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A quiet revolution is happening in organizations.  As we move 
ever deeper into a connected world, it is the relationships 
between people and systems that is becoming the essential 
focus of our attention rather than the traditional approach of 
focusing on the people/systems themselves.  To be effective, 
organization development must meet a growing demand to 
address complexity. 
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ORGANIZATION DEVELOPMENT

1. The Foundations of Organization Development

Introduction

Organization Development (OD) is the systematic application of behavioural science to bring 
about planned change in organizations.  Its objectives are improved adaptability, productivity, 
effectiveness and a higher quality of work-life.  It accomplishes this by changing values, 
attitudes, strategies, behaviours, procedures and structures so that organizations can adapt to 
the ever-increasing pace of change, technological advancement and competitive forces.  During 
this first part of the module we will:

• Outline the  Four Key Orientations and the 7-S model of OD;
• Review typical precedes to an OD intervention;
• Explore the motives and expectations that may be associated with OD;
• Review approaches to managing motivations and expectations.

1.1 The Four Key Orientations and Seven Ss of OD

OD is a complex behavioural science that has four key orientations:

• A systemic orientation:  The understanding that all parts of an organization (structure, 
technology, processes, people) are highly connected.  Problems can occur at one or 
more levels and have far reaching consequences throughout the organization;

• A problem-solving orientation:  A focus on problem identification, data gathering, 
option generation, cost/benefit analysis, decision-making, action planning, monitoring, 
review and adaptability - in the light of subjective experience;

• A humanistic orientation:  A positive belief about the potential of people, their rights, 
their need for autonomy and support in varying measures, and the value of their 
subjective experience;

• An experiential learning orientation:  An acceptance that training, development and 
organizational learning should be based on the subjective experiences of all those 
involved.

OD also influences a wide range of organizational factors.  To illustrate this, Peters and 
Waterman (1982) developed an analytical tool termed ‘The Seven Ss’’ - more latterly referred to 
as the 7-S Model.  By way of an outline:

• Structure  The framework in which the activities of the organization's members are 
coordinated. The four basic structural forms are the functional form, divisional structure, 
matrix structure, and network structure; 

• Strategy  The route that the organization has chosen for its future growth and to gain a 
sustainable competitive advantage;

• Systems  The formal and informal procedures, including, management information 
systems, capital allocation systems, reward systems, quality systems and innovation 
systems; 

• Skills  What the company does best; the distinctive capabilities and competencies that 
reside in the organization; 
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• Shared values  The guiding concepts and principles of the organization - values and 
aspirations, often unwritten - that go beyond the conventional statements of corporate 
objectives; the fundamental ideas around which a business is built; the things that 
influence a group to work together for a common aim;

• Staff  The organization's human resources and the ways they are developed, trained, 
socialized, integrated, motivated, and managed; 

• Style  The leadership approach of top management and the organization's overall 
operating approach, including the way in which the organization's employees present 
themselves to the outside world, to suppliers and customers.

To be effective, organizations must have a high degree of alignment among the 7-Ss.  Each S 
must be consistent with and reinforce the other Ss, with all Ss being interrelated such that 
change in one has a ripple effect on all the others.  It is impossible to make sustainable 
progress on one without making progress on all the others.

Within a comprehensive OD effort, all four orientations would be used to bring about an 
improved alignment between all seven Ss.  Now, given the complexity that these orientations 
and factors encompass, effective OD interventions will typically consist of a number of 
interdependent steps or phases, each of which builds on the previous one.  Each step of an OD 
process provides new data, which can then be evaluated and incorporated into data generated 
previously and, in the light of this process flow, objectives are reassessed and decisions are 
made regarding the next steps.  Thus, OD is an evolutionary process that responds to emerging 
organizational needs as the process unfolds.

1.2 Typical Precedes to an OD Intervention

OD interventions usually have as their starting point a client’s felt need.  This can manifest itself 
in a variety of ways, ranging from frustration with poor operating results to perceptions of 
‘people problems.’  The initial role of the OD practitioner is one of working with organizational 
leaders to assist them in the appropriate analysis of their felt need.  But in order to establish 
collaboration and ensure support for eventual change processes, good practice dictates that all 
those potentially affected by change should be included in this initial phase, i.e. it is not enough 
only to include those that first perceive, subjectively, the need.

Regarding subjectivity vs. objectivity, OD is a science that strives – in the first instance – for an 
objective analysis of an organization’s state.  Although subjective experience is valued (the 
humanistic and experiential learning orientations), the closest possible approximation towards 
objectivity is the foundation upon which full value is based (the systemic and problem-solving 
orientations).  

The practitioner can use any of a number of different methods in his/her journey towards 
objectivity.  For example, s/he can administer questionnaires, conduct surveys, employ 
observational techniques, ask employees to generate on-the-spot data, or analyse the various 
performance indicators that are found in organizational records (e.g. absenteeism, turnover, 
service levels).  Then, after shared analysis has revealed some of the realities underpinning the 
client’s felt need, and some indication has emerged as to the desired change being sought, it is 
necessary to establish the degree to which each of the 7-Ss need to be targeted.  

1.3 An Exploration of Motivations and Expectations Associated with OD

A factor that is crucial to the success of an OD effort is the managerial motivation for becoming 
involved.  Managers who lack an adequate understanding of what OD can and cannot be 
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expected to accomplish may become involved for the wrong reasons.  For example, the motive 
for engaging in an OD effort may be to ‘sort out’ staff that are ‘misguided.’  This view is likely to 
cause considerable trouble during an OD effort.  In contrast, a positive motivation for launching 
an OD effort would be a willingness to engage in self-examination to build realistic expectations 
for change within a climate of openness, trust and authenticity.  

From this, we can categorize motivations as either:

• Those that are questionable in that they tend to impair the success of an OD effort;
• Those that are supportive and tend to enhance the success of an OD effort.

Let’s explore this in a little more detail.

(a) Motives that impair the success of an OD effort
In each of the following motivations, the manager described has begun an OD effort 
based on an inappropriate set of expectations, or as an indirect means to achieve an 
alternative agenda.

To key into a new form of training for staff
This manager characteristically believes that OD is a new type of training program 
designed to bring about a change in staff attitudes to the benefit of the team or 
organization as a whole.  The general image of the OD practitioner is that of an inspiring 
lecturer who provides insight, advice and a clear path forward.  This type of manager is 
likely to have little awareness of real organizational problems or the challenges of 
change.

To offer OD as an extra reward
This motive is characteristic of a manager who has some unused budget and wants to 
use it (rather than loose it!).  S/he believes that an off-site OD event would make a good 
‘reward’ in the form of a reprieve from the regular work routine.  Thus, OD is seen as a 
recreational and/or social event run by a practitioner with good social skills.  As a result 
the effort is not taken seriously in terms of operational priorities or for the contribution it 
can make to change efforts.

To boost staff morale
This may be linked to the previous motive.  The manager who manifests this motive feels 
that some activity is needed to raise the spirits of staff, to convince them of their 
importance, and to show them that the organization really cares about them.  The 
assumption is that an OD effort will persuade staff that their managers are not as 
insensitive as they perceive.  In effect, OD is thought of as a form of rally that will stress 
the positive aspects of change and generate support.  An OD practitioner is thus seen as 
a motivational expert who stimulates enthusiasm.

