifying, clarifying, 
and sometimes negotiating accountable 
goals and deliverables with employees may 
require different kinds of management 
skills (e.g., project planning and coaching) 
and, for many, a different mindset. Man-
agers may need to develop much stronger 
team building skills as workers disperse 
and there is a need to create and imple-
ment venues for employees to connect and 
build relationships with coworkers. 

Managers will likely benefit from 
coaching that helps them to be reflective 
about the kinds of expectations that are 
conveyed to employees by their own mobile 
practices. As one employee shared:

Sometimes I’ll get an email from my 
boss on Saturday at 9:00 a.m. The 
immediate reaction is to drop what-
ever I’m doing and respond. The 
world of mobile devices has created 
this instant communication/con-
nection mechanism, and if I don’t 
respond right away, it’s starts to feel 
unnerving. (Yael)

Organizational Culture –  
New Norms for a New Kind of Workplace
As mobile devices enable a growing per-
meability between work and personal-lei-
sure domains, individuals enact work in 
both “private” or “public” spaces and times. 
Research has indicated that the result is 
often contested terrain where previously 
accepted social rituals need to be renegoti-
ated (Ling & Donner, 2009). My interviews 
with employees provided numerous exam-
ples of employee’s stated confusion and 
ambiguity about appropriate norms to out-
right boundary clash.

In light of mobile practices then, 
employees are calling into question the 
appropriate psychosocial boundaries in the 
workplace that were once based on shared 
norms, agreements, and expectations about 
how they would behave with each other. 
If as Schein (2004) asserted, “Culture is a 
set of shared assumptions” (p. 148), then 
important work for OD practitioners is cre-
ating a process for that understanding to 
develop. Although existing understandings 
and habits will guide this renegotiation, 
the time-space fluidity enabled by mobile 
devices allow for such new possibilities, 
that new expectations and routines are 
likely to shape unique future norms. 

Employee Well-Being in a  
Less Bounded Workplace
As work becomes embedded through 
mobile practices in what Mazmanian et al. 
(2006) described as the “micro-moments” 
of individuals lives, the conventional notion 
of “work-life balance” based on the clear 
binary of work and personal may no lon-
ger apply. Yet most employee HR Programs 
in large organizations are built upon this 
paradigm. OD practitioners may be called 
upon to partner with their HR colleagues 
to support a shift that has implications for 
both organizations and individuals. Orga-
nizations will need to rethink paternalistic 
one-size-fits-all work–life balance pro-
grams to accommodate employees with 
a wider range of preferences for blend-
ing and blurring their work and life spaces 
in ways that uniquely support their well 
being as individuals. Given recent research 
validating the link between employee 
health, well-being, and productivity, they 
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will likely be motivated to do so (Harter & 
Agrawal, 2011). 

Employees will need to consider that 
enacting workspace through mobile prac-
tices anytime and anywhere clearly offers 
them a dual-edged sword. On the one hand 
it provides individual autonomy, flexibility, 
and a sense of control to create a more tai-
lored and satisfying lifestyle. In the absence 
of self-control, however, it also enables 
people to have 24/7 relations with work 
resulting in work-centric lives. Coaching 
individuals to develop a healthy and satis-
fying integration of work into their overall 
lifespace, and modifying mobile practices 
accordingly, will be critical to supporting 
employee well-being.

Conclusion

By sharing research on how employees are 
making sense of shifting spatial, temporal, 
and psychosocial boundaries of a workplace 
enacted through mobile devices, I have 
tried to provide a starting point for identi-
fying the implications for OD practice in 
this changing landscape of work. Although 
I have summarized what I believe are 
some of the major implications, I am con-
fident that my OD colleagues reflecting on 
some of this research and their own work 
with clients will come up with many oth-
ers. When you are in the middle of a sea-
change, it is very difficult to adequately sort 
out the implications and what should be 
addressed— but then this is the “edge” of 
OD work.
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A Powerful Distinction
How the Simple–Complicated–Complex Continuum 
Contributes to OD Practice

Over the past decade or so, insights emerg-
ing from the science of complexity have 
had significant impact on how we think 
about organizations, leadership, and 
change. Terms like self-organization, emer-
gence, and adaptation are common in the 
literature and the evolution in our thinking 
is reflected in the transition from Newto-
nian, machine-based metaphors of orga-
nization to those based in biology and the 
natural sciences (Kimball, 2008).

One idea fundamental to this lens of 
complexity stands out as having the poten-
tial for extraordinary influence on OD 
practice – the idea that the situations, chal-
lenges, and problems faced by organiza-
tions fall into a continuum from simple to 
complicated to complex to chaotic. 

The value of this distinction is that it 
goes beyond a conceptual framework and 
suggests specific tactical implications for 
working effectively in these different envi-
ronments. It can help us determine:
	» What leadership or management strate-

gies we choose for a particular issue.
	» How we explain and communicate to 

others why one approach makes more 
sense than another.

	» Ways we organize multiple decisions 
and challenges.

	» Whether, how, and when we introduce 
innovative practices that may perturb 
the system.

This article will explore this power-
ful distinction and how it can be inte-
grated with frameworks that support three 
different aspects of OD practice: change, 
communications, and culture.

The Continuum

The insight that some organizational prob-
lems are simply not simple emerged from 
the observation that many organizations 
exhibit patterns of behavior that do not 
track with traditional management analysis 
based on linearity and predictable change. 
While, arguably, changes in the current 
environment require organizations to deal 
with increased complexity, organizations 
by nature are and have always been com-
plex systems that do not fit snugly into 
fixed models.

The simple to complex continuum 
helps us understand that a characteris-
tic of complex systems, including organi-
zations, is that they operate in multiple 
environments simultaneously. Brenda 
Zimmerman defined key differences in 
the quality of simple, complicated, and 
complex problems (see Table 1). 

Another example is the hospital ship, 
USNS Comfort that sits empty at the dock 
in Baltimore harbor. When the call comes 
to deploy – for example, to Haiti after the 
earthquake – multiple teams spring into 
action. Diverse medical and other person-
nel arrive from all over (with their home 
organizations having back-filled their posi-
tions). All the provisions needed for an 
unknown length of deployment are pro-
cured and loaded including medical sup-
plies, food, extra light bulbs, chess games, 
toilet paper, and hundreds of other criti-
cal items. In as few as three days the ship 
is on its way. It is a logistical tour de force. 
But we can say that it is only a complicated 
problem. Computer models, spreadsheets, 

By Lisa Kimball
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“Helping clients figure out whether their situation is complicated or complex (or, for that matter, 
simple) is a first step in helping them develop a shared understanding of how to prepare leaders 
and others to navigate their environment.”
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checklists, and the expert knowledge of 
staff with experience of doing this before 
combine to ensure that everything goes 
like clockwork.

The ship arrives in Haiti. Now we have 
a complex problem. No spreadsheet or 
checklist or previous experience can predict 
exactly what the crew will face; unknown 
injuries, weather, politics, other organi-
zations, pre-existing environmental fac-
tors, and a host of other “aftershocks” will 
impact what can be done and how. The 
leadership and other skills that work to 
support a smooth launch do not neces-
sarily transfer to serve once the mission 
is on-the-ground. That requires a differ-
ent repertoire of strategies. For example; 
engaging unfamiliar stakeholders in real-
time needs assessment, experimenting and 
revising strategy quickly based on experi-
ence, and seeing potential opportunities to 
network and collaborate.

This gap in capacity has been recog
nized by the U.S. Army. As one Army 
leader put it, “We’re first rate at dealing 
with complicated problems. In fact, it’s not 
uncommon for other government and pri-
vate sector organizations to come to us to 
learn how to manage large-scale, compli-
cated logistics. But we’re not as good at 
dealing with complex situations and we’re 
finding that we have more of those to deal 
with.” The challenge of operating in a com-
munity in Afghanistan requires a portfolio 
of skills including the ability to improvise, 
facilitate relationships, and engage with 
other organizations in ways that cannot be 
managed with a traditional project plan. 
For the past three years the Army has been 
introducing leadership development pro-
grams designed to build capacity to deal 
with complexity. 

