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P r e fa c e  a n d  Ac k n o w l e d g m e n t s

Purpose and Origins

This text can be used as a stand-alone treatment of Organizational
Development (OD). The book is also an excellent supplement to tra-
ditional textbooks in the field and is a good addition to readings in
organizational behavior and principles of management. This book
provides the essentials of OD. It also provides more; the strength of
the book is its strong handling of the field’s underlying values and
assumptions.

As a field of study, OD seems enamored of technical interventions
in organizations. I believe there is a limit to the number of procedures
that people can grasp. I also think the truth of practice is that inter-
vention methods overlap and collapse into hybrid approaches dic-
tated by the realities of the situation. Readers of books about OD can
miss appreciating the complicated nature of practice. Techniques are
tools. Success in practice means keeping intervention methods in per-
spective while remaining faithful to core concepts of the field. Stu-
dents may fail to see the core values that inform practice. People can
be captured in what some public administrationists characterize as
realizing the “triumph of techniques over purpose.” To counter the
forces of technicism, the spiritual essence of OD requires ongoing no-
tice. This book takes the position that once people have a good sense
of what OD is fundamentally about, the “moves” or methods natu-
rally follow.

What matters in the end are the underlying attitudes, values, and as-
sumptions that lie at the heart of OD. A superficial methods orientation
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leaves the OD practitioner armed only with what has cynically been
characterized as the usual “OD bag of tricks.” All practitioners use a
toolkit, but it is the ongoing diagnosis of the essence of the situation
that informs the content and process of practice. This text appreciates
OD as a craft, artistry in action.

When I teach mediation or negotiation to students, for example,
they want to know the “moves.” They are often disappointed when I
tell them that there are thousands of situations, points of attack, and
just as many moves. No one can master or memorize what to do in
every situation. The best thing is to understand the process itself, to
get a feel for what is valued, to know assumptions, and, most of all,
be fully in touch with one’s own attitude. When that happens, no
matter the situation, the values and sense of mission will get them
through. Fundamental psychological self-awareness drives attitude
that influences behavior. OD practitioners do not get all tied up think-
ing about what to do. They have a feel for the physics of the moment
and react reflectively and effectively in-action.

Readers need to appreciate that OD has a point of view about the
human side of enterprise (to borrow an apt phrase). OD is a philoso-
phy about the development of people. There are a number of venues
where human growth might occur. OD focuses on the workplace and
recognizes the value of work as developmental, not just of persons’
skills and abilities, but also the realization of their authentic selves. It
is in doing work that people may discover themselves, if they have
some measure of freedom.

Some would assert it is all a matter of balance, taking care of the in-
strumental needs of organizations and the requirements of the human
element. Balance is typically called for when two ideas—in this case
task and relationship—appear at odds. This book rejects balance. It
shades to the human side; recognizing that organizations are indeed
social systems and nothing good gets done without the support and
cooperation of people. In other words, this book takes a stance for the
human relations perspective of organizations. I ask What is an econ-
omy for? How should organizations behave in a democratic society?
What is the positive potential of working experience in human devel-
opment? Getting good work done is essential and I do not mean to

xii Preface and Acknowledgments
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xiiiPreface and Acknowledgments

dismiss its import, but OD has a fundamental spirit that extols the im-
portance of the human factor in getting exceptional work accom-
plished and it is the standpoint taken here.

The book covers many of the usual OD topics such as Action Re-
search, group dynamics, and coverage of OD as a field of study. It in-
corporates some things that make it distinctive. There is considerable
treatment of change, resistance to change, and defensive conduct con-
cerning transformation in organizations. This is a major issue in prac-
tice and I wanted to give it substantial attention here. The book also
pays a good deal of attention to conflict resolution, a topic that has be-
come increasingly important in organizational development. Change
begets conflict and it is an issue that warrants good attention. Issues
such as leadership, trust, systems theory, public-private differences,
process consultation, the emergence of OD as a counterpoint to classic
bureaucratic management methods, a brief history of modern man-
agement reform and the idea of empowerment, positive and negative
aspects of group dynamics, trust, hierarchy, labor relations, and other
issues are addressed.

Audience

People interested in Organizational Development will obviously be
interested in the book as a stand-alone treatment of the field or as a
supplemental text to other books used in OD, organizational behav-
ior, or organizational theory. The text is highly readable and covers a
range of topics in a field that is sometimes difficult to describe. Re-
cently I agreed to work with a city on their problems with three
unions and their nonunion employees in general. We were trying to
figure out how I might explain my entrance into the problem. If we
keyed in on labor relations directly, it was risky. I said that we could
call the approach “Organizational Development.” The city manager
was delighted and said, “That’s great, nobody knows what that
really means!” After reading this book, it is my hope that people will
know what it means, not just in theory but also in practice. What OD
is fundamentally about is made clear and that ultimately is its pri-
mary value.
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Overview

Chapter 1 defines Organizational Development (OD) and discusses
the philosophy of OD in terms of its assumptions and values. The idea
that OD represents something of a paradigm shift away from the bu-
reaucratic ideal of organization structures and its close cousin scien-
tific management are discussed at some length. Major OD pioneers are
profiled and the importance of systems theory is outlined. Some criti-
cisms of OD are presented and addressed. The modern age of manage-
ment reform is described and compared to the tenets of OD.

Chapter 2 addresses organizational development and the field of
public administration. The basic questions are whether OD practice is
the same in public and private jurisdictions, what differences might
exist depending on sector, and whether those distinctions are mean-
ingful. Stories from the author’s consulting experience are used to
demonstrate how public OD does differ from private undertakings.
Moreover, the operating context of the public OD practitioner is
found to be distinctive in ways related to the operating domain of the
typical public enterprise. The argument is that public OD is more dif-
ficult to practice than its private counterpart, and, despite that view,
there is some evidence that public OD may be more successful.

Chapter 3 addresses the issue of change in organizations. The psy-
chology of resistance to change receives lengthy treatment. Why “un-
freezing” persons from their mind-sets is easier in theory than prac-
tice receives good attention. How to overcome defensive conduct is
outlined as well as leading change. The role of process consultation
(PC) is detailed as a good way to overcome resistance to change and
to build trust.

Chapter 4 relates change, growth, and learning. OD has been in-
vested in the idea of human capital development for some time. In a
sense, that is a superficial, instrumental concern. Self-awareness is 
a form of learning too and is part of a deeper process. Cutting-edge or-
ganizations support human capital and personal development of em-
ployees. However, learning organizations only exist because of power.
Knowledge is power, as the saying goes, but only if power permits it
to be. Power decides knowledge and not the other way around. That is

xiv Preface and Acknowledgments
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an important point discussed in this chapter. The whole issue of the
seeds of employee disempowerment and the restoration of respect for
employee know-how is examined.

Chapter 5 deals with groups and group processes since they are the
forerunners of teams in organizations. The upside or positive effects
of groups are examined and so are the downside tendencies. Groups
are not always functional and excessive cohesion in a group or team
may be dysfunctional. A brief revisit is made to the history of man-
agement philosophy at the turn of the century to contrast the ideas of
management revival that began enthusiastically in the 1980s. The
context of this discussion is the ongoing debate in public administra-
tion about the new public management. Group process and decision
models are then elaborated.

Chapter 6 concerns conflict resolution. Social systems are full of
conflict and it is common that the OD change agent faces the situation
of a need for team building or helping to repair interpersonal, intra-
unit, and interunit difficulties. The escalation tendencies of conflict
are outlined. The core of the chapter concerns “dialogue” or the type
of communication necessary to help people resolve differences. A
model of dialogue is submitted and explained.

Chapter 7 summarizes the basic theoretical ideas in the book and
addresses several topics, however briefly, that any OD text must
speak to such as hierarchy, leadership, trust, labor relations, power,
and politics, and makes conclusions about OD, its past, and future
prospects.
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1

1
Organizational Development:

Assumptions and Values

Organizational Development (OD) can be defined in several ways but
all explanations contain common elements. OD is seen as an effort to
deal with or initiate change in organizational cultures through a tech-
nology known as Action Research (AR). Action Research is a method of
collaboration between a change agent and members of an organiza-
tional system. The central objective of AR is to expedite the diagnosis
of organization problems and to encourage strategies that equip orga-
nizational members to learn how to cope with their own difficulties.
OD is underscored by a belief that organizational members own their
own problems and are responsible for finding solutions to them. OD
does not “fix” people through the use of outside consultants. Actions
selected by organizational members are planned and underpinned by
established norms of behavioral science and a set of optimistic values
and assumptions about human capacities. Organizational Develop-
ment pays particular attention to organizational processes or the way
things are done, not just what is done. OD essentially deals with a
false paradox, that the development of people in organizations is 
a separate and incompatible concern from the productive issues of the
organization itself (French and Bell, 1999; Bennis, 1969; Golembiewski,
1985; Bruce and Wyman, 1998).

Organizational Development is a philosophy. It is a certain way of
thinking about people at work. It represents a set of values and as-
sumptions. At bottom, OD epitomizes democratic values. It gives
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employees the opportunity to participate in organizational decision-
making and reduces reliance on hierarchical power as the sole arbiter
of the correctness of decisions. It gives staff effective voice. What em-
ployees believe and express becomes crucial data to recast work sys-
tems. OD manifests a normative-reeducative educational philosophy
because it encourages individuals and groups to reexamine core val-
ues, beliefs, and operating assumptions about themselves, other
people, and the way that their organizations function. Normative
reeducation opens the door to learning.

OD shifts away from the idea that elites ensconced at the top of bu-
reaucratic pyramids possess superior knowledge for all situations.
OD prizes all types of know-how. Experiential wisdom, for example,
is considered valuable and is the intuition that often arises from it.
OD is not solely attached to rational methods of problem solving and
the tenets of idealism. It embraces the experience of realism as well.

Ultimately, OD is a social technology that helps human systems re-
main competitive in an era where organizational operating domains
are turbulent and all labor systems are wide open to the forces of
change. Development means change and it requires learning.

Bennis (1969, p. 15) describes the normative values of OD change
agents as:

• Improvement in interpersonal competence.
• A shift in values so that human factors and feelings come to

be considered legitimate.
• Development of increased understanding between and

within working groups in order to reduce tensions.
• Development of more effective team ”management,” that is, the

capacity . . . for functional groups to work more competently.
• Development of better methods of conflict ”resolution.”

Rather than the usual bureaucratic methods that rely mainly
on suppression, compromise, and unprincipled power, more
rational and open methods of conflict resolution are sought.

• Development of organic rather than mechanical systems. This
is a strong reaction against the idea of organizations as mech-
anisms which managers work ”on,” like pushing buttons . . .

2 Organizational Development: Assumptions and Values
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3Organizational Development: Assumptions and Values

Tannenbaum and Davis (1969, pp. 67–83) suggest that OD represents
a paradigm shift away from traditional bureaucratic, mechanistic insti-
tutions that prize instrumental values at the expense of a more devel-
opmental and sanguine view of people. They suggest movement:

• Away from a view of people as essentially bad toward a view
of people as basically good.

• Away from avoidance of negative evaluation of individuals
toward confirming them as human beings.

• Away from a view of individuals as fixed, toward seeing
them as being in process.

• Away from resisting and fearing individual differences to-
ward accepting and utilizing them.

• Away from utilizing an individual primarily with reference
to his or her job description toward viewing an individual as
a whole person.

• Away from walling off the expression of feelings toward mak-
ing possible both appropriate expression and effective use.

• Away from maskmanship and game playing toward authen-
tic behavior.

• Away from the use of status for maintaining power and per-
sonal prestige toward use of status for organizationally rele-
vant purposes.

• Away from distrusting people toward trusting them.
• Away from avoiding facing others with relevant data toward

making appropriate confrontation.
• Away from avoidance of risk taking toward willingness 

to risk.
• Away from a view of process work as being unproductive effort

toward seeing it as essential to effective task accomplishment.
• Away from a primary emphasis on competition toward a

much greater emphasis on collaboration.

Organizational Development may be based on the touchstone of
behavioral science, but it embraces a healthy intuitive, spiritual, and
felt sense of judgment to find the right thing to do.
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A General History of Management Thinking and OD1

Organizational Development has deep roots. The emergence of Orga-
nizational Development closely parallels the evolution of manage-
ment thinking during the twentieth century. OD is an antidote to the
widespread management consensus that command and control from
the upper reaches of hierarchies is the best path to organizational ef-
fectiveness. At bottom, OD’s coming forth is intimately connected to
questions about the value of different kinds of knowledge at work.
Every organizational theory is also a theory of knowledge and vice
versa (Thayer, 1980, p. 113).

Frederick Taylor2

At the beginning of the twentieth century, organizations competed on
the basis of mass production that involved manufacturing high vol-
umes of standardized goods and services at the lowest possible price.
Mass production systems were responsive to the requirements of
America’s early industrialization period. In the public sector, a similar
objective was to ensure that all Americans had access to mass-
produced services such as education, health care, and law enforce-
ment. Mass production methods were successful in providing Ameri-
cans with a standard of living and quality of life unmatched in most
parts of the world.

The unparalleled success of mass production methods in turn-of-
the-century America is appropriately credited to the contribution 
of Frederick Taylor’s (1911) scientific management, the classic set of
ideas used to rationalize work. Scientific management is fueled by the
rational bias that work can be reduced to an engineered blueprint and
totally controlled based on scientific knowledge. Taylorist methods
support the basic aims of mass production by bringing all aspects of
work under strict control. It is a parsimonious model of organiza-
tional management driven by efficiency and economy values. There is
no wasted motion, no variation from the standard way of doing
things, and complete obedience to the knowledge imperatives that
arise from outside doing the actual work.

4 Organizational Development: Assumptions and Values
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5Organizational Development: Assumptions and Values

Public management admired scientific management and fully em-
braced business values of efficiency, economy, and top-down control.
The goal of public administration was to model itself after the way
business conducted its affairs (Wilson, 1887). The upshot of this mind-
set established once and for all that business management was in
every way superior to public administration. The cry to make govern-
ment more businesslike echoes even today.

Scientific management caused employees to lose command over
the full expression of their work. The philosophy of science was en-
listed to separate work into two parts—conception and execution.
Through the use of analytic techniques like time-and-motion studies,
the mental aspects of work were separated from their physical mani-
festations. Where once staff enjoyed a broad “scope of action” over
their jobs, they were now deskilled, reduced to carrying out the direc-
tives of engineers.3 The consequences proved to be severe for front-
line workers. As Braverman (1974, p. 125) notes, “hand and brain be-
come not just separated, but divided and hostile, and the human
unity of hand and brain turns into its opposite, something less than
human.” Workers became cogs in the machine, alienated from their
work, their coworkers, and, ultimately, from themselves. The ma-
chine is not necessarily a factory. It can be a government organization.

Weberian Ideal-Type Bureaucracy

In 1922, the German sociologist Max Weber described “bureaucracy”
as the perfect way to structure and manage organizations. The ideal-
type bureaucracy is hierarchical, features a rigorous chain of com-
mand, specialization of tasks, division of labor, procedures and rules to
accomplish the work, selection and promotion of employees based on
performance, impartial treatment of customers and clients, and a gen-
eral impersonality with regard to human relations. It is mechanistic.

It was in this machinelike organization that the principles of scien-
tific philosophy were thrust. The combination of scientific manage-
ment and ideal-type bureaucracy were perfectly suited and served as
a robust platform to launch America into the twentieth century as an
industrial power. There were salutary effects. Jobs were provided for
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immigrants and the quality of life was uplifted for many Americans.
Projects on a grand scale were accomplished. The rationalized bu-
reaucratic organization spurred America’s takeoff period as a modern
economy and superpower.

There were, however, unintended consequences on the job. So
much attention was paid to the accomplishment of instrumental ob-
jectives in organizations that human expectations about work were
largely ignored. Specifically, the meaning of work was eroded. Alien-
ation and unrest among workers began to rise as a result of the domi-
nance of the bureaucratic mechanism. There was a marked rise in “la-
bor troubles.” It was agreed that something had to be done. The
machine was losing productive capacity. Enter industrial psychology,
Human Relations, and OD (Taylor, 1911; Weber, Gerth, and Mills,
1946; French and Bell, 1999).

Responding to Taylor’s call for a “mental revolution,” Chris Ar-
gyris, a prominent spokesperson for the values of OD, wrote:

. . . these experts have provided little insight into why they believe that
people should undergo a “mental revolution”; or why esprit de corps is
necessary if the principles are to succeed. The only hints found are that re-
sistance to scientific management occurs because human beings are what
they are, or “because it’s human nature.” But, why does “human nature”
resist formal organizational principles? Perhaps there is something inher-
ent in the principles which cause human resistance. (1957, p. 57)

Argyris captures the problem perfectly. Are productive and em-
ployee concerns compatible? Can effectiveness mean accomplish-
ment of instrumental concerns and promote staff growth and devel-
opment at the same time? Is the choice between being “hard” or
“soft” or is there another way to get things done that serves both pro-
ductive and human needs?

The Human Relations Counterpoint

From 1927 to 1932 the Hawthorne Studies were conducted at the
Hawthorne plant of the Western Electric Company. The investigation

6 Organizational Development: Assumptions and Values
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was initiated to discover the effects of physical factors on work 
performance but researchers came away understanding there was
much more going on with the workforce that was not fully appreci-
ated in classic organization theory. It shifted focus away from control-
ling hierarchies to the social-psychological needs of employees. It is
seen as the seminal event that started what is characterized as the Hu-
man Relations school of organizational theory. From the classicists’
point of view, the Hawthorne experiments were initially seen as fail-
ures. To the sharper eyes of the interpretivists, the tests were a success
because they revealed that how employees interpreted events made a
difference in how they worked. There was symbolic meaning in how
organizations were operated that could not be ignored.

Human Relations drew management’s attention to the phenome-
nological aspects of organizational life. The meaning of work to
people slowly moved onto the stage. Organizations were inspired 
to treat workers like adults, not children (Argyris, 1957). They were
encouraged to satisfy their needs (Maslow, 1965; Herzberg, 1966).
They were energized to involve them in decisions about how the
work was done (Likert, 1961), to better integrate technological and so-
cial systems in the workplace (Trist and Bamforth, 1951), and to pro-
vide employees with more interesting, challenging, and meaningful
work (Hackman and Oldham, 1980). Perhaps the best description of
the contrast between traditional management methods and the kind
suggested by human relationists is found in Douglas McGregor’s The
Human Side of Enterprise (1960). It contrasted management assump-
tions associated with classic management theory—Theory X—with a
style more consistent with Human Relations and OD values—Theory
Y. The former theory repressed human potential on the job whereas
the latter trusted employees to take on responsibility if given the
chance. Further, Chester Barnard (1938) established the idea that or-
ganizations were social systems and the manager’s job was to gain
people’s cooperation. Overall, there is a basic theme: people matter.

All of the theorists I have mentioned owe much to the Hawthorne
researchers, especially Elton Mayo, who was hostile to the idea that
technical and material advancement alone composed the definition of
progress. He was not preoccupied with problems of managerial
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authority and mechanized production. He was a reactionary who be-
lieved that techniques had led to social dislocation, lack of coopera-
tion, and other forms of unrest. He was deeply concerned about the
human and social problems created by the new industrial civilization.

Looking back over the early Human Relations/OD literature, one
sees certain themes: A package of optimistic assumptions about the
potential of people; the faith that people know something about 
the work and that their know-how has value to the organization; an
antibureaucratic bent; and a drive to treat staff as responsible adults
who can make real contributions at work. People are viewed as moti-
vated by needs for self-development, interesting and meaningful
work, a role in goal setting, and good relations with coworkers. It is
believed that leaders are likely to achieve more by less autocratic rule-
driven styles in favor of more flexible and democratic approaches.
The literature acknowledges the significance of group processes and
teamwork. The human processes of organizations are seen as power-
ful. Eventually, learning in organizations will find its place as an ex-
tension of these ideas. The concept that there is a spiritual aspect to
organizational life will also find a niche. Taken together, these values
are diametrically different from the assumptions of the classic scien-
tific bureaucratic ideal that dominated the organizational landscape
at the beginning of the twentieth century.4

Deepening the OD Connection

Principal among the catalysts for the advancement of OD was Kurt
Lewin, an experimental social psychologist who thought in systems
terms, force fields, and the fundamental stages of change.

Lewin’s contributions to the field of Organizational Development are
considerable. Four of his ideas in particular are significant. First, Lewin
recognized organizations as systems of contradictory forces that pro-
duce the status quo. It is a paradoxical view. Using a technique known
as “force field analysis,” Lewin (1947) demonstrated how, in any do-
main, dynamics are at work pushing and pulling against one another.
To change a situation, the equilibrium point between the forces has to
be adjusted. The value of the idea is that force field analysis gives orga-
nizations a way to identify the factors that constitute the positive and

8 Organizational Development: Assumptions and Values
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9Organizational Development: Assumptions and Values

negative physics of their situations and a way to change them. Force
field analysis continues to be used today as a viable facilitation mecha-
nism to uncover the levers for change. Once the contending energies
are revealed, actions increasing positive pressures or reducing negative
or blocking factors can be undertaken.

Lewin’s second contribution is the description of change as a rough
three-step process, unfreezing, moving (changing), and refreezing. It is a
simple concept but captures the essentials of the change succession.
Unfreezing involves disconfirming people of their rigid ideas, mis-
perceptions, and delusions about the nature of reality. It is a painful
sequence and naturally engenders resistance. People are fearful of
change. It helps if they have some part in establishing its conditions.
It is also comforting if employees are provided a measure of psycho-
logical safety during the change process.

During the unfreezing stage, individuals undergo a cognitive re-
structuring of established mind-sets and replace them with fresh hy-
potheses about the possibility and prospects of change. Rethinking
one’s values and beliefs is difficult to actualize. As Quinn notes,
“When we see the need for deep change, we usually see it as some-
thing that needs to take place in someone else” (1996, p. 11). One of
the realities of organizational culture, for instance, is that it operates
much like the psychological unconscious that automatically protects
the status quo. Stepping into the unknown has its risks and change
agents know too well how difficult it is to break through resistance to
change and inculcate new operative norms in individuals, groups,
and organizations. Normative reeducation of persons fearful of what
change may bring to their lives is a daunting enterprise in practice.
The third step in the change process is “refreezing,” wherein new val-
ues, beliefs, and behaviors are stabilized. Both stability and renewal
are simultaneously established.

Lewin’s three-step change process implies a certain static quality.
That is misleading. Individuals, groups, and organizations constantly
face this trial. Life is difficult and turbulent; there is no time when mat-
ters are settled once and for all. Change is an ongoing, vigorous
process; it is the nature of things. Individuals who face the truth of
their situations have a better chance of coping and surviving than
those who do not make the effort to fit their behaviors with reality.
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Supporting people in confronting the need for personal and organiza-
tional transformation is one of the principal goals of the OD change
agent. The idea is to help people learn to cope with the realities of their
situations, not to hold out the false hope of controlling their existences.

Lewin’s work comes together in the idea of Action Research (AR),
which can be characterized as the core technology of Organizational
Development. It embodies all the values of OD and is the basis of
most “interventions” used by change agents. French (1969, p. 26) de-
scribes Action Research in the following way:

The key aspects of the model are diagnosis, data gathering, and feed-
back to the client group, data discussion and work by the client group,
action planning, and action. The sequence tends to cyclical, with the fo-
cus on new or advanced problems as the client group learns to work
more effectively together.

The process is iterative. The group keeps action planning, taking
action, processing feedback, and making adjustments in strategy as
necessary. It is important to note that the data being analyzed can
come from the group itself. For example, in a team-building session a
group might be asked What is it that we do well? What do we need to
improve? If there were one thing we could do to improve the situa-
tion, what might it be? These questions generate sufficient data to ini-
tiate the remaining steps of the AR cycle. In sum, Action Research em-
bodies the fundamental values of OD. It is democratic in that it allows
effective employee voice and is inclusive. It is optimistic that people
can learn to solve their own problems. It is humanistic in that it en-
courages the development of people and the realization of their po-
tential. Its genesis owes much to Kurt Lewin.

Lewin’s fourth contribution stems from his collaboration with Ronald
Lippitt, Leland Bradford, and Kenneth Benne at the Commission on
Community Interrelations of the American Jewish Congress, which
gave rise to “T-Groups” during the post–World War II years. During a
training endeavor the staff would meet to discuss what had transpired
each day. Participants found out about the meetings and asked to at-
tend. The researchers were initially anxious about sharing data about
people with them in the room, but overcame their trepredations and let

10 Organizational Development: Assumptions and Values
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people come in and talk about the interpretations of data about them.
The exchanges were powerful and helpful to all of the participants.
What transpired was an awareness that learning could occur among all
participants, as well as group building, these days known as team build-
ing; all the actors had an effective voice in interpreting the motivation
and meaning of the day’s behaviors. The idea of open group meetings
shifted OD from skill training to an emphasis on interpersonal learning.
This in turn led to the development of the National Training Laborato-
ries (NTL) and the so-called “laboratory method,” also known as “hu-
man relations training,” “group dynamics,” and “executive develop-
ment” programs (McGill, 1974; Burke, 1982).