To be included in the trend towards OD
This motive is indicative of political game-playing as well as a desire to keep up with 
management and organizational trends.  Managers who are motivated in this way may 
believe it is fashionable to demonstrate concern for staff, and often they undertake an 
OD effort in response to pressure from various sources to adopt new practices (because 
the old ones aren’t working).  OD is viewed in terms of a fashionable event at which the 
practitioner is expected to serve as an articulate and witty ‘master of ceremonies’ as part 
of the change programme.
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To gain personal approval and advancement
An extension of the previous motive, this one centres on the manager’s desire to make 
the right impression with more senior managers, to appear progressive and concerned, 
and to ensure that his or her image is consistent with what is expected.  Such a manager 
may view OD as a gimmick that is part of a career-advancement strategy.  A practitioner 
who participates in this fantasy becomes a potential co-conspirator in furthering the 
manager’s career.

To learn how to be nicer
This motive is characteristic of managers who have been conditioned by years of 
autocratic leadership and suddenly become aware that top management no longer 
supports this style – at least in theory.  The message they receive is that they need to 
show more appreciation for and interest in their staff and to improve human relations. 
Although such managers may view this trend as pampering staff, they resign themselves 
to co-operating as instructed.  The OD process is thus perceived as a form of innocuous 
charm school, with the practitioner serving as a human-relations theorist who facilitates 
activities for the purpose of improving work etiquette.

  
To sell unpopular changes
The belief underlying this motive is that staff members are not mature enough to 
understand organizational needs and it is a waste of time to consult with them about 
related changes.  Instead, management should make decisions independently and then 
win support for actions to be taken.  A further assumption is that efforts to build staff 
loyalty will pay off in terms of less questioning of change determined by management. 
The OD process is thus viewed as a form of advertising conducted by a practitioner who 
acts as a promoter of carefully orchestrated strategies.

To promote staff conformance
The manager who seeks to promote staff conformance characteristically clings to 
Theory-X beliefs (McGregor).  Certain staff members are seen as unproductive and 
maladjusted and OD is viewed as a useful control device for manipulating or even 
shocking them into acceptable behaviour.  The practitioner, therefore, becomes therapist, 
trouble-shooter, or ‘hired gun.’  Managers thus motivated are often acutely aware of 
morale problems and believe that the solution lies in an OD effort to communicate the 
organizational facts of life and to rehabilitate ‘dinosaurs’ by forcing them to change their 
attitudes.  The probable results of such an effort are fear and its related consequences, 
including a closed atmosphere, a lack of trust and further ‘hidden’ resistance.

To avert personal disaster
This motive is characteristic of managers who are under great pressure either to change 
or to produce results that are not forthcoming.  They see OD as a panacea, a last-chance 
miracle cure to save them from any number of punishments, including the loss of their 
jobs.  Often they feel the need to improve costs, quality or profits quickly and to be able 
to show measures of improvement immediately.  OD is perceived as a means to achieve 
quick payoffs and the practitioner is thought of as a saviour.

OD efforts based on any of the above motivations will almost certainly produce 
unrealistic expectations and eventual scepticism when nothing concrete or permanent 
occurs in the way of organizational and behavioural change.
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(b) Motives that support the success of an OD effort
In contrast to the negative motives just discussed, those that follow represent a more 
legitimate motivational foundation that can provide the appropriate support for an OD 
effort.  These motivation categories are indicative of more realistic views of OD and the 
practitioner’s role.  Consequently, the chances of success based on these motives are 
much higher than those associated with the negative motives outlined above.

To investigate problems
This motive and the two that follow are oriented towards ‘learning’.  The manager who 
enters an OD effort to investigate problems recognizes that the organization is not 
resolving its problems.  S/he is likely to be aware that current statements of these 
problems are couched in terms that make solution improbable and wonders whether the 
real problems are, in fact, not being voiced.  This type of manager relies heavily on 
intuition and wants to explore the situation to see whether OD can help to define the real 
problems.  OD is thus viewed as an exploratory, analytical device, with OD activities 
perceived as cautious, judicious efforts to increase available data by opening 
communication and generating upward feedback within the organization.  When an effort 
is conducted on this basis, the practitioner becomes a co-investigator.

To test OD as a helpful approach
The manager whose motive is to test the usefulness of OD will see human problems as 
the underlying cause for other problems being experienced by the organization, but is 
uncertain whether OD will confirm this perception.  Such a manager generally feels that 
s/he has never been able to break through to the real problem areas, that staff are 
holding back and hesitant to say what they really think and that all staff should be more 
involved in problem-solving and decision-making processes.  Thus, an OD effort is 
initiated as a test project to determine whether real problem-solving will occur.  Each 
activity is fully supported and carefully monitored.  The practitioner is viewed as a 
potential source of creativity, a catalyst and a resource.

To undergo an educational process
This motive, like the two preceding ones, is based on an observed need for learning.  It is 
also indicative of a genuine respect for education and a strong belief in the connection 
between learning and problem-solving.  In this case the manager wants to achieve a full 
understanding of basic OD values, the rationale behind activities, the commitments that 
must be made and the consequences - before launching an effort.  S/he feels that OD 
may be helpful but wants to be certain about the practitioner’s assessment of limitations. 
Thus, the OD process is seen as an unknown but potentially valuable management 
strategy.  Activities are thought of as including learning and planning events as well as 
careful evaluations of various process options.  The practitioner is considered to be both 
teacher and co-assessor.

To shape change
This motive, and the two that follow, are orientated towards ‘doing’.  The motivation to 
shape change reflects a clear realization that changes are necessary and that they will 
affect many people.  Such a manager has a genuine desire to receive staff input about 
contemplated changes and wishes to reduce the fear associated with these changes. 
S/he wants to involve staff at all levels in the process of defining, implementing, and 
promoting commitment to change.  This manager views OD as a respected strategy for 
bringing about change, and individual activities are seen as proactive steps that reduce 
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the anxiety associated with change.  The practitioner is thought of as a sensitive change 
agent whose responsibility is to help the manager to unfreeze communications.

To assist with preventive maintenance
A manager who manifests this motive believes that the organization is doing well, that 
interpersonal relationships are generally good and that these positive conditions should 
be preserved through some mechanism that ensures ongoing future commitment.  S/he 
is aware of the constant need to develop plans for the future and to involve staff at as 
many levels as possible in maintaining a state of alertness for early-warning signals of 
deterioration in processes such as communication, delegation and joint problem-solving. 
Such a manager also recognizes the consequences of maintaining a fast pace in the 
organization without periodic checks on staff feelings about such matters as involvement 
and commitment.  OD is seen as offering various ways to accomplish such maintenance 
checks.  The practitioner becomes an objective resource, a co-analyst and a helpful 
critic.

To build organizational strength
This motive is characteristic of the manager who realizes that the organization is 
functioning well but that vehicles must be established for continual re-examination in 
order to sustain excellence in performance.  An additional goal is to identify and to tap 
human resources that have not been used to an optimum level.  This type of manager 
also supports the inclusion of as many staff as possible in problem-solving, decision-
making and planning.  Thus, the manager views the practitioner as a co-analyst and 
catalyst.