Understanding this continuum can 
help us see where we sometimes err in 
addressing organizational problems: 

Disasters can occur when complex 
issues are managed or measured as if 
they are merely complicated or even 
simple. For example, our current 
approaches to dealing with mental ill-
ness focus on engineering the correct 
psycho-pharmaceutical intervention 
to fix the problem. The fact that many 

patients are too ill to adhere to their 
proscribed drug regimens is ignored 
as it demands of our specialists a level 
of interaction and adjustment most 
are not equipped to deliver. A new 
layer of expertise develops around 
forcing compliance to the drug regi-
mens rather than crafting regimens 
and support systems that respond to 
the needs and circumstances of the 
patient. Addressing apparently intrac-
table problems, crying out for social 
innovation, with methods, tools, 
approaches, and mindsets that are 
appropriate for complicated situations 
[can] at times give us a measure of 
false security; inevitably it gets us into 
trouble. (Westley 2007, p. 7)

Helping clients figure out whether their 
situation is complicated or complex (or, for 
that matter, simple) is a first step in help-
ing them develop a shared understand-
ing of how to prepare leaders and others to 
navigate their environment.

As OD practitioners, one of our 

responsibilities is to help organizations 
build capacity to operate in complex as well 
as complicated situations. Too often, even 
when leaders realize that standard operat-
ing procedures are not appropriate, they 
do not know what to do instead so they 
either try to force-fit what they do know or 
flounder.

Fueling Change

Ralph Stacey has been one of the most 
influential thinkers making connec-
tions from complexity science to organi-
zation theory. He was the first to suggest 
that organizations could be thought of 
as complex adaptive systems. In recent 
years, Stacey has evolved in his thinking 
and cautions that transferring analogies 
from the natural sciences directly to the 
human domain is invalid because it does 
not account for key qualities of humans 
such as consciousness, emotion, reflec-
tion, and self-conscious choice. He no lon-
ger describes organizations as complex 
adaptive systems. Stacey now focuses on 

Table 1: Zimmerman Definitions of Simple, Complicated, and Complex Problems

Simple, Complicated, and Complex Problems

Following a Recipe Sending a Rocket  
to the Moon

Raising a Child

The recipe is essential.	

Recipes are tested to 
assure easy replication.	
	

No particular expertise 
is required. But cook-
ing expertise increases 
success rate.

Recipes produce standard-
ized products.	

The best recipes give good 
results every time.

Optimistic approach to the 
problem is possible.

Formulae are critical and 
necessary.

Sending one rocket 
increases assurance that 
the next will be OK.	

High levels of expertise 
in a variety of fields are 
necessary for success.	

Rockets are similar in criti-
cal ways.	

There is a high degree of 
certainty of outcome.

Optimistic approach to the 
problem is possible.

Formulae have a limited 
application.

Raising one child provides 
experience but no assur-
ance of success with the 
next.

Expertise can contribute 
but is neither necessary 
nor sufficient to assure 
success.

Every child is unique and 
must be understood as an 
individual.

Uncertainty of outcome 
remains.

Optimistic approach to the 
problem is possible.

(Westley et al., 2007)
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complex responsive processes that reflect 
people’s interdependence and intention-
ality as it shows up in their relationships 
(Stacey, 2003). 

Stacey’s early work included the “Sta-
cey Diagram” (Figure 1) which is still in 
widespread use as a way to map organi-
zational challenges – particularly those 
associated with organization change. The 
continuum of simple to complicated to 
complex to what Stacey called anarchy and 
others have referred to as chaos is pro-
duced by looking at whether the change 
of concern is nearer or father away from 
agreement and certainty. 

The distinctions underlying the dia-
gram suggest that tools and approaches 
appropriate to deal with change in the sim-
ple zone where people are predominantly 
in agreement about a situation and fairly 
certain about causes and effects are not 
useful as we move to different zones where 
there is a lot more uncertainty and lack of 
shared understanding (see Table 2 ). OD 
practitioners use this framework to facili-
tate the conversation in the organization to 
help them identify where a particular set of 
challenges sits and how they may need to 
change their strategy to match. It is impor-
tant to note that Stacey himself has repu-
diated his own diagram because he feels 
it can be erroneously interpreted to mean 
that managers can somehow control where 
they are in this landscape and thereby 
choose what strategies and tools they prefer 
to employ. That interpretation contradicts a 
basic premise of the complexity framework: 
what happens in an organization emerges 
as a product of its intricate pattern of rela-
tionships and interactions and is, therefore, 
fundamentally uncertain and unpredict-
able. As long as the framework is used as 
part of a sense-making process it can be a 
useful tool for OD practitioners. 

Plexus Institute has been applying 

the continuum in health care (Zimmer-
man et al, 1998) to address a range of prob-
lems and has defined some different ways 
to think about change strategies at differ-
ent places in the continuum (Figure 2, next 
page). But a critical insight is that elements 
of all these zones are present all the time. 
One part of the continuum is not neces-
sarily a “better” place to be. Rather, what is 
important is to notice the reality of where 
you are around a particular challenge and 
work with it appropriately. 

For example, much change work in 
health care is focused on quality improve-
ment to implement one or another “bun-
dle” aimed at changing behavior around 
something specific like beside care or infec-
tion prevention. This assumes that it is a 
simple problem of figuring out what to do 
and telling everyone to do it. While check-
lists can be very useful as a reminder about 
key protocols and training can increase 
skill for complicated procedures, they are 
not sufficient. They do not match the com-
plexity of the challenge of making it pos-
sible for people in diverse roles to deal 
with emerging situations that often do not 
match the neat scenarios in the improve-
ment plan. In one case, a physical thera-
pist struggled covertly with work-arounds 
because the official infection prevention 
checklist required her to leave her patients 
standing up (which they were unable to do) 
while retrieving cleaning materials for wip-
ing equipment. The continuum was used 
to catalyze a conversation with the hospital 
leadership about why the change process 
was not working as hoped. Understand-
ing the desired changes in practice as com-
plex resulted in strategies that engaged all 
staff in conversations about how to be true 
to the principles while, at the same time, 
allowing for site-specific accommodations. 

Facilitating Communication

Another place where the continuum is 
helpful is in how we think about the full 
spectrum of communication in organiza-
tions. One of the biggest frustrations and 
challenges in organizations is the prolif-
eration of meetings that feel unproductive 
and unsatisfying. At the same time, “lack 
of communication” is frequently cited as a 

Table 2: Stacey Diagram Definitions

Close to Certainty Issues or decisions are close to certainty when cause and 
effect linkages can be determined. This is usually the case 
when a very similar issue or decision has been made in 
the past. One can then extrapolate from past experience 
to predict the outcome of an action with a good degree 
of certainty.

Far from Certainty At the other end of the certainty continuum are decisions 
that are far from certainty. These situations are often unique 
or at least new to the decision makers. The cause and effect 
linkages are not clear. Extrapolating from past experience 
is not a good method to predict outcomes in the far from 
certainty range.

Agreement The vertical axis measures the level of agreement about 
an issue or decision within the group, team or organization. 
As you would expect, the management or leadership 
function varies depending on the level of agreement 
surrounding an issue.

(From EDGEWARE http://www.plexusinstitute.org)
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critical gap that gets in the way of perfor-
mance. The simple-complicated-complex 
continuum illustrates how and why we 
sometimes struggle and provides a frame-
work that focuses on the landscape of com-
munication rather than on judgment about 
individual behavior. 

The nature of the kinds of engagement 
needed – including the frequency, volume, 
and degree of interactivity – differs depend-
ing on where the work falls in a communi-
cation landscape (see Figure 3 ). We might 
think of different communication needs 
and challenges as being relatively simple or 
relatively complex.

One dimension describes how indi-
viduals or teams are working from auton-
omously to interdependently. Working 
with a global pharmaceutical firm it was 
clear that there were some tasks unique 
to a specific country that team mem-
bers could do on their own without inter-
acting with anyone else in the division. 
Other product-related projects required 
more collaboration among team mem-
bers in different parts of the region. The 
other dimension describes the extent to 
which patterns of work – the problems, 
tasks, day‑to-day activities – are repeti-
tive and routine, whether these patterns 
are changing, or whether new patterns 
are emerging. There were some regions 
of the firm where a combination of a new 
political environment and new competi-
tors created radically new circumstances 
whereas other regions continued to oper-
ate effectively using established ways 
of working.