Through T-Groups and the work of the National Training Laborato-
ries, OD had turned a corner that emphasized different processes and
experiences. Training was less about imparting information than
people taking responsibility for learning through interactions with
other persons, receiving feedback, and processing data about them-
selves. This is an entirely different type of learning model and, at bot-
tom, is Action Research realized.

Systems Theory

Another evolutionary advance in Organizational Development is the
influence of systems theory. Systems theory envisions organizations
and their employees open to and influenced by their environments. It
is posited that organizations gather input from their environments
and transform them into output. The organization measures output
against established goals and objectives. The data on accomplish-
ments establish feedback loops or learning about what can be done to
improve organizational performance. Organizational leaders can pur-
sue greater input (we need more resources) or transform manipula-
tion of throughput processes (we need to manage things differently).
The cycle repeats itself. Much of systems theory is reminiscent of
Lewin, that is, forces swarm about organizations that require adjust-
ment depending on their nature.

Environmental forces that affect input and output are the perceived
value of the organization’s mission or product demand. External po-
litical, legal, social, economic, technological, and social forces also
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play their part. Internally, the relevant physics relate to how work
processes are established, the quality of the reward and incentive sys-
tem, leadership style, work schedules, the extent of organizational
learning processes, employee skills, and so on. The principal idea is
that organizations and the people in them exist in an organic world
and they have to change and adapt to contingencies in their operating
domains. Both are either open or closed to their environments (Berta-
lanffy, 1950, 1956).

“Open systems thinking” has had significant import for OD be-
cause it encourages learning and shared vision in terms of the whole
rather than just parts (Senge, 1990). It transcends endless complexity
and cautions that what happens in one part of a system can have con-
sequences elsewhere. It means that just working on one part of the
culture or relying on one type of intervention in the hope that it will
reverberate positively throughout a large interdependent system can-
not transform organizations. To change a system means to change the
entire system, not just a part of it (French and Bell, 1999).

There is a major implication for OD in the systems perspective that
organizational leaders and their change agents sometimes fail to appre-
ciate. Contingencies in external and internal systems are customarily
beyond the control of change advocates, no matter how well moti-
vated. For example, conducting a survey, a single team-building re-
treat, installing a new incentive and reward system, and facilitating a
workshop on conflict resolution over the course of a year will not usu-
ally yield a large system change or deep alterations in an organization’s
culture. In short, human work systems are complex and changing them
involves persistent intervening over long periods of time to achieve re-
sults. In systems theory, there is no quick fix (Kilmann, 1984).

Persisting Beyond Negative Labels

To a real extent, all these ideas about shifting the paradigm of how to
construct and manage organizations did have some effect. Still, Human
Relations and its OD prodigy were sometimes seen as “soft” tech-
niques to make people feel better about their jobs rather than giving
them genuine voice in what should be done and how. Human Rela-
tions and its OD subcomponent were often criticized as manipulative

12 Organizational Development: Assumptions and Values
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management methods that scrupulously avoided questions of power.
They were perceived as cynical devices to help management avoid la-
bor troubles. They were accused of providing a veneer of harmony to
mask the real conflict rampant in organizations. The criticism has some
merit. There is no doubt that many organizations were committed to a
type of “pseudo-participation” aimed at increasing morale without
changing the fundamental power relations that ruled the workplace. It
was this apparent sham about power that fueled the criticisms of radi-
cal humanists and antiorganizational theorists who detested programs
like OD (some known under the rubric of Quality of Working Life) as
servants of functionalism—obstructions to real change (Burrell and
Morgan, 1979).

OD values represented something more than its critics could wave
away, despite the fact that some organizational leaders saw OD as a
way to manipulate staff into feeling good and working harder with-
out benefiting in any meaningfully developmental way. OD’s funda-
mental values and its champions for changing organizations to make
them better persisted. The unalterable truth is that OD change agents
shared the idea that there needed to be an employee-centered coun-
terforce to the authoritarian bent of traditional command and control
approaches to management. They were humanists and existentialists,
passionate about human development. They were optimistic because
they believed that people will take responsibility for their own prob-
lems and have the wherewithal to do something about their condi-
tions. Nonetheless, the debate about OD being “soft” versus “hard”
persists and reveals much about the assumptions about people found
in the psychology of persons on both sides of the debate. Every man-
agement reform (perhaps with the exception of reengineering organi-
zations) carries OD values as part of their repertoire of productivity-
enhancing initiatives. The evidence is overwhelming. The way people
are treated has hard consequences for the bottom line.

Even though OD theorists and practitioners demonstrated in case
after case that there was no automatic disconnect between treating
staff with respect and realizing productive organizational outcomes,
OD was labeled as “touchy-feely.” A colleague of mine, an unbending
positivist, once characterized OD as the “Dale Carnegie Paradigm” or
“Dare to Be Great” archetype. This masked his constant complaining

0813398398-1.qxd  1/12/04  10:41 AM  Page 13



that there were numerous problems in the department that could be
fixed if we were just given some say. There was a kind of masculine
mind-set that real organizations were commanded and controlled,
and that tough decisionmaking was the mark of the top-notch, usu-
ally male, executive. “Tough but fair” was the order of the day. It is
authoritarian. Still, OD persisted. Case after case demonstrated that
productivity can be high, people can develop, cultures can be healthy,
and work can have positive meaning for those who do it.

Competitiveness Pushes the Door Wide Open for OD Values

Events in the 1980s were to starkly demonstrate that how employees
are involved in organizational processes is the signal factor in organiza-
tional success. Once and for all, the idea that concentration on instru-
mental tasks alone is the key to success was thoroughly discredited.

To change organizations, there needs to be a fresh focus on knowl-
edge and the locus of power. The novel idea is that there are all types
of knowledge in organizations, not just the one embraced by the dom-
inant hierarchical coalition. Different ways of appreciating reality is
grounded in different experiences, essences, and types of existence.
There are lots of realities in every organization because there are lots of
different people performing different roles. Each individual has a dis-
tinct experience outside of any job description or organizational rule.
This is what Taylor missed. The trick for high performance is to honor
these different experiences—ways of knowing, know-how, and learn-
ing—and translate among them to be able to judge the best course in a
problematic situation based on reality, not rule from above—one kind
of knowing. Power can decide knowledge but that obliterates the wis-
dom of the statement that knowledge is power. Organizations that do
not recognize this cannot learn and they are incapable of change.

The New Era of Reform

In the early 1980s, American industry went through a difficult eco-
nomic downturn. Unlike previous recessions, this one signaled seri-
ous problems with the way American organizations were led and
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managed. The nation was surprised and battered by the alarming
drop in America’s competitiveness. Quantity production, once the
holy grail of public and private management, was replaced by a new
set of competitive standards. These included variety, customization,
convenience, timeliness, and especially quality (Carnevale, 1990).
These new competitive principles demanded a different management
philosophy, one based on quality knowledge.

The problems facing business paralleled those facing government
at precisely the same time. Taxpayer revolts in Massachusetts and
California and the election of Ronald Reagan signaled dramatic
changes in the operations of government. It too was expected to
change how to deal with “customers.”5

Because of the decline in American competitiveness, American
management in government and business enthusiastically embraced
an eclectic set of ideas to improve organizational performance. Some
of the most salient ideas deal with excellence (Peters and Waterman,
1982), Japanese management techniques (Ouchi, 1981), Total Quality
Management (TQM) programs (Deming, 1986; Juran, 1988), changing
organizational culture (Deal and Kennedy, 1982), improving organi-
zational learning (Senge, 1990), and government-oriented strategies
(Osborne and Gaebler, 1992; Gore, 1993).

The new approach involved several core concepts.

1. Customer or client satisfaction is the primary goal of the organiza-
tion. The issue of what an appropriate definition of “customer”
means in government continues to be problematic although
most explanations would embrace the idea of taxpayers as cus-
tomers whether or not they are the direct beneficiaries of the
goods and services produced by government.

2. There is a strong commitment to human capital development. The
idea that, in open systems, organizations must learn and they
cannot if internal groups and individuals are unable to do so
(Senge, 1990).

3. Continuous improvement customarily borne of the ideas of various
forms of work teams is a paramount system goal. Systems and
processes are the objects of improvement, not correcting or
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punishing the behavior of individuals or creating blaming-
type work climates.

4. There is an enthusiastic pledge to employee involvement and partic-
ipation in all kinds of forms. Staff is given the chance to generate
ideas, identify priorities, and take action to solve problems.
There is less “telling” and more questioning about what
should be done in a particular circumstance.

5. Common vision is prized. The creation of shared vision is the
bedrock of the two leadership styles with the most currency
these days—transformational (Bass, 1985) and charismatic
(Conger, 1989) leadership methods.

6. Government organizations are encouraged to be entrepreneurial (Os-
borne and Gaebler, 1992). This means that government must
aggressively come up with ways to raise capital, improve ser-
vices, compete with private vendors, and think in terms of be-
ing active participants in markets. Governments make things
happen. They cannot survive as passive institutions.

7. Organizational culture becomes the rage. According to Kilmann
and associates, “Culture is to the organization what personal-
ity is to individual—a hidden, yet unifying theme that pro-
vides meaning, direction, and mobilization” (1985, p. ix).
Studies of culture inevitably lead to issues of change in organi-
zations, the fundamental business of OD. It also looks to the
underlying psychology of people and their reactions to the
practices of organizations as crucial in their loyalty, identifica-
tion, and commitment to the organization and its mission.

8. Empowerment. Of all the phrases that hold the new paradigm
together, none is so common as the commitment to “empow-
erment” or the notion that those closest to the customer and
client should have effective voice and discretion in dealing
with organizational problems down the line. Empowerment
occurs in individuals and typically in teams. It is sold as revo-
lutionary. It certainly has implications for shifting the center
of gravity of the power of knowledge in organizations. But
what must be remembered is that to em-power means that
sometime before staff were dis-empowered.

16 Organizational Development: Assumptions and Values
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All of these ideas owe their pedigree in one way or another to ear-
lier Human Relations and OD assumptions about people and work.
Guillén observes:

These authors conceive of organizational cultures as “systems of infor-
mal rules,” and a “strong culture” is thought to enable people to feel bet-
ter about what they do, so they are more likely to work harder. The busi-
ness firm is seen as community, almost to the exclusion of all other
possible group memberships that workers may have. The buzzwords of
the organization culture paradigm include sense of belonging, integrative
leadership, organizational climate, involvement, participation, loyalty, commit-
ment, harmony, interdependence, cohesiveness, and team spirit. Human rela-
tions techniques such as interviews, social observation, group dynamics,
and morale surveys are proposed to diagnose the problem and foster an
atmosphere of cooperation in the workplace. The echoes of the Human
Relations paradigm could not resonate louder. (1995, pp. 289–290)

Conclusion

Organizational Development is a values-loaded technology (Golem-
biewski, 1985). It is meant to improve the performance of organiza-
tions. It is not solely concerned with the instrumental objectives of or-
ganizations. OD holds that the expressive needs of people at work have
their place too. That does not mean that OD is “soft” with little regard
for productive issues. It is built on evidence that task and relationship
behaviors are the crucial pieces in the recipe for high-performing work
organizations. It embraces individuals and the organization as inti-
mately related and necessary to the other. It transcends bipolar or dual-
istic thinking that paying attention to just half the task and relationship
equation is sufficient to achieve high performance.

The OD perspective shadows the development of management
thinking since the beginning of the last century. It is counterpower to
the autocratic, top-down bureaucratic machine that stripped employ-
ees of meaningful control of their work. It intends to humanize work-
places, recognizing that people have a right to some measure of self-
development at work. It encourages democracy on the shop floor and
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in the office. Finally, it is optimistic that people can do good work
given a chance.

OD values are still grudgingly embraced. Although they make
sense to people, they are not normally experienced. They seem like
pleasant abstractions. The typical workplace is fraught with conflict,
back-biting, destructive ambition, and leaders whose espoused theo-
ries and theories of action are incongruent. Trust is lower than it
might be and people feel more and more insecure in the new econ-
omy, where the psychological contract guarantees very little in the
long term even though material gain is everywhere. Meaning is lost.
The problem is how to get the intellectual abstractions of Human Re-
lations into practice through OD.

In the next chapter, I examine Organizational Development in the
public sector. Is the problem of changing public organizations the same
as altering the business enterprise? Can OD be successful in govern-
ment? What are the strengths and limitations of context?

Notes

1. I am heavily indebted for the knowledge argument to Ralph Hummel.
We have talked endlessly about this idea and have collaborated on several
conference papers and a book draft concerning how the driving force under-
lying management reforms in the past century has been based on an attempt
to embrace experiential know-how without conceding hierarchical power. We
see management reforms as a struggle between idealism supported by science
and realism. As the ensuing discussion will demonstrate, OD is about legit-
imizing staff knowledge down the line and empowering people in more than
superficial ways. It endorses experiential know-how and the tenets of realism.
The discussion of the historical development of OD will reflect the tie between
issues of knowledge and power. The values of OD serve a particular purpose.
They aim to get people involved at work because they know something. They
have something to contribute and it is valuable for productive purposes. If
knowledge is indeed power, it is the power to actualize and to contribute. It is
about the liberation of employee know-how.

2. The case of Frederick Taylor is interesting. Much of the literature casts him
as a villain who did much damage to workers and was insensitive to their
needs. That view is somewhat unfair. His intentions were admirable. He
wanted to bring a rational scheme to the chaos of the industrial plant in a way
that would prevent management from treating staff in an entirely arbitrary
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fashion. He died a bitter man, feeling misunderstood. It is arguable that his in-
tentions were more noble than not, but his methods were hijacked by manage-
ment for their own designs (compare with Weisbord, 1987; Schachter, 1989).

3. It is astounding how much of the classical school of management think-
ing owes its pedigree to the work of assorted engineers. The engineering
mentality leaves little room for humanism in social systems.

4. “Human Relations” is used as an umbrella concept at this point in the
text to capture the intended shift away from strict rationalism of work to-
ward concern with the meaning of labor to staff and their involvement in
both its conception and execution. Many, if not all, of the human relation
writers identified so far are members of the Organizational Development
school—some more self-consciously than others. This introductory chapter
sets the history of the development of management thinking and reform in
the twentieth century. Human Relations will continue to be used to house au-
thors who also fit the OD paradigm. After the general historical overview is
established, the next chapter will pay attention to OD in the public sector.

5. The following discussion focuses mainly on the historical development
of management models in the industrial sector because that is where they
originated. With the exception of Osborne and Gaebler (1992), public man-
agement reform has been a borrower rather than an originator of reform con-
cepts. That extends to the National Performance Review too. It tends to
mimic the private sector’s Baldridge criteria concerning what constitutes an
excellent organization. It is important to know that, although the genesis of
many organizational reforms that express OD values in whole or in part
come from business, implementation problems are different in many conse-
quential ways in the government sector.
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2
Public Administration and OD

What role has Organizational Development (OD) played in the devel-
opment of organizational thinking in public administration as a field
of study? Further, is the practice of Organizational Development dif-
ferent depending on context? In other words, do OD interventions
face dissimilar realities in the public/nonprofit arena than are usually
encountered in the business sector?

It is fair to say that organizations of all kinds, public, private, and
nonprofit, share common interests in their desire to be effective. Orga-
nizations of every kind look for ways to do things better, to produce
more, to innovate, and to survive. Organizations are attentive to tech-
niques that address needs for potency and durability.

Although the search for high performance is a generic objective in
most organizations, how the strategy plays itself out in various zones
cannot not be overlooked. There are differences between public and
private organizational operational arenas, and they matter when it
comes to Organizational Development.

A note of caution is warranted before drawing hard lines between
sectors. All organizations appear to enjoy a certain measure of “pub-
licness” (Bozeman, 1987). The problems of coping with turbulent,
changing external environments and aligning internal purposes to
those realities is an enduring, usual problem for all organizations.
Area distinctions do exist. In the public case, environmental condi-
tions create special challenges for the practice of OD but they are not
so powerful that thriving change initiatives cannot be realized. Quite
to the contrary, there is evidence that the success rate in public OD is
both respectable and encouraging (Golembiewski, 1969, 1985).
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Public OD

The central question raised by Organizational Development is
whether organizations can promote conditions of work that are de-
velopmental and beneficial for both individuals and the organization.
This issue is manifest in the study of public administration through
its focus on leadership, motivation, group dynamics, communication,
participation, decisionmaking, human resources management, princi-
ples of management, and organizational theory. Moreover, all of the
critical thinking about ideal-type bureaucracy represents core values
and assumptions of OD whether or not they are made explicit (e.g.,
Hummel, 1987).

The study of administration has always had a strong leadership
and managerial component and a search for the best way to organize
and create conditions for high performance in organizations. The
management school is but a single wing of the public administration
field but it has always been an important one. The historical tension
between managerial reforms of all types and the perceived negative
effects of the bureaucratic model has synthesized into the encourage-
ment of more humanistic values in public management. OD is a ma-
jor countervailing idea to the idealism represented by the rationalist
bureaucratic paradigm.

Organizational Development is implicitly and explicitly part of
public administration practice. Administrators have to cope with
change every day. They have to find ways to involve employee know-
how in improving their operations. They wrestle with the issue of
shared vision, motivating staff and involving various stakeholders to
find common ground on policy matters. They deal constantly with
conflict. They are pressed to develop strategic initiatives, set objec-
tives that are acceptable in a political environment, and more and
more they are driven to measure performance. As Figure 2.1 demon-
strates, OD provides administrators with a wide range of tools to help
realize their goals. The range of interventions listed in Figure 2.1 sum-
marize the most progressive thinking in administrative thought for
more than fifty years.
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FIGURE 2.1 Various Intervention Tools for Facilitating Change

Target Group Interventions Designed to Improve Effectiveness

Life- and career-planning activities
Coaching and counseling
T-Group (sensitivity training)
Education and training to increase skills, knowledge in 

the areas of technical task needs, relationship skills, 
process skills, decisionmaking, problem solving, planning,
goal-setting skills

Grid OD phase 1
Work redesign
Gestalt OD
Behavior modeling

Process consultation
Third-party peacemaking
Role negotiation technique
Gestalt OD

Team building—Task directed—Process directed
Gestalt OD
Grid OD phase 2
Interdependency exercise
Appreciative inquiry
Responsibility charting
Process consultation
Role negotiation
Role analysis technique  
“Startup” team-building activities
Education in decisionmaking, problem solving, planning, 

goal setting in group settings
Team MBO
Appreciations and concerns exercise
Sociotechnical systems (STS)
Visioning
Quality of work life (QWL) programs
Quality circles
Force-field analysis
Self-managed teams

Intergroup activities—Process directed—Task directed
Organizational mirroring
Partnering
Process consultation
Third-party peacemaking at group level
Grid OD phase 3
Survey feedback

Sociotechnical systems (STS)
Parallel learning structures
MBO (participation forms)
Cultural analysis
Confrontation meetings
Visioning
Strategic planning/strategic management activities
Real-time strategic change
Grid OD phases 4, 5, 6
Interdependency exercise
Survey feedback
Appreciative inquiry
Search conferences
Quality of work life (QWL) programs
Total quality management (TQM)
Physical settings
Large-scale systems change

Individuals

Dyads/Triads 

Teams and Groups

Intergroup Relations

Total Organization

source: Organizational Development by French/Bell, copyright 1999. Reprinted by permission of Pearson Educa-
tion, Inc. Upper Saddle River, N.J., 07488.
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Figure 2.1 also points out that public administration has not been
an originator of much of the theoretical premises and practical appli-
cations of Organizational Development but has been an eager bor-
rower of initiatives seen as useful reforms of administrative practice.
The methods used by OD practitioners are universal but the opera-
tional terrain is not.

Public OD is a more difficult undertaking. The operational domain
of public institutions are structured so that change demands the in-
volvement of multiple actors. Politics, not economics, run the show.
Organizations cannot set their own missions or decide “what busi-
ness we are in.” Employees are buffered by powerful civil service and
union protections not found in the private sector; the entire business
of what goes on in public agencies is simply more public. Although
public OD agents may be armed with the same tools as their private
counterparts, they may not be used in comparable ways. It is fair to
say that, given the territory, the public OD change agent requires su-
perior political skills. Ultimately, that is the essential instrument no
matter what type of intervention is employed.

Rainey assembles the most comprehensive coverage of the research
findings on public-private distinctions. He develops an extensive cat-
alog of exceptional characteristics of public organizations. Some ex-
amples are:

• Absence of economic markets for outputs, reliance on gov-
ernmental appropriations for financial resources.

• Extensive oversight by legislative, executive, courts, and
other agencies.

• Greater political attention from an attentive public and consid-
erable pressure from political groups to influence decisions.

• Greater public scrutiny of administrative decisions. The pub-
lic sees a “right” to access to information and coverage of
events not usual in the private sector.

• Greater ambiguity of goals. (1997, pp. 54–95)

In terms of public management, other idiosyncratic features are
found. Some of the more salient include:
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• Public managers have less decisionmaking discretion because
of a thicket of institutional constraints.

• Public managers have weaker control over subordinates be-
cause of civil service tenure realities, a greater degree of
unionization in the government sector, and alliances subordi-
nates may establish with outside interests.

• The red tape and other features of ideal-type bureaucracy in-
hibit action.

• Public managers have less opportunity to develop and con-
trol reward and incentive structures than their private coun-
terparts. (Rainey, 1997, pp. 54–95)

In general, the public operating domain is full of external actors
and interests that battle over competing values. “Too many cooks” is
the common perception of the way things work. Conflicts abound
and the environment is truly political, with multiple, ambiguous, and
conflicting objectives. Political capital is the coin of the realm. These
external environmental forces ultimately seep into the administrative
structure of the organization, making leadership and management
different in ways that matter for those interested in organizational
transformation to any meaningful degree.

Although academics might quarrel over the extent of the problem,
it is fair to conclude that managers with innovative administrative in-
tent face a sometimes crushing set of obstacles. Golembiewski exam-
ines the public-private differences in 1969 and after 1979. He comes to
the same conclusions. The public administrative arena is differenti-
ated by:

1. Legal restrictions
2. Lack of economic incentives and market indicators
3. Multiple access
4. Quasi-governmental action
5. Public scrutiny and suspicion
6. Volatile political/administrative interface
7. Drawing boundaries
8. Diverse interests, values, and incentives
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9. Procedural regularity and rigidity
10. Short time frame
11. Weak chains of command
12. Lack of professionalism
13. Complexity of objectives (1985, p. 51)

What this means is that the public environment is a stew of politics,
low trust, short-term thinking, competing values, conflicting objec-
tives, and a terrain that does not support transformational leadership.
Manifold constraints of the public kind are daunting for internal and
external change agents. A few examples are instructive.

Third-Party Peacemaking in Different Worlds

Third-party peacemaking is a common type of OD intervention. It is
typically a mediation process where a third party works with interper-
sonal, intragroup, and intergroup disputes. Conflict is natural in orga-
nizations and arises from personality differences, quarrels over ends,
means, and scarce resources, and the friction that naturally arises from
the myriad interdependencies that marble all organizations.

I was involved in a labor dispute between a major international oil
company and a strong AFL-CIO union. The issues were typical for
the times. Management wanted to reduce the number of employees
and gain greater control over work rules they had negotiated away in
previous years. They also wanted to put in new work processes at the
local oil refinery. The union, on the other hand, was determined to re-
sist layoffs and was not inclined to give back hard-won work rules.
They saw nothing in the new production methods that would benefit
them. It was a classic employee-relations confrontation.

To be more exact, it was a classic private labor conflict. It was about
economics, ultimately; something that could be measured and
counted. Principles were in play certainly, but bottom-line account-
ability in terms of what things cost was the most dominant concern for
both parties— how many jobs, how much money gained or lost, and
the engineering mechanics of what new work processes would mean
for staffing and safety. On the positive side, at least from the point of
view of the mediators, everyone necessary to achieve a settlement was
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present. The union had to check with their members and the represen-
tatives of the plant and their lawyers had “corporate principals” to
talk to, but essentially representatives for both sides had real authority
to negotiate.

At the risk of standing against open government, the mediators
considered it a blessing that no one outside of the parties and the me-
diators had a right to be in the room. In other words, bargaining
wasn’t an ongoing press conference. My experience with “sunshine
bargaining” in Florida is that bargaining is impaired by being open to
outsiders. The parties make speeches instead of negotiating. They are
fearful of brainstorming because the process produces concepts that
may or may not be serious, but if seen by constituencies in the news-
papers present real problems. The parties tend to abandon problem-
solving or interest-based approaches (win-win) and go back to tradi-
tional, positional, adversarial methods. Private bargaining is easier to
handle than public negotiations because it is less public.