To help remedy human resource problems
This motive and the two that follow tend to be oriented toward reinforcing both the 
‘learning’ and ‘doing’ aspects of OD.  Managers who display this motive recognize 
organizational difficulties in the human-resource area that may be worsening but are not 
unsolvable.  Usually such a manager admits that people are not addressing these 
difficulties.  OD activities are viewed as necessary, sometimes painful or challenging 
steps required to fully analyse issues.  The practitioner’s role is seen as being that of an 
expert in interpersonal relations, a confronter, and a human-systems analyst.

To change the organizational climate
Managers of this type are anxious to ensure that the climate of the organization facilitates 
the meeting of organizational objectives.  They express a genuine desire to build trust 
between individuals and groups in order to reduce ‘backbiting’ and destructive conflict.  In 
addition, they want to increase commitment to objectives, build greater ownership of 
personal behaviour, and reduce defensive behaviours.  Such a manager seeks to 
enhance collaborative and problem-solving capabilities throughout the organization.  OD 
is thought to be both a philosophy and a strategy for examining current behaviour 
patterns and influencing norms.  Activities are viewed as interrelated steps aimed at long-
range improvements in climate.  The practitioner is seen as a strategist, an analyst and 
an interpersonal-behaviour expert.

To revitalize the organization
The chief concerns of this type of manager are lacklustre performance and mediocrity in 
the organization.  S/he wants to revitalize staff interest and involvement in the 
organization’s structure, tasks, objectives, philosophy and vision.  OD is believed to 
represent a strategy for improving the organization’s use of resources, particularly 
through emphasis on staff self-assessment.  Activities are seen as steps that are taken to 
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build awareness of problem performance patterns and to elicit support for changes 
related to these patterns.  The practitioner serves as a catalyst and a guide in the 
process of change assessment.

1.4 Approaches to Managing Motivations and Expectations

Although no one has the ability to fully determine the motives and expectations of another 
person, it is possible to gain sufficient information to provide a workable assessment.  To a 
certain extent, motivations and expectations can be screened during the preliminary contracting 
session.  It is wise to request that this session be attended by the potential client manager, his 
or her immediate line manager, and at least some of his or her staff.  If the manager seems 
reluctant to schedule a meeting with both the line manager and staff present, the practitioner 
can interpret this reluctance as a significant sign of inappropriate motivation.  Sufficient time 
should be allotted for this meeting to allow for a discussion of reasonable depth about felt 
needs, important issues, reactions and concerns regarding the ideas expressed.  

To inquire into motives and expectations, the practitioner can ask questions such as these:

• What is it that interests you in exploring OD as an activity for your team/organization?
• If such an effort were launched, what end results would you expect or hope to achieve?
• What past developmental activities have you felt good about and why?
• What past developmental activities have you viewed as poor investments and why?
• If you had complete organizational power, what would you change and why?
• What concerns do you have about the possibility of engaging in an OD effort?
• What contributed to me being chosen to assist in this effort rather than someone else?
• What is your understanding of the motives of others in the organization for considering 

this effort?  How do you feel about these motives?
• What specific role would you expect me to play in this effort?

While those attending the session are answering these questions, the practitioner should 
exercise active-listening skills.  In responding to these answers it is appropriate to concentrate 
on reflecting, which consists of restating, in one’s own words, what has just been suggested. 
This technique helps the practitioner to maintain a supportive atmosphere during the question-
and-answer part of the meeting.  By uncovering the motives for considering the use of OD 
processes, the practitioner can determine whether those present have a reasonably clear and 
realistic understanding of OD and what it might be expected to achieve.

As a practitioner, it is important not only to express concerns about motives but also to make 
one’s own position as clear as possible.  Therefore, the following information should be shared 
with potential clients:

• Personal views and concerns about appropriate and inappropriate motivation;
• Reactions to client expectations regarding what can and cannot be accomplished 

through an OD effort;
• The potential negative consequences of OD efforts that are poorly motivated, poorly 

conceived and/or poorly executed;
• Personal expectations and requirements for launching an OD effort.

Although using this candid approach with potential clients may create short-term pressure for 
the practitioner, in the long-term it can pay dividends by laying the basis for the authentic and 
mutually supportive relationship necessary to achieve success in an OD effort.
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The form that such short-term pressure takes depends on the following factors:

• The level of openness achieved during the discussion;
• The perceived receptiveness to feedback on the part of those present;
• The apparent level of credibility enjoyed at this point by the practitioner;
• The practitioner’s opinion as to whether any negative motives are susceptible to 

influence and change.

Without question some intuition is involved here.  However, intuition and personal judgement 
are integral to the practice of OD, and the successful practitioner learns to rely heavily on his or 
her feelings and evaluations of circumstances.

The practitioner can confront a negative motive by offering direct and immediate feedback if it 
seems likely that the recipient will react with acceptance and a willingness to do what is 
necessary for the success of the effort.  However, such feedback should not be given in an 
accusatory manner. Rather, the practitioner should use active-listening techniques to reduce the 
possibility of a defensive reaction and open the way for co-operation.

To deliver such feedback effectively, the practitioner must explain clearly why the motive is 
inappropriate, how it might damage an OD effort and how to safeguard against potentially 
damaging effects by including specific actions and on-going joint analysis.  Thereafter the 
design of the intervention should explicitly guard against the potential consequences of the 
identified inappropriate motivation.

When dealing with the negative motives of clients who do not seem receptive to feedback, 
delayed confrontation may be more appropriate.  This approach allows time for the 
organization’s representatives to reflect on the discussion and for the practitioner to develop a 
strategy for avoiding the consequences of the negative motive.  Options include:

• Indicating a desire to think about what has been said and to meet again at a later date to 
discuss a proposal for a project that will ensure that the determined needs are met.  In 
this way the practitioner can formulate the challenge into a presentation, thereby 
increasing the probability of client acceptance of any necessary actions.

• Suggesting the client summarizes in writing his or her understanding of the project as 
discussed so far.   This option allows the practitioner to confront the motive as clearly as 
possible in terms of design recommendations.

To illustrate what is meant by ‘design recommendations,’ the situation in which the practitioner 
is faced with the impairing motive ‘To boost staff morale’ (see earlier) will be considered.  To 
recap, the manager who manifests this motive feels that some activity is needed to raise the 
spirits of staff, to convince them of their importance, and to show them that the organization 
really cares about them.  In such a case, the approach suggested by the practitioner may be:

(a) Use a diagnostic-based intervention to confirm or otherwise the assumption that 
the problem is, in fact, related to staff morale, then …

(b) Plan the response for the fuller intervention only after additional data have been 
obtained and jointly interpreted;

By taking this approach, the practitioner confronts the questionable motivation in a productive 
manner.  If, in response to this suggestion, the organizational representatives react negatively, 
this hesitancy provides the practitioner with an opportunity to deal with the impairing motive on 
the basis of data rather than impressions.
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2. Beginning an OD Effort

Introduction

A successful long-term, OD project invariably begins with, and is guided by, a comprehensive 
and carefully planned strategy.  The purpose of this section is:

• To outline the concepts behind strategy building;
• To present some options for an overall approach;
• To suggest ways to avoid, or at least minimize, the probability of failure patterns 

developing.

As a general point, the term ‘practitioner’ has been used, and will continue to be used, to cover 
the manager, leader or consultant that is leading the OD effort.

2.1 Building an OD Strategy

An OD strategy is a comprehensive plan based on a thorough analysis of organizational needs 
and goals.  It is designed to bring about specific changes and to ensure that appropriate steps 
are taken to secure those changes.  Included in it are:

• Desired objectives;
• Specific interventions aimed at achieving objectives;
• Time scales;
• A monitoring, review and evaluation system.