The organization brought the staff in 
from multiple regional offices to grapple 
with what they described as “communi-
cation issues” – a problem that had been 
turning up repeatedly for a long time. The 
continuum provided a starting point to 
help the group distinguish whether, where, 
and when different modes of interacting 
were needed. In the past, these meetings 
produced a variety of new communication 
structures and commitments to “do bet-
ter” about sharing, but the half-life of these 
changes was usually short. This time, they 
reframed the problem by differentiating 
what and how to communicate by thinking 
in terms of a communication landscape.

To the extent team members were 
working autonomously on routine tasks 
there was little need to meet and interact. 
Communication needs were simple. Tech-
nology enabled exchange of information 
easily without requiring tedious “update” 
meetings. Where things got a bit more 
complicated because of increased inter
dependence, more deliberate strategies 
for sharing were required. Here is where 
many familiar tools and processes for man-
aging access to information and exper-
tise as well as providing good systems for 
scanning and picking up important sig-
nals from the environment add value. The 
most important insight emerging from the 
group’s conversation was that they needed 
to make a bigger effort to make time for 
the generative conversations required 
to collaborate on emerging challenges. 
Rather than blaming concerns about over- 
and under-communication on personali-
ties or infrastructure failure they began 
to design a communication plan for their 
complex needs.

Understanding Culture

The High Performance Programming 
Model (HPP) (Nelson & Burns, 1984) 
(Figure 4 )provides a framework for look-
ing at different elements of organiza-
tional culture. The body of the model is 
made up of four frames which distinguish 
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characteristics of organizations with a 
reactive culture from those whose cul-
ture includes responsive, proactive, and 
high performing aspects. A key princi-
ple of this model is that, with the excep-
tion of the reactive mode, these different 
ways of operating are “nested” such that 
each is an extension building on and 
incorporating the one before. No organi-
zation is operating in a single frame as a 
whole just as organizations are always fac-
ing a mixture of simple, complicated, and 
complex challenges. 

Looking at the HPP framework 
through a complexity lens can provide new 
insights about organizational culture. The 
responsive, proactive, and high performing 
frames align with much of what we know 
about simple, complicated, and complex 
environments. We could use the associated 
characteristics with clients as indicators 
to help them make sense of how and why 
strategies do and do not match where they 
are on the continuum. For example, in sim-
ple situations, it is fine for planning to take 
the form of developing linear lists of action 
steps, whereas, in complex situations, 

scenarios are more effective because they 
take into account that multiple future pos-
sibilities exist as new phenomena will 
emerge over time. 

The global pharmaceutical com-
pany, mentioned earlier, used the HPP 
Framework (Figure 5) to kick off a series 
of dialogues designed to reflect on how 
effectively they were dealing with huge 
changes – both internal and external – in 
their organization. They asked themselves 
whether and where they noticed things 
that might indicate floundering rather 
than thriving on turbulence. For example, 
they observed that some managers were 
becoming very protective of their team 
and investing a lot of energy in explain-
ing what they were doing and why. In 
contrast, those with the capacity to operate 
effectively across the simple-complicated-
complex spectrum seemed to have more 
flexibility. They had a larger view of organi-
zational priorities, provided critical context 
to help others make sense of complicated 
initiatives, and facilitated processes that 
provided room for everyone to be engaged 
in grappling with complex challenges. 

Exploring cultural differences across the 
continuum provided a lens that stimulated 
important conversations.

Accessing the Full Spectrum

An area that merits future exploration is 
how to deal with the end of the contin-
uum labeled “chaos.” In nature, the edge of 
chaos is considered a highly dynamic and 
creative place with just the right amount of 
perturbation and conditions that provide 
a safe space for experimentation. But it is 
a fine line. Organizations that participants 
describe as being chaotic tend to exhibit the 
cultural characteristics of reactive organi-
zations where there is a focus on the past, 
justifying the status quo, and trying to deal 
with the feeling of losing control by creat-
ing and enforcing more rules. We need to 
learn to navigate in that tricky space where 
there is enough but not too much flex and 
ambiguity in the system. 

A new view suggests that beyond 
coping with chaos, it might even be a 
good strategy to create some (Brafman, 
2013). Brafman asks, “What if there is 
another side to chaos—a benefit?” What 
if it is actually crucial for inspiring indus-
try innovation and disruption? Instead of 
struggling with the ineffective responses 
associated with reactive organizations are 
there strategies that can allow an orga-
nization to operate at the edge of chaos 
in a healthy way? Three elements can 
be harnessed for greater effectiveness in 
the midst of chaos: white space, unusual 
suspects, and organized or planned 
serendipity.

Creating a bit of white space, or a 
blank canvas, for example, can make room 
for unusual suspects – unlikely thinkers 
or participants who are not part of the sys-
tem or group – to suggest new insights 
and ideas. How do you make sure you have 
enough diversity in the group to create con-
ditions for new ideas to emerge? Deliber-
ately bringing in voices from outside the 
organization can be powerful. Another 
strategy is to establish a norm that when-
ever someone says something like “they” 
or “those people” the conversation stops. 
Who are they and how can we invite them 

Figure 5. HPP Framework through a Complexity Lens (http://www.groupjazz.com)
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into the conversation? When people not in 
the room are mentioned it is a good indi-
cator that unusual suspects are missing 
who need to be there. Another simple but 
effective strategy for creating white space is 
to incorporate some silence in a meeting. 
Even one minute of silence before jumping 
into a discussion transforms the environ-
ment. A minute of reflection is not just for 
the introverts in the group. All participants 
have an opportunity to be fully present, 
leaving their last meeting, phone call, travel 
time, and so on, behind. 

Organized serendipity sounds like an 
oxymoron. It is really about creating the 
conditions for serendipity, and, perhaps 
even more often, removing obstacles. It 
is a great example of the loose-tight inter
action designs we need to thrive in chaos. 
Some organizations have found ways to 
do this with architecture. The Scandina-
vian Airlines’ headquarters building out-
side Stockholm was built on the model 
of a village enclosed in glass. There is a 
solar heated internal “main street” with 
shops, restaurants, and coffee bars along 
a winding stream. The idea was to pro-
mote informal meetings between staff at 
different levels and from different depart-
ments as they found themselves together 
in quasi social settings. A global pharma-
ceutical company introduced serendipity 
into their virtual meetings by scheduling 
a monthly teleconference called a “dinner 
party call” without an agenda. They invited 
participants to imagine they were around 
a table having the kinds of conversations 
they had in the evenings at off-sites. Partici-
pants looked forward to these opportuni-
ties where unexpected ideas emerged from 
conversations not limited to the day-to-day 
focus on immediate tasks. Designs that 
work have just enough but not too much 
structure to channel the energy and keep 
things moving and productive. These struc-
tures are liberating rather than confining 
(Kimball, 2011).

By combining white space, engaging 
unusual suspects, and creating opportu-
nities for the unexpected to emerge orga-
nizations can create an environment that 
actually fosters serendipity, inspiring fresh 
ideas, new directions, and innovation. 

Conclusion

Using the simple-complicated-complex-
chaos continuum in tandem with some of 
our familiar tools can give OD practitio-
ners some new ways to think about change, 
communication, and culture in organi-
zations. It can give us a more extensive 
vocabulary we can use to engage in dia-
logue that helps our clients thrive in zones 
of complexity and at the edge of chaos.
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By Therese F. Yaeger and	
Peter F. Sorensen

Mary just left a meeting with her CEO feel-
ing overwhelmed. As the Director of OD 
for Palos Production, a successful man-
ufacturing company, Mary feels inca-
pable of delivering what Todd, the CEO, 
demands of her—an effective diversity 
and inclusion program.

At their meeting, Todd expressed his 
concern over current racial unrest and 
claimed, “The recent murders of George 
Floyd, Breonna Taylor, Trayvon Martin, and 
Ahmaud Arbery, among many others have 
created a heightened need to address the 
diversity issue in the U.S., and particularly 
the business world.” He then explained 
that during a peaceful march in the area 
last month, that the Palos Production plant 
had external damage to the building with 
some broken windows.