The negotiations were typically difficult. Interest-based or “win-
win” techniques were employed where groups identified their inter-
ests, groups brainstormed ideas, and flip charts were posted that
listed “options for mutual gain.” Tension and outbursts were dis-
played on occasion. The parties would be integrative some of the time
and regress to positional adversarial bargaining at other times. This is
predictable although stressful. At one point the conflict became in-
tense enough that the mediators walked out. Still, in the caucuses
people who could make decisions or effectively recommend them
were face to face with the mediators. Much of what drove solving
problems centered entirely on transaction costs—money and time. If
a better idea surfaced, it did not matter where it came from, it was ac-
cepted. Management had its principals and so did the union, but that
was it. They were kept informed as the negotiations progressed and,
since my experience was mainly public sector–oriented, the process
was cleaner and more direct. A contract was settled in five days and
there was no worry about what the legislature of the city council
might feel.

Not long after the oil refinery problem, I was asked to deal with a
problem in a municipal government. The local police union had held a
news conference and demanded the resignation of the chief of public
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safety. The city had previously had problems with the union, but this
caught them off guard and indicated that the relationship between the
officers and the administration had deteriorated to its lowest point.
The city manager wanted to put an end to the constant warfare be-
tween the parties. My job was to see what I could do to help create
conditions of dialogue and restore some sense of teamwork. This 
was not a problem to be handled through contract negotiations, it was
treated as an OD intervention. There was much to overcome.

The fact that a press conference had been held to put the issue on
the table is not unusual in the public sector. It would be extraordinary
in the private sector; it is unusual for private parties to go public until
they have reached an impasse after hard bargaining or have achieved
a settlement. In this case, the press conference was the first move to
address a series of internal management issues. Although holding a
press conference is often effective in getting the attention of higher
administration, it automatically escalates issues and spreads the con-
flict. It raises issues of “face” because it makes it difficult for persons
to back away or back down later.

An attempt to force the removal of the chief was a way to get at sev-
eral underlying issues that can be classified as “unresolved prior con-
flicts.” Making it a public problem immediately transformed the is-
sues into a communitywide political problem that invited more press
and communication through the public media. Both sides were chas-
ing votes in an election environment. Council members were loathe
to lose police support and were lobbied heavily by everyone with a
stake in the outcome. The city manager’s job depended on the good-
will of the mayor and the council and he had to play his politics care-
fully. The community had a natural affection for police personnel and
wondered why they felt so strongly that they were not being treated
fairly. This kind of situation is not what the private CEO faces when
there is an internal administrative problem, even though politics are
part of every business operation.

The result of the press conference was to make it impossible for the
city manager to fire the chief. The city manager said the chief was
made “bulletproof” by the press conference. If the chief were fired as
a result of a press conference, then what other demands made in the
media would follow? Who knows? Perhaps there would be a press
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conference to demand the resignation of the city manager. He felt that
the union had tied his hands. The city manager was not going to con-
duct personnel policy through the press. The situation worsened.

The number of complaints grew and made the newspapers on a
regular basis. The police union had representatives speak to local ser-
vice clubs about problems of understaffing and other issues. They
filed lawsuits, dragging the courts into the process. They attempted to
get the firefighters’ union to join them to create a stronger political
coalition, but that did not work. The refusal of the fire union to help
out led to a bizarre incident: The president of the police union called
in a road accident and the fire department responded “Code 3,” or
came to the scene very fast. The president of the police union felt that
the fire equipment had responded too quickly, posing a threat to the
safety of the citizens in the community, and tried to arrest two mem-
bers of the fire department on the spot. Eventually, the firefighters
won financial awards from the city because of the actions of the police
union president.

I had several meetings with police personnel to work on getting
some communication on the problems, but it did not work. Team
building failed and so did everything else I tried. The problem had
evolved into a public campaign and persons were not inclined to lose
any advantage by sitting down and privately working out their issues.
I ended up talking with the mayor about the problem and had her
support. The editor of the local newspaper talked to me on more than
one occasion. A state legislator was involved. So were members of the
city council. The problem was undeniably political. Lots of OD prob-
lems are political, but in my experience, not quite like this. It is fair to
say that this type of situation is not uncommon in government, but it
is unusual in the private sector. This case illustrates the real differences
between practicing OD in the public versus the private sphere.

Another brief example is enlightening concerning the type of issues
faced by OD practitioners in government as opposed to business. I
mediated between a library association that wanted full access to a
wide range of material and a statewide group convinced that certain
materials were pornographic. At one meeting of the library board, a
librarian wrapped herself in the American flag to make the point that
the other side stood for censorship, which was un-American. She did
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this right before a member of the opposing group arrived with video
equipment to show the board so-called pornographic material, which
she believed was un-American. The board declined to look at it. The
press was present. The room was packed with supporters of each
side. The issues represented deep value conflicts. Dealing with deep
public conflict is not like the customary private-sector retreat at a re-
sort with breaks by the lake and golf on the side.

The Public Realities

There is no value consensus in society. From welfare reform to the ap-
propriate mission of correctional facilities on how best to deal with the
environment to the best way to reduce teenage pregnancy, Americans
disagree. What is good for children, how to stop drug abuse, how to
regulate nursing homes, and how to manage wilderness areas are all
“wicked issues” and the public sector deals with them all. Changing
organizations inevitably must confront what is normative in these pol-
icy areas. OD has to help people clarify strategic and mission-related
issues. That is difficult when what can be done or what the vision
might be is inevitably subject to contentious wrangling outside the
control of the people who are trying to build consensus on what ends
to pursue and the means to accomplish them.

Organizational change in government faces a messier transforma-
tional agenda. There are political players with heavy access every-
where. Everything is more public. If that were not enough, the operat-
ing framework of government administration is intentionally
structured to be low trust (Carnevale, 1995). Abuse of power is a prin-
cipal concern so checks and balances are the norm. These can be sti-
fling to innovation, creativity, and change. Although there are calls for
high-performance work systems in government, obstacles exist at
every turn for the person who wants to alter the status quo. OD in
government is an especially artful undertaking.

OD Development and Public Administration

The work of Douglas McGregor (1960), Chris Argyris (1957), Rensis
Likert (1961), Frederick Herzberg (1966), Warren Bennis (1969), and
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Abraham Maslow (1954, 1962, 1965), among others, challenged con-
ventional thinking about the relationship between individuals and
organizations. These “Third Wave” psychologists believed that work
should support the growth and development of people and that the
governance of work institutions should be more democratic. Collec-
tively, these ideas have been identified by a number of labels, but the
most common are “Process Consultation” and “Organization Devel-
opment” (Harmon and Mayer, 1986).

The Argyris/Simon Exchange

Humanistic writers were especially critical of rational-man theoreti-
cians. The humanists believed rationalists ignored the expressive
needs of people at work and supported status quo bureaucracies be-
cause of their assumptions that positivist methods were most appro-
priate when studying organizational behavior. Rationalists were
accused of worshiping instrumental rationality because its imperson-
ality made it the correct way to investigate and manage organizations.

In 1973, a confrontation of the two schools appeared in a series of
exchanges between Chris Argyris and Herbert Simon in the Public Ad-
ministrative Review (PAR). Argyris opened the debate with an article,
“Some Limits of Rational Man Organizational Theory,” that spoke of

new stirrings in public administration that may be seen as part of a
broader intellectual debate that has evolved in the field of organiza-
tional behavior. Scholars on both sides of the issue are in agreement that
it is important to design organizations that are more effective. One side
believes that this can be best accomplished through increasing rational-
ity and descriptive research; the other on increasing the humane dimen-
sions and therefore normative research. (1973, p. 253)

That is tame enough, but Argyris extended his argument to accuse
the rationalists of supporting “formal pyramidal structures”:

Management was in control, management defined the organization’s
goals, management defined and assigned tasks, management defined
standards, management gave orders, management made men think and
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behave as the organization wanted them to behave. It is organizational
structures such as these that lead to organizational entropy, ineffective
decision making, especially on the important decisions. (1973, p. 255)

Herbert Simon was identified as the most prominent of the ratio-
nalists. That invited his response to the allegations. In Simon’s article,
“Organizational Man: Rational or Self-Actualizing?” the rationalist
response was given. Simon wrote:

In Argyris’s Dionysian world, reason is one of the shackles of freedom.
The rational man is cold, constrained, and incapable of self-actualization
and peak “experiences.” Man must throw over his reason, must respond
to impulse in order to release the swaddled Real Person within.

In my Appolonian world, reason is the handmaiden of freedom and
of creativity. It is the instrument that enables me to have peak experi-
ences unimaginable to my cat or my dog. It is the instrument that en-
ables me to dream and design. It is the instrument that enables me and
my fellow men to create environments and societies that can satisfy our
basic needs, so that all of us—and not just a few—can experience some
of the deeper pleasures of sense and mind. And because we depend so
heavily upon reasons to create and maintain a humane world we see the
need to understand reason better—to construct a test theory of reason-
ing man. (1973, p. 352)

In the same issue as Simon’s response, Argyris called for a recon-
ciliation of sorts by indicating that rationalism and humanism were
not mutually exclusive and that “reason for me, is not, and has never
been, a shackle of freedom” (1973, p. 356). In a sense, this duel be-
tween different perspectives of the nature of man and the appropri-
ate focus of intellectual research was fought out in terms of a false
dichotomy where belief in one idea presupposed a lack of caring
about the worth of other concepts. In the end Argyris was right
about dualistic thinking about the choices involved in trying to com-
prehend the needs of man, organizations, and society. He under-
stood that theory could transcend and embrace more than two ideas
in extreme circumstances.
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The debate captured in the Argyris/Simon exchange continues. Its
expression is less grand but the points are essentially the same. Orga-
nizational Development is seen as “soft” and not contributing to the
accomplishment of the goals of the instrumental rationalists, who ex-
pect organizations to behave in an idealized, clockwork way.
Schwartz describes the clockwork organization:

. . . Everybody knows what the organization is all about and is con-
cerned solely with carrying out its mission; people are basically happy
at their work; the level of anxiety is low; people interact with each other
in frictionless, mutually supportive cooperation; and if there are any
managerial problems at all, these are basically technical problems, eas-
ily solved by someone who has the proper skills and knows the correct
techniques of management. (1990, p. 7)

Schwartz compares the clockwork organization with the “snake
pit” organization:

Here, everything is always falling apart, and people’s main activity is to
see that it doesn’t fall on them; nobody really knows what is going on,
though everyone cares about what is going on because there is danger
in not knowing; anxiety and stress are constant companions and people
take little pleasure in dealing with each other, doing so primarily to use
others for their own purposes or because they cannot avoid being so
used themselves. Managerial problems here are experienced as in-
tractable, and mangers feel that they have done well if they are able to
make it through the day. (1990, p. 8)

Schwartz uses the familiar public administration case of the space
shuttle disaster to make his point: the organizational ideal of perfect
clockwork functioning sets serious problems in dealing with reality
for organizations and the people who work in them.

These debates illustrate how ideas about humanism versus rational-
ism have been conducted at the fringes of the theoretical range. Only
recently has there been recognition that organizations can be produc-
tive in instrumental terms and accomplish such ends through the par-
ticipation and development of staff. The two sets of values—structure,
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predictability, technology, and a fair measure of measurement and
control—can coexist with concerns about individual development 
and learning, restoring to staff the concept as well as the execution of
tasks and the involvement of staff to gain organizational value from
what they know about production, customers, and clients. The persis-
tence of the field of Organizational Development has contributed
much to establishing some measure of balance between the domi-
nance of the idealism at the beginning of the last century and the real
needs and experiences of people at work. OD has transcended dual-
ism and accommodated both rational and humanistic values.1

OD’s Place in the History of Public Administration

Discussion of Organizational Development in public administration
necessarily leads to the work of two individuals: Robert T. Golem-
biewski and Neely D. Gardner. Both men brought the values and as-
sumptions of Organizational Development into the study and prac-
tice of public administration.

Golembiewski

Like any other field, public administration is defined by the questions
it addresses. Golembiewski’s Men, Management, and Morality (1965)
establishes the normative relationship between individuals and orga-
nizations and was published about the same time as the work of hu-
manists such as Argyris, Bennis, McGregor, and others. In the book,
Golembiewski offers five values that support the idea of the individ-
ual freedom of workers:

(1) Work must be psychologically acceptable to the individual. . . .
(2) Work must allow man to develop his own faculties. . . . (3) The work
task must allow the individual considerable room for self-determination.
. . . (4) The worker must have the possibility of controlling, in a mean-
ingful way, the environment within which the task is to be performed.
. . . (5) The organization should not be the sole and final arbiter of behav-
ior; both the organization and the individual must be subject to an exter-
nal moral order. (1965, p. 65)
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These propositions are fully consistent with the three principal val-
ues of OD. They are democratic, humanistic, and optimistic about how
organizations ought to be managed. Golembiewski doesn’t directly at-
tack the strong positivist values of the discipline of public administra-
tion, but he insists that organizational forms that suppress individual
freedom, growth, and development are in a real sense immoral. He
urges the creation of conditions in which organizations can be effec-
tive without crushing humanity in the process. In this regard, he may
be considered a radical humanist, a paradigm underwritten by con-
cern for freedom of the human spirit (Burrell and Morgan, 1979).

Golembiewski’s writing concerning OD is far-reaching. A few of
his most notable works include Renewing Organizations (1972), Ap-
proaches to Planned Change (1979), and Humanizing Public Organizations
(1985), in which he reports that OD interventions in the public sector
enjoy a relatively notable success rate. Successes are comparable with
those found in the private sector. Others (compare with Robertson
and Seneviratne, 1995) support his conclusions. In other work,
Golembiewski reports that OD success in the public sector is about
the same as in business (Golembieski, Proehl, and Sinck, 1982) or
even greater (Golembiewski and Sun, 1990).2

In sum, Golembiewski’s work constantly raises questions about the
human factor in organizational life and what place freedom, democ-
racy, and human development have in public organizations. His re-
search, practice, and theoretical ideas offer compelling evidence that
OD has a useful place in the discipline.

Neely Gardner

Gardner is not widely known. He was considered an expert in public
service training and spent most of his time working in and around
California state government. He was also involved in the National
Training and Development Service (NTDS) and employed an action
training and research philosophy as a method for changing organiza-
tions. His work and ideas are summarized in Changing Organizations:
Practicing Action Training and Research, written by Raymon Bruce and
Sherman Wyman in 1998. Most of the material for the book comes
from Gardner’s journals.
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What makes Gardner notable is that his practice of OD embodied
much wisdom in changing organizations. Moreover, he was a public
practitioner who was thoroughly engaged in OD practice in major
state organizations in one of America’s largest state governments.

Gardner employed classic OD as a practitioner. He spurned the
idea that change came about from one-shot interventions. He appreci-
ated organizations as complex systems that could not be significantly
transformed by intermittent interventions in only some parts and not
others. He also held firm that change agents did not “fix” organiza-
tions but favored helping staff members learn to create conditions of
sustainable innovation on their own. He was a devotee of action re-
search, which is a process that “encourages employees to participate
in innovation, fact finding, analysis, problem identification and solv-
ing, response strategy development, and evaluation of results” (Bruce
and Wyman, 1998, p. 11). Finally, he did not see OD as “soft,” but as a
solid way to improve organizational performance. Aside from
Golembiewski, and admittedly in a different way, Gardner is one of
public administration’s foremost OD pioneers.

Conclusion

Organizational Development is a values-laden technology used to
change organizations. It arises from the Human Relations movement,
especially the writings of Argyris, Bennis, McGregor, Lewin, and Lik-
ert during the 1960s, although its roots go back to the Hawthorne
Studies conducted decades earlier. Much of what is written about OD
comes from private-sector experiences. OD ideas found their way
into the discipline of public administration mainly through the work
of Robert T. Golembiewski. As we shall see in later chapters, the ques-
tion of the relationship between individuals and organizations is a
constant focus of theorists from the public management segment of
the field to the present day.

As research on public-private distinctions matured, one of the ques-
tions it invited was whether OD traditions in government were differ-
ent from practices in the business sector. Persuasive evidence exists,
first, that the operating context of public organizations is different
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from the private domain. Second, research shows that public OD faces
a set of significant challenges not found in the private sector because
of these variations. Third, encouraging data is found that suggests that
public OD is as successful, and perhaps realizes slightly more positive
outcomes, than private experiences.

Organizational Development is about change. One of the major
problems in practicing OD is people’s resistance to change, their fear
and defensiveness when it is introduced. In the next chapter, I exam-
ine why individuals resist change, even when it represents a chance
to change their lives and organizations in positive ways.

Notes

1. These kinds of dualistic either/or conceptualizations are singularly part
of the Western way of thinking about issues and misses what Eastern
thought suggests about the resolution of contradictions and the unity of op-
posites. The dialectics of Western thinking has value when synthesis occurs
and innovation and creativity result. Still, much too much of the conflict in
organizations is the inability to comprehend that the truth of the situation is
often paradoxical and peace is achieved through transcendent methods that
allow seemingly different interests to be integrated.

2. The works cited here by Golembiewski barely scratch the surface of his
writings about Organizational Development and public administration.
Much more is available to the student of OD in public administration that
cannot be done justice here.
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3
The Issue of Change

If you want to make enemies, try to change something.
Woodrow Wilson

Organizations cannot change unless individuals change. Generally,
people do not like change and will resist it if they can. Conscious and
unconscious obstacles block change. Since change is at the heart of
Organizational Development (OD), understanding the psychological
barriers that obstruct transformation is crucial. Organizational Devel-
opment is more than process, techniques, and overarching values. It
is fundamentally about the human experiencing these things. It is in
people’s heads that real change occurs, if organizations are to be
transformed.

Mind-Sets

People have different cosmologies or worldviews. When any two in-
dividuals experience an event, for example, shared perceptions are
unlikely. The cognitive mental maps of the observers differ. Images or
frames are personal paradigms or models of being, believing, and act-
ing in the world (Morgan, 1997; Bolman and Deal, 1991). They are
rich in their diversity.

Another way to characterize how people impose structure, tem-
plates, or meaning on a particular domain is captured by the term
“schema” or a particular lens used for seeing and understanding
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(Quinn and Cameron, 1988). These psychological predispositions
color what is attended to, the import attached to events, and how per-
sons behave.

According to Joel Barker (1992, p. 32): A paradigm is a set of rules
and regulations (written or unwritten) that does two things: it estab-
lishes or defines boundaries and it tells you how to behave inside the
boundaries in order to be successful.

There is nothing inherently wrong with having certain anticipa-
tions concerning events. Paradigms provide limits and structure in
our lives, reflect our values, help us make sense of things, and estab-
lish necessary confines. Without them, existence would be chaos. The
problem with deeply held beliefs, however, is that they sometimes
blind us to the need for change. Our paradigms are filters that permit
only certain things in at the same time they keep other perspectives
out. The problem is that what is screened may be the critical data or
feedback we need to pay attention to, if we want to cope successfully
with our environment. Schemata establish the proverbial “boxes”
consultants constantly encourage staff to transcend. To the OD practi-
tioner, mind-sets are issues of tremendous importance. They establish
the degree of resistance to change.

The Process of Change: The Issue of Resistance

The Ladder of Inference

People do not like to be wrong. Senge and associates (1994, pp.
242–246) focus on how mind-sets make people feel they are right
about things, and therefore are unwilling to alter beliefs. Individuals
fall into a trap where their beliefs are the truth, the truth is obvious,
their viewpoints are based on real data, and the data selected is the
relevant data. A seamless circuit is created that is self-reinforcing and
feels right even when it reflects only a partial and often distorted
view of existence.

Senge and associates (1994) developed a “ladder of inference” that
illustrates the pathway to self-sealing awareness (see Figure 3.1).
People’s perceptions are selective; they see what they need to see,
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FIGURE 3.1 How People Shape Reality

source: From The Fifth Discipline Fieldbook by Peter Senge, Charlotte Roberts, et al.,
copyright 1994 by Peter Senge, Art Kleiner, Charlotte Roberts, Richard B. Ross, and
Bryan J. Smith. Used by permission of Doubleday, a division of Random House.

The Ladder of Inference

0813398398-1.qxd  1/12/04  10:41 AM  Page 41



which is usually what agrees with their preconceptions. People
gather information and attach meaning that supports what they want
to see and hear. They make assumptions on the faulty data and then
draw conclusions they think are based on a powerful rationality. They
adopt beliefs based on their delusions and then act as if there were no
other interpretation of what is right. Getting people to climb down
the ladder and to open themselves to other notions is a formidable
undertaking. Even when persons come to some awareness that they
might be wrong, they won’t admit it, fearing loss of face. Shame and
blame is such an unhappy part of our work culture that persons learn
to cover mistakes and to resist looking wrong.

The Organizational Iceberg

When thinking about organizational change it is common to use the
idea of an iceberg to make several points about the issue of transfor-
mation. This example is another good way to understand how diffi-
cult changing people and organizations can be. The superstructure of
the iceberg exists above the waterline, visible to the eye. It is observ-
able; the physical dimensions of the setting are known and easily un-
derstood (Gibson, Ivancevich, and Donnelly, 2000, p. 454; see Figure
3.2). Considerable information is easily obtainable from the organiza-
tional superstructure: budget documents, job descriptions, strategic
plans, charts of the organization’s structure, mission statements, per-
sonnel policies and practices, and measures of productivity and effi-
ciency. This is the formal organization.

Most change-related information in organizations is not apparent
on the surface. Like an iceberg, the reality of the organization runs
deep and is unseen. This is the informal organization.

Organizational climates, or how people really feel, lie below the sur-
face of organizations. Unresolved prior conflicts exist in the nether-
world and inter- and intragroup rivalries lurk in the deep. Degrees of
trust, like thermal planes, fluctuate below. Assorted personalities com-
pete below the outer surface. Politics and power engage in the subter-
ranean. This is the bottom area where rumors flourish, the home of
private disagreements that underlie the public consensus that appears
outwardly. This is where attitudes, emotions, and real feelings are
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submerged and repressed, where socio/psychological issues abound.
This is where the OD change agent must plunge.

It is useful to remember that organizations don’t change unless
people do and humans display a public persona that is unlikely to be
the real self. Behind the public mask lies the real person. Reaching the
private self, peeling away his or her defenses, and getting to the
deeper issues is crucial as a prerequisite for organizational change.
The goal is to open persons and organizations to greater potential.

FIGURE 3.2 Looking Below the Waterline

source: Reprinted with permission from Organizations (2000) James L. Gibson, John
M. Ivancevich, and James H. Donnelly Jr., p. 454, by McGraw-Hill.
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The Four-Room Apartment

Change involves going through a multistep process. It is a journey.
Weisbord (1987) illustrates the steps through the conception of a
“Four-Room Apartment” (see Figure 3.3).1 This is a place where
people live through their choices about change.

The first room is “Contentment,” or general satisfaction with the sta-
tus quo. It is fair to say that people and organizations are rarely, if ever,
in the position where everything is going just right. But there are occa-
sions when most consequential matters are reasonably well in hand and
a feeling of general satisfaction is warranted. In this turbulent world,
both for persons and organizations, contentment is difficult to sustain.

The second room is “Denial.” What naturally happens in personal
and organizational life is that what is wanted and expected are not al-
ways attainable. Negative feedback is received that suggests that
something is awry. The feedback can be subtle or arise from extreme
stress or a sense of crisis. This focal event triggers a push away from
the idea that all is well (Heatherton and Nichols, 1994). The individ-
ual’s brain experiences a sense of cognitive dissonance, that the antic-
ipated is not realized (Festinger, 1957).

One reaction to the disruption generated by negative feedback is to
investigate the threatening data, confront its meaning, and do what is
necessary. The other choice, and the one that leads to resistance and
defensive conduct in persons and organizations, is to employ an ar-
ray of psychological barricades to deny the menacing reality.

There are several things that the unconscious does to protect itself
from hostile information.

• Repression “Bury” it.
• Denial Refuse to acknowledge it.
• Projection Blame someone or something else for the

bad feelings.
• Rationalization Explain it away as anomalous.
• Idealization Play up the good aspects of the situation.

These reactions to discordant knowledge by individuals are similar
to symptoms of Groupthink (Janis, 1972). Comparable pathologies
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exist when groups are confronted with information that threatens
their psychological safety. In other words, group security is delu-
sional. The signs of Groupthink include:

• An illusion of invulnerability.
• Rationalizations of warnings.
• Exaggerated sense of morality or being right.