The strategy must specify contingencies as well as primary interventions and take into account 
the power and influence dynamics of the organization.

Specific interventions, such as team building and job redesign, are not strategies.  Interventions, 
unlike strategies, are simple activities with limited end objectives.  Practitioners who confuse 
interventions with strategies seldom exert significant, long-term impact on organizational 
performance.  If real organizational change is to be achieved and organizational performance 
improved, interventions must be seen only as parts of, and be embedded within, an overall 
strategy.

Because circumstances vary between organizations, organizational-change strategies will vary 
as well.  Likewise, the steps to strategy-building may differ from organization to organization. 
However, it is possible to identify six general steps in this process.

Step 1:  Defining the change (OD) problem
In this step, information is gathered regarding the performance of the organization and barriers 
to desired performance levels.  Factors that might be identified as barriers include job designs, 
reward structures, skill levels, organizational structure, value systems, etc.  Care must be taken 
at this stage not to confuse symptoms with causes.  For example, absenteeism may reduce 
performance levels but, before progress can be made, the reasons for absenteeism must be 
determined.

Step 2:  Determining appropriate OD objectives
In this step, OD objectives are clearly and specifically defined, in both behavioural and 
quantitative terms, so that they are appropriate to, and consistent with, the particular 
organization.  Too often a practitioner initiates standard interventions without having identified 
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clearly what needs to be accomplished or changed.  Spending time in determining objectives 
increases the probability for success and enhances the practitioner’s image as a contributor to 
the organization.

Step 3:  Determining the system’s and subsystem’s readiness and capacity to change
Nothing is more discouraging to a change effort than reaching the middle of a project and 
discovering that the organization or a specific group within it is not ready or able to change. 
Analyzing readiness, willingness, and capacity before project initiation can help the practitioner 
to determine where to start and which interventions to use.  Many change efforts fail because 
the practitioner starts with the wrong part of the system or does not take into account the 
relationships among readiness, willingness, and capacity.  It will pay dividends to evaluate each 
key manager in this respect, as well as each major area or function.

Step 4:  Determining key subsystems
In this step, the total organization is reviewed to determine its key parts and its key personnel. 
To be successful in an OD effort, the practitioner must focus on those groups within the 
organization that exert the greatest impact on organizational performance and on those 
managers who influence the direction of the organization.

Step 5:  Assessing one’s own resources
Assessing personal skills, talents, and emotional and social needs is not only consistent with 
meeting real organizational needs, it also assists the practitioner in maintaining an ethical 
stance.  No practitioner can do well in all situations or with all interventions.  However, the 
practitioner who takes stock of personal strengths and weaknesses before selecting a strategy 
is better able to determine which projects ‘fit’ his or her abilities and which do not. 
Consequently, it is easier to determine which activities to conduct oneself and which to refer to 
other practitioners, thereby matching the right resources with particular organizational needs.

Step 6:  Selecting an approach and developing an action plan for reaching objectives
In selecting an approach to an effort and in planning the individuals steps for implementation, 
the practitioner must be concerned with which interventions to use, where in the organization to 
start, who is to be involved in the effort, how much time is required and how the effort will be 
monitored.  In view of the fact that OD is a process and that the practitioner must remain flexible 
and responsive to new developments, it is helpful to establish a flow diagram that accounts for 
each step.  This practice enables the practitioner to analyse the progress of the effort and 
whether it is leading where intended.  In addition, it enables managers to become closely 
involved in the process and convinces them that the practitioner is committed to reaching 
specific objectives that will benefit the organization.

2.2 Working with the Organization’s Dynamics

While building a strategy, the practitioner should keep in mind the following organizational 
dynamics or change requirements.

Consideration 1:  Felt needs or goals
The selection of specific interventions should be based on client responses regarding problems 
that are not being solved or goals that are not being reached.  Managers and organizations 
readily respond to proposals that address felt needs.

Consideration 2:  Support system
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Of major importance in the success of an OD project is the practitioner’s initial identification of 
supportive forces in the organization and his or her subsequent commitment to working with 
those forces.  A project is seldom successful when an attempt is made to influence the total 
organization at once.

Consideration 3:  Chance for success
The entire OD effort, as well as each related activity, should hold a realistic chance for success. 
This sounds obvious, but many projects are launched on the basis of little or no hope for 
success.  To change an organization, a series of early wins must be achieved.  The practitioner 
is seldom given a second chance if the first activity is not at least moderately successful.

Consideration 4:  Multiple entry
Organizations of any size have a tremendous capacity to withstand change.  When an 
organization experiences a short disturbance of the status quo as a result of an OD effort, it will 
naturally tend to settle back into its original patterns.  This problem of inertia can be dealt with 
through the use of multiple entry points.  Although care must be taken and planning must be 
deliberate, change in a larger organization is more likely to be accomplished if pressure is 
exerted on several different facets of its operation.

Consideration 5:  Critical mass
One of the purposes for using multiple entry points is to bring about a critical mass.  Just as a 
chain reaction builds sufficient force to produce a major result, so an organization is changed 
through the development of a strong and building effort.  A strategy must be built in such a way 
as to plan for, and cause, the occurrence of a critical mass.

Consideration 6:  Organization control
The chances for success in an OD effort are greater when the practitioner works with individuals 
or groups that have some autonomy or control over their own operations.

Consideration 7:  Appropriate levels of involvement
Careful consideration must be given to developing and providing for the appropriate 
involvement of managers and other individuals who will be affected by the proposed changes. 
Attention must be centered on those who need to be active in decision making, those who need 
to be given information, and those who need to provide input for action and evaluation.

Consideration 8:  Communication at all levels
It is useful to develop plans for communicating intentions, goals, and progress to the entire 
organization.  In one major project in the social housing sector, a monthly, two-page update was 
given to all staff.  This update had a marked impact on reducing resistance to the project and 
opening doors for suggestions and input.

Consideration 9:  Determination of feasibility
Mechanisms must be established not only for letting key people know about OD plans, but also 
for enlisting the aid of these people in determining the feasibility of plans.  One of the biggest 
traps in building OD strategies is planning in a vacuum.

Consideration 10:  Linking with internal change agents
Most client organizations include staff who are responsible for organizational change and 
improvement.  A practitioner’s strategy is much more likely to succeed if s/he establishes ways 
to co-ordinate efforts with those of personnel such as designers, engineers, quality-control 
experts, financial analysts, etc.  Major organizational change is greatly enhanced by linking 
change teams from several disciplines or functions.
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2.3 Selecting an Approach

After building a strategy and considering organizational dynamics, the practitioner is ready to 
select an approach for initiating the effort.  Several options exist, and combinations of these 
options may be appropriate in some situations.  Each option has, of course, certain advantages 
and disadvantages.

Option 1:  Selection of a winner
With this approach the practitioner selects a project that is associated with a high probability of 
success and little chance of failure.

Advantages
• Low risk for the practitioner as well as the organization;
• A potentially high, quick return;
• The opening of doors to other opportunities as a result of early success.

Disadvantages
• The practitioner may be perceived as simply being in the right place at the right time 

rather than as working diligently on the organization’s behalf;
• The problems addressed by the project may be seen as minor or of relatively little 

impact;
• Those involved in the project may be perceived as special or as ‘different’ from the rest of 

the employees.