Todd realized that because of the 
company’s recent focus on the bottom-
line financial portfolio, Palos Production 
neglected to address the lack of diversity at 
Palos. Todd explained to Mary that this is 
the moment to create an effective diversity 
program at Palos, and Mary is the perfect 
change agent to accomplish this effort. Todd 
then reiterated, “This D&I effort will be 
your new OD assignment, and there is no 
room for failure.” 

Mary is concerned. She has been the 
OD Director at Palos Production for five 
years, with successful OD projects on such 
efforts as employee engagement, the cul-
tural integration with a recent merger, and 
organization design efforts with various 
departments’ managers. But because of 

the sensitivity of the Diversity, Equity and 
Inclusion issues, Mary has always consid-
ered diversity and inclusion an expert’s 
job, not something that she is comfortable 
undertaking. But when she mentioned to 
Todd that perhaps he should hire an exter-
nal OD consultant to undertake the diver-
sity initiative, Todd stated that he already 
tried, and that “every diversity consultant 
out there is already booked for the next 
year.” In short, Mary must own and deliver 
this diversity effort.

As she left Todd’s office, Mary visited 
the HR Department to get knowledge of 
any past diversity efforts at the plant. Kevin 
in HR explained that past efforts over six 
years ago, were more of a “one-day effort” 
with morning speakers and general discus-
sions among employees. In essence, the 
intervention wasn’t required, and the effort 
did not have any measures of success. Yet 
Kevin agreed with the CEO that a diverse 
workforce can actually boost innovation 
and creativity. 

Mary has so many questions such as: 
Where should she begin this project? What 
is the timeline? Who should she include? 
What OD interventions would benefit 
this situation? 

We have three OD colleagues to assist 
Mary on next steps for this critical proj-
ect: Sharon, who brings past knowledge of 
a diversity effort, Tekiae a corporate D&I 
leader who applies OD techniques, and 
Marjorie, an OD consultant specializing in 
designing corporate D&I strategies.

“Todd explained to Mary that this is the moment to create an effective diversity program at 
Palos, and Mary is the perfect change agent to accomplish this effort. Todd then reiterated, 
‘This D&I effort will be your new OD assignment, and there is no room for failure.’”

A Call for Diversity at 
Palos Production

C A SE STUDY
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Sharon Catania

Four Lessons Learned
Mary’s hesitation is understandable, but 
there are several reasons why she is exactly 
the right person to lead the effort. She 
already has: (1) an executive-level cham-
pion in the CEO; (2) a history of success 
in leading changes within Palos Produc-
tion; (3) an understanding of the com-
pany culture; (4) firsthand knowledge of 
the internal influencers; and (5) a genuine 
caring about the company and its employ-
ees. Also, Mary can leverage some caution-

ary notes from a past diversity effort at a 
large engineering and construction (E&C) 
company, which was less successful than 
anticipated. Here I can provide some per-
sonal reflection and lessons learned from a 
Diversity, Equity and Inclusion (DEI) effort.

In 2009, a self-managed talent team 
was assigned by the senior E&C executives 
to provide its top five recommendations 
for increasing diversity. The recommen-
dations, all based on best practices culled 
from other organizations and promoted 
by external experts, were put into practice 
starting in 2010. Here are four lessons that 
can benefit Mary.

Best might not be best. Just as a 
transplanted organ can be rejected, some 
of the transplanted best practices were 
rejected. At E&C, some merely withered 
in size; some fully died away. A positive-
based approach, such as Appreciative 
Inquiry, could have yielded a collection of 
extremely positive, internally-grown suc-
cess stories. Those internal successes could 
have become the best practices that were 
then integrated more broadly across the 
company—an approach with far less risk 

of rejection. For Mary at Palos, a positive-
based approach could also lessen the like-
lihood of contentious finger-pointing that 
could mire any DEI initiative in a cycle of 
negativity and resistance.

Difficult but necessary. DEI conversa-
tions can be difficult—particularly open 
and honest ones. The 2009 talent team at 
E&C often avoided or minimized such con-
versations. Any truly effective effort will 
need to be based on an accurate, founda-
tional understanding that can arise only 
from frank discussions with an abundance 
of listening deeply as well as speaking 

candidly. At Palos, Mary will need to cre-
ate a safe space for those necessary con-
versations, perhaps by leveraging aspects 
of Dialogic OD. Real progress will depend 
on members of Mary’s team being able to 
appreciate the perspectives of others.

Jump in. Six months passed between 
the announcement of the 2009 initia-
tive and the talent team’s delivery of rec-
ommendations. A similar length of time 
then elapsed before employees began to 
see implementations getting underway—
causing some skepticism about the sincer-
ity of the initiative. 

For Mary at Palos, the current state 
of unrest will not tolerate such slippage of 
time. Mary should jump in and get things 
moving. DEI is a highly complex issue best 
addressed with a series of adaptive moves. 
The open and honest conversations in 
combination with the collection of internal 
success stories can spark ideas for those 
moves. Agile methods can then be used to 
rapidly develop and launch pilot programs, 
to gain quick wins that will build momen-
tum, or to spawn swift lessons that can lead 
to better options.

Success. At E&C, more than a decade 
after the 2009 initiative, there are varying 
viewpoints about the degree of its effective-
ness (or failure)—depending on whom you 
ask. This one example highlights the need 
to define up front what success will ulti-
mately look like—and, what the interim 
markers of progress will be. It is critical 
that members of Mary’s team (both man-
agement and employees) collectively define 
success. Neither management nor employ-
ees can do that alone.

By leveraging lessons learned from 
the 2009 E&C initiative, Mary should be 
able to avoid some of the pitfalls of a DEI 
effort. Mary might be anxious about the 
responsibility, but she should also be eager 
to undertake this challenge. She has the 
opportunity to help bring about truly mean-
ingful change!

Tekiae Warren

It’s a Journey, Not a Race
Given the complexities of D&I, I recom-
mend a highly tailored blend of Diagnos-
tic OD and Dialogic OD techniques as the 
foundation for conceiving Palos’ enterprise-
level D&I program and its implementation 
to create a transformational change effort. 

Serving as Palos’ internal OD expert 
for five years, Mary should have in-depth 
knowledge of the culture, operations, 
power dynamics, level of change readiness, 
and overall organizational effectiveness 
gaps. Additionally, she likely has forged 
strong relationships with senior leadership 
and key stakeholders that she will need to 
leverage as she challenges the status quo, 
seeking allyship, and defining the D&I path 
forward. Todd is adamant that Palos needs 
more diversity, which is an excellent start 
in the right direction. A multi-pronged 
diversity recruitment plan could offer a via-
ble approach. However, Mary must empha-
size why diversity representation alone 
can’t achieve the human performance 
AND bottom-line benefits of D&I that Todd 
seeks. An inclusive culture is the vanguard 
to extracting the best aspects of an employ-
ee’s human capital and for their value to be 
operationalized. Diversity without skilled 
inclusion is ineffective, as the two are sym-
biotic. Mary must focus on how to leverage 

Any truly effective effort will need to be based on an accurate, 
foundational understanding that can arise only from frank 
discussions with an abundance of listening deeply as well 
as speaking candidly. At Palos, Mary will need to create a 
safe space for those necessary conversations, perhaps by 
leveraging aspects of Dialogic OD. Real progress will depend 
on members of Mary’s team being able to appreciate the 
perspectives of others.
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a newly diverse workforce to propel perfor-
mance outcomes, manage conflicts, miti-
gate turnover, and foster cohesion. 

As a D&I leader, what I encounter 
is a call-for-action from organizational 
members seeking to see tangible, posi-
tive change that will improve their daily 
employee experiences by facilitating their 
need for belongingness, being valued for 
their uniqueness, and their quest for equi-
table inclusivity in decision-making pro-
cesses, and opportunities for advancement. 
What sets any organization apart from oth-
ers is not necessarily adherence or depar-
ture from this mix of activities; instead, it is 
the level of due diligence invested in gath-
ering comprehensive data about an organi-
zation’s D&I climate needs that is critical. 
This should be the first intervention. With 
well-meaning intentions, organizations can 
be eager to get started.