FIGURE 3.3 The Four-Room Apartment and Individual Change

source: Marvin Weisbord, Productive Workplaces: Organizing and Managing for Dignity,
Meaning, and Community (1987). Reprinted by permission of Jossey-Bass, a subsidiary
of John Wiley and Sons.

THE PROCESS OF CHANGE
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• Mind guards emerge to ensure that there is no deviant think-
ing in the group.

• Competitors are stereotyped as evil.
• Silence is considered agreement. (Janis, 1972, 197–198)

These reactions represent fleeing from the truth, refutation that
something is amiss, and unwillingness to alter one’s cognitive mental
map.

The dynamics of change and denial are also represented in the first
stage of Kurt Lewin’s (in Schein, 1987) classic model of the change
process that proposes three stages of transformation: unfreezing,
changing through cognitive restructuring, and refreezing.

Unfreezing involves the process of “disconfirmation,” which is an-
other way of saying that a person’s expectations are disappointed.
Guilt or anxiety lead the person to try to restore a sense of psycholog-
ical safety. As discussed previously, the person can choose to face up
to the need for change or use a number of psychological defenses to
deny the truth of the situation.

The OD practitioner plays a role in the disconfirming process but
has to be empathetic with the feelings of the person(s) who have to
make the changes. The OD practitioner cannot be threatening and
cannot push people too far too fast. Like the therapeutic encounter,
clients get the time they need to gain insight that something is wrong
and they can do a lot about it. Opening people to change is pure
artistry in the practice of OD. It involves a subtle form of agitation
through assertiveness and active listening.

The third situation in the Four-Room Apartment process is “Confu-
sion,” which is the difficult part of the process. It involves being in the
world without a map, experiencing the new. This is the “heroic act”
(Quinn, 1996) of refusing to deny the truth and making necessary
changes even though there is no guarantee they will work. Joseph
Campbell (1973), like Quinn (1996), sees going into the unknown as
“the journey of the hero” where the dragon of fear is destroyed. In
common mythological stories throughout the world, heroes are
people who go out to face the mysterious, hoping to create a better
world for themselves and others. In doing so, they must confront the
internal dragon of their fears.
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As a practicing mediator, it is my goal to take people from denial to
the room of confusion. Once I have them cut loose from their psycho-
logical barricades and strong positional belief, they are without a
map. Disoriented, they are more likely to look for help and to open
themselves to other ideas. On more than one occasion I have smiled
inwardly, knowing that the people working with me had crossed the
line from denial into an unmarked place on their internal maps.

A fairy tale can be instructive. Like Dorothy in the classic film The
Wizard of Oz, troubled people just want to go home, which means
they want a safe state of mind. They are learning, just like Dorothy
did, that they have the power to seize control of their lives if they are
willing to face the challenges of the journey to renewal. Challenges
stand in their way and the consultant, like the Wizard, is not the an-
swer. The solution comes from the people themselves. Their willing-
ness to venture out is a heroic act. As they leave the familiar, they will
confront problems and hear threats. They will be exposed to humilia-
tion and will fail at some things. But if they choose to continue the
quest they can overcome the demons, fears, witches, and dragons that
have held them back. There is always help. A more developed, com-
petent, and confident self emerges. It is the hero’s boon. The journey
of Dorothy and her friends (each companion an extension of her own
fears) has wide application in organizations, much more than a fairy
tale might suggest at first glance.

Quinn (1996) admonishes would-be OD practitioners that they can-
not change organizations if they cannot change themselves. He claims
that change agents have no right to ask people to take risks with their
lives, if the change agents themselves have not had the courage to
make changes in their own existence. According to Quinn, change
agents have an ethical obligation to have more in their OD repertoire
than a bunch of abstractions that encourage others to take risks when
they are unwilling to model the same actions in their own lives. They
too must be willing to “walk naked into the land of uncertainty”
(1996, p. 10) or “get lost with confidence” (1996, p. 11).

Other OD scholars formulate the same set of values. Schein ex-
plains that the second step of Lewin’s change model is a process of
cognitive restructuring where the goal is “helping the client see
things, judge things, feel things, and react to things differently based
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on a new point of view” (1987, p. 93). This is also consistent with
French and Bell’s description of a normative reeducative strategy of
change (1999, pp. 95–97). This line of attack recognizes that norms are
the basis for behavior and change; old norms are discarded and new
ones are embraced. Of course, this is more easily depicted in theory
than accomplished in practice. Nonetheless, change is learning and
learning is change.

Change means letting go of the comfortable. It is based on the belief
that beating the fear will produce better results. There is no shortcut
to renewal or refreezing. A price always has to be paid. Even when
people and systems are restabilized, it is not likely to be long-lasting.
In the timeless statement attributed to Heraclitus, “There is nothing
more permanent than change.”

So why don’t people and organizations change? They are afraid.
Campbell (1973) equates the fear of change as a dragon to be slayed
before moving from the darkness to the light of renewal. It is con-
fronting the fear in oneself that is the heroic act. The idea that heroes
are not afraid is misplaced. When my students are asked why change
is so difficult in their personal and work lives, they invariably re-
spond in one of the following ways:

1. It is better to live with the pain you know than to take a
chance on something you don’t know.

2. There is no assurance that change will bring success.
3. People will judge you in lesser terms, if you try something

new and fail.
4. Waiting for the threat to go away sometimes works.
5. Leaders are most responsible for problems and if the leaders

will leave, and they often do, a new leader might make things
better.

6. The problem is other people and when they change things
will be all right.

7. People will not like or accept me if I start changing things.
8. I have carefully built my career and no one is coming in here

and changing things so that I lose all the investments I’ve
made to get ahead.
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9. This is just the latest “flavor-of-the-month” change initiative
anyway and they come and go without any result other than
churning the organization and achieving nothing.

It is rational for people to resist change. According to Kets de Vries
and Insead, relying on Freud (1920):

There are forces within each individual that oppose change. Social and
psychological investments in the status quo make it very difficult to
weaken that opposition. Anxiety associated with the uncertainty of en-
gaging in something new or becoming once again exposed to old dan-
gers and risks, for example, often prompts people to resist change. In an
effort to reduce such anxiety, people allow avoidance behaviors—those
means by which we keep ourselves out of frightening situations—to be-
come deeply ingrained. Furthermore, repetition compulsions—the incli-
nation to repeat past behavior despite the suffering attached to that be-
havior—is an all too human tendency. (1999, p. 646)

Leading Change

The leadership model with the greatest currency these days is the
transformational type. It is written about by numbers of authors, but
the heart of the model is that leadership is about encouraging change,
sharing common vision, communicating effectively, modeling behav-
ior, encouraging teamwork, being credible, trustworthy, and, espe-
cially, empowering, or enabling others to act. Charisma, intellectual
stimulation of followers, and individualized consideration are also
consequential (Burns, 1978; Bass, 1985; Conger and Kanungo, 1987;
Bennis and Nanus, 1985). The model has much to recommend it but
sometimes the rhetoric outruns reality.

Recently in one of my classes, students were asked to list the char-
acteristics of great leadership and post them on flip charts. Not one
group used the word “empowerment.” I asked why. They said they
were sick of the “e-word.” It was a lie in their experience. Their lead-
ers had learned new language at seminars but had not altered how
they actually behaved. The students had been changed and reformed
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to death. They felt preyed upon. Perhaps they were sick of the “man-
agement drivel in all spheres” so evident in the following:

The new authority will be: member led, officer driven, customer fo-
cused; a team environment where the whole is greater than the sum of
its parts; a flat management structure where employees and mangers
are fully empowered and decisions are devolved close to the customer;
a culture of learning rather than blame; a clear sense of direction and
purpose. A firm commitment to delivery of high quality public services
through a combination of direct-provision and effective partnerships.
(Micklethwait and Wooldridge, 1996, p. 1)

This boilerplate rhetoric is laughable, if it weren’t so commonly at-
tached to many organizational change interventions. Certainly, there
are numerous instances of sincerely led conversions. Some organiza-
tions stick to the agenda and truly engage employees in framing the
nature of change. They give power to staff by recognizing what they
know and the value of their experiences. Knowledge is only power
when power decides, and not the other way around. There are stories
of positive change interventions. Still, the quick-fix artists have en-
couraged a rising cynicism about organizational reform and it sabo-
tages OD work everywhere (Shapiro, 1995).

Rainey adds another impediment to change that is peculiar to the
public sector. He suggests that some so-called good government
types encourage “ephemeral, rhetorical, symbolic, misdirected, half-
hearted, disingenuous, and faddish changes and reforms” (1999, p.
139). Situations exist where too many reforms are tried with insuffi-
cient planning and precious little patience. This leads to the growing
cynicism among staff about the latest program to save their world.
Not all reformers have good intentions. These characters play games
by talking about change in government without caring if innovations
are actually produced. They want to use the rhetoric of reform to
build political capital for themselves or as an excuse to cut govern-
ment or just fire employees. According to Rainey, these “reformers”
are just mouthing old-fashioned antistate ideologies and have no real
commitment to make better an institution they really abhor. The
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rhetoric is cover for a kind of antigovernment political correctness
and is destructive in its results. Given the hypocrisy, perhaps some
change failures in government are self-fulfilling; employees who do
the work recognize insincerity when they see it and are worn down
by committing to the lie that organizational leaders care about them
and what they do. The rational response is resistance based on ratio-
nal mistrust.

The Continuum of Resistance to Change

There is a spectrum or continuum of possible reactions to change.
These can range from acceptance to deliberate sabotage, depending
on the extent that people feel their needs are being frustrated. Often
refusal to change suggests an unwillingness to become motivated in a
positive direction. Opposition to change can be an entirely different
form of physics. It doesn’t run away, it attacks. Arnold S. Judson
(1991, p. 1948) provides a useful model of the range of responses to
change that works as follows (see Figure 3.4).

The range of reactions to change is considerable. Some responses
are passive whereas others are aggressive. Change involves feelings
of mourning and loss, privation, and separation. These emotions al-
ways make organizational change problematic and, at some level, en-
courage strong defensive conduct.

One of my students is an assistant warden at a faith-based
women’s prison in the Southwest. Part of the inmates’ rehabilitation
involves dealing with the issue of chemical dependency, which is one
of the prevalent causes for the incarceration of women. A court case
was decided that suggested that the classic twelve-step program used
to help alcoholics and a host of other addictive disorders was too reli-
gious in nature and could not be employed without modification in a
public correctional facility. It was the assistant warden’s job to change
the chemical dependency therapy to conform to the idea that it must
not be administered based on a specific type of theology.

It is not surprising that a number of counselors held strong reli-
gious values that they saw as crucial to rehabilitate inmates. To them,
to compromise the presence of traditional faith-based ideas was to
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FIGURE 3.4 How People React to Change

This resistance may take many forms. The particular form depends on the individ-
ual’s personality, on the nature of the change itself, on attitudes toward it and on
forces deriving from the group and from the organization and its environmental con-
text. Whatever the form of resistance, all types of opposition are a kind of aggressive
or hostile behavior.

source: Judson, A. 1991. Changing Behavior in Organizations: Minimizing Resistance to
Change. Cambridge, MA: Basil Blackwell, Inc.
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destroy the therapy and admit witchcraft into the institution. This
case is an ideal example of the confrontation between change and the
needs of individuals. It sharply depicts the intensity of resistance that
can occur when one threatens the deepest held values and beliefs of
people about the very meaning of existence.

The assistant warden encountered some quiet acceptance among
some of the staff but active resistance and sabotage by others. She in-
volved the staff in making the transition from the traditional model to
a new one where spirituality was welcomed as long as it was not tra-
ditional. Traditionalists were not prevented from prayer or attending
church, whether they were staff or inmates. Still, the traditionalists
among the staff perceived the assistant warden as an agent of the
devil. They refused to express their feelings in most of the meetings
where staff could brainstorm about problems and solutions and went
so far as to agitate some inmates and subvert necessary reports to the
state department of corrections, which had oversight responsibility to
ensure that the changes were made.

In the best tradition of OD, participation and listening to the voice
of employees was paramount. Still, aggressive resistance continued in
some quarters. High involvement was insufficient. The assistant war-
den fired some employees and had some inmates transferred. She
was resolute in getting the job done. For those who believe that all
problems can be facilitated endlessly, this case demonstrates that
sometimes people are the problem and if they cannot make changes
or work with other staff to improve the transformations under con-
sideration, they have to go. The case points out how deeply value
conflicts can run. It reveals how the entire range of resistances to
change can manifest in a single case. It suggests that there are types of
conflict that pit an individual’s beliefs against the goals of an organi-
zation so severely that a reasonable measure of collaboration is not
possible. These are the toughest cases of all.

Passive-aggressive behavior is a common psychological response to
unwanted change. In one union situation I faced, the union was losing
its fight to prevent alterations in work rules. The union had the right to
strike but knew they would be replaced if they tried. So they decided
to stay on the job and make life miserable for the company, carefully
following the letter but not the spirit of the new rules. Moreover, they
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swore to “slow drag” the customers. In other words, employees
would respond to service calls in a manner devoid of enthusiasm. The
moral is that people will find a way to interfere with what they don’t
believe in. If change is so difficult, then how do some people accom-
plish it?

Encouraging Change Through PC

Organizational Development values process. Process Consultation
(PC), or how things are done, is sometimes as important to OD practi-
tioners as what is done (Schein, 1987, 1988). PC is similar to the as-
sumptions found in much counseling and therapy where clients are
allowed to be directly involved in solving their problems and figuring
out what is wrong and what action might be tried to correct them.
The OD change agent is a “helper,” not a “fixer.” Change is not im-
posed on the client and the client is not told what to do. The need for
change is a matter of insight by the client. This self-discovery process
is facilitated by the organizational therapist (OD change agent)
through a process that shows “unconditional positive regard” for the
ideas of the client system about what is wrong and how to fix it (com-
pare with Rogers, 1951).

One of the most important core values in OD is to have a democratic
attitude. That means that people have the right to participate and to be
involved in working through problems. In an all-too-familiar routine, a
survey appears, findings are delivered to the chief administrative offi-
cer, and results either disappear or top-down directives materialize that
must be followed or else. The people who filled out the survey do not
see the results, let alone interpret them. They are not privy to the advice
of the internal or external consultant. They do not contribute to any
planning. They are drained of information for other people’s purposes.
This autocratic, outside-in approach is known as the “doctor’s man-
date” method, where a consultant is engaged, takes the baby’s temper-
ature, prescribes medication, and departs while the parents administer
the potion to the children. OD doesn’t see employees as children. It
supports the notion that workers are adults and need to be treated that
way (Argyris, 1957). Therefore, democratic processes dominate OD in-
terventions of every kind.
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People are more committed to solutions they develop themselves.2

This idea originates with Carl Rogers (1951, 1969) who stressed the
importance of involvement as a way to increase “ownership” of
change. PC lets people identify problems and develop plans of action.
In the process, they learn how to communicate, trust, and profit from
what others contribute. In a group setting, the assembly itself pro-
vides a measure of security and support for change. In groups in-
volved in PC, communication means listening as much as talking.
Feelings can be expressed, information is shared, and decisions are
made by consensus. Synergy, or the idea that the whole is more than
the sum of its parts, is possible. Ultimately, PC makes for better qual-
ity decisions and opportunities for creativity and growth.

PC is facilitated group problem solving. These group processes
range from the very small to the very large.3 In writing about Large
Group Interaction Methods (LGIMs), Bryson and Anderson indicate
that they:

(1) are fast, compared with alternative approaches; (2) build buy-in and
commitment from participants; (3) use dissatisfaction as a resource to
prompt action on pressing issues or problems; (4) prompt participants
to draw on their wisdom and experience, successes and failures; (5) tap
participants’ collective brain power, increasing the amount of intelli-
gence brought to bear on an issue or problem; (6) get planners, imple-
menters, and other stakeholders—in some cases, the whole system—in
the same place to address the same issue or problem; and (7) help to
build coalitions for politically feasible change. (2000, p. 144)

LGIMs have come to be used a lot, for example, in communities as
ways to talk about the quality of local education or problems associ-
ated with growth. They can be used to facilitate large groups inter-
ested in a certain statewide policy problem. For instance, in one state
various Hispanic groups came together to work on policy issues that
affected their constituencies. The League of Women Voters in Okla-
homa hold annual “talking circles” throughout several communities
to try to build consensus on what should be done statewide concern-
ing the needs of children or the direction taken by the state’s correction
system. No matter what the use and no matter what the magnitude,
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LGIMs have their lineage grounded in the small group work started
by Lewin (1947), Bion (1961), and other Organizational Development
pioneers who engaged in group training and research. The same val-
ues are at work.

PC in the Organization

PC interventions in organizations pay attention to how an organiza-
tion communicates, shares leadership, permits the expression of feel-
ings, encourages trust, and whether interactions spur creativity and
growth. In truth, organizations don’t do these things. People do.
More specifically, groups do. In a typical situation, PC monitors how
individuals actually do things in groups. The guiding idea is that how
things are done can be as important as what is accomplished.4

One of my cases that involved the leadership of the security divi-
sion of a major federal agency illustrates the importance of process.
The idea was to give agency leaders from throughout the world an
opportunity to confront Washington, D.C., authorities on how they
felt about current operations and to offer suggestions to improve
them. Surveys had been conducted by the agency’s human resources
department to try to get a handle on sentiments in the field. A face-to-
face meeting had already occurred in San Antonio, Texas, but had not
gone well, according to most reports. This intervention was another
attempt to get the group to process their issues and to come up with
ideas for change. Two challenges were evident: to get the group to
work together in a reasonably collaborative way and to have the ef-
fort produce ideas on how to improve agency performance.

An important issue in OD work is trust. Trust is a highly differenti-
ated attitude that means “faith or confidence in the intentions and ac-
tions of a group to be ethical, fair, and non-threatening concerning the
rights and interests of others in social exchange relationships”
(Carnevale, 1988, 1995). In this case, there was little trust between
field and headquarters personnel. That is not an unusual situation,
but this time it had been exacerbated by the fact that the field staff felt
not listened to and their ideas not cared about. The fact that the
agency director had decided to participate in the group’s work was
encouraging, although risky. Having the boss in the room can be a
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mixed blessing. Having representatives of the human resources de-
partment involved in the process was also tricky. They had been used
to getting sentiment from the field and translating that into actions
they took to higher authorities for approval. How they felt about
really listening to opinions and shaping action from the ground up
was worrysome.

The groups worked over three days and opened up. When asked
what they wanted from management, they indicated fairness, in-
tegrity, greater ethical conduct, more flexibility, improved communi-
cations, and “walking the talk,” or making the vision meaningful by
modeling the behavior that was supposed to be normative for the
agency. There were further complaints about a need for more loyalty,
coaching and development of staff, treating employees as adults, and,
generally, more “trustworthy” behavior. To the credit of the managers
present, they participated, pushed critics hard with fair questions,
and listened. They did not use their power to shut off or shut down
the dialogue. These are difficult topics. There is nothing soft about
them. There was a fair amount of conflict evident, although not all of
it was directed at upper management. People from different parts 
of the country did not see things the same way all the time. The con-
flict was functional and productive.

The work was accomplished in small groups brainstorming ideas
onto flip charts that were posted and evaluated in detail. Themes
were identified and prioritized. Tentative actions were specified. Fa-
cilitators watched as the groups changed. The teams got better at pro-
cessing the questions. They became more open. There was more par-
ticipation by more people. Conflict was worked through and humor
began to surface time and again. People with differences were able to
tease one another. Individuals enjoyed going out to dinner together
and talking every night. The field team was being created. The idea
that involving people in solving their problems was working. Indi-
viduals know what is wrong in their work systems and have the com-
mitment to do something about it, given a chance. The first problem,
getting the group to collaborate, was succeeding.

As the retreat ended, the groups decided that instead of taking their
results to the general director of the agency, it would be better to take
the process they had learned home and replicate it there. In other
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words, they would give their colleagues and subordinates a chance to
experience what they had. Then, when all the regions had processed
the concerns, a meeting could be held in the nation’s capital that was
truly representative of the questions that needed to be addressed.
Moreover, a greater sense of community would be created bottom-up
in the organization. The group left optimistic and encouraged by
what might be possible after all.

Then it all stopped. Once the administrative personnel returned to
Washington they decided that it would be too expensive to bring
people in to meet the director. Human Resources could pick up the
problem. The meeting was useful, but budget pressures and the fact
that a good deal of data had surfaced were sufficient to make
progress possible. It was classic. “We want your ideas” and “We
really want to know how you feel” is a common organizational re-
frain these days. It works until ideas and feelings fail to fit the admin-
istrative model of the day or threaten the turf of certain units high up
in the hierarchy. Leadership stepped on the conversation and their es-
poused theories and their actions did not fit. The outcomes are pre-
dictable. People feel betrayed, trust is damaged, rhetoric about shared
vision sounds hollow. To go to the heart of the matter, when people
are open and involved in the process of change, pulling the rug out
from underneath them has nothing but negative consequences. This
case did not have a happy ending but it is not atypical.

A story with a better outcome is one where I was asked to work
with the Senate staff in a southwestern state in a team-building exer-
cise. The director of the group had attended a Harvard University
leadership program and returned full of enthusiasm for involving his
staff in creating as good a group as possible. He thought the problems
in the group, or the barriers to high performance, would be the usual
suspects, such as a need for training or how to deal with the numerous
political actors who were sometimes helpful but often obstructionist in
getting good legislation drafted. Some structural issues were on the
table as well as complaints about communication. It became apparent
that many members of the group harbored resentment toward the
leader for assorted reasons. Ultimately, those emotions came out, and
not gently. I had one of those change agent moments when I wondered
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if the process would continue or if I had spent my last day working
with the group. To the leader’s great credit, he heard what was said
and really listened to the reality that he had to make changes as a part
of the group’s overall transformation. He accepted the feedback and
got to work in helping to build a strong team. I mention this story to
make the point that, although some people cannot handle the data,
others will. Some people mean it when they talk about “us” and get-
ting better together. Others are stuck in denial, fixed in their mental
maps, and unable to understand that their truth is not the only reality.
Experienced change agents contend with both types.

Conclusion

Organizational Development is ultimately about people, not tech-
niques, not intervention methods, not just values and assumptions,
although these are all consequential matters. The core problem in suc-
cessful OD is getting people to take the step into the uncertain world
of change where there are no guarantees of success. People think they
are rational. They believe they are right about much that goes on in
their personal lives and their organizational experiences. The truth is
more complex in most cases. Fears, biases, feelings, emotions, stereo-
types, selective perception, and all manner of noise distorts and re-
presses what is real and what is possible. People have a right to fear
and to the interpretation of their experiences. That must be respected.
It is not a crime for staff to find their own meanings and to set indi-
vidual courses of self-development.

Organizations and people are always in the process of becoming.
What is achieved in terms of common purpose in organizations de-
pends very much on the OD change agent. The OD practitioner is in a
“helping” role, empathetic always, and an encourager of learning
new things and fresh ways to do things. To be successful, OD profes-
sionals begin with the people. And they begin with the people where
they find them, where they are, with their fears, frames, and images
of a world that often appears threatening.

It is important to note what this chapter does not say. It is not pre-
occupied with whether bureaucracies have peculiar characteristics
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that make them more difficult to change than other structural forms.
Ultimately, it is people who choose to change. There are cases of bu-
reaucratic organizations in state governments that are high perform-
ing despite the same political actors, budget constraints, personnel
rules, and stakeholder expectations. Other state bureaucracies are
stuck in mediocrity. The difference is that in effective organizations
people are constructively engaged. They have chosen to do better.
They overcome obstacles. They beat the fear. That is why there is no
discussion of changing organizations without dealing with the
threshold issue of individual willingness to trust, take risk, and step
out into the unknown for their own good and for the good of their or-
ganizations. It is the characteristics of people that matters the most,
not the type of structures they labor in.

Notes

1. Weisbord develops the model from work by C. Janssen in Personalig Di-
alektik, 2d ed. Stockholm: Liber, 1982.

2. A full treatment of group processes in organizations and their influence
on individual, group, and organizational learning will be developed in the
following chapter.

3. In a later chapter, there will be an extensive discussion of Large Group
Interaction Methods as an idea used, not just for organizational change, but
also for the development of community consensus on how to solve pressing
problems. At this point, it is sufficient to detail the principles of the process
and demonstrate how they are fully consistent with OD values and assump-
tions of the kind embodied in PC.

4. The tools for group processing usually include tables for small groups to
gather, flip charts or some other writing material, colored markers, and at
least one facilitator. The groups are usually asked a series of questions, brain-
storm ideas, search for consensus, and then report their results. These be-
come the material that the room builds on to begin a series of iterative
processes until some action strategy is developed. This is at the heart of Ac-
tion Research and the core technology of OD, which will be discussed in de-
tail in the next chapter.
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4
Learning, Power, and Action Research

Knowledge is power.
Francis Bacon

He who has the bigger stick has the better
chance of imposing his definitions of reality.