Option 2:  Use of a power play
This approach involves starting with the most influential and powerful group in the organization. 
A suitable project might be a team-building activity conducted with the manager of this group 
and his or her staff.

Advantages
• A high potential for change because of the target group’s power to implement the 

change;
• A high return or impact attributable to the group’s control over numerous variables;
• The fact that if the project is successful, the practitioner gains a great deal of credibility, 

as does the OD process.

Disadvantages
• This approach may make an overly powerful group even more so, thereby threatening 

the rest of the organization;
• The practitioner may be seen as part of the organization’s power structure;
• If such a project fails, there is high risk to the organization and to the future of other OD 

projects.

Option 3:  Limitation through a pilot project
In using this approach the practitioner proposes and gains acceptance for completing a project 
that is limited to one or two areas of the organization.  Examples include a job-development 
project accomplished in one department or a team-skills workshop conducted for a particular 
level within the organization.

Advantages
• It is often more acceptable to key managers than a large-scale effort;
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• Its limitation in scope affords greater manageability;
• It gives the practitioner an opportunity to demonstrate what can be done;
• If the initial effort is successful, the practitioner will find it easier to intervene in other parts 

of the organization on the strength of this success.

Disadvantages
• Such a project may be seen as successful only because it is ‘special’;
• It may be rejected on the basis that it is threatening to the rest of the organization;
• Further intervention may become difficult due to scepticism about activities that were ‘not 

invented here.’

Option 4:  Concentrating on a business problem
With this approach an attempt is made to concentrate on attacking an acknowledged business 
problem such as turnover, absenteeism, poor quality, high waste or deteriorating relationships. 
An example of such a project might be the use of problem-solving groups to improve service 
quality.

Advantages
• The effort is perceived as legitimate because it is directed toward an acknowledged 

problem;
• As with the pilot-project approach, the chance for success is enhanced because the 

effort is limited in scope;
• If such a problem is successfully resolved, everyone benefits;
• The organization gains a solution to the problem, and both the practitioner and OD itself 

gain credibility.

Disadvantages
• Success may be limited because of the many variables that influence business problems;
• The organization’s personnel may be impatient with the time required to obtain visible 

results;
• If the project is unsuccessful, the practitioner may lose the opportunity to gain entry into 

other parts of the organization.

Option 5:  Control through action research
In this situation the practitioner institutes a controlled experiment in which some aspect of the 
organization is changed and the impact is then monitored and evaluated.  This type of activity is 
similar to the pilot project, but it is generally even more tightly controlled and limited in scope.

Advantages
• It is often more acceptable to key managers than a large-scale effort;
• Its limitation in scope affords greater manageability;
• It gives the practitioner an opportunity to demonstrate what can be done;
• If the initial effort is successful, the practitioner will find it easier to intervene in other parts 

of the organization on the strength of this success.

Disadvantages
• Such a project may be seen as successful only because it is ‘special’;
• It may be rejected on the basis that it is threatening to the rest of the organization;
• Further intervention may become difficult due to scepticism about activities that were ‘not 

invented here’;
• The practitioner may be viewed as a ‘researcher’ who is separated from the mainstream 

of the organization.
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Option 6:  Reduction of organizational pain
This approach is similar to concentration on a business problem except that ‘pain’ is defined 
more broadly than is ‘problem.’  Organizational pain might include poor decision-making or 
problem-solving, the inability to obtain valid information from staff, excessive time spent in 
initiating and/or implementing change efforts, the unwillingness of staff to take the initiative in 
directing their own activities, and so on.

Advantages
• The effort is perceived as legitimate because it is directed toward an acknowledged 

‘pain’;
• As with the pilot-project approach, the chance for success is enhanced because the 

effort is limited in scope;
• The organization gains a relief from the pain, and both the practitioner and OD itself gain 

credibility. Managers who receive help in reducing the kinds of pain illustrated can 
become intense supporters of the practitioner.

Disadvantages
• Success may be limited because of the many variables that influence the pain that 

develops in organizations;
• The organizational personnel may be impatient with the time required to obtain visible 

relief;
• If the project is unsuccessful, the practitioner may lose the opportunity to gain entry into 

other parts of the organization;
• The pain may be social or psychological in nature, therefore improvement may be viewed 

as ‘soft’ or ‘fuzzy’ by personnel in other parts of the organization who are not actively 
involved in the effort.

Option 7:  Involvement in an imposed change
This approach consists of becoming involved in a project or change that the organization has 
already mandated.  Examples might include the promotion of a manager, a merger between two 
departments, the initiation of a new service procedure, or the launching of a new department or 
division.  This type of project might involve such interventions as a transition meeting, a merger 
meeting, or a new-division start-up.

Advantages
• The need for change is already established;
• The change itself is the natural process employed in the intervention, which may make 

the organization more receptive to other OD activities;
• The practitioner is seen as assisting in a natural and/or legitimate process and thus is 

considered to have a relevant, helpful function;
• The potential for success with such a project is relatively high, and the practitioner shares 

with others the responsibility for success.

Disadvantages
• The practitioner may be seen as a meddler;
• Success in the project may be attributed to factors other than the OD interventions;
• The reasons for the change may not be consistent with OD values, therefore, the 

practitioner may be seen as hypocritical or unethical.

Option 8:  Association with the influence leader
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This approach is similar to the power play except that the focus is on an individual rather than a 
group.

Advantages
• A high potential for change because of the influence leader’s power to implement the 

change;
• The fact that if the project is successful, the practitioner gains a great deal of credibility, 

as does the OD process.

Disadvantages
• This approach may make an overly powerful influence leader even more so;
• The practitioner may be seen as part of the influence leader’s power structure;
• If such a project fails, there is high risk to the organization and to the future of other OD 

projects;
• It may be extremely difficult for the practitioner to work in other areas of the organization 

in which the influence leader’s work is envied or suspect.

Option 9:  Association with OD support
With this approach, activities are initiated in those parts of the organization that are already 
supportive of OD values and activity.

Advantages
• Projects can be initiated quickly;
• The potential for their success is high;
• The employees involved feel a strong sense of ownership of these projects and perceive 

the practitioner as valuable.

Disadvantages
• Success with such projects may be viewed by personnel in other parts of the 

organization as merely perceived rather than real;
• Success may accomplish little in the way of opening doors into other parts of the 

organization;
• The practitioner may be seen by the rest of the organization as just ‘one of those OD 

people’;
• If the practitioner’s support comes from a low-influence group, his or her own influence 

may actually diminish elsewhere.

Option 10:  Total-system intervention
The objective of this approach is to affect all parts of the organization almost simultaneously. 
Such a project might be a new-division start-up in which the practitioner or a team of 
practitioners is involved in every aspect of planning and implementation.

Advantages
• Being involved in every aspect of the organization;
• Having more control of the variables;
• If the project is successful, the practitioner gains great credibility and influence.