Dialogic OD
Facilitating generative, reflective dialogue, 
a Dialogic OD process will allow a broad 
spectrum of employees to participate in 
developing the D&I program. Mary’s team 
can help mitigate resistance and uncover 
Palos’ inclusive culture underbelly by cre-
ating the right conditions that foster psy-
chologically safe containers of transparent 
dialogue and feedback mechanisms. Dia-
logic OD will be imperative throughout the 
change transformation in shifting mental 
models and reaching consensus in envi-
sioning a future state. The goal should be 
to build a program that is systematically 
responsive and relevant to performance 
gaps, people dynamics, and operational 
synergies. Synergistically, there are circum-
stances when prescriptive methodologies 
are appropriate. As such, traditional diag-
nostic OD can be applied when seeking to 
translate possibilities derived from gener-
ative dialogic dialogue and data analytics 
into actionable strategies. It can also lend 
its suite of micro, meso, and macro inter-
ventions to facilitate D&I learning, train-
ing, coaching, and knowledge transfer. 

Transformational Culture Change
Evident from research and personal expe-
riences, I’ve found that inclusionary prac-
tices are not adopted at the same speed in 

organizations, nor is diversity perceived 
via the same paradigm of assumptions, 
motivations, and value propositions. Most 
transformational culture change takes at 
least two years. There will be incremental 
changes along the way, but Mary must sus-
tain momentum by setting realistic expec-
tations, being transparent about challenges 
that require crucial conversations, and cel-
ebrating successes. Their ability to psycho-
logically and skillfully equip leadership and 
Palos’ workforce with the mental models 
at each phase of the D&I journey is equally 
imperative. They must keep the organiza-
tion engaged and focused on their future-
state vision, reminding organizational 
members that this is a journey, not a race. 
Todd has given Mary a seat at the strategic 
table to demonstrate OD’s value as a strate-
gic partner to set a future-state D&I vision 
and change strategy embedded across the 
organizational system.

Structure Follows Strategy
Once a future-state D&I vision and sup-
porting strategies have been established, 
Palos will need to determine what organi-
zational design best supports their strate-
gic objectives. The wrong organizational 
structures and the absence of an integrated 
suite of supporting policies and procedures 
will completely thwart even the most com-
prehensive D&I strategy. Also, infusing 
accountability mechanisms across all lev-
els and tying them to performance reviews 
is critical. 

Finally, OD practitioners need to 
possess D&I skillsets. From its incep-
tion, OD was intrinsically connected 
to D&I. Although not typically explic-
itly cited as one of OD’s core humanistic 
values (perhaps we need to change that), 
in unison, OD’s values implicitly speak to 
D&I’s mission. 

Marjorie Derven

Start with Assessment
Mary must take a deep breath and pivot 
out of panic mode. As an OD professional, 
she has many relevant skills in her reper-
toire that are highly relevant to this assign-
ment. This realization will make her feel 
more confident. 

As she is competent in OD, Mary can 
begin this assignment by ramping up her 
knowledge set quickly, perusing the inter-
net, published books and articles to have 
a foundation of basic information about 
the current state of Diversity, Equity and 
Inclusion (DEI). This research reveals that 
overall, such initiatives have had very lim-
ited traction. Some of the factors that her 
research reveals are barriers to success 
that include:
1.	 Limited DEI budgets and staff
2.	 Lack of sponsorship at the top
3.	 Focus on isolated “programs” that 

tend to attract people that are already 
advocates

4.	 Inadequate linkage to pressing strategic 
imperatives, business problems, and 
opportunities

5.	 Scattershot efforts that lack specific 
targets 

6.	 Limited accountability to change.

Of these factors, Mary recognizes she can 
do little at this stage to change the first bar-
rier, limited budget and staff, as her boss 
Todd has made clear that she is operating 
under this constraint. However, the other 
barriers are ones that Mary has successfully 
tackled before with other OD assignments, 
and she plans to approach this challenge by 
setting a target early on where she is likely 
to achieve a visible short-term win. She will 
then leverage this approach to build greater 
organizational support and advocate for 
more resources.

With her view of organizations as eco-
systems, Mary should deploy a holistic 
approach to this important initiative and 
incorporate the Galbraith STAR model of 
Strategy, Structure, Processes, Rewards and 
People as a starting framework. 

Mary should plan to start with an orga-
nizational assessment that includes a broad 
sample of levels, functions, and tenure 
within Palos Production to obtain a picture 
of the current state of DEI, including the 
current level of understanding, hopes, and 
concerns and anticipated roadblocks. Using 
this foundational data, Mary will present 
this “as is” picture, combined with external 
third-party research about the benefits of 
DEI on talent engagement and retention, 
innovation, and financial results to a group 
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of senior-level leaders who may serve as 
sponsors as well as HR. Part of this effort 
will be a review with HR regarding lessons 
learned from the prior DEI efforts to be 
leveraged today. She should then schedule 
a follow-up briefing, capturing their ques-
tions, ideas, and concerns, with a prelimi-
nary DEI strategic plan, which will likely 
include the three key components of work-
place, suppliers, and community.

Following an iterative process, Mary 
will enlist organizational support to iden-
tify immediate, short-term, and longer-
term priorities to move the needle on DEI, 
with an intention to link to an existing 
organizational imperative that already has 
visibility and support. She must plan to 
build in a pre- and post-survey with action-
able items and engage relevant stakehold-
ers in the creation of the survey to ensure 
it is addressing the most important issues 
that address the members’ commitment to 
change. Mary should also establish a gov-
ernance structure and enlist others in the 
organization such as a DEI Council and 
Champions so that her efforts are multi-
plied and will have greater traction.

While balancing the dangers of try-
ing to boil the ocean versus focusing on 
cosmetic changes, above all, Mary must be 
excited about this important challenge and 
opportunity to drive meaningful change 
at Palos.

Yaeger and Sorensen Respond

We applaud our respondents, Sharon, Mar-
jorie and Tekiae, for providing three dif-
ferent perspectives to this case. This case 
which is both timely and real, explores a 
current concern from OD consultants who 
want to make a difference in the real world 
today; namely, the need for creating a more 
diverse, equitable, and inclusive work envi-
ronment! In this case, Mary has a personal 
concern about her lack of experience in 
the Diversity arena, but as Tekiae pointed 
out that “OD was intrinsically connected to 
D&I.” Respondents Sharon and Marjorie 
agree that Mary is the right person for this 
effort with her history of success at Palos 
Production.

But the differences of OD approaches 
from the respondents are worth exploring. 

Sharon brings the lessons learned from 
a past DEI case that highlights the chal-
lenges of real DEI conversations, and 
defining what success looks like. Marjo-
rie reminds us of the importance of start-
ing with background research on DEI, and 
a good assessment to identify the “as is” at 
the plant. 

Tekiae points out the importance of 
the need for belonging and being valued—
a must! She suggests applying OD tech-
niques of Dialogic OD, the use of mental 
models, and accountability mechanisms 
are all promising approaches.

The respondents also raise the ele-
ment of time, with Tekiae claiming that 

transformational culture change takes at 
least two years! It is also noteworthy that 
each respondent presents the importance 
of the executive level buy-in. Finally for us, 
we appreciate that the respondents identify 
classic OD techniques for Mary to incorpo-
rate, such as Appreciative Inquiry, Dialogic 
OD, undertaking an initial assessment, 
Galbraith’s Star Model, and pre- and post-
survey data to assist the organizational 
members. Thanks to our respondents for 
such insightful OD perspectives!
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for future practice.
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•	Thought-provoking essays on practice-related chal-
lenges, questions that emerged from a client engage-
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influence the practice of OD.
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	» Infusing OD Values in Talent Development and Succession Planning 
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	» The OD Salon: Building a Dialogic Container to Advance the Field through Social Connection
By Julian Chender
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By Lori Wieters, 	
Kathy Wenzlau, 	
and Lindsay Perez

Overview 

Program evaluations are an important 
measure of whether a nonprofit is effec-
tively meeting the needs of their clients 
or members. In addition, many nonprofit 
operations rely on grant money to deploy 
programs. It is important for organiza-
tional leaders to conduct periodic evalua-
tions to ensure the programs meet grant 
requirements and restrictions. Program 
evaluation is a valuable tool for organiza-
tional leaders to use when searching for 
information about program outcomes. 