Peter Berger and Thomas Luckman

Growth involves learning new things and unlearning others. This is
the core of the normative reeducative idea that is central to Organiza-
tional Development (OD). Involving employees in structured prob-
lem solving, allowing them effective voice, and respecting their
know-how are the core elements in the physics of learning. Letting
people take part encourages sharing ideas, makes synergistic interac-
tion possible, and results in creativity. Participatory learning helps
people get rid of distorted thinking, rigid mind-sets, and unrealistic
assumptions about other people and problems.

Rather than repress what people know, OD is a champion of partic-
ipation and staff voice. Supporting every organizational reform
movement is the inspiration that getting people involved brings intel-
ligence to the surface and makes learning possible.

Human capital is the combination of knowledge, skills, and abilities
possessed by a workforce. It is now widely recognized that human
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capital is key to high performance in organizations. Organizational
theorists and their management counterparts did not always see
things this way. They thought that what people knew was important.
However, what personnel should know came as a result of top-down
rationalistic analysis, standard operating procedures, and driving out
variance in how tasks were performed. Knowledge elites ruled. Partic-
ipation and learning were tightly controlled. What management de-
manded was doing a job one best way. Variance in task performance
was unwelcome. Condoning employee judgment cost money in a
world of standardized products and methods of producing them.
Knowledge was engineered and did not take account of actual work-
ing experience. Employee know-how was systematically devalued.

The idea that labor was a cost, not an asset, is an outgrowth of early
thinking in classical economics. The controlling concept was that
land, capital, and raw materials were key to productive success in na-
tions. Following World War II, this view began to shift with the emer-
gence of quantitative economics. Traditional economic thinking was
unable to explain the dramatic rise in American national income that
far exceeded the usual factors that classical economists used to pre-
dict levels of productivity in countries. In a speech before the Ameri-
can Economic Association in 1960, Theodore Schultz offered an an-
swer to the question of why America was outproducing what its
natural resources would predict as its upward limits. Schultz con-
cluded that the knowledge, skills, and abilities—a nation’s intellec-
tual or human capital—enabled a country to transcend the ceiling of
what the conventional inputs to productivity could explain. The idea
was introduced that, in the modern age, human capital was a benefit
and the critical technology at work (Salamon, 1991).

Nowadays it is appreciated that approximately 60 percent of the
competitive advantage in organizations comes from advances in
worker intelligence (A. P. Carnevale, 1991). In the past, about 80 per-
cent of all jobs involved following standard rules and operating pro-
cedures and only 20 percent of occupations required the exercise of
significant judgment. Today those proportions are exactly the reverse
(Watkins and Marsick, 1993); the old assumptions about human capi-
tal no longer hold true in the face of these new realities.
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The motivation for a new perspective on human capital is not
“soft.” The reason for employee involvement is because the instru-
mental purposes of organizations are well served when people move
toward their full working and personal potential. Employee develop-
ment is mutually beneficial for staff and management. Workforce in-
telligence, learning capacity, and overall competence that arises from
learning is what makes organizations able to cope and to be resilient
in a highly competitive world.

The human capital advantage lies beneath the wide array of interven-
tions that characterize OD practice. For instance, confrontation meet-
ings, visioning exercises, search conferences, strategic management ac-
tivities, quality circles, team building, Total Quality Management
(TQM), and comprehensive system change designs all aim to get at
what people know and how they feel about organizational problems
and potential solutions. Deep change requires people to get in touch
with what they know and how they feel and then be allowed to express
that as part of the overall change endeavor. OD interventions reveal in-
formation outside the experience of organizational authorities. Sharing
ideas puts more knowledge into play. The interaction between different
forms of knowledge creates tension that may be constructively used for
individual and organizational growth.1

The practical problem is how to release the power of experiential
learning that is latent in the human resources of organizations. There
is no change unless workers are willing to share what they experience.
There is no action without views of alternative futures. There are no
ideas if people are not permitted to be involved. The consequences of
denying staff a reasonable measure of agency are severe. According to
Senge, “organizations learn only through individuals who learn. Indi-
vidual learning does not guarantee organizational learning. But with-
out it no organizational learning occurs” (1990, p. 139).

Forces exist that block the release of staff intelligence. Workers re-
sist change and are deeply reluctant to open up about what they
know and feel at work. As I already discussed, fear is widespread on
the job. That problem is demanding but workable. At least the change
agent has the organization in the room. There is, however, a more dif-
ficult threshold issue blocking the emancipation of employee ideas: It
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is antecedent to employee defensiveness. The most challenging im-
pediment to triggering the change process is organizational authori-
ties opposed to sanctioning staff development. Some managers sin-
cerely believe that permitting employees the discretion to identify
problems and develop solutions corrodes the quality of work
processes. Managers also worry about the loss of their own status and
power in sanctioning employee involvement and growth. Much of
management education has generally emphasized “control over the
enterprise” and to “be on top of things.” Sharing power, authority, re-
sponsibility, and decisionmaking is uncharted territory for some or-
ganizational authorities (Applebaum and Batt, 1994).

“Knowledge is power” is a popular idea. The truth is that knowledge
is power when power lets it be that way. Power decides knowledge,
not the other way around. Simply knowing something is no entitle-
ment to use it. Change agents interested in encouraging learning have
to confront the realities of power in organizations. Power in the age of
mass production and the ascendancy of ideal-type bureaucratic institu-
tions stripped workers of using their knowledge on the job. When the
focus of knowledge changes in organizations, so does the locus of
power. OD and a cluster of recent management reforms aim to restore
employee know-how to its legitimate place on the job.

Hijacking What People 
Know—The Seeds of Disempowerment

Organizational Development encourages the partnership of learning
and change. Most modern management reforms are not self-
consciously OD, but they share the intention of giving power to em-
ployees to participate in decisions. The movement toward creating
conditions for learning and improving the quality of human capital is
paramount in high-performing organizations. These goals are signifi-
cant because they reverse an enduring trend begun roughly a hun-
dred years ago that disrespected employee intelligence.

At the beginning of the twentieth century, organizations competed
on a mass production basis that involved manufacturing high
volumes of standardized goods and services at the lowest possible
price. Mass production systems were responsive to the requirements
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of America’s early industrialization period. In the public sector, a sim-
ilar objective was to ensure that all Americans had access to mass-
produced services such as education, health care, and law enforce-
ment. Mass production methods were successful in providing
Americans with a standard of living and quality of life unmatched in
the world.

The unparalleled success of mass production methods in turn-of-
the-century America is appropriately credited to the contribution of
Frederick Taylor’s (1911) idea of scientific management: the classic set
of techniques to rationalize work. In the age of quantity mass produc-
tion, the organization moves down the learning curve; knowing how
to be ever more efficient in squeezing out variances that increase costs.

Scientific management is fueled by the bias of objectivism that
work can be reduced to a blueprint, engineered, and totally controlled
based on scientific knowledge. Taylor’s methods bring all aspects of
work under strict control. Taylor did pay almost complete attention to
working knowledge, although in his negative view of it he tried 
to transcend it by turning experiential know-how into objective intel-
ligence. Taylor intended to break the grasp of worker control of the
knowledge of their jobs and passing that ownership to managers who
would “assume the burden of gathering together all of the traditional
knowledge which in the past has been possessed by the workmen
and then classifying, tabulating, and reducing this knowledge to
rules, laws, and formulae . . . ” (Taylor, 1911, p. 36).

The reason managers had to take control of the knowledge system
was to eliminate soldiering. According to Taylor (1911, pp. 32–33):

The greatest part of systematic soldiering . . . is done by the men with
the deliberate object of keeping their employers ignorant of how fast
work can be done. So universal is soldiering for this purpose, that
hardly a competent workman can be found in a large establishment . . .
who does not devote a considerable part of his time to studying just
how slowly he can work and still convince this employer that he is go-
ing at a good pace.

Because of the deleterious effects soldiering had on the productivity
of the firm, it had to be stamped out. The employee knowledge system

0813398398-1.qxd  1/12/04  10:42 AM  Page 65



had to be commandeered and returned to the shop floor in the form of
detailed rules, regulations, and standard operating procedures. From
an OD perspective, what is represented in desire to get control of the
working moves of employees is a set of mistrustful assumptions about
people ands their attitude toward work (e.g., McGregor 1960; D. G.
Carnevale, 1995). Organizational Development values are clear on the
subject of people and whether they are trustworthy at work. Achieve-
ment, growth, development, and the search for meaning in life are nat-
ural human drives. People recognize the opportunity to realize these
states of being at work, if they are permitted to do so. For example, re-
cently I met family members at the airport and cleared security. Pick-
ing up my personal property, I heard a conversation between a super-
visor and a new employee about the security job. The supervisor was
letting his subordinate know what he considered important to check
and what he could let go. The important point, he emphasized, “is to
remember that it is a law of nature that people will do as little as they
can get away with” and you have to behave accordingly as a supervi-
sor. The legacy of Frederick Taylor endures.

Scientific management caused employees to lose control over the
full expression of their work. The philosophy separated work into
two parts—conception and execution. Through the use of intrusive
analytic techniques like time and motion studies, the mental aspects
of work was separated from its physical manifestations. Where once
staff enjoyed a broad scope of action over their jobs, they were now
deskilled, reduced to carrying out the directives of higher-ups. The
consequences proved to be severe for front-line workers. As Braver-
man observes, “hand and brain become not just separated, but di-
vided and hostile, and the human unity of hand and brain turns into
its opposite, something less than human” (1974, p. 125). This state of
affairs—hijacking employee control over the power of their own
knowledge—is what OD has attempted to rectify ever since.

Learning

The value of what people know is now prized in organizations. It is
recognized that participatory work cultures foster learning and
authoritarian structures inhibit gaining knowledge. What people
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need is room to think and act, where conception and execution of
tasks is reintegrated.

Learning occurs when people engage the work and respond to ma-
terial. The resources can be another person in the case of a public em-
ployee service worker or it can be the felt sense that a group experi-
ences when an idea on how an action might solve a problem in the
corrections agency. Learning is the ability to process what is really
happening and make adjustments based on judgment about what is
going on and what is called for. According to Argyris:

Learning occurs when we detect and correct error. Error is any mis-
match between what we intend an action to produce and what actually
happens when we implement that action. It is a mismatch between in-
tentions and results. Learning also occurs when we produce a match be-
tween intentions and results for the first time. (1993, p. 3)

Learning can be superficial or it can be deep. Single-loop learning is
of the simple variety. People have theories of action. When a person
engages the world, there is an intention of a match between intention
and outcome. If what is expected occurs, the agent is satisfied. If a
mismatch occurs, the response to the error in action is to go to the
same set of variables and manipulate them with identical intentions.
This is single-loop learning. There is a change in action but not in the
factors that are used to realize the intentions of the agent. Single-loop
learning is also known as Model I learning and it is important to real-
ize that it is not inherently bad or ineffective, especially in routine or
programmed situations. It has its place in organizations.

A different way to behave when objectives are not realized is to
change the governing variables. The idea is to go deeper or to think
outside the controlling paradigm or operating frame. The impor-
tance of single- and double-loop dichotomies is that problems in
double-loop thinking impair leaning. Learning often requires devia-
tion from a set norm. The entire discussion in the previous chapter
about resistance to change is about unwillingness to learn and to en-
gage in double-loop thoughts. Double-loop learning is also under-
stood as Model II and is most appropriate in nonprogrammed, non-
routine situations that are more and more common in the turbulent

0813398398-1.qxd  1/12/04  10:42 AM  Page 67



environments of organizations (Arygris, Putnam, and Smith, 1985;
Argyris, 1982, 1993).

The result of learning is a change in behavior, assuming the learn-
ing experience is processed and internalized. Individual characteris-
tics that encourage learning are:

• Abilities and skills concerning learning, that is, knowing how
to learn.

• Perceptions, paradigms, frames, and willingness to change
structural biases and be open to other ways of thinking about
reality.

• Competence in reflecting upon experience, trusting it, and
having the courage to change how to do things, given feed-
back about practice.

• Self-image or feelings of self-efficacy, agency, internal locus of
control or belief that people can influence their lives.

• The courage to overcome internal resistance to change or the
ability to overcome the fear that fresh knowledge often en-
genders as one’s hold on life is challenged.

The individual is only part of the learning story. Individuals work
in systems. How those systems are structured and maintained may
encourage or discourage learning. For instance, it is not enough to
send some staff to a weekend retreat to learn one thing or another and
then return them to a work culture that systematically extinguishes
what has been experienced. It is too common that the only way orga-
nizations measure what has been practiced is the classic “end-of-
session smile barometer” where people rate what they have gained
that day or couple of days. They are invariably positive. Weeks later
there is no follow-up about the extent to which the learning was sus-
tained or even used. In a moment of frustration, a colleague once re-
marked that our training efforts were only changing people’s lan-
guage, rhetoric, or espoused theory and not their behaviors. After a
while, their organizations wiped out even that.

These experiences are not OD. They do not always bring people
from the same organization together for learning. The process is cus-
tomarily known as “training,” comes from the outside, and is not the
product of people interacting, sharing information, and learning
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together on real organizational problems. There are precious few ac-
tion components where people try out what they have learned and re-
port back to the group(s) for another iteration of group problem solv-
ing if initial strategies need adjustment.

Organizational factors that support learning include:

• Job design that gives employees room to make judgments
about what the situation calls for.

• Organizational structure that is not so complex that unneces-
sary levels of review stifle initiative.

• Policies and procedures that are not rigid and zealously
enforced.

• The use of work teams that permits employees to share infor-
mation and be creative.

• Rewards and incentive structures that promote learning op-
portunities and knowledge acquisition.

• Leadership that supports risk taking in practice rather than
theory.

• Assessing what people are learning and how that influences
their work behaviors.

• Testing whether learning is continuous and sustainable.
• Respecting employee know-how.

It takes two things to make learning work in organizations. The
first is an individual worker’s ability to take responsible action, be
open to feedback, suspend assumptions that blind feedback, trust
working experiences, and make decisions based on what feels right in
the particular situation. The second is creating an organizational cul-
ture that supports learning down the line. Human resources practices
reward skill acquisition, prompt teamwork, enlarge the zone of action
so that individuals can make judgments about what is best in a work
setting, and treat employee knowledge with respect. Evaluations are
made on the quality of practice that learning produces.

Liberating Employee Know-How

What does it mean to treat employee knowledge with respect? What
is it like when a manager respects employee judgment? What does it
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mean when a manager puts aside position authority and relies on a
subordinate for the welfare of a unit? The answer is found in an ex-
change from a popular movie, The Hunt for Red October.

In The Hunt for Red October, a conversation occurs between the
character Jonesy, a sonar man, and the captain of an American sub-
marine. The story line is that the Russians, the Cold War enemies of
United States, had managed to accomplish something that would
give them enormous tactical advantage in submarine warfare: They
had produced a submarine that could run on a different kind of
physics. The new technology could render a submarine’s “signa-
ture,” the sound it made when underway, baffling to American lis-
tening devices. The Soviet craft’s new signature would not sound like
a submarine or any other type of boat; it would be an elusive “waf-
fle”; something somewhere between the sound of a whale and an un-
dersea earthquake.

Jonesy is not an officer and has no power to command or take over
a situation. He is, however, an experienced sonar man, very good at
what he does, perhaps the best in the submarine navy. He knows
what submarines sound like—or should sound like.

As the Soviet submarine engages its new drive to mask its location
and breaks undetected into the open sea, the crew aboard the Ameri-
can submarine, waiting to track any Russian submarine that tries to
break for the open sea, is stunned by the sudden “disappearance” of a
vessel with the distinctive signature of a large Russian submarine.
Where it went and how to follow it instantly became a puzzle of enor-
mous proportions; one that the highly technical capacity of the U.S.
vessel was not prepared to handle.

The captain of the American ship has all of the traditional power
and authority that befits his status as the commander of a military
vessel. He bears the ultimate responsibility for his boat and all hands
stand by, waiting for him to issue orders about what to do. The cap-
tain has a model or paradigm about how Soviet submarines should
behave and what they should sound like. He has a computer to help
him deal with a number of contingencies that arise in any tactical sit-
uation. The computer features a memory track of every kind of un-
derwater sound imaginable; even the sounds of whales and earth-
quakes. The problem is that the waffle of the Soviet vessel is like, but
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not exactly like, these things. To isolate its unique character, so it can
be tracked, requires the kind of “ear” that only an experienced sonar
man musters.

The captain sets aside his position of power, his superior authority,
and lets go temporarily of what his idealized models say about Soviet
submarines. He begins to talk with Jonesy about what is really going
on. He defers to the hands-on experience of the person actually doing
the listening to solve what is essentially a listening problem. He does
not force his idea of what reality should be to decide the situation.
Correspondence theories of truth are of little help here. He does not
persuade Jonsey to hear something that does not really exist just to
validate his idealized model. He does not use power to dominate for
actual working experience.

Carefully, even artfully, Jonesy and the captain talk through the
working experience, translating and retranslating each other’s differ-
ent ways of knowing in order to broach their separate sensory and
conceptual worlds. Finally, they are able to agree on a sound they will
track as the Soviet submarine. Reality later proves they get it right.
The captain then resumes control of things; always, however, defer-
ring when appropriate to Jonesy’s “ear.”

The story underscores the point that staff has an “ear” for the spe-
cialized nature of their work. Every employee lives in a distinct sen-
sory world. Each worker knows something and is continuously learn-
ing more about the work and the organization. In the traditional
model, managers do not trust exploring what know-how exists
around them or have confidence that the experiential knowledge of
staff adds to the knowledge base of the organization. Their idealized
images of the world leave little room for contrary ways of doing
things. These biases crush individual, group, and organizational ca-
pacity. Realizing learning in organizations requires mutually respect-
ful dialogue where the merit of ideas is determinant, not power.

A second example of teamwork, learning, and dialogue in organi-
zations is reflected in the movie Apollo 13. It is a story about a flight
control center on the planet Earth staffed with every conceivable kind
of scientific expertise and all of the computer and machine technol-
ogy imaginable to control manned flights into space. When a member
of a flight crew just having lifted from the planet’s surface announces,
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“Houston, we have a problem,” a knowledge dynamic similar to the
one evident in the film The Hunt for Red October begins to unfold.

For the remainder of the movie about this real historical event, a di-
alogue occurs between people on the ground, hierarchically orga-
nized, supported by everything science and pure reason can offer,
and the flight crew, also backed by the same science. The flight crew,
however, have their physical senses involved with the actual problem
in a way that the ground crew can only imagine. Ground control is
grounded, out of touch, in a very significant way, with the reality of
the situation that is true to the flight crew. Ground personnel cannot
experience directly what is going on in the space capsule although
they can observe the survival problems of the crew through their
gauges and computer output.

The successful rescue of the crew depends on the ability of every-
one involved to translate between different—and relevant—ways of
knowing about the problem. Dialogue—or meaningfully real conver-
sation—is needed; one in which there is mutual respect between what
the crew in the sky knows and what the ground personnel under-
stand. Cooperation, not power, is called for. Power does not decide
knowledge in this case. Organizational status is not confused with
having the right feel for the truth of the situation.

The principals talk and listen, but most important, they trust one
another’s judgment. They try to place themselves in the situation of
the other. One astronaut, for instance, grounded because of a threat-
ening case of measles, climbs into a test capsule and works routines
over and over again in the exact same way and under almost the
same physical handicaps he imagines the actual flight crew is under-
going. He sacrifices sleep and tries, in every way possible, to re-create
the reality his friends are experiencing. He puts himself into the
workplace of the others.

Similarly, a ground crew uses the same materials available on the lu-
nar module to assemble air scrubbers to reduce dangerous CO2 levels
that threaten the lives of the crew. Coming up with the solution to the
problem begins with tossing assorted and seemingly unrelated materi-
als onto a table and the charge is given to make something where a
round peg item fits into a square hole. Power doesn’t decide what hap-
pens next. The team works based on ideas and the ones that work
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become part of the solution. There is no manual for designing such an
item and standard operating procedures are useless. It is a knowledge
and learning problem. Creativity is necessary. Freed from their usual
constraints, the team solves the problem based on constant exchanges
of information, trials, learning, and eventually consensus.

Apollo 13 exemplifies teamwork, dialogue, the art of meshing differ-
ent realities, working without advanced planning, and trusting the
skills and competencies of people to do the right thing in a difficult sit-
uation. The case is underscored by high trust, the chance to exercise
judgment, and respect among different people for the know-how of
each other. In many ways, the movie represents the core values of OD
at work. When students watch it, they immediately see much about
shared leadership, group dynamics, organizational learning, authentic
communication, and faith in the power of what people can accomplish
when they work together in a fully collaborative fashion. The fact that
the story is true makes it even more powerful. Many people have
never experienced the same kind of pulling together for a common
purpose where they work. For them, the learning or high-performing
work organization is nothing more than an intellectual abstraction.

Action Research—The Core 
Problem-Solving Technology of OD

Action Research (AR) is the core technology of Organizational Devel-
opment. There are many definitions of Action Research, but they all
embrace common themes. For instance, French and Bell describe AR
in the following way:

Action research is the process of systematically collecting research data
about an ongoing system relative to some objective, goal, or need of that
system; feeding these data back into the system; taking actions by alter-
ing selected variables within the system based both on the data and on
hypotheses; and evaluating the results of actions by collecting more
data. (1999, p. 130)

The principal founder of Action Research was Kurt Lewin (1947 as
cited in Bruce and Wyman, 1998, p. 13), who believed that the key
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elements of Action Research were what he characterized as recon-
naissance, fact finding, changes in planning, and action based on a
correctional feedback system that linked action to facts.

Argyris (1993) develops a systematic approach to promote learning
and action based on learning. After dealing with roadblocks to learn-
ing, he concentrates on interviewing and observing the players in the
problem-solving situation, organizing findings for leaning and action,
conducting meaningful feedback sessions, dealing with trust, manag-
ing the clash between expectations and needs, and getting feedback
from below.

The essential thing about Action Research is its practical intent. The
process aims to solve a real problem. It is not part of a disinterested
search for knowledge. It is not pure research, it is applied. Action Re-
search is a form of real world studies that unapologetically hopes to
intervene in a situation, learn about it, and change it through the par-
ticipation of those with something at stake in the outcome. Action Re-
search is a problem-solving change process (Robson, 1993). The apt
saying about Action Research is “There is no research without action,
and no action without research.”

Action Research is not indifferent to learning from its processes.
Organizational Development and Action Research have their roots in
behavioral science methods (French and Bell, 1999). OD is data-based
and the unit of research is how well people perform in changing exist-
ing conditions and solving problems. There is a methodology and
rigor is demanded in interpreting behaviors and the meaning of
events. Action Research naturally focuses on case studies. These char-
acteristics make action science a way of knowing through evaluating.
There is no one best epistemological and ontological set of research
methods. Action science promotes action with the human in mind.
Practical knowledge is its normative research ideal.

The Action Research process is a multistep, iterative process (see
Figure 4.1). It begins with the engagement of a change agent, usually
by executive-level personnel. The consultant change agent makes an
initial investigation and typically begins a process of joint action plan-
ning with the key client or client groups. Groups, for example, would
meet. There may be one or more groups in a room and the consultant
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change agent would provide each group with the materials to sup-
port brainstorming about a problem. The consultant change agent
would ask the group(s) a series of relevant questions, facilitate, data
from the group(s) would be make public, usually by posting on the
walls, and feedback is processed and reprocessed until some consen-
sus is reached on what to do about the problem. The action or actions
agreed to are tentative hypotheses or formulations about what to do
to resolve the outstanding issue(s). The agreed action is tried, results
are evaluated, and the feedback is used as the basis for the next cycle
that repeats itself until the problem is solved. Participants learn by
doing, by interacting with others, and by experiencing the outcomes
arising from their theories of action. This method is the core that un-
derlies all of the countless OD interventions available to a change

FIGURE 4.1 The Action Research Process

source: Adapted from Organizational Development by Burke, 1994, reprinted by per-
mission of Pearson Education, Inc. Upper Saddle River, N.J. 07458
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agent. Action Research is generic OD and, although variations on the
theme are common, the core process is the same.

Action Research embodies the core values of Organizational Devel-
opment. Democratic norms are realized because AR encourages in-
volvement, participation, and effective voice by staff. The underlying
humanism of OD is represented because the AR processes foster hu-
man growth and development. Optimism is accomplished because
there is faith that employees can solve their own problems, given the
opportunity. Action Research is all about process, how things are
done in organizations to solve problems. The involvement of clients
in resolving their own problems teaches them important task and re-
lationship behaviors. Action Research deepens commitment to solu-
tions that clients construct.