Disadvantages
• Failure in this type of project has an extremely negative impact on the practitioner’s 

credibility;
• Few managers consider this approach to be a viable starting point for OD.
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2.4 Overcoming Failure Patterns

As alluded to in earlier comments, many OD efforts achieve limited or no success due to 
organizational or managerial circumstances.  In addition, certain types of practitioner behaviour 
may precipitate the breakdown of an OD effort.  These behaviours include failing to …

• Obtain and work through a contract (applicable to both external and internal 
practitioners);

• Establish specific goals for efforts and interventions;
• Demonstrate sufficient courage to confront the organization and key managers in 

particular;
• Be willing to try something new;
• Determine the identity of the real client;
• Work with real organizational needs;
• Develop viable options;
• Work with the organization as it is rather than as the practitioner would like it to be;
• Measure or evaluate OD activities;
• Plan for and avoid managerial abdication;
• Solve problems (by becoming involved in ‘quick fixes’);
• Specify both short- and long-term goals for the effort;
• Be honest about what needs to be done and why;
• Determine whose needs are being met;
• Plan for and build toward the client managers’ ownership of the OD effort.

In reviewing these behaviours, a practitioner might feel overwhelmed or discouraged.  However, 
simply being aware that certain negative behavioural patterns are potentially damaging to OD 
efforts can help a practitioner to avoid such behaviours.  In addition, the practitioner who 
conscientiously attends to the following activities may have greater success in overcoming 
failure patterns.

Activity 1:  Building a strategy
As discussed earlier (Section 2.1), one of the practitioner’s primary responsibilities is to 
formulate a strategy.  The systematic building of a strategy for specific activities and projects 
protects against failure by forcing the practitioner to consider and deal with such issues as 
developing a contract, establishing goals for the entire project and related interventions, and 
avoiding 'quick fixes.'  In fact, a comprehensive strategy focuses attention on each of the failure 
patterns.

Activity 2:  Establishing a flow diagram of activities
Another practice that forces consideration of the issues involved in failure patterns is 
establishing a flow diagram covering all activities of the OD effort.  A flow diagram provides an 
illustration of the ways in which the various interventions tie together and build on each other, 
the perceptions of the practitioner and the client personnel regarding progress at various points, 
and aspects related to the critical question of timings.

Activity 3:  Engaging in joint planning with prospective clients
During proposal development and prior to the launching of a long-term effort, the practitioner 
should engage in joint planning with the prospective client.  Without sufficient joint planning and 
exploration, the practitioner tends to proceed with a high risk of falling into at least one, if not 
several, of the failure patterns.
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Activity 4:  Incorporating review and evaluation sessions
Of great help in avoiding failure patterns is the practice of incorporating into a contract a 
provision for periodic review and evaluation sessions.  Such a meeting allows the practitioner 
and appropriate organizational participants and managers to examine the immediate activity 
and to ask such questions as the following:

• Are we on track?
• Are the expected results materializing?
• What feelings are we experiencing about our working relationship?
• What modifications or changes need to be made?
• Are any failure patterns beginning to appear in the project?  If so, what can we do to 

eliminate them?

Activity 5:  Using consulting teams
Directly or indirectly involving one or more fellow professionals enables the practitioner to be 
more aware of, and sensitive to, potential failure patterns.  Such involvement generates more 
analysis, the sharing of different perceptions, the use of more specialized skills and experience 
in given interventions, increased feedback and constructive confrontation.

Activity 6:  Participating in OD activities
Frequently, practitioners attempt to guide clients through OD activities that they themselves 
have not experienced as participants.  Being a ‘disinterested observer’ does not allow the 
practitioner to experience the dynamics and feelings of the ‘owner.’  Firsthand experience can 
be invaluable in planning OD activities for others.
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3. The Design of OD Interventions

Introduction

Having considered precedes, motives, strategies, organizational dynamics and approaches, this 
section details a range of interventions that may be used within the wider context of a full OD 
strategy.  As such, it is intended to be a source of reference, to be scanned in the first instance 
and then considered in depth when a specific OD intervention is being developed.  The 
interventions are arranged under three broad categories – the first focusing on implementation 
at the level of teams, the second at the total organization level and the third around the subject 
of supporting interventions.  More specifically:

• Implementing OD at the level of team structure and function
- New Team Start-up
- Team Transitions
- Team Building
- Issue Consensus
- Multi-team Mirror
- Inter-team Team Building

• Implementing OD at the level of organization structure and function
- Strategic Planning
- Survey-guided Development
- Team Goal Setting
- Job Development
- Role Development
- New Division Start-up

• Supporting OD implementations
- The OD Seminar;
- Team Skills Training;
- Leadership Style Analysis;
- Diversity Awareness Training.

The overall intention here is to provide a broad bank of material that can be used to stimulate 
further thought when considering the specifics of an OD intervention, i.e. it is not expected that 
the illustrations provided in the following pages be used unchanged.  However, in keeping with 
reality, although each and every OD effort should be geared towards to the unique needs of the 
client, all successful OD practitioners develop, over time, a large repertoire of ‘tools’ that have 
worked well in certain situations and are used frequently.  It can be argued legitimately that, 
because client needs are often alike in important ways, drawing on a repertoire of tried and 
tested tools is appropriate.  This is not to suggest that emergent conditions will not require the 
development of new combinations of techniques or that a practitioner should ‘market’ a 
previously successful intervention as universally applicable.  The issue is, as ever, one of 
awareness and balance.
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3.1 Implementing OD at the Level of Team Structure and Function

3.1.1 New Team Start-up

Key Objectives
• To accelerate the process by which individual team members coordinate their efforts and 

become an efficient and effective team.
• To make explicit, and practice, the desired norms for the team’s interactions.

Developmental Focus
• The collective vision and mission for the team.
• Individual roles and responsibilities.
• The coordination of strategies, plans and measures of success for the team.
• Methods for conflict resolution.

Participants
• All members of a newly formed group (project team, matrix organization, new business 

start-up, etc.), including managers and, possibly, close external stakeholders.

Benefits
• An atmosphere is established for dealing openly with team membership issues.
• Team members are provided with an opportunity to work together on understanding their 

vision, mission, roles and interaction processes.

When to Implement
• When the team if first brought together to begin the process of developing its goals and 

objectives.

Timescale
• Three to four days, depending on the ambiguity and complexity of the team’s mission.
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New Team Start-up - Detail of Process

1. Planning session
• Developing a contract and ground rules.
• Sharing and clarifying general session goals and expectations.
• Planning the meeting agenda.

2. Getting to know each other
• Sharing aspects of personal history and own experience, traits and values.
• Responding to related questions.

3. Establishing the vision, mission and goals
• Developing or reaffirming the team’s vision and mission.
• Identifying team goals and general objectives.

4. Exploration of questions and concerns
• Surfacing specific questions and concerns.
• Listing related desires, expectations and/or recommendations.

5. Issue summary
• Integrating key issues.
• Developing a key issue summary.

6. Preliminary role negotiation
• Identifying and clarifying specific roles within the team.
• Discussing and agreeing roles.

7. Action planning
• Identifying specific objectives.
• Developing associated action plans.

8. Intervention
• Implement Plans.
• Review and revise as appropriate.

9. Evaluation
• Evaluating the group from a process perspective.
• Discussion the development and evolution of group norms.
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3.1.2 Team Transitions

Key Objectives
• To provide the opportunity for a team to analyse the impact of, and plan its adjustment to, 

a new team leader.
• To give a newly appointed team leader the opportunity to become familiar with group 

activities, goals and team member resources.
• To allow both the incoming team leader and the team members the opportunity to share 

and explore working styles and preferred practices.