Program evaluations come in various 
shapes and sizes; some assess processes 
and others assess outcomes. Both types of 
evaluations help organization leaders and 
stakeholders understand the relationship 
of the return on investment to the bene-
factors along with the program’s met and 
unmet needs. The most powerful evalua-
tions include a full 360-degree program 
evaluation that include both processes 
and outcomes.

Commonly used for evaluating per-
formance of individuals, 360-degree eval-
uation tools and techniques can reveal 
profound data for use in program strat-
egy and leadership. This article details how 
gathering data internally and externally at 

multiple levels of the program and its envi-
ronment have proven invaluable, providing 
short- and long-term benefits. 

Typical evaluation questions include: 
	» How does the program align with our 

mission, vision, values, and the spe-
cific grant requirements for funding 
the program? 

	» How can we ensure our program deliv-
ers quality services to our clients?

	» What is working and not working in 
the program? 

	» Do our programs have trouble spots or 
gaps to address?

	» Do we have the right people doing the 
right work? 

	» What external research exists that 
impacts the program? 

	» Does our strategic plan demonstrate 
the current and future needs of the 
program?

360-Degree Program Evaluation

The most effective 360-degree program 
evaluation includes multiple assessments, 
surveys, interviews, and activities that pro-
vide data for the analysis, evaluation and 
subsequent recommendations customized 
to the specific needs of the clients. 

The Power of a 360-Degree 
Program Evaluation for a 
Nonprofit Organization

“Commonly used for evaluating performance of individuals, 360-degree evaluation tools 
and techniques can reveal profound data for use in program strategy and leadership.”
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Client program evaluations may 
include some or all of the following:
	» Leader meetings to discuss past, pres-

ent, and future of the program.
	» Individual executive leader meetings.
	» Program manager interviews and 

engagement throughout the process.
	» Program staff interviews.
	» Current and past client surveys and 

focus groups.
	» Stakeholder surveys, which include 

internal leaders and staff and external 
customers, clients, and vendors.

	» Current data collected about the pro-
grammatic requirements, similar 
to grant documents, policies, and 
guidelines.

	» Research on the external environment, 
for example, competitor data, indus-
try best practices, and related internet 
research.

	» Quality and project management tools 
to analyze processes and outcomes.

	» Financial management tools to analyze 
the return on investment related to the 
program.

	» Strategic planning processes including 
SWOT/TOWS and gap analysis, to iden-
tify recommended strategic priorities 
and programmatic recommendations. 

The following case study (Figure 1) provides 
an example of the cyclical nature of our 
360-program evaluation process.

Case Study

A small nonprofit client recently engaged 
us in a first-time program evaluation for 
a 70-year-old program to ensure sound 
governance and future funding. Contin-
ued grant funding was uncertain because 
of changes in the bidding process and 
new guidelines. 

Initial Client Meeting

In an initial meeting with the CEO and 
COO, we determined the program evalu-
ation process and desired outcomes. The 
next step was a four-hour executive lead-
ership discovery session, with the CEO, 
COO, CFO, and program manager, in 
which we explored the past, present, and 

future focus of the existing program. The 
purpose of this session was to build a com-
mon understanding of the program, align 
expectations for the program evaluation, 
and learn the leadership team’s vision for 
the future of the program. The executive 
leadership discovery session yielded data 
that was used as the foundation for the pro-
gram evaluation.

Data Collection

We then met separately with the program 
manager for her perspective on the pro-
gram. She had been in the organization 
for 14 years and shared the program’s his-
tory, including the transition from the 
original program manager to herself. She 
described herself as a highly collaborative 
leader, which contributed to a significant 
finding in the evaluation. The informa-
tion collected from the program manager 
throughout the program evaluation added 
an invaluable perspective to the overall 
data collected. 

After meeting with the program man-
ager, interviews were conducted with 

program staff, using the same ques-
tions. Interview data was captured about 
the program and the program manager. 
The data was subsequently analyzed 
to identify themes to inform the final 
recommendations.

Through online and in-person sur-
veys, the perspectives of past and present 
clients, stakeholders, partners, and com-
munity members were included. Some 
survey data validated assumptions of the 
program manager and organization lead-
ers. Other new information highlighted a 
gap between the program’s intent and the 
reality of the experience. 

Additional data was collected in a 
focus group with past and present clients. 
The focus group members validated the 
information collected through the surveys 
and provided a personal perspective. 

Data Analysis and Report Preparation

We compiled and analyzed the data using 
SWOT/TOWS strategic planning tools to 
narrow our findings into seven strategic 
priorities under four categories: change 

Figure 1. 360-Degree Program Evaluation Case Study
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strategies, defensive strategies, diversifica-
tion strategies, and aggressive/innovative 
strategies. One strategic priority which 
resulted from the TOWS Matrix analy-
sis, was to change the structure of the 
team to meet the current and future cli-
ent demands. The strategic priority also 
included changes in programmatic guide-
lines including new client communica-
tion strategies, mobile locations, and a 
boundaryless servicing model. This one 
strategic priority provided a guide for inter-
nal changes to advance the organization’s 
work towards its future goals. 

Client Debrief/Planning Meeting

These strategic priorities and recommenda-
tions were presented in a debrief meeting 
with the CEO, COO, CFO, and program 
manager and documented in a 100-page 
report. The final part of the meeting was 
dedicated to validating and identifying 
three strategic priorities to focus on for the 
coming year, and a timeline for the remain-
ing six. Through this process, we worked 
collaboratively with the client to determine 
the level of effort for which the client had 
capacity and expertise to complete the pri-
orities, and the level of support they needed 
moving forward.

Conclusion

The thorough nature of this 360-degree 
program evaluation led to the creation 
of several programmatic strategic priori-
ties and generated several years of focused 
activity for our client as they enhanced and 
evolved their program. We will continue to 
assist them through the initial deployment 
of the first three strategic priorities and 
then assess/reassess our involvement in 
the next phases of deployment. 

Typical program evaluations can 
be process based, design and efficiency 
focused, or goal centric. A formative pro-
gram evaluation is used to gather infor-
mation that can be used to improve the 
implementation of a program. A sum-
mative program evaluation is conducted 
toward the end of a program and is 
intended to explore whether the pro-
gram has met its intended outcomes, as 
well as calculate the ultimate value, merit, 
and worth of the program. In contrast, a 
360-degree program evaluation can be pro-
cess based, design and efficiency focused, 
and goal centric, while using both summa-
tive and formative methods. Integrating all 
of the components of program evaluation 
in one initiative reveals outcomes that the 
client had never considered and expands 
the client’s thinking about their program. 
We hope that our experience will provide a 
road map for other consultants who want 
to conduct 360-degree program evaluations 
with their clients.

Dr. Lori Wieters, Industrial/
Organizational Psychologist, is 
the owner of the Wi2 Co-Lab, a 
business co-laboratory in Arizona. 
Her expertise spans the areas of 
executive coaching, organizational 
and human development, program 
evaluation, business development, 
strategic planning, current state 
analysis, and leadership develop-
ment and training. Contact Dr. 
Wieters at info@wi2colab.com.

Dr. Kathy Wenzlau is the Special 
Projects Consultant at the Wi2 
Co-Lab. She lends her business 
expertise to client engagements. 
Her experience allows her to par-
ticipate fluidly with clients in the 
areas of strategic planning, pro-
gram evaluation, and educational 
leadership projects. Contact Dr. 
Wenzlau at info@wi2colab.com.

Dr. Lindsay Perez is an Industrial/
Organizational Psychologist and 
the Chief Innovation Officer at the 
Wi2 Co-Lab. Her expertise includes 
leadership and team development 
and coaching, culture change 
initiatives, project planning and 
implementation, and behavioral 
assessment. Contact Dr. Perez at 
info@wi2colab.com.