Conclusion

A great deal of what is learned in organizations is based on the expe-
riential know-how of what the rules do not say and the endlessly var-
ied real work episodes that standard operating procedures cannot
comprehend. Experience, feelings, intuition, and processing feedback
are the elements of learning. Judgment always has its place too.
Learning denotes freedom to evaluate what is called for in various sit-
uations. Learning requires space to act (Watkins and Marsick, 1993).

The requirements for individual, group, and organizational learn-
ing are antithetical to the powerlessness programmed in the mind-set
of autocratic institutions where pervasive mistrust of employee
know-how leaves no room for employee participation and develop-
ment. The cliché that learning is power is betrayed by the real experi-
ences of staff everywhere. Learning is power when power makes it
so. There is a host of management reforms that come and go with reg-
ularity, but the bureaucratic work organization is still the dominant
form in American society. The learning organization exists more in
classrooms and weekend retreats than workplaces.

There is no change without learning. There is no movement beyond
the status quo without the possibility of creative acts. Fresh futures
are not the outcome of rigid ideas and the repression of people’s
development.
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Note

1. Much of this introduction is taken from D. G. Carnevale, “A Synposium:
The Human Capital Challenge in Government,” Review of Public Personnel
Administration 16, no. 3 (summer 1996): 5–13. Human capital is not normally
addressed in the OD literature. There are normative ideals about involve-
ment and participation and a good deal about how to get people to con-
tribute and learn in organizational problem-solving situations. The point
here is that much of OD, like most management reforms, including those of
Frederick Taylor, are after worker knowledge and for good reason. Instinc-
tively, people appreciate that it is valuable. What is suggested here is that the
innate notion about the weight of employee intelligence has roots and is
measurable. A basic orientation about human capital, its meaning and intel-
lectual pedigree, is a necessary precursor to any discussion about Action Re-
search and learning on the job.
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5
Groups, Public Management Reform,

and Organizational Development

A vast number of Organizational Development (OD) intrusions are
explicitly tied to group dynamics. In some sense, almost everything
OD concentrates on involves team building, broadly defined. The size
and number of the groups may vary but bridging the interdependen-
cies between people to create cultures of high performance is at the
heart of teamwork. Group work in OD recognizes the importance of
how individuals associate, identify, and affiliate with others at work.
The group is at the heart of OD.

Groups and teams are not the same things, although OD is inter-
ested in both. A group is defined as two or more employees who inter-
act with each other informally or formally within an organization. A
team is identified as “interdependent individuals who share responsi-
bility for specific outcomes for their organization” (Sundstrom and as-
sociates, 1999, p. 7). All teams are groups but not all groups are neces-
sarily teams. There is a debate whether the terms “group” and “team”
can be used interchangeably (e.g., Sundstrom, DeMeuse, and Furrell,
1990; Katzenbach and Smith, 1993). In this chapter, teams and groups
are used in common. Each expression will mean:

1. There is more than one person collaborating.
2. The interaction is for official organizational purposes.
3. The group has a claim on organizational resources to perform

its work.
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4. The issue of cohesiveness is important to work-group effec-
tiveness.

5. Task-related behaviors are important to work-group func-
tioning.

6. Relationship or maintenance behaviors are crucial to team
effectiveness.

7. Process issues are considered important to work-group ac-
complishment.

8. Groups may or may not be leaderless, self-directing, or facili-
tated in some fashion.

9. Work groups and teams have organizational objectives to
realize.

10. The issue of learning is important to work-group or team
success.

From an OD point of view, work groups and teams are part of the
same continuum and typically exhibit similar behaviors. The idea is
that work groups and teams are some number of staff formally orga-
nized and supported to labor on organizational problems. The keys to
group success are the same. The pathologies that sometimes plague
formal work groups of every type are identical as well. OD consul-
tants create and use teams as a primary method of enhancing organi-
zational change, learning, and performance. The work group is a pow-
erful instrument that satisfies the affiliation or social needs of staff,
creates a context for individual development, is a participatory instru-
ment that encourages involvement and voice, and is a primary tool for
establishing organizational learning. In these ways, group processes
underscore basic OD values. The group has been an important focus
of Organizational Development since the seminal Hawthorne Studies.

From Hawthorne on Up

Classical organizational theory was based on the emergence of indus-
trial engineering, where jobs were highly specialized, rationalized,
and individualized. The orthodox administrators did not recognize
the potential of groups and had no idea of self-directed work teams.
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Frederick W. Taylor’s (1911) The Principles of Scientific Management
represented shaping ideas of the classical approach. These concepts
were later married to the bureaucratic theory described by Max Weber
(in the Gerth and Mills 1946 translation). Weber provided a descrip-
tion of an ideal-type machinelike organization compatible with Tay-
lor’s engineering work principles. Both men believed management
was in disarray. Favoritism, nepotism, a lack of consistency, and disor-
der was perceived as inefficient and a drag on productivity. These un-
economical factors could be rectified only by rationalism. Henri Fayol
(1949) brought everything together. He boiled the rules of command
and control down to four primary functions of management: planning,
organizing, leading, and controlling. These activities constrained the in-
dividual, the principal component of the work process.

In general, traditionalists envisioned individuals as people untrust-
worthy to do good work without close supervision. Given this pow-
erful assumption, it was seen better that staff perform jobs defined by
their superiors rather than have much discretion in conceptualizing
what should be done themselves. The idea of what was to be done
was separated from how it was accomplished. Conception of work
was estranged from how it was to be accomplished. Persons were
evaluated and rewarded based on their personal performance, not on
how they contributed to group efforts. That idea, evaluation of an in-
dividual independent of group contributions, is arguably the norm 
in work organizations even today. Groups were feared; they threat-
ened control. They provided a counterforce to organizationally estab-
lished norms. They did not fit into the structure of things, work
processes based on long-linked technology or assembly-line ways of
accomplishing tasks in factories and offices. Of course, the worst sce-
nario was that groups posed greater propensity to unionize. Labor
unions were a significant counterforce to the alienating effects of the
industrial machine and, in the absence of laws to regulate labor-
management relations, much violence spread throughout industrial
America. Organizations saw unions as outside groups ready to upset
the “happy family” illusion of the industrial machine.

Recognition of the importance of groups and teams began during
the 1920s and 1930s with the classic Hawthorne experiments. These
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investigations were the genesis of the human relations movement,
later the seed of Organizational Development as a field of study.

The focus of the experiments at the Hawthorne plant of the Western
Electric Company concentrated on technical interventions, for in-
stance, how varying degrees of lighting influenced performance.
Over the years, several experiments were conducted and the re-
searchers became increasingly aware that a key to production resided
in how workers influenced one another’s attitudes and behavior. The
meaning of events was discovered important, not just the actions
themselves. How things were done was consequential. Organizations
were social systems where what workers produced and how they
worked was a matter they controlled to a larger degree than tradition-
alists had imagined. There was discretion in all work that escaped
even the most determined efforts at control (Bendix, 1963). Two of the
researchers summed it up in the following way:

The study of the bank wiremen showed that their behavior at work
could not be understood without considering the informal organization
of the group and the relation of this informal organization to the total
social organization of the company. The work activities of the group, to-
gether with their satisfactions and dissatisfactions, had to be viewed as
manifestations of a complex pattern of interrelations. (Roethlisberger et
al., 1939, pp. 551–552)

A new concept was taking shape. There were social implications in
the industrialization of work (Mayo, 1946), cooperation was as impor-
tant as technological prowess (Barnard, 1938), and there was more to
getting things done than giving orders (Parker, 1984). The classical
approach was faced with an onslaught of thinking that confronted its
command and control ideology. It was being disputed by the velocity
of a fresh idea that not only opened the door to the importance of the
meaning of work and individual commitment, identification, loyalty,
and satisfaction, but especially the value of groups in organizations
(Homans, 1950; Bion, 1961). What was known early in America’s in-
dustrial history would not be fully embraced until the 1980s, when
the country faced a serious challenge in competitiveness with other
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nations, part of a newly emergent world economy. The reform of
management practice and the opening up to the ideas of teamwork
and team building finally arrived.

The Instructive ’80s—The Takeoff 
Period for Management Reform

In the early 1980s, American industry went through a difficult eco-
nomic downturn. Unlike other recessions, this one evidenced more
fundamental and permanent structural problems in America’s com-
petitiveness, both at home and abroad. Quantity production, once the
holy grail of public and private management, was replaced by a new
set of competitive standards. The importance of groups had long been
recognized in OD but the powerful downturn of the 1980s vaulted
what was known about putting employees together into teams to en-
hance organizational performance into a more relevant and higher
status. Competitive pressures intensified and became global. Quan-
tity production and the low-trust, low-involvement human resources
philosophy that supported it had to give way. The competitiveness
problem in the private sector was in large part attributed to the fact
that American management methods were no longer world class.

The problems facing the business sector paralleled those facing
government at precisely the same time. Taxpayer revolts, for instance,
that were manifest in the passage of Proposition 13 in California and
Proposition 21⁄2 in Massachusetts reflected a general negative mood
about government taxes and services. The election of Ronald Reagan
signaled that dramatic changes were coming. The revolution coming
to government concerning management philosophy would some-
times be labeled differently than private initiatives but operated in
the same way. Motivating staff, providing vision, responding to
stakeholders of every type, emphasizing quality, and modifying the
worst aspects of the bureaucratic model were the new universal val-
ues in administration.

The inventory of reforms is familiar. Perhaps the most notable for its
acceptance as the initial turn in thinking were “excellence” programs
spurred by the early work of Peters and Waterman, 1982. Japanese
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management programs became popular (Ouchi, 1981), especially the
idea of “quality circles,” which was the shaping idea for moving 
the interest OD had exhibited in groups into notice for the creation of
formal teams. Total Quality Management (TQM) (e.g., Deming, 1986;
Juran, 1988) then became the rage. Finally, “reengineering” (Hammer
and Champy, 1993) materialized. The excellent organization tran-
scended into the quality organization that subsequently evolved into
the reinvented organization and, finally, the learning organization
(Senge, 1990).

Government came late to the reform table but added two distinct
creations for its own jurisdiction in the form of the National Perfor-
mance Review (Gore, 1993) and reinvention (Osborne and Gaebler,
1992). These were pretty much variations on the themes that already
existed elsewhere. Micklethwait and Wooldridge write:

On the whole, cases of “best practice” springing out of the public sector
are rare. In general all the public sector does is borrow ideas from the
private sector. It often seems like a bureaucratic version of Chinese
Whispers, with one group of people applying what they think another
group of people have said. (1996, p. 324)

The criticisms of the public sector continued at the 1995 meeting of
the Academy of Management when Henry Mintzberg argued that a
skull and crossbones should be stamped on the cover of all new man-
agement theories with the warning “not to be taken by the public sec-
tor.” Peter Drucker weighed in and said that remedies for operational
improvement in government really came down to two things: end-
lessy patching up services or downsizing (Micklethwait and Wool-
dridge, 1996). Never a borrower be may be good advice but the fact is
that the private sector spent a good deal of time, and still does, in
looking for “best practices” to improve goods and services. A number
of improvements are documented in government operations that may
have influenced the ideas but they were made to fit the realities of the
operational context of the public sector. Business does not own a cor-
ner on decent leadership, motivated employees, or concern for doing
good work. Still, the bias that business is better endures and the pub-
lic sector’s efforts at administrative reform go unappreciated in many
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quarters. The truth is that much has been done and is being accom-
plished all of the time and one of the main tools is achieving better
performance through teams.

The issue of management reform has spurred some debate among
academics in the public administration community who voice
thoughtful concerns about the implications of the term “customer” to
describe the citizen’s relationship with government. The label was per-
ceived as fostering a distortion of the real standing of the citizen. The
question is also raised whether the idea of expanding managerial dis-
cretion in the name of operational improvement was a violation of the
basic ideas of governance. A fundamental concept in public adminis-
tration is that administrators are duty-bound to carry out policy direc-
tives as scripted by legislative bodies. This point of view asserts that
managers have no right to freewheel policy matters no matter that the
motive was to better serve citizens. At bottom, the dueling perspec-
tives are about the limits and legitimacy of administrative discretion.

The particular worry is that reinvention and reform in government
administration violates democratic principles. If that is the case, then
Organizational Development’s insistence on worker voice and partic-
ipation is part of the governance problem. OD supporters, in short,
will argue that a democratic society need not wring its hands too
much when its autocratic work organizations lose some ground to the
will of its employees and citizens.

Vigoda and Golembiewski (2001) address the issue of citizenship
and the so-called “New Public Management” (NPM). They support
the fundamental ideals of the NPM, which is not surprising, espe-
cially given Golembiewski’s contribution to public-sector OD. Still,
they are critical of administration that is only partly committed to real
citizen involvement in governance, a type of citizenship they charac-
terize as “metacitizenship,” where playing robust roles, not passive
ones, are the real goals of people in mechanisms of governance. Cit-
ing Organ (1993), they encourage citizens to be more than passive
customers or arm’s-length antagonists to government. The message is
an OD instruction writ large.

The issue of citizen rights to be truly involved in governance and to
take advantage of such liberties is the same as the message of OD in
the workplace. OD is a philosophy that demands that employees
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have rights concerning workplace governance. They have the obliga-
tion not to sit back and wait to be taken care of by higher-ups. They
cannot sit on their hands and blame organizational authorities for not
fixing whatever irritates their work lives. The message for citizens is
the same. In the end, Vigoda and Golembiewski (2001) conclude that
the New Public Management and a truly participatory citizenry can
be reconciled and made workable in practice. The same idea is sug-
gested by Riccucci (2001), who sees the tension between the oppo-
nents of the so-called New Public Management and its supporters as
constructive for the field and the practice of public administration.
Forcing people to choose between the duality of the New Public Man-
agement and some kind of ideal-type democracy is a false dilemma
on its face.

Despite the New Public Management/citizen governance debate,
public administrators have embraced the idea of reforming how gov-
ernment is operated. Administrators commonly embrace the host of
programs detailed previously and do not worry much about the la-
bels as opposed to practical results. Under pressure from several
sources, change has become the order of the day. Models that promise
quick relief are embraced. It is no doubt true that the promise of what
particular reforms can do have been oversold in an almost evangeli-
cal way and employees at every level of government have become
cynical about the “flavor of the month.” Still, leaders search for some-
thing that will make organizations excel and employees, to their
credit, embrace the newest reform model because down deep they
value meaningful work and care about quality despite negative
stereotyping. The OD assumption that most people want interesting
and meaningful work holds true.

All of the reforms embrace common themes related to OD’s demo-
cratic, humanistic, and optimistic values. Each, in its own way, is a the-
ory of knowledge and learning. The truth is that organizations should
treat people with respect. They must ask what employees think rather
than give orders. Associations are encouraged to allow effective voice
without reprisal. Learning cannot occur if information and ideas are
not shared. The common mind-set and herd mentality are dangerous.
Superficial learning is secondary to more advanced, critical thinking.
Experiential know-how—realism—finds at least equal footing with
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idealism in the high-performance organization. Equally important,
staff involvement and participation provide a competitive advantage.
Finally, cutting-edge organizations administer reward and incentive
plans based on group as well as individual achievement, or, at the
very least, reinforce every behavior that advances creativity, no matter
at what level of organizations they are spawned.

Despite the academic debate, citizens are not opposed to quality
services and want their money’s worth from government. If reforms
increase access and involvement, then perhaps the all-too-common
lack of trust in government will be reduced. The idea of creating more
space for dialogue between the government and its citizens is consis-
tent with fundamental democratic values. The trick is to expand ad-
ministrative discretion without subverting the requirement of not
fully mixing the role of policymaking and administration.1

All of the innovations since the early 1980s are similar. Every one
tends to advance the following propositions.

Involving People Inside and Outside

A “customer” is defined to include people internal to the organization
such as employees in other departments and those external to the or-
ganization such as taxpayers, contractors, regulators, and suppliers.
The organization becomes “customer driven.” Satisfying customers is
perhaps the single most important goal in organizational reform, but
this is not a radically new notion. Although customers were not cen-
tral in scientific management, for example, their interests were hardly
ignored—as long as satisfying them favored investment outcomes.
Taylor, for instance, saw customers in ways familiar to contemporary
quality enthusiasts when he observed:

. . . the third part, the whole people,—the consumers, who buy the pro-
duction of the first two and who ultimately pay both the wages of the
workmen and the profits to that employer.

The rights of the people are therefore greater than those of either em-
ployer or employee. And this third great party should be given its
proper share of any gain. (Taylor, 1919, p. 136)
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It is fair to say that this “third party,” the people of contemporary
society, are the source of everything in democratic governance and
the perceived failure of bureaucratic institutions and elected officials
to represent their interests is a primary source of the increasing lack of
faith in government institutions.

A case concerning an unsafe road in the Southwest illustrates the
collision between government ideas about idealism and the realism of
citizens. People were concerned about the safety of a local road and
were not satisfied that city officials were going to do anything about
it. Not feeling that the city was fully responsive to their concerns, they
called their own meeting to discuss the problem and invited city offi-
cials to attend. Over 600 citizens showed up at the church along with
a handful of city representatives. The citizens had the government’s
attention. Citizens complained of more than 600 accidents on the road
in three and a half years and wanted something done to improve its
safety. Better law enforcement, slower speed limits, and structural
changes were suggested. Then the bureaucrats took over.

The city engineer, armed with eighty slides, started by saying that
the state does not count individual deaths in a wreck but only the
number of cars where someone died. The engineer was interrupted
by a woman who said, “I lost my daughter and grandson in a fiery
crash on that road. They are not statistics, they were humans.” Merci-
fully, a more senior engineer took the podium from the first engineer,
who was complaining that he had ten slides left to show.

Later, the city council took the problem out of the hands of the bu-
reaucrats and committed to a number of changes to improve road
safety (Quigley, 2000). The point is that citizens serve the same func-
tion as customers and clients in business and not-for-profit agencies,
but they have different standing in front of their government. Mobi-
lized in sufficient numbers, they can force change and they can real-
ize reform. It does not happen enough, but they can speak truth to
power and their real experiences can trump the abstract idealism of
the disengaged bureaucrat and politician. Trust is the winner when
people who work in government and the people they serve listen to
one another.

OD is all about establishing communication between the multiple
interests that swirl around government, to get people in the same
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room, to facilitate ideas on how to solve seemingly intractable prob-
lems, and let the power of ideas, not power itself, dictate the right
course of action. The road problem worked out in spite of the estab-
lished system’s belief that it knew what mattered and what should be
done with people’s concerns. Bringing eighty slides to a meeting to
show people that the deaths they have experienced are not statisti-
cally significant exemplifies much of what is wrong with government
organizations today. Too many officials refuse to listen to people.
They see persons lower down in the hierarchy as technically unquali-
fied to speak to matters of rule making and policy implementation.
This is the triumph of scientific idealism over realism.

From an OD point of view, the knowledge biases of the organiza-
tional pyramid are difficult to overcome because of the subtle arro-
gance that the well-placed inside professional is inherently more
knowledgeable than the ordinary employee or the typical citizen. The
OD change agent can help change separatist attitudes between citi-
zens and government officials. OD is a reliable tool to help adminis-
tration, with its internal problems with staff and in using team build-
ing, to improve services. These activities increase the internal capacity
of the public organization. What also matters is to connect the gov-
ernment with the citizens it serves, using essentially the same tech-
niques. In both instances, it is important to understand the role of the
OD change agent.

It is worth revisiting the appropriate role of OD change agent when
dealing with teams in organizations. The change agent does not be-
have as a repository of technical expertise on the substantive work of
the organization. The client group knows what to do and must be
trusted to find its way through the process. The problem is to help the
group discover what it already understands but cannot for various
reasons process appropriately.

The change agent certainly represents command of a great deal of
practical and theoretical know-how, but it is used to help other people
determine ways to solve their own problems, much as a therapist
counsels a client. A therapist does not declare, “This is what is wrong
with you and this is what you should do about it.” The patient gains
insight about problems, looks at choices on how to resolve them, and
then engages in action to try out and try on new ways of being. From
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feedback about those actions, the client makes necessary adjustments
and keeps repeating the cycle until something workable is realized.
The change agent’s role is like that of the counselor; expertise is repre-
sented but it facilitates events rather than directs.

Facilitation in much of OD practice happens in groups. In the same
community where citizens banded together to fix a road, future
search conferences have been held on the quality of local education.
Volunteers have come together to analyze the problem of wastewater
treatment and the large group process has been facilitated and contin-
uously televised so anyone in the community can see what is going
on. I have worked with the city council as a group to encourage better
group interaction, and that has extended to council-staff relations.
These processes are known as Large Group Interaction Methods
(LGIMs) and are predicted to spread throughout the public and non-
profit sectors (Bryson and Anderson, 2000). Such activities comple-
ment the small group interventions that happen inside organizations
but they are built on the same set of values and around almost identi-
cal process activities. The idea of getting everyone in the room to
work on problems is increasingly well accepted and owes much 
to the tradition of OD.

Trust is enhanced when people know that they share values, are
permitted participation, effective voice, and have rights concerning
what is done and how things are accomplished. Organizational De-
velopment manifests all of these trust-related factors in its underlying
assumptions and operating methods. It is common to see OD as a
useful tool employed inside organizations to build community and
group cohesion. It is equally positive as a way to reduce the alienation
and cynicism that exists in the political system. That means support-
ing the case of public administrators asking citizens how they feel
about problems and what they think ought to be done to correct
them. The inside rationale for participation and voice has strong
upside-outside potential as well.

The Virtues of Work Groups

Groups or teams have a number of qualities for individual and orga-
nizational effectiveness. Groups:
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• Allow staff to work on projects with a degree of complexity
beyond the range of individuals working alone.

• Bring a diverse number of talents, ideas, and experiences to
bear on problems.

• Allow competing perspectives to be aired, which encourages
functional rather than dysfunctional conflict.

• Promote employee training and learning.
• Recognize the realities of task interdependencies.
• Help employees develop greater self-awareness.
• Support employee needs for affiliation and acceptance.
• Afford employees more power and control over the concep-

tion and execution of their work. (Mohrman, Cohen, and
Mohrman Jr., 1995; Yeatts and Hyten, 1998; Sundstrom and
associates, 1999)

Of all the salutary effects of teams, many can be subsumed under
the rubric of group learning. Groups are systems for learning. The di-
versity of experiences of a group interacts and produces synergy
where the whole is more than the sum of its parts. Common OD train-
ing devices, for instance, used to underscore this important points are
Lost on the Moon, Lost at Sea, and Lost in the Wilderness–type exer-
cises where individuals are asked to imagine that they have suffered
some disaster and have a handful of assorted items needed to assure
their survival. Persons rank the items in order of importance and then
join groups charged with the problem of producing a consensus list of
the same material. Typically, the group solution to the problem is bet-
ter than the average individual resolutions and it is not uncommon
for the worst group to generate a better score than the best individual
in the room.

The groups are “leaderless” since no person is put in charge. Team
members organize themselves and perform the two classic roles nec-
essary to be successful in any group situation—task and relationship
behaviors. Success depends on paying attention to the problem to be
solved and to the people charged with finding answers to it. The tra-
ditional OD belief is that putting people together to solve a problem
produces better solutions than individuals alone can engineer. Just as
important is the truth that people who labor together on an issue
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learn something about how to solve particular problems, but they
also understand something about themselves and how they relate to
other people. It is an invaluable catalyst for self-development. Al-
though the exercises are simple and are not related to actual organiza-
tional problems, the core truth of the experience holds. People do
more and learn more when they cooperate than when they try to go it
alone.

The method most used by groups to generate options for problem
solving is “brainstorming,” where ideas are generated by members in
a freewheeling fashion. The basic rules of brainstorming are: no criti-
cism until all the ideas are out and then judgments on the merits can
be made, imagination, mental leaps, and connections flow freely,
people build on others’ ideas, initially aim for quantity, and record
each suggestion. Although brainstorming is the process, reaching
consensus on an actionable initiative is the goal, that is, finding cre-
ative solutions that people trust will work and will try out.

Another popular group decision method employed by OD agents
is the Nominal Group Technique (NGT). A group is brought together
to discuss a problem. Individuals silently write down ideas or alter-
native courses of action that might resolve the issue. The ideas gener-
ated are recorded on a blackboard or flip chart. The thoughts are dis-
cussed and then the group silently votes for the concepts they think
are most useful. The group is nominal because it has a reduced role in
brainstorming—there is less talking about what is being proposed—
and the mathematical outcome is different from a consensus solution.