Developmental Focus
• The team’s goals, tasks, methods and priorities.
• The team’s structure and operating procedures.
• Team member’s roles and contributions to the team’s performance.
• The incoming team leader’s experience, priorities and goals.
• Leadership, communication and decision-making styles.
• Role conflict and ambiguity, and resistance to change.

Participants
• All members of an existing team and the incoming team leader.

Benefits
• All participants are given the opportunity to analyse the team’s historical performance 

and use of resources.
• Heightened awareness of teamwork needs during the period of transition.
• Open affirmation, or re-affirmation, of the team’s goals, priorities and norms.
• Assistance in accelerating the path through forming, storming, norming and performing.

When to Implement
• Suitable for a group that has never experienced an OD intervention before.

Timescale
• Three to five days, depending on group size and information-collection methods.
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Team Transitions - Detail of Process

1. Preparatory session (all participants)
• Developing a contract and ground rules.
• Sharing and clarifying purpose, procedure and content.
• Agreeing information collection items and procedures.

2. Information collection
• Gathering information from individuals (through questionnaires and interviews).
• Compiling information into handouts.

3. Operations review (all participants)
• Clarifying current goals and objectives as well as current projects and activities.

4. Leadership-style review (all participants)
• Identifying similarities and potential differences in the leadership styles of the outgoing 

and incoming team leaders.

5. Information feedback and analysis (all participants)
• Sharing, clarifying and analysing information regarding concerns about the change.

6. Issue census (New Team - i.e. out-going manager no longer involved)
• Identifying key issues.
• Developing plans to deal with key issues.

7. Role clarification (New Team)
• Redefining/reaffirming roles.
• Reviewing goals and objectives to establish trade-offs between old ones and new ones.

8. Evaluation (New Team)
• Assessing the meetings.
• Planning the follow-up.
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3.1.3 Team Building

Key Objectives
• To review and improve the team’s effectiveness.
• To provide an opportunity for the team to analyse its processes, performance, strengths 

and weaknesses.
• To identify problem areas of team behaviour and corrective actions to be taken.

Developmental Focus
• Team performance.
• Individual contributions to performance.
• Team goals, long and short term strategies, goal-setting processes.
• Specific plans for individuals connected to team goals.
• Team composition, structure, operating procedures and efficiency.
• Team norms, culture and feedback processes.

Participants
• The team leader and all team members (from three to fifteen for practical purposes).

Benefits
• The process provides a setting for a realistic self-appraisal of team processes and team 

member relationships.
• The use of anonymous, topic-related information facilitates problem-centred rather than 

person-centred analysis.
• The team leader has an opportunity to model the type of behaviour preferred for effective 

team working.
• Teamwork is enhanced as team members get to know each other better, particularly with 

regard to work-style preferences and in the context of current work pressures and 
priorities.

When to Implement
• Usually not the first step for a team unless its members are familiar with OD 

interventions.
• Useful as an early step for the senior management team in an organization, prior to a 

more comprehensive OD effort throughout the organization.
• The initial session(s) to be followed by a session 3 to 9 months later to evaluate progress 

on action plans.

Timescale
Five to seven days, depending on team size.
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Team Building - Detail of Process

1. Contract session
• Developing a contract.
• Discussing needs and expectations.

2. Pre-work session
• Developing ten to twenty interview questions and arranging interviews.

3. Information collection
• Conducting individual interviews.
• Compiling responses into a handout.

4. Information feedback
• Distributing copies of the handout to all group members for review.

5. Information analysis
• Analysing the responses in the handout (either in sub-groups or the whole group).
• Identifying key strengths and key weaknesses/problems.

6. Agenda development
• Rank ordering key weaknesses/problems according to importance.

7. Problem examination
• Discussing each key weakness/problem in depth.

8. Option generation
• Generating ideas for solving each key weakness/problem.

9. Action Planning
• Developing a written plan of action for each weakness/problem identified.
• Scheduling a session for review/follow-up.

10. Assessment
• Evaluating the meeting in terms of content and process.

11. Review/follow-up session
• Meeting to examine follow-up, as planned.
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3.1.4 Issue Consensus

Key Objectives
• To examine and improve the effectiveness of a hierarchical organizational system.
• To identify key issues undermining effectiveness.
• To explore ways to resolve priority issues.
• To generate specific goals and action commitments.

Developmental Focus
• Organizational goals, priorities, long and short term strategies, and related goal-setting 

procedures.
• Organizational performance.
• Organizational structure, operating procedures and efficiency.
• Specific plans for achieving organizational objectives.

Participants
• The entire organization if possible.  If not, representatives from all organizational levels. 

Participation should only be limited by the constraints of time and the ability to deal with 
the processing of the information.

Benefits
• The intervention emphasises honest organizational self-appraisal in an open setting with 

all organizational levels being present.
• Improved communication, a better understanding of organization-wide issues, and a 

related action plan that enhances commitment among top, middle and front-line staff. 

When to Implement
• This intervention should follow other OD activities, i.e. not be an initial intervention.

Timescale
• Approximately three days depending on group size.
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Issue Consensus - Detail of Process

1. Contract session(s)
• Discussing the following with organizational leaders:

- felt needs
- mutual expectations
- overall strategy
- format and content
- related logistics.

2. Information collection and issue identification
• Dividing into sub-groups to determine organizational strengths and weaknesses.
• Screening information in sub-groups to select major issues that require work.

3. Information feedback
• Summarising the results of the work.

4. Agenda building
• Reviewing overall information and developing an agenda of priority issues requiring 

resolution.

5. Information analysis
• Sharing feelings about the agenda items.
• Analysing each item in detail.

6. Option generation
• Brainstorming issue resolutions in sub-groups.

7. Action planning
• Sharing brainstormed ideas.
• Modifying suggestions until consensus is reached on all solutions.
• Developing action plans to ensure the implementation of solutions.
• Setting a date for a review session.

8. Assessment
• Evaluating the session from the standpoint of both content and process.

9. Review session
• Reconvening to evaluate progress to date.
• Developing further plans to ensure continued implementation.
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3.1.5 Multi-team Mirror

Key Objectives
• To review the interactions of three or more interdependent teams with an emphasis on 

improving the effectiveness of the team that is designated as the ‘host’ team.
• To provide an opportunity for these teams to share individual and mutual goals.
• To provide an opportunity for these teams to share their perceptions of each other in 

term of the contributions each make to the others’ effectiveness.
• To identify areas for improvement in the host team’s relationship with each of the other 

team, and develop action plans for addressing these areas. 

Developmental Focus
• The performance of the host team as it interacts with each of the other, interdependent, 

teams.
• Each team’s contribution to overall performance.
• Goals and strategies for improving each interacting team’s relationship with the host 

team.

Participants
• All members or representatives of at least three interacting teams (the host team plus at 

least two others selected by either the host team or as a result of needs assessment).

Benefits
• The host team receives constructive feedback on its activities with interacting teams.
• All involved teams have the opportunity to think through and analyse their working 

relationships.
• The emphasis on positive improvement prevents a defensive reaction on the part of the 

host team.

When to Implement
• This intervention should follow other OD activities, i.e. not be an initial intervention.

Timescale
• Between 3 and 4 days, depending on the number of participants.
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Multi-team Mirror - Detail of Process

1. Contract session
• Establishing a contract with the team leaders of all the participating teams.
• Setting goals for the host team.

2. Preliminary meeting
• Meeting with all participants to describe the objectives and process, and to answer 

related questions.