. . . a 360-degree program evaluation can be process based, 
design and efficiency focused, and goal centric, while using 
both summative and formative methods. Integrating all of the 
components of program evaluation in one initiative reveals 
outcomes that the client had never considered and expands 
the client’s thinking about their program. 
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By Priya Vasudevan I am an HR leader and OD practitio-
ner, currently working as head of India 
HR in a Fortune 100 global organiza-
tion. I have often struggled with bringing 
OD concepts and processes into organi-
zations. In my current organization, as I 
was onboarded, I noticed several areas that 
called for an OD approach. My sugges-
tions to bring in OD, however, were met 
with skepticism. I found that embodying 
OD values in addition to using theories, 
frameworks, and orientation, eventually 
brought about greater acceptance of OD 
in practice. Once key stakeholders experi-
enced OD in being, they became more open 
to OD approaches, for example, co-creation 
versus expert advice, diagnosis-based solu-
tions versus generic best practices, and 
patience with the pace of interventions 
versus quick fixes.

Captured below is a case of infus-
ing OD values and principles into talent 
development for succession planning and 
achieving clear positive outcomes over a 
two-year cycle. This success paved the way 
for an OD approach to be utilized more 
intentionally in the organization.

Dilemmas in Talent Development and 
Succession Planning 

Having had the good fortune to work with 
some leading organizations, I have often 
wondered about the pragmatism of succes-
sion planning and validity of talent devel-
opment for successor roles. Some of the 
dilemmas I have noticed are:
	» How to keep the process dynamic? 

In a VUCA environment, by the time 
the talent assessment and develop-
ment or succession planning processes 
were completed, the talent landscape 
had shifted—rendering the plans 
less relevant. 

	» How do organizations sustain employee 
energy and engagement in the process 
of talent development? Those identified 
as top talent received significant invest-
ment of development dollars and yet 
they did not remain focussed on a long-
term development journey. 

	» How can the responsibility of devel-
opment be shared by all stakeholders? 
As HR teams run the talent develop-
ment and succession planning, line 

Infusing OD Values in 
Talent Development and 
Succession Planning

“Once key stakeholders experienced OD in being, they became more open to OD approaches, for 
example, co-creation versus expert advice, diagnosis-based solutions versus generic best practices, 
and patience with the pace of interventions versus quick fixes.”
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managers of top talent often become 
less involved in actively supporting 
them on their development journey. 

Infusing OD Values and Competencies

Begin where the client is. This young and 
growing organization was in a very com-
petitive talent market and experienced sig-
nificant attrition yet there was no formal 
program to develop talent for succession or 
career movement. Promotions were highly 
sought after by employees. Candidates 
were many and the promotions slots few. 
Promotion decisions were made by senior 
management after review of managers’ 

recommendation for each candidate. These 
promotion decisions would result in dis-
engagement and even attrition of high per-
forming talent who were not promoted. A 
need was felt for a fair and scientific pro-
cess to make promotion decisions. Out of 
the several options for an assessment tool, 
the Development Centre (DC) was selected 
to evaluate the potential of candidates. By 
acknowledging the organization’s current 
state and employees’ dissatisfaction, we 
were able to introduce a new process for 
evaluation and promotion.

Create a psychological safe space. DC 
involves evaluation and employees often 
equate being evaluated with being judged. 
To prepare the employees, we held orienta-
tion sessions to familiarize the participants 
with the DC process, framework of assess-
ment, and the neutrality of the assessors. 
Excitement and energy rose when they real-
ized that this was an objective approach. 
The CEO’s assurance on how he benefited 

from a similar process earlier in his career 
supported the DC’s acceptance. The objec-
tivity of the DC approach combined with a 
thoughtful introduction created a sense of 
safety and even anticipation.

Practice an authentic yet non-reactive pres-
ence. DC reports and outcomes created a 
stir. Despite all the preparation, some par-
ticipants reacted adversely to the DC report 
as it contradicted their views of themselves. 
The OD value of presence made it pos-
sible for me to understand my own emo-
tional hot buttons and remain emotionally 
detached while staying authentically 
engaged with members of the group.

Mirror the diagnosis and enable informed 
choice. The DC findings were shared 
directly with top management for decision 
making on promotions without review by 
managers. Top management deliberated 
on whether to believe or disbelieve find-
ings. Interestingly despite differences, after 
reviewing the competency scores and dis-
cussing recommendations, the group came 
to a consensus to go with the findings. 
They dropped their biases about candidates 
in the face of evidence. Decisions for pro-
motions and successors were made in an 
informed manner.

Facilitate Appreciative Inquiry-based curi-
osity. Each participant then undertook an 
Individual Development Planning (IDP) 
process based on a three-way conversa-
tion between the employee, the manager, 
and the HR representative. The HR rep-
resentative facilitated the conversation 
eliciting strengths and dreams (career 
aspirations) of the employee through a 

generative dialogue, buoyant with posi-
tive energies. The IDP was made on a 
1-year planning horizon with elements of 
education, experience, and exposure in 
balanced measure. 

Shape the ecosystem to sustain the pro-
cess. Development plans, created with best 
of intentions, tended to lose momentum 
in the face of competing priorities. To sus-
tain the focus on development, a quar-
terly catchup conversation was instituted 
between the employee, manager and HR 
representative. Progress was applauded 
and lags examined. This was also an oppor-
tunity for the stakeholders to renew their 
commitment to the IDP. The onus of devel-
opment shifted firmly to the employee 
with the manager supporting their prog-
ress, and the HR representative facilitating 
the conversations. 

Engage social narrative to support the prac-
tice. Participants of the DC process were 
collectively termed Key Talent Pool. They 
received monthly updates on the prog-
ress of their collective development jour-
neys, and curated articles on leadership 
topics. This induced a sense of shared 
progress and pride. A formal document, 
Career Advancement Guidelines, that cap-
tured the promotion and development 
process was published on the employee 
portal. New joiners went through the 
Career Advancement Guidelines as part of 
their onboarding, which contributed to the 
social narrative.

Leverage change advocates and leader-
ship evangelists. In the subsequent talent 
cycle, some key talent who were manag-
ers had their team members experience 
DC and resultant development journeys. 
The key talent enthusiastically stepped into 
the conversation as managers, modelling 
their own three-way conversations. Mem-
bers of senior management who had initial 
inhibitions about DC, witnessed their own 
team members developing and actively 
participated in their development jour-
neys. In talent cycles and orientation ses-
sions for new participants, they became 
leadership evangelists.

A need was felt for a fair and scientific process to make 
promotion decisions. Out of the several options for an 
assessment tool, the Development Centre (DC) was selected 
to evaluate the potential of candidates. By acknowledging 
the organization’s current state and employees’ dissatis
faction, we were able to introduce a new process for 
evaluation and promotion.

ORGANIZATION DEVELOPMENT REVIEW  Vol. 52 No. 3  2020100



Enhance the system’s capacity to deal with 
change. As the organization contemplated 
institutionalising work from home (WFH) 
as a result of COVID-19, it adopted a col-
laborative approach by constituting a task 
force (many of them members of key talent 
pool) to make key decisions. Facilitated by 
an OD practitioner, the task force gathered 
data from various employee groups, ana
lysed common themes, addressed concerns 
and arrived at WFH guidelines and gov-
ernance that were widely accepted within 
the  organization. 

Conclusion

As this case demonstrates, talent develop-
ment and succession planning improved in 
process and outcomes when OD values and 
models were applied. When the OD practi-
tioner’s enthusiasm to implement OD con-
cepts was met with discomfort in the client 
system, an organic way of benefiting the 
system was by embodying OD values and 
competencies as a ‘way of being’ first 
and then in a ‘manner of doing.’

Priya Vasudevan leads Human 
Resources at Liberty General Insur
ance, Mumbai (India). She is an 
OD practitioner, member of Indian 
Society of Applied Behavioural 
Sciences (ISABS), Executive Coach 
(Appreciative Coaching), and a 
Past Life Regression (PLR) prac-
titioner. Priya can be reached on 
priya.vasudevan1903@gmail.com.
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By Julian Chender

“Whether mentors or mentees, clients or consultants, job prospects or hiring leads, thought partners, 
or simply friends, these new connections have started to alter the landscape of OD and adjacent fields 
by helping people find work and like-minded practitioners with whom to join forces.”