Another group decision process is the Delphi technique. It is a pro-
cedure that generates ideas from a physically dispersed group, that is,
not in the same room. It involves surveying experts repeatedly con-
cerning a particular problem until the dimensions of the problem are
specified and alternatives for action identified. For instance, the
Florida legislature was interested a few years ago in whether it was
state of the art concerning the problems of young people. A Delphi
survey was conducted. It started by phoning experts known to the re-
searchers as being involved with children’s problems. At the end of
each call, respondents were asked if they would participate in the sur-
vey. If so, they were then asked to recommend another authority in
the area. Slowly and deliberately, a network or national panel of
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experts was identified. A questionnaire was developed and mailed,
and the process began. Respondents were asked to identify the prob-
lems of children in America and to prioritize them. As surveys re-
turned, they were analyzed and subsequent questionnaires were
mailed. With each iteration the researchers were able to come closer
to defining the problems and arriving at recommendations for resolu-
tion. The good feature of the Delphi is that it can bring a wide assort-
ment of experts to bear on an issue when it is not possible to get them
physically together.

The Delphi method is a process much like facilitating a group phys-
ically present in the same room. It involves asking people to define
the problem, discovering common themes, ranking important items,
and then taking the most important issues into group discussion
about what actions might be taken to redress the problems specified.
This is generic OD and runs through almost all of the group decision
processes used by teams and groups of every variety.

There is much to argue in favor of organizing individuals into
groups and encouraging teamwork. It is fair to say that turning to
teamwork restored competitiveness to American organizations fol-
lowing the disastrous downturn in the 1980s. Effective use of group
processes was one of the most important tactics that assisted Ameri-
can organizations to make the transition between the quantity para-
digm to the quality model of production of goods and services.

Organizational Development must be credited for recognizing the
importance of group dynamics as early as the Hawthorne Studies and
committing to research how groups formed and functioned well be-
fore the latter part of the twentieth century. OD’s appreciation of the
importance of the human group was well before its time. Change
agents pay considerable attention to group behaviors in organiza-
tions, especially when they are called on to help an organization work
through assorted difficulties.

Downside Dangers of Groups

Groups have downside potential. There is so much enthusiasm about
team potential, much of it well deserved, that the pathologies associ-
ated with groups are sometimes overlooked or undervalued. The
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problems with groups usually arise out of the phenomenon of cohe-
siveness and attendant pressures to conform to group norms.

Cohesiveness is the extent to which group members are identified
with the group and its members. Cohesiveness is the extent of “being
tight,” sharing the same values, and being loyal to other group mem-
bers and to the group as a whole. Cohesiveness is not inherently a
negative force. Cohesiveness means there are more things pulling the
group together than tearing it apart. Establishing a reasonable measure
of cohesiveness is an appropriate and common goal of OD practition-
ers. If groups are successful, they need to be glued together in a real
way. They also need to be well led.

A classic study that affirms both the positive and negative prospec-
tive of groups is the Schachter study (1951). In that research, it is
found that cohesive groups have both positive and negative dynam-
ics. The key to the kind of outcomes cohesive groups produce is di-
rectly related to how they are led. Researchers found that highly co-
hesive groups were a “time bomb” in the hands of management.
Highly cohesive groups that were well led were extremely produc-
tive. Highly cohesive groups badly led were capable of restricting
output. In other words, people who are tight do well when leadership
is in good hands and are subversive and counterproductive when
leadership is incompetent. The safest thing, of course, is to have low-
cohesive groups. They are not dangerous but they have no potential
for individual development, creativity, and high performance either,
which are the primary objectives of the OD practitioner.

The question is, how much cohesiveness is enough? Cohesiveness
is one of those things that statisticians term curvilinear. It is a good
thing as it gets stronger and produces outcomes that are valuable. At
some point, however, too much turns negative. For instance, a certain
measure of anxiety is not all that bad for athletes and test takers in
terms of performance in sporting events and in taking exams. At
some point, however, when performance anxiety becomes too strong,
both the athlete and the test taker can freeze up and be unable to per-
form at all. The same is true of cohesiveness. There is a point of di-
minishing returns with this construct. It is at the point where groups
or teams are so rigid and overly identified that conformity reigns and
critical thinking capacity evaporates.
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Groupthink (Janis, 1982) is the classic dysfunction of excessive cohe-
siveness in a group. It is when members’ striving for unanimity on is-
sues overrides the ability to think analytically about their situation.
When consultants urge groups of employees to “think outside the
box,” Groupthink is the box. Individuals refuse to deal with reality
rather than appear as not being “on board,” “with the program,” or
“team players.”

The characteristics of Groupthink are:

• A sense of invulnerability, willingness to take risks, and a
sense of being all-powerful.

• A sense of morality that leads to the belief that higher powers
support the position of the group or that the group’s percep-
tions are the unquestionably ethical. “If God had to choose a
side, it would be ours” is the mentality.

• A tendency to rationalize away anything that disagrees with
the group’s worldview, that is, to deny data that should be in-
vestigated as consequential for the group’s well-being.

• Self-censorship or driving out any evidence of dissent.
• Peer pressure employed to keep contrary ideas from being

examined.
• The existence of mind guards or self-appointed mind police

who are enforcers of the group’s dominant mind-set. (Janis,
1982, pp. 174–175)

Another classic example of group dysfunction is the Abilene para-
dox (Harvey, 1988). The Abilene paradox evolves from a story of an
extended family in Texas who are enjoying themselves playing domi-
noes and drinking lemonade on a hot afternoon. Someone suggests
they drive fifty miles to Abilene for Sunday dinner. The car has no air-
conditioning, the food is terrible, and people return resentful and un-
happy. Finally, someone says they didn’t want to go. Others pipe in
that they didn’t want to go either. As the truth emerges, no one
wanted to go, but everyone was going along, being polite, not rocking
the boat, and trying to be good family members as they thought they
should. The real agreement was not to go to Abilene. There was pub-
lic agreement to go and unanimous private agreement not to go. The
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group couldn’t manage its real agreement not to go. Harvey’s point is
that organizations take trips to Abilene all the time. The question is,
why?

The answer to why people don’t speak their minds in the Abilene
story is the same as it is in the Groupthink example. Staff fear that the
truth will get them in trouble. This dynamic is found in the classic
staff meeting when everything appears as if it is going wonderfully
well on the surface. When a break occurs people go to the rest rooms
or to the water cooler or coffee area and say, “If she does that one
more time, I am going to let her have it,” “Did you see so and so suck-
ing up as usual?” “Why do we have these stupid meetings anyway?”
“Those folks from personnel don’t get it and never will.” Then the
meeting reconvenes and everything appears fine again. The trust is
under the table. The truth is under the table. A friend once told me
that when we were in such meetings, we ought to move passage of
the hidden agenda and get things moving in the right direction.

As Argyris (1993) observes, the group is overprotecting itself, ab-
sorbed in organizational defensive routines, fearing embarrassment
and rejection. Team members are inhibiting everyone’s learning, in-
cluding their own. The group is blocked and reality is hidden from
view. In some organizations, this is understandable. If organizational
authorities humiliate or shame people who come up with ideas con-
trary to the prevailing wisdom, those watching learn to keep quiet. If
a person who speaks her mind in meetings gains a reputation as a
troublemaker and is shunned by key officials, she learns to be quiet.
Employees are always scanning their environments to learn what be-
haviors are acceptable and what are not. Leaders of organizations cre-
ate the kind of quality staff input they deserve.

Group pressure can be powerful. The highly motivated work group
properly balanced on task and maintenance behaviors, well led, with
an ongoing commitment to processing new ideas, and with a commit-
ment to learning can do much for the instrumental objectives of the
organization and the self-development of its members. The highly
motivated group, excessively cohesive, worried more about itself
than what exists outside, obsessed with loyalty, critical of ideas that
challenge its worldview, and punitive to nonconformists are a pre-
scription for trouble in every way. Groups or teams are wonderful
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tools for making organizations and people better. They are not silver
bullets and they do not operate on the right key without good leader-
ship and support. There is nothing at all to suggest that teams cannot
work in government and there is no respectable rationale that sup-
ports the notion that giving reasonable discretion to public adminis-
trators is a threat to the body politic. OD is a major tool to facilitate
team building. OD’s pedigree on group dynamics is unassailable.

Note

1. A truth not fully examined in the writings about the need to restore citi-
zen trust in government is the reality that the politicians, who the traditional-
ists believe must set the public policy agenda, may not trust the people,
which is why we get so much superficial talk from representatives of both
political parties—safe talk—on message—careful in its yearning not to of-
fend. The trust problem “in government” involves citizen perceptions that
“government” is not trustworthy in its executive and legislative aspects (one
might argue that the Supreme Court has unhappily joined the group after the
most recent presidential election). To assume that the “lack of trust in gov-
ernment” is confined to the executive branch alone is questionable and that it
runs one way. The government in all its branches may not trust the people.
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6
Conflict and OD

Organizational Development (OD) is fundamentally about changing
the dynamics of social systems. It is inevitable and natural that con-
flict is constantly in play when individuals, groups, and the organiza-
tion try to come to terms with change. Conflict “means perceived di-
vergence of interest, or a belief that the parties’ current aspirations
cannot be achieved simultaneously” (Rubin, Pruitt, and Kim, 1994,
p. 5). The reasons for defensive conduct and resistance to change
were detailed earlier. These behaviors can be understood as triggers
of conflict. Change agitates people and naturally produces discord.
Change also exacerbates the conflict already embedded in organiza-
tions. Change invigorates the tensions that normally lie below the
surface in all organizations.

Social systems are full of assorted personalities, motivations, per-
ceptions, and attitudes. No organization is of a single mind. In a posi-
tive sense, this is the diversity advantage where varying points of
view can foster synergy and creative progress. The same feelings may
be employed to subvert all possibility of vigorous teamwork.

Because people have dissimilar values, mind-sets, objectives, and
visions about what an organization should be doing (clashes over
ends) and how organizations should process work (arguments about
means), disagreements are not uncommon. There are always scarce re-
sources that encourage endless rounds of positioning for advantage.
Assorted opinions abound about what is right concerning how people
should be paid, how they ought to be evaluated, who merits promo-
tion, and what people or units are most deserving to get the first crack
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at training or the newest technology. Another springboard of discord
is power relations and politics of every sort. Contests of will, ambition,
and mistrust are customary on the job. Organizations are networks of
interdependencies and these often break down and generate dissen-
sion. People disagree about much in organizational life.

Persons may prefer that it were otherwise, but one of the essential
truths of organizational existence is that conflict is an enduring real-
ity. The question is not whether there will be conflict in organizations,
but what kind of conflict will prevail.

The issue of conflict always begs the question whether it is func-
tional or dysfunctional. The organizational philosophy evident at the
beginning of the twentieth century saw conflict as essentially nega-
tive, something that needed to be stamped out. Discordant human re-
lations were a threat to the normative goals of the machine, efficiency
and harmony. Managers who had people problems in their shops
were encouraged to stamp them out before they deepened or spread
throughout the plant. Conflict was a clear menace to productivity.

Conflict can be a hindrance to productivity. Disagreements can es-
calate, deepen, and spread. They can lead to destructive outcomes be-
tween people and the longer friction goes unattended the more likely
negative behaviors will increase (see Figure 6.1). When people dis-
pute, they tend to see issues in a one-sided way. One piece of wisdom
is that all conflict is the result of one-sided thinking. People’s feelings
and emotions are always engaged by perceptions that one’s needs are
blocked by another and cannot be realized. Typically, conflict esca-
lates if it is not functionally addressed. It is all too typical that a cut-
ting remark, a perceived slight, or disappointing treatment can soar
into rage and then to violence in a matter of seconds. This is why or-
ganizations take conflict so seriously.

Unresolved prior conflict, problems that might not have been fully
resolved or addressed at all in the past, surface when people contest.
People search their memories for examples of mistreatment and use
these instances to justify their present feelings of victimization. Medi-
ators call this practice “sin-bagging.”

Conflict spreads as the parties seek allies. Winning becomes im-
portant and the idea of making concessions is seen as losing face.
These are powerful and natural feelings in humans. That is what
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makes conflict so difficult to handle in healthy ways. Finally, com-
munication between disputants becomes formalized, limited, or
ceases altogether. The bottom line is that unresolved conflict disrupts
necessary cooperation at work. Escalating quarrels displace attention
to the work. People are bruised and commitment declines. Conflict
ignored, unresolved, or mishandled is corrosive.

There is an upside to conflict. A disagreement has functional poten-
tial. It can clear the air. It can get how people feel out in the open. It

FIGURE 6.1 Spiral of Destructive Conflict
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encourages the interaction of ideas and the spread of information. In
the open, differences can foster trust. However, there is much public
agreement and private disagreement in organizations (Harvey, 1988).
People wear masks at work and are careful how they express their
true feelings. This behavior is rational in a number of workplaces
where speaking truth to power is not welcome. People want to be ac-
cepted, to get along with the group, and fear embarrassment and hu-
miliation. They refuse to discuss the undiscussable (Argyris, 1993). It
is fair to say that a primary goal of OD is to break the silence, get un-
der the surface of things, and open people and organizations to the
truth of their situation. Differences are all right between people and
work units. Working through them in a mature, beneficial fashion is
always possible if people want to stop the various sorts of inauthen-
ticity that are common in workplaces.

Although third-party peacemaking is a conventional OD tool, it has
not received the direct attention it warrants. The use of grid OD and
team-building exercises traditionally receive considerable attention.
Growing notice is provided for future search and Large Group Inter-
action Methods. Still, conflict lurks at the heart of each of these tech-
niques and dispute resolution work is an important process of facili-
tating transformation. There is no team building that does not deal
with conflict resolution to some degree. Any gathering of multiple in-
terests requires some attention to ironing out differences. Dispute res-
olution is an independent tool in OD used to tackle situations that are
clearly about people in severe disagreement. Moreover, conflict reso-
lution, like communication improvement, is always involved in OD
interventions. Third-party peacemaking is a core OD competency.

An example of the role of conflict resolution in a case of Organiza-
tional Development arises out of a consultant contract to help a city
that has serious problems with three of its unions in achieving labor
agreements. Upon investigation, the problem is more than just a bar-
gaining table issue that would suggest a direct peacekeeping ap-
proach with the unions and management over whatever issues were
outstanding between the parties.

In this case, questions arise whether some of the negative things that
the unions say at the table about the job satisfaction and morale of all
city workers are true. It is problematic to try to access the sentiments of
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everyone employed by the city without committing an unfair labor
practice by going behind the union.

Tensions that appear embedded in other relationships in the commu-
nity have led to greater reliance on Large Group Interaction Methods,
where citizens are invited in to participate in policy determination. This
is a good idea, but even progressive action is not conflict free. Minority
reports of group work are not uncommon. Permitting people to partici-
pate and be involved does not ensure happy outcomes (Luke, 1998).

In this case, dealing with the disagreements is not just a union-
management difficulty, nor is it something that can be fixed through
survey research with the employees at large, nor is it resolved by
inviting citizens to study issues independent of the internal issues
faced by the city. There are, in short, inside and outside problems and
a single intervention technique is not suitable to help the parties ad-
dress their problems. One thing is true: No matter what methods, hy-
brid methods, or multimethods might be used, dealing with conflict
is necessary throughout.

At bottom, the city is in a conflict fix. Like most systemic problems,
the surface dilemmas are surrogates for win-lose motivations and
competing values. Ingrained discord about how the city should oper-
ate is apparent. A blaming culture is evident and strong emotions typ-
ically abound. Confronting the apparent tribulations means getting to
the fundamental disputes that underpin and drive the difficulties. As
this example instructs, conflict is at the heart of the matter in OD
problem solving.

Third-Party Peacemaking

Third-party peacemaking is the term for the kind of intervention used
in OD to help organizations process conflict. It is based on a human
relations model of peacemaking where the psychological states of
persons at the work site become the focus of attention. The basic
model relies on two things: getting people to say what they think in
an assertive way and listening actively to what others have to articu-
late about their feelings. It is a communications model.

People in conflict are much better at expressing what they want
and what they need than they are at really hearing what other parties
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are expressing. The OD change agent performs a mediation function
in dealing with organizational conflict. The OD practitioner works to
ensure that what is relevant is expressed and what must be heard is
honored. The idea is to facilitate, not direct, the parties toward real ex-
change of attitudes. The ultimate goal is to work with the parties to
find solutions that both can honor.

In nearly all OD interventions, facilitating negotiations among par-
ties is always part of the intervention agenda. Conflicts may involve
interpersonal, interorganizational, and intraorganizational disputes.

Speaking Out Assertively

The first step in the peacemaking process is to get individuals to
speak out authentically (see Figure 6.2). This means, first of all, that
persons express themselves assertively, which means to exhibit be-
haviors that satisfy one’s own needs and concerns (Zuker, 1983). As-
sertive speech is not passive or avoidant nor is it aggressive or forcing
and attacking to get what one wants. Human aggression is a special
problem in human relations and can lead to more than strong talk. It
is a precursor to violence (Geen and Donnerstein, 1998; Allcorn,
1994). Assertiveness reflects a healthy level of self-esteem or a per-
son’s sense of self-worth. It is also a reflection of agency or the belief
that one’s behavior can make a difference. Assertiveness gives a feel-
ing of power; it is a psychological state of self-efficacy, which is a per-
son’s belief that they can successfully achieve something (Bandura,
1995). Internal locus of control is a related concept (Rotter, 1975). It
means that a person believes they control events in their lives, at least
to some degree. They do not think of themselves as helpless in the
face of external forces.

The assertive side of the dual concern equation of self-assertion and
active listening is about the self or “I” (Buber, 1958). It is what I want
and what I need. In conflict, most persons have little trouble working
this side of the model. In sum, the psychological bottom line of the as-
sertiveness vector is a healthy belief that a person’s values and needs
are worth hearing in an organization. There is nothing wrong with self-
interest and healthy conflict management processes allow it to surface
and be considered. It is a necessary step in resolving differences.
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The Problem of Listening

People speak about what they want better than they listen to what
others want, at least early in facilitated negotiations. When parties
confront one another at the beginning of negotiations, frustrations,
anger, and expectations that needs cannot be met because of the other
person can surface at that point. One-sided thinking is typical and
persons become positional, that is, they have a single idea of what a
good outcome ought to be: their own. Feelings of anger are common
and distorted perceptions are usual. Selective listening, or hearing
what one wants to hear, is characteristic.

Active listening is a form of cooperation or collaboration (see Fig-
ure 6.2). It is recognition of the Thou (Buber, 1958) or the worth of the
other person as an entity independent of one’s own needs. In listen-
ing to the other—really listening—one confirms the other’s worth or

FIGURE 6.2 Assertiveness and Active Listening
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being. Listening in real terms legitimizes the other and encourages a
person to take seriously the story of the other. Actively listening
demonstrates a willingness to see one’s position as a series of as-
sumptions that may or may not be “true” without the intersubjective
agreement of the other. Finally, active listening involves trying to
comprehend what the other person feels is important and why their
way of thinking is so meaningful. Rephrasing what others are saying
shows that listening is really going on. People will not listen unless
they are sure they are being listened to. Attention is paid both to the
substance of the matter and its emotional content of the speech of 
the other. It is possible to listen without hearing. Active listening is
hearing the person and his or her ideas, feelings, and needs.

Dialogue

Dialogue is an unfolding process where parties freely interact and
learn from one another. This aspect of dialogue results in conflict be-
coming functional, a catalyst for creativity, a joint interpretation of the
world. Dialogue derives from two roots: “dia,” denoting “through”
and “logos,” signifying “the word” or “the meaning of the word”
(Bohm, Factor, and Garrett, 1991). Dialogue is a particular kind of
communication, deeper than a conversation, more meaningful than
discourse, and much more significant than the idea of simple discus-
sion. Dialogue is not superficial back-and-forthness. Dialogue is real
talk and is the integration of assertiveness and active listening.

Dialogue strikes at the heart of the pathologies of pseudo-speech.
According to Bohm and Nichol, “the object of dialogue is not to ana-
lyze things, or to win an argument, or to exchange opinions. Rather, it
is to suspend your opinions and to look at the opinions—to listen to
everybody’s opinions, to suspend them, and to see what all that
means” (1996, p. 26). Dialogue arises from spatial interaction between
participants—the room between persons where relationship is estab-
lished. Dialogue confirms the other. It is a different kind of thinking.
In dialogue, people suspend mind-sets that trap them into positional
negotiations. The interaction between people is spontaneous; it is not
based on rigid, positional beliefs. People can let go of cognitive and
emotional baggage that attends the confrontation of hardened ideas.
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Dialogue is an unfolding process of creative participation. It is the
foundation for learning.*

Working the two vectors of assertiveness and active listening, the
OD change agent creates conditions for dialogue and learning be-
tween individuals, groups, and within teams.

Working the Space—The Matter of Styles

All negotiations involve strategic choice. Figure 6.3 outlines the usual
options that persons engaged in conflict face. Basically, the alterna-
tives involve parties’ concern for their own interests (assertiveness)
and interest in satisfying others’ outcomes (active listening). The
model was originally developed as a way to understand differences
in conflict style, which means it addresses the way a person normally
deals with disputes (Blake and Mouton, 1964; Thomas and Kilmann,
1974; Ruble and Thomas, 1976; Rahim, 1983; Pruitt and Carnevale,
1993). The moves and their meaning are as follows:

• Competing is a style high in assertiveness and low in cooper-
ativeness. It is a forcing approach commonly understood as
win-lose or zero-sum. It asserts at a high level bordering on
aggressiveness and listens little to the needs of the other side.
Competing has its advantages. It is useful when quick action
is required and protects persons from being exploited. It is
the fight reaction to threat.

• Avoidance is unassertive and uncooperative. It is passive. It is
flight. It presents the OD agent with the problem that one can-
not be helped if they are unwilling to assert their claim and
will not cooperate either. Getting this type of individual out of
his or her protective shell is necessary if any resolution is
achieved. Avoidance is as bad as aggressiveness. It is useful
when the issues in dispute are nonconsequential to the person.

*The section on dialogue is borrowed heavily from work conducted by Gary
Holmes of the University of Oklahoma concerning conflict, storytelling, and
existential trust.
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It is wise when more information or time to think about the
problem is necessary. It is essential when faced with violence.

• An accommodating style is unassertive and highly coopera-
tive. It is also known as appeasement or smoothing. The
problem with this approach is that the person gives away to
the other and doesn’t assert their own needs. That might be
wise when one wants to make a concession to demonstrate
good faith or to get bargaining unstuck. However, if one con-
tinues to yield in the face, for instance, of a competitive per-
son, the behavior is known as “feeding the tiger” and the
competitive person may not reciprocate concessions, thinking
the accommodator is weak.

• Compromising is a common conflict style. It is an intermedi-
ate move between assertiveness and cooperation. It is “horse
trading” and makes sense when the issues are not deeply im-
portant to either side and is a good way to move negotiations
along. However, it is not always the astute thing to do. It is
sometimes believed that a compromise is fair because “both
sides hate it.” If that is the case then it is likely the bargain
will not be honored. Finally, some issues are a matter of prin-
ciple and are not divisible. There are a host of issues in public
policy that sides will not compromise. Abortion, oil drilling
in Alaska, stem cell research, capital punishment, and other
topics are not easily brokered.

• Collaboration is the normative style on the board since it is
high on assertiveness and collaboration, that is, people say
what they want in a firm but not forcing way and listen ac-
tively to what the other side has to express. This is the win-
win corner of the board and is also known as a principled, in-
tegrative, and problem-solving style.

As is the rule in all of public administration, “there is no one best
way” to negotiate or to deal with conflict. Certainly, it would be ideal
if all persons approaching disputes were collaborative, but that is
simply not the case. The truth is that the OD practitioner has to be
able to behave in every way on the style board and be capable of
moving other persons along until they are in a reasonable, assertive,
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and active listening stance. A change agent may have to use every
style in a single dispute case, often in the same hour. The OD agent
needs to be able to recognize what styles are being used by the parties
in a change situation and know how to deal with them. In the end,
OD change agents have to be seen in conflict situations, as they are in
all interventions, as honest brokers, interested in helping the parties
solve problems. OD change agents are always the guardians of the
process of dialogue.

Dialogue can be reached in many ways. “Interest based” is the
most contemporary and the one promoted in government agencies,
especially federal institutions. Interest-Based Bargaining (IBB) mim-
ics closely the group process intervention methods of traditional
Organizational Development. It creates leaderless groups, uses
brainstorming as the principal problem-solving technique, and
seeks consensus on what actions to take to solve problems. It is a

FIGURE 6.3 The Interaction of Negotiation Styles with Interpersonal Dynamics
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group action research model facilitated by change agents. It is how
“win-win” works in practice. IBB is “a joint problem-solving process
conducted in a principled way that creates effective solutions while
improving the relationship” (National Mediation Board, 1997, p. 7).

Interest-Based Bargaining

Interest-Based Bargaining (IBB) is generic OD. For instance, there is a
decided team-building aspect to the process when groups are in-
volved. The facilitator chooses to concentrate on the discord under-
neath or the manifest surrogate issues that are espoused as the reasons
for low group performance. Either way, what is essentially bother-
some will surface. Physical arrangements can be theater style or
people may be seated at several separate tables, depending on the size
of the group. If there are just two people, they can sit side by side fac-
ing the facilitator in traditional mediation style. There are just three ba-
sic objectives at the outset that are typically OD. First, get the relevant
people in the room. Second, establish seating arrangements that do not
encourage adversarial relations. Third, everyone’s attention is directed
to the front of the room for guidance from the faciliator/OD agent.

The parties are asked to identify “issues” that require resolution.
An issue is a subject under discussion or in contention. Issues are the
problems to be solved. The parties are not asked to give their position
on these matters because positions don’t identify problems. Positions
provide one side’s idea on how to solve a problem. They encourage
people to insist on their own point of view, to act in their own self-
interest. It is common for people in dispute to have different notions
of the character of the disagreement. Getting at the problems, not the
positions of the parties, is the necessary first step in achieving integra-
tive solutions to disagreements.

The next step asks people why the issue is a difficulty. This is the
process of uncovering the interest behind the disagreement or what is
required to solve the predicament. Interests are broad conceptions of
the dispute. Opposed to positional, or dealing with one party’s pro-
posed solution to problems, interests open the door to brainstorming,
consensus, and creating more than one or two thoughts to solve
dilemmas.
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Group members are given flip charts or hardboard cards to write
on. The process works the same as it does, for example, in group
training, strategic planning, visioning, or team-building exercises.
Probing questions are posed. The individuals or groups brainstorm
until they reach consensus. The ideas are placed on the writing mate-
rials and posted for everyone to see. The ideas are the beginning of
the “invention of ideas for mutual gain.” The goal is to help satisfy
the other party’s interests as well as one’s own.

The groups then identify standards or criteria to evaluate the writ-
ten options. Generally, standards for determining solutions are based
on the original interests of the parties. Options are evaluated against
the criteria and those meeting the standards are adopted. If no alter-
natives are found that fully satisfy the criteria, those with the most
promise are retained and recycled into the groups for further work.

IBB is a progressive and wise method of handling disputes. It com-
plements the various group process models already employed in OD.
It is participatory, provides staff with effective voice, and is optimistic
that persons can work out problems. From a conflict resolution point
of view, IBB combines assertiveness and collaboration. In the end,
there is no peace unless people learn to assert their claims in a reason-
able way and to listen to how other people feel about their interests.
Much conflict is buried in organizations, creating tensions, resent-
ments, and grudges. These feelings are corrosive. They destroy rela-
tionships. They subvert productivity. Ultimately, organizations that
do not face differences in a healthy way reap anxiety and lower per-
formance. IBB and the model of dialogue are answers to these dys-
functional consequences. They are strongly embedded in the peace-
making traditions of OD.

Conclusion

There are a number of OD interventions. These can be combined into
as many ideas for bringing people together for productive purposes
as imagination can generate. Underneath much of what is wrong in
organizations is the problem of conflict. It strikes at all levels of orga-
nizational analysis: individual, group, and organizational. It is inter-
personal, intraorganizational, and interorganizational. Nearly every

0813398398-1.qxd  1/12/04  10:42 AM  Page 111



OD intervention deals with some level of conflict as part of its
method.

Conflict resolution is especially salient in public administration be-
cause public institutions are just that—public. They are nested in a
vortex of competing stakeholder demands and charged with trying to
carry out legislative mandates that are often unclear. Value consensus
does not exist in American society, which means that fights about var-
ious public policy matters go on year after year. Often, the public ad-
ministrator bears the brunt of these disagreements. The cause is not
hopeless, as many public jurisdictions recognize. Getting parts of the
community in the room and taking the time to work through policy
issues has produced many successes. The OD values of democracy,
humanism, and optimism are powerful antidotes to one-sided posi-
tional thinking that feeds discord.

The same is true in organizations. Conflict at every level can be
worked out. Disputes can be functional. It is not the law of gravity at
work that discord need be dysfunctional. Persons have a choice about
what kind of conflict will exist. Methods are available to help adminis-
trators and most of them fall under the rubric of Alternative Dispute
Resolution (ADR), which has been adopted in many governments to
deal with disagreements. The ADR model presented here is in two
forms. First is dialogue, or the combination of assertiveness and active
listening. It is a communications model and incorporates how various
negotiations styles fit the underlying dynamics of the ideal. The second
model is Interest-Based Bargaining, fundamentally the same as the dia-
logue approach but presented much like what might be characterized as
generic OD. In this case, groups are given the traditional working tools
of the OD process, engage in brainstorming, post their ideas on charts,
evaluate options for mutual gain, and then take action based on a set of
agreed-upon criteria rather than rely on power to determine outcomes.

Conflict is ubiquitous. Administrators spend considerable time
dealing with discord in their organizations. Managing conflict is a
skill and it is an important area in Organizational Development. It
warrants more direct attention than it has customarily received as an
area of education, training, and development in the field of public
administration.
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7
Basic Values and Prospects

Organizational Development (OD) is more than a set of techniques.
The myriad interventions used by OD practitioners are essentially fa-
cilitative; they are process oriented. However, these procedures are
expressions of a deep array of humanistic values and assumptions.
The core attitude of Organizational Development supports the partic-
ipation and development of people in organizations. The heart of OD
is realizing human potential at work. Organizational Development is
optimistic about what people can achieve and decidedly depends on
high trust. The spirit of OD is not the edifice of its operating methods
but the foundation of principles that support them.

OD appreciates work arrangements as forms of governance and em-
braces a general democratic, bottom-up orientation. OD is not, how-
ever, indifferent to the instrumental goals of organizations. OD links
productive issues with human ones. This connection acknowledges
work institutions as social systems as well as industrious ones. OD sees
productive outcomes directly related to human resources practices.

There is an enduring bias that supposes Organizational Develop-
ment is “soft”—a program to make people feel good about their jobs
rather than doing them well. This is the “touchy-feely” rap put on
OD. The line is that there is too much relationship preoccupation in
OD and too little consideration of task. The criticisms infer that a
sterner or more diligent approach to management is the key to get-
ting good work done. The hard school of organizational management
concedes that there is no harm if workers feel good about what they
do but it is not absolutely required for high performance.
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OD is a philosophy about people and work, about the role of labor
in the development of persons, organizations, and societies. OD can-
not be categorized as either soft or hard. Thinking in these simplistic
terms poses a false dilemma. Soft or hard are dualistic ideas and, like
all dualities, untrue on their face. Counterpoising the extremes of a
single continuum is a limited way of understanding the world.

The issue of what works in getting good work done is subtle, artis-
tic, reflective, and embedded in nonlinear physics. It is not one thing
or another, soft or hard. To conceive work methods as either hard or
controlling misunderstands how work is accomplished in social sys-
tems. Thinking that the key to good work lies entirely in the human
side of enterprise can be counterproductive and even manipulative.
OD cares about getting good work done and quality products and
services delivered. OD simultaneously embraces the notion that de-
veloping the full potential of people is an asset in every kind of enter-
prise. Involving people meaningfully in solving productive problems
is catalytic and an important element in creating conditions for high
performance.

The Problem of Trust

Trust is “faith or confidence in the intentions and actions of a person or
group to be ethical, fair, and non-threatening concerning the rights
and interests of others in social exchange relationships” (Carnevale,
1995, p. 20). Trust is institutionalized in an organization’s rules, roles,
and relations (Fox, 1974). Trust is ubiquitous in organizations. Trust is
recognized historically by several classicists in the field of organiza-
tional studies as an important issue in the study of work. Trust is asso-
ciated with productivity (Golembiewski and McConkie, 1975), group
performance (Zand, 1972), cooperation and conflict (Deutsch, 1973),
leadership styles (Likert, 1967), managerial assumptions about em-
ployees (McGregor, 1960), need satisfaction (Maslow, 1954), Organiza-
tional Development (Golembiewski, 1986), communication (Mellinger,
1956), psychological contracts (Argyris, 1960), the quality of labor and
management relations (Reich, 1987), and “administrative evil” (Men-
zel, 2001). This does not exhaust the full range of connections between
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trust and organizational practices but it should suffice to give the
reader an appreciation of its importance in organizational life.

Fresh perspectives warn that trust at work remains a significant is-
sue. Marsden looks at the problem of jobs being “low trust-low dis-
cretion,” and hopefully indicates that “if one recognizes the element
of choice, for both workers and firms, between different ways of orga-
nizing their economic transactions, then the regulation of work roles
and the problem of workplace trust emerges in a different and com-
plementary perspective” (2000, pp. 173–174). In other words, trust is
choice. Cooperation is choice.

OD is implicitly and explicitly concerned about trust. One area of
interest is how Organizational Development encourages human de-
velopment on the job. There are essentially two models about human
development at work; each is positive in its own way but one is
stronger, more advanced than the other.

The first human development perspective allows staff more control
over the conception and execution of their work. Implicit in this
model is the idea that increasing control and discretion is develop-
mental. This approach is popularly known as “empowerment” and is
found, for instance, in teamwork initiatives.

Organizations can go beyond the implicit human growth that
comes from greater self-efficacy and agency (empowerment) and in-
vest directly in the human capital of the workforce. This is an invest-
ment strategy and contains a measure of risk (compare with Creed
and Miles, 1996). The organization has to trust that the employee will
not leave to go to a better-paying position, for example. In that case,
the organization that provided the learning opportunities is a victim
of its good citizenship. This is no small problem. As Applebaum and
Batt (1994) note, increasing worker competence increases the portabil-
ity of worker skills, making employees more attractive to competitive
firms that do not have an investment in human capital strategy. These
firms simply steal the investments of competitors by increasing
wages in the labor market. Perhaps that is not bad if all firms had an
investment strategy. Skills and wages would rise everywhere, but
that is not the case. The investment strategy is more beneficial to staff
than the empowerment approach but it is risky for organizations that
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make the skill-building investment. Public policy that rewards orga-
nizations that invest in human capital is what is needed. It would re-
place mistrust in investment approaches and build on what is accom-
plished in the employee empowerment model in terms of staff
development.

Hierarchy

“Where you sit is where you stand” is an old aphorism. Organiza-
tions, for the most part, tend to be hierarchical. The OD practitioner
needs to appreciate trust from the point of view of someone subordi-
nate in the hierarchy; a mechanism for control with attendant power
to reward, punish, assign work, set the agenda, and be the legitimate
voice of authority. When change agents approach the subordinate
workforce, it faces a full array of resistances and defensive conduct
that I discussed previously. However, traditional resistances are com-
pounded if there is a lack of trust of the change agent or the organiza-
tion’s higher authorities. The issue is not just fear of change but feel-
ings about trust that form the social fabric of every organization.
Towering hierarchies exacerbate problems of trust. Their bureaucratic
tendencies are a “monument to distrust” (Carnevale, 1995).

Bureaucratic work arrangements ideally provide various levels of
segmented work units led by neutral professionals who perform
highly specialized work roles, respect upward authority arrange-
ments, and take care that subordinates follow standardized rules and
procedures (Weber, Henderson, and Parsons, 1947). The bureaucratic,
mechanistic model is much criticized in public administration. De-
spite its obvious virtues at the turn of the century in helping America
become an industrial power, its use in a high-tech global economy has
come under serious question. It is seen as stifling and too inflexible to
cope rapidly with changing circumstances. Bureaucratic reform has
become important in government. Still, it remains the dominant
structural arrangement in the United States in both the public and
private sectors. Despite “flattening hierarchies” or “turning bureau-
cracies on their heads,” the ideal-type bureaucracy is still prevalent.
We have bureaucracy triumphant. Is that fatal to OD?
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Leadership and Change

It all starts at the top. No OD intervention can succeed unless it enjoys
the support of the leadership of the organization. The change agent
might have the notion to create an organizational culture where
everyone is a leader. That is fine, but getting the support of top lead-
ership is a threshold problem in any cultural change design.

There are a lot of theories about leadership. Ideas about leadership
are a growth industry. Students of public administration are exposed
to several suppositions about leadership so there is no need to cover
the same ground to a great extent here. However, there are some
things that are worth noting about leadership, the enthusiastic
rhetoric that seems to accompany recent approaches, and OD.

Leaders can influence change in organizations, even bureaucratic
ones. There are multiple theories of leadership and no one approach
is considered ideal (Yukl, 1994). Of the various methods, the one that
is most compatible with the ideals of Organizational Development is
Transformational Leadership.

Transformational Leadership (TL) is a process where “leaders and
followers raise one another to higher levels of morality and motiva-
tion” (cited in Yukl, 1994, p. 350). Bass (1985) extends the definition of
TL mostly in terms of how transforming leaders generate a number of
positive feelings in followers. In contemporary terms, the transforma-
tional leader typically has a number of attributes that include vision,
empowering attitude, good communication skills, trustworthiness,
and charisma. More than anything, the transformational leader com-
mits people to action, to change, to transforming how organizations
work, and what they represent. The powerful relationship between
the leader and the followers is transformed into action.

Organizational Development has a bias for the transformational
leader because she or he is committed to create conditions for the high-
performing work organization. Notions of Transformational Leader-
ship massage all the right biases in OD. The ideal transformational
leader represents the core values of OD: optimism about what employ-
ees can accomplish if given a chance, encouragement of democratic
values like the right to participate and the entitlement to effective voice,
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and nurturing the ideals of humanism, a philosophy where the worth
and development of the individual is honored.

Labor Relations

A fair criticism of the OD literature is that it neglects the fact that
many public organizations are unionized. In fact, the extent of organi-
zation of public employees in the United States outstrips that found
in the private sector. Much of what OD covers concerning interven-
tions runs into the scope of traditional negotiations and requires bar-
gaining or some form of labor-management cooperation to make
change. There have been a number of labor-management partner-
ships on a wide variety of issues. Most deal with some sort of organi-
zational change not covered by the labor agreement. The message to
change agents should be clear. There is a third party in the workplace,
the certified representative of employees, and it has a proper role in
change. That fact needs recognition in the OD literature because it is a
reality in practice. Public-sector change agents constantly confront
this reality (see Kearney and Carnevale, 2001).

They Know the Answer

Change agents share a common experience. No matter the interven-
tion, when employees are asked any question they tend to brainstorm
a series of options for discussion and evaluation. Without fail, there
are themes across groups when they are asked what is good about the
organization, what needs to be improved, and to identify the single
most important priority they would choose to improve operations. In
every organization there is the truth. Organizations that ignore it op-
erate in delusion, out of touch with reality. Organizational Develop-
ment connects organizations with what people know and then helps
to place staff knowledge into action. The truth of what is and the po-
tential to creatively find answers to problems reside in every work
group. Staff did not begin to have ideas in the 1980s when reform af-
ter reform was introduced in organizations. The reforms mainly re-
stored what had been taken away at the turn of the century. OD has
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always championed involving employees at work. OD is not late on
the empowerment scene and is not a fad. Trust the group.

Power and Politics

Lasswell’s classic definition of politics is about “who gets what,
when, and how.” Like trust, politics is a factor in every interpersonal
exchange in organizations. Politics permeates the work environment.
Politics has been treated much like conflict. It is often seen as negative
and dysfunctional, something that should be repressed or driven
away. People complain constantly in organizations about the level of
politics. Staff categorize politics as a form of game playing, inauthen-
tic behavior, ambitious self-interest at the expense of others, and gen-
erally untrustworthy conduct. Politics is usually not talked about in
positive terms.

Organizational politics involves intentional acts of influence to en-
hance or protect the self-interests of individuals or groups. Like con-
flict, there will be politics. The question is, what kind of politics will
there be? There is nothing unfair or unusual that persons with differ-
ent points of view, honest aspirations, deep commitments to certain
organizational visions, and urge for change in the status quo will
compete for organizational resources or try to imprint their ideas on
the organization as a whole. Organizations can be marketplaces of
ideas that compete ethically for attention.

It is ethical politically to:

• Form coalitions.
• Avoid petty disputes.
• Keep promises.
• Negotiate with those who hold different ideas and values.
• Be civil.
• Refuse to engage in character assassination.
• Communicate openly about positions and preferences
• Be willing to accommodate, compromise, and collaborate.
• Keep conflict functional.
• Allow people to save face.
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• Tell the truth.
• Not promote zero-sum legitimacy.

Politics is power in action. Power is the ability to get somebody to
do something they might not do ordinarily (Dahl, 1957). Like conflict
and politics, power has both negative and positive faces (McClelland,
1970). Power may be personalized or socialized, meaning that people
can be in it for themselves or have some sense that power is a neces-
sary commodity in organizations and is necessary to do good things,
not for oneself but for the organizational community and its aspira-
tions. People have some measure of both types of power motives, but
the question is whether personalized power motive can be appropri-
ately inhibited at work. It needs to be. There is a considerable litera-
ture on power and OD and it all comes down to this: Promote social-
ized power motive and reduce personalized power motive.

There is one more issue with respect to power and OD. That is
whether OD is the servant of higher authorities in organizations. Is
OD a device to manipulate workers by giving them the illusion that
they are empowered when they are caught up in the same old game
of let’s pretend what you say matters as long as it doesn’t really
threaten our control in this organization (compare with Berger and
Luckmann, 1967; Nyhan, 2000)? It is fair to say some persons who call
for change agents think they already know the problem in the organi-
zation, the thing to be fixed, or they think they just need help in what
they truly believe is a better view of what is possible in the future—
their outlook. They do not appreciate that these are tentative hy-
potheses. Sometimes subordinates perceive things differently and
leaders have difficulty with what they think is a lack of support. They
can blame the change agent or their staff or they can process the feed-
back and continue to support the change effort. Dealing with persons
who bring in the change agent is delicate, political, and requires the
ability to apply a measure of reflection in action, always renegotiating
the relationship while supporting the leader’s ability to process the
new world emerging in the organization. It is an artful process.
Change agents can do that or they can sell out to power. It is an ethi-
cal choice that OD practitioners make as individuals. There is nothing
inherent in OD that automatically makes it a servant of power.
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Moving Another Way

Organizational Development has come a long way and so have ideas
about how to manage organizations. The evolution of management
thinking involves a number of factors. From an OD point of view,
there has been progress on more issues than others, but much has
been accomplished (see Figure 7.1).

There are other issues that could be counterpoised in Figure 7.1.
The important thing is that there be some recognition that things have
not only changed, but taken together, the alterations have combined
to evolve a fresh philosophy about structuring and leading organiza-
tions (Weisbord, 1987).

The new way of thinking about organizational management, first,
demonstrates a shift away from command and control to more em-
ployee involvement. There is greater respect for what staff knows and
the experience of employees is treated as valuable knowledge. Profit-
ing from employee knowledge and creating forums where staff ideas
are solicited is an ongoing activity in progressive institutions. The
idea that superior know-how always exists at the top of organiza-
tional pyramids is discredited (Carnevale and Hummel, 1992). The
fresh perspective, second, recognizes that organizations are systems
embedded in and connected to other systems. That reality demands a
different kind of leadership, a commitment to strategic thinking, and
a concern about quality and customers. The word “customer” is ma-
ligned in public administration because of the fear that it means the
field is embracing organizational models and processes inappropriate
for the public enterprise. The worry is legitimate, but basic realities
transfer. Public organizations are systems embedded in other systems
and must pay attention, for instance, to politics of all kinds that
shadow their operating domains. The public does have more stand-
ing as it presents itself before the government institution than the typ-
ical private-sector customer has when purchasing products from cor-
porations. The taxpayer, strictly speaking, is not a customer. Still, the
taxpayer is a client who rightfully expects courteous, caring, and
quality service. Public organizations work without adequate re-
sources and with insufficient public support. Indeed, government has
become a hate object for some people, as events in Oklahoma City
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demonstrated. Still, public organizations work to change in ways that
make them responsive to all their stakeholders. They get better under
difficult circumstances and examples of success exist everywhere
(Terry, 1993; Cohen and Eimicke, 1998; Light, 1998).

The public sector is not immune to trends in the world of work.
Most managers would not stand against teamwork. Many would
support strategic planning and promote ethical politics. Like other
people, managers would rather be followed because of what they
stand for rather than the fear they can generate. Several managers
would agree that their staffs know something and ought to be in-
volved in what’s going on. Although these things, and others that
could be mentioned, seem obvious, it was not always this way. There
has been a journey of change in thinking and operating in public
organizations.

Summary and Conclusion

The most important thing that can be said about OD is that it has a
point of view. Organizational Development has a strong commitment
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FIGURE 7.1 Model of Change
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to making organizations more productive, but it will not accept in-
strumental gains as the only measure of organizational success. Hu-
man development matters in OD and work is seen as an activity that
holds great promise for persons to actualize themselves. Organiza-
tions and their human resources are intimately related in the OD view
and must collaborate for mutual gain. These ideals may seem beyond
reach in reality, but consider the alternative. What is the consequence
when organizations try to dominate staff, when people hate their
jobs, when the climate is “us” versus “them”? There is no law of grav-
ity about how organizations should be. The same applies to individu-
als. Attitude is chosen. The research is clear. Collaboration in social
systems leads to better outcomes than confrontation. This is not a new
idea, certainly. Chester Barnard (1938), in his classic work The Func-
tions of the Executive, settled on one thought that is germane here. Or-
ganizations are social systems. Therefore, it is the primary function of
the executive to get people to cooperate to achieve common goals.
Much of what is considered management reform in recent years
echoes this idea.

OD offers a number of methods to deal with an assortment of orga-
nizational problems. They can be applied in a pure fashion or worked
as hybrids. Basically, they all affirm the worth of people. They involve
employees in some way in identifying and solving problems. They
are very process oriented, that is, how things are accomplished is an
ongoing concern. They are optimistic that people can solve problems.

OD supports research and bases its activities on data. However, the
type of research central to Organizational Development differs some-
what from what most behavioral scientists would consider proper in-
vestigation. OD is about Action Research; not research without action
and not action without research. In other words, the data often comes
from the client system and when employees come up with ideas on
how to resolve difficulties, their notions are considered tentative hy-
potheses. The principal objective is not to retrieve data to publish in
an academic journal. The information is intended to serve as a basis
for action to solve real world problems. The research is the launching
pad for doing something about a problem and seeing how it works.
What actually happens in solving the problem is fed back into the
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client system where adjustments are made as necessary and action is
taken based on client refinement of plans. These iterations repeat un-
til the problem is solved. Action Research is the core technology of
OD. Action Research incorporates OD’s core values of humanism, op-
timism, and workplace democracy (French and Bell, 1999).

Third-party peacemaking is a long-standing intervention technique
in OD. Conflict resolution has been addressed in this book, but it does
not appear that dispute resolution techniques play a significant role
in the curriculum at many schools of public administration. This is re-
grettable, given the fact that conflict is as pervasive in organizations
as it is everywhere. Conflict resolution is a skill. Most people have
learned their negotiation and mediation skills informally. Since OD is
primarily concerned with change, dealing with disagreements, resis-
tances, and defensive conduct are natural. An OD facilitator can help
with these things, but organizations need to develop their own com-
petencies in this area.

A word about trust is appropriate. OD requires high trust and in-
tends to foster trust. Trust is another important issue in administra-
tion. How to build trust involves fairness in the management of in-
centive and reward systems, open communication, encouraging
employee involvement, ethical conduct by leadership, allowing
workers effective voice, and honoring commitments, that is, being
credible (Carnevale, 1995). It is difficult to build trust in organizations
but once it is lost it is doubly troublesome to get it back. Wise admin-
istrators know the importance of trust and pay attention to their rela-
tionships with subordinates, superiors, other organizational leaders,
and important political actors.

There are a lot of questions about OD. How much change is enough
or too much? Employees who have experienced reform after reform
from management feel resentment about the idea of change initiatives
because of the constant new methods that have been overly idealized
by organizational authorities. Expectations have been overstated and
results are often poor. Another question is, what is the sticking power
of change initiatives? To what extent do they become embedded in
the culture? More follow-up research on case studies reported in the
public administration literature that are invariably positive about
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OD-like interventions might become more longitudinal. As indicated
previously, what is the experience of OD in organizations with a high
degree of unionization? Is there a need for the development of inter-
ventions that specifically target the problem of organizational learn-
ing? To what extent can recent management reforms like TQM, rein-
vention, and reengineering be considered OD?

OD is a philosophy. That is the conclusion. It has, whether it recog-
nizes it or not, strong existential connections. It values the self. It sees
organizations and staff always in the process of becoming. OD’s affec-
tion for all things democratic supports the ideas of freedom and
choice. OD believes that people have a right to personal development
and that work is an important activity in that development. An old
saying states that work mediates between man and God. Finally, OD
is uplifting, high trust, and optimistic about the nature of people. It
brings these values to the workplace. As stated earlier, OD has a point
of view. OD has a vision for a better future for people. Public adminis-
trators are well served by learning about the field and putting its
ideas into practice.
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