The OD Salon
Building a Dialogic Container to Advance  
the Field through Social Connection

Modeled after the French salons of Enlight-
enment Europe and coupled with the mod-
ern post-work happy hour, the OD Salon is 
a hosted gathering of OD and OD-adjacent 
practitioners where new people, new 
ideas, and new possibilities come together 
through conversation. The OD Salon grew 
out of a desire to foster community and 
connection in and around the field of OD. 
Since its inception in February 2019 as a 
happy hour in New York City, the OD Salon 
has grown into a dialogic container that 
convenes people from OD and adjoining 
fields to create innovation and move OD 
practice forward. 

According to Chris Corrigan (2015), 
dialogic containers are “intangible yet real 
spaces in which the potential and possi-
bility of a group can unfold” (p. 291). Dia-
logic containers have a purpose and a scope 
of work. For the OD Salon, the purpose 
is to foster emergent, generative dialogue 
among participants, while the intended 
scope of work is to shape collective mean-
ing and create networks of people who 
move the field forward.

Background and Form

The inspiration for the OD Salon came 
from the monthly happy hours Melissa 

George Kessler and Jacques Domenge 
have hosted for OD practitioners and stu-
dents in Washington, DC, for several years. 
Upon moving back to New York from DC, 
I longed for the community, shared sense-
making, and deep learning that those infor-
mal gatherings provided. There were plenty 
of opportunities for formal learning in 
and around OD in New York City, but they 
failed to satisfy the need for connection and 
shared discovery. 

The OD Salon, therefore, grew out of 
my desire to build an informal gathering 
where emergent and free-flowing conversa-
tion would lead to greater connection, and 
create an atmosphere fostering innovation 
to advance the field. 

The OD Salon started with an invita-
tion to ten people for happy hour in the 
Financial District. People appreciated the 
opportunity to socialize with like-minded 
professionals and hear about their work. 
As word spread, the mailing list and par-
ticipation grew. Attendees told their pro-
fessional and educational communities 
about the events and I invited interesting 
people I found on LinkedIn. The monthly 
Tuesday-night gatherings were increas-
ingly popular, attracting up to 35 people. 
To keep the informality of the container, 
participants were not required to register 
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or RSVP. Anyone with an interest in OD 
could come, and participants were encour-
aged to bring others. 

The Impact

At the OD Salon, people found new 
friends, new clients, and new job opportu-
nities. To find out what made the OD Salon 
special, I asked 300 people on the mailing 
list what drew them to the Salon and what 
they got out of it. The results showed that 
the Salon’s community feeling nurtured 
informal learning and networking oppor-
tunities. In terms of community feeling, 
one participant wrote, “I think what distin-
guishes the OD Salon from other groups is 
its informality (in the best way!) and sense 
of community.” Another attendee shared 
that she liked “the fact that it is casual and 
cozy, which makes it easy to open up and 
chat candidly.” 

OD Salon participants praised the 
informal learning, “the diversity of 
thought,” and the “incredible insight on 
thought leadership in the field(s).” One 
attendee noted, “the OD Salon provides 
a safe space where I can comfortably 
learn from other professionals’ experi-
ences in the field,” while another said, 
“the OD Salon conversations are men-
tal gobstoppers—fascinating ideas to 
mull over.” 

Finally, the majority of respondents 
said making new connections in a safe, 
open, and generative environment was 
a great gift. Whether mentors or men-
tees, clients or consultants, job prospects 
or hiring leads, thought partners, or sim-
ply friends, these new connections have 
started to alter the landscape of OD and 
adjacent fields by helping people find work 
and like-minded practitioners with whom 
to join forces.

Tips for Hosting

Hosting an OD Salon in your area is a great 
way to build community and advance the 
field. While hosting requires deliberate 
intention and attention, it is a rewarding 
experience. There are four practices that 
Corrigan (2015) outlines for hosting dia-
logic containers: 

1.	 First, the host must be present. Hosting 
requires focused energy and the ability 
to be both fully present to individuals 
during small group conversations and 
to the group as a whole. 

2.	 Second, the host must participate in 
the dialogue. Hosts act “in” rather than 
“on” containers. One way for the host of 
the OD Salon to participate is through 
the role of pollinator. As the informal 
conversations take place among small 
groups, the host flies around bringing 
ideas from one small group to another. 

3.	 It is also important that the host focus 
on making relevant introductions 
among participants. The host builds 
these nodes of connection between oth-
ers to create generative conversations. 
This is Corrigan’s third practice, host-
ing space for contribution. The OD 
Salon looks to advance the field. There-
fore, the host must look to include con-
tributions from the edges of the group, 
as innovation occurs at the margins. 
That dynamic is the reason the OD 
Salon seeks both OD and OD-adjacent 
practitioners.

4.	 Finally, the host must co-create the con-
tainer with the participants. This means 
putting intention forward while being 
open to any outcome. One never knows 
what will occur at an OD Salon. The 
hope is that people make meaningful 
connections to move the field forward. 
However, it is up to the participants to 
determine what happens. 

Hosting Online

The OD Salon has pivoted to an online 
platform as a result of COVID-19. The 
energy is still there: people are hungry to 
meet each other, share experiences, and 
expand their connections across fields. 
Instead of people organically forming dif-
ferent conversation pods, the host creates 
Zoom breakout rooms with 3–4 people. 
The host rotates groups every 8 min-
utes which gives people enough time to 
expand their networks and meet new peo-
ple while keeping the energy moving. We 
have also introduced prompts to get the 
groups started in an effort to accommodate 

the need for more structure in online 
gatherings, such as:
	» What initially attracted you to your 

field?
	» What are you passionate about in and 

around OD right now?
	» What contribution would you like to 

make to your field?
	» If you could learn one thing in and 

around OD, what would it be?

Conclusion

As the salons of Europe were integral to the 
process of Enlightenment, the OD Salon 
fosters community and intellectual connec-
tion to advance the theory and practice of 
OD through informal convening, providing 
the container in which people can share 
ideas and make unique connections.

Reference

Corrigan, C. (2015). Hosting and hold-
ing containers. In G. R. Bushe & R. J. 
Marshak (Eds.), Dialogic organization 
development: The theory and practice of 
transformational change. Berrett-Koehler 
Publishers.

Julian Chender is an OD Prac-
titioner living in New York City. 
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Development for North America 
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Member Benefits

Publications

	» Organization Development Review, the 
flagship publication of the OD Net-
work, is a peer-reviewed quarterly 
journal.

	» Practicing OD provides practice-
related concepts, processes, and 
tools in short articles by and for 
busy practitioners.

Both publications and their submission 
guidelines are available online at http://
www.odnetwork.org. 

Member Benefits

Low annual dues provide members with 
a host of benefits:

	» Free subscriptions to our 
publications.

	» Free access to online job ads in the 
OD Network Job Exchange.

	» Discounts on conference 
registration, OD Network products 
(including back issues of this 
journal), Job Exchange postings, 
professional liability insurance, 
books from John Wiley & Sons, and 
more.

	» OD Network Member Roster, an 
essential networking tool, in print 
and in a searchable online database.

	» Online Toolkits on action research, 
consulting skills, and HR for OD—
foundational theory and useful tools 
to enhance your practice.

Professional Development

OD Network professional develop- 
ment events offer cutting-edge theory  
and practice. Learn more at  
http://www.odnetwork.org.

	» OD Network Conferences, held 
annually, provide unsurpassed 
professional development and 
networking opportunities.

	» Regular webinars include events 
in the Theory and Practice Series, 
Conference Series, and OD Network 
Live Briefs.

Online Resources

In addition to the online resources for 
members only, the OD Network web-
site offers valuable tools that are open to 
the public:

	» Education directory of OD-related 
degree and certificate programs. 

	» Catalog of OD professional 
development and networking events. 

	» Bookstore of titles recommended by 
OD Network members.

	» Links to some of the best OD 
resources available. 

	» E-mail discussion lists that allow 
OD practitioners worldwide to 
share ideas. 

	» Lists, with contact information, 
of regional and international 
OD networks.

	» Case studies illustrating the value of 
OD to potential client organizations.
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