3. Information collection
• Collecting information from the host team about its relationship with each interacting 

team.
• Collecting information from each interacting team about its relationship with the host 

team.

4. Information feedback
• Posting information collected.
• Outlining of information by reporters from the various teams.

5. Team normalizing
• Meeting in original teams to express reactions to information received.

6. Observed team discussions
• Interviewing each interacting team separately about the information while all other 

participants observe.
• Assisting the host team in discussing learning so far, while all other participants observe.

7. Agenda building
• Identifying important issues to be resolved (in mixed groups, each consisting of an 

interacting team and one or more members from the host team).
• Sharing issues in the whole group.
• Rank ordering issues to establish a working agenda.

8. Mixed-group planning
• Forming mixed groups to work on designated issues.
• Developing preliminary proposals for resolution.

9. Joint action planning
• Presenting proposals for resolution to the entire group.
• Modifying and accepting the proposals.
• Assigning responsibilities for follow-up.
• Agreeing deadlines for action
• Agreeing a date for the review session.

10. Assessment
• Evaluating the intervention in terms of content and process.

11. Review session
• Meeting as planned to review progress to date and re-affirm or modify original plans.
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3.1.6 Inter-team Team Building

Key Objectives
• To examine and improve the total effectiveness of two interdependent teams.
• To identify problem areas and corrective actions for each team and for joint remedies.

Developmental Focus
• Team performance (considered separately and together).
• Team goals, long- and short- term strategies, and goal setting processes.
• Specific plans for individuals in connection with team and inter-team roles.
• Inter-team operating procedures and efficiency.

Participants
• All members of two interacting teams.

Benefits
• The teams engage in an honest appraisal of their interactions.
• Teamwork is enhanced when team members become better acquainted, especially in 

terms of work-style preferences and particular working conditions and pressures.
• Inter-team planning takes place.

When to Implement
• Usually follows other OD interventions, i.e. may not be suitable as a first intervention.

Timescale
• Three to four days.
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Inter-team Team Building - Detail of Process

1. Contract session
• Discussing needs, expectations and the details of the intervention with the group leaders.

2. Preparatory meetings
• Meeting with each group separately to outline the process and objectives and to answer 

questions.

3. Information collection
• Meeting with each group separately to collect information on perceptions of each other 

and inter-group relations.
• Selecting representatives from each group to present their own group’s information 

during the feedback session.

4. Information feedback
• Presenting the results of the information collection sessions and clarifying as necessary.

5. Team normalizing
• Individual teams meet briefly to share reactions to the information.

6. Observed group discussions
• Assisting each team in turn to discuss the information while the other teams observe.

7. Agenda building
• Identifying key issues to be resolved.

8. Mixed-group planning
• Forming mixed groups to work on designated issues.
• Developing preliminary proposals for resolution.

9. Joint action planning
• Presenting proposals for resolution to the entire group.
• Modifying and accepting the proposals.
• Assigning responsibilities for follow-up.
• Agreeing deadlines for action
• Agreeing a date for the review session.

10. Assessment
• Evaluating the intervention in terms of content and process.

11. Review session
• Meeting as planned to review progress to date and re-affirm or modify original plans.
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3.2 Implementing OD at the Level of Organization Structure and Function

3.2.1 Strategic Planning

Key Objectives
• To identify strengths and weaknesses, both current and future, in relation to 

accomplishing the mission of the organization.
• To identify environmental factors that presently influence the organization’s effectiveness 

– forecasting their future impact.
• To generate specific strategies, plans, goals and objectives to which the organization is 

committed to ensure that the problems identified are resolved.

Developmental Focus
• The team’s awareness of future issues and factors likely to affect performance.
• The team’s goals, long- and short-term strategies, and goals setting processes.
• Specific plans and objectives for individuals, departments and/or functions as they relate 

to team action plans.
• Development of contingency plans and solutions to forecasted problems.

Participants
• All members of the organization’s management if possible.  If not, representatives from 

all levels of management.

Benefits
• Effective medium- to long-term strategies can be developed with the maximum 

involvement of those who are expected to commit themselves to their implementation.
• Minimizes time-wasting digressions during planning by separating facts from 

assumptions.
• Allows managers to develop effective change plans by examining constraints and 

environmental contexts that will affect their organization.

When to Implement
• An excellent starting point for an OD intervention.

Timescale
• Three to five days.
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Strategic Planning - Detail of Process

1. Development of an organizational mission statement
• Defining the organizational mission in two or three sentences.

2. Identification of strengths and weaknesses
• Listing ‘assets’ and ‘liabilities’ (including the less obvious psychological ones) that affect 

mission accomplishment.

3. Assessment of operational constraints and environmental influences
• Listing key constraints and influences within which the organization must operate.

4. Determining the facts and assumptions
• Listing facts as well as assumptions about the future for each key constraint and 

environmental influence.

5. Goal identification
• Identifying goals related to the organization’s mission, strengths and weaknesses, and 

current assessments of key constraints and environmental influences.

6. Generation of objectives
• Determining individual objectives for the more complex goals identified in step 5.

7. Action planning
• Writing a plan of action for achieving each goal and each objective.
• Agreeing a date for the review session.

8. Review session
• Reviewing progress towards achieving each goal.
• Developing further action plans or modifying original ones as appropriate.
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3.2.2 Survey-guided Development

Key Objectives
• To improve organizational performance by surveying all employees, feeding back 

resulting information through individual teams, and developing analysis and problem-
solving plans in response to the information obtained.

• To take a measurement of an entire organization.

Developmental Focus
• Information that covers organizational effectiveness across the whole span of its 

operations.
• Patterns in information that reveal particular strengths and weaknesses.
• The development of solutions to problems affecting the whole organization.

Participants
• The entire organization.

Benefits
• Allows organizational climate to be assessed at a particular point in time.
• The survey method offers a relatively quick, efficient method of gathering information on 

attitudes.
• All teams, including the least influential, are given the opportunity to review information 

that is relevant to them, to interpret the information for themselves and to assess how 
they compare with the overall organization.  They can then develop their own requests, 
recommendations and plans.

When to Implement
• Provides an indication of areas of concern that may be addressed by localized OD 

interventions.  As such, it can be useful as a first step towards OD – assuming the 
organization has not previously misused attitude surveys.

• Useful as a follow-up to initial skill-building activities.  

Timescale
• Six to ten days.
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Survey-guided Development  - Detail of Process

1. Contract session
• Clarifying the characteristics of survey-guided development.
• Outlining the objectives and expectations of the intervention.
• Establishing the need for a survey-planning team.

2. Survey planning
• Selecting appropriate dimensions and questions for the survey.

3. Survey administration
• Administering the survey to all participants.

4. Consolidation of information
• Processing survey results.
• Preparing information packages for participants.

5. Training of team facilitators
• Teaching facilitators how to conduct survey-feedback meetings with their teams and how 

to help teams respond to the information.

6. Feedback meetings
• Distributing and discussing information packages in each team.
• Clarifying relevant team issues.
• Dealing with issues within the team’s control.
• Making suggestions on issues beyond the team’s control for referral to higher levels.

7. Review of items referred upward
• Determining appropriate responses to suggestions submitted by lower-level teams.

8. Development of a communications strategy
• Establishing a constructive method of conveying decisions made in the previous step.

9. Communication of decisions
• Conveying decisions via the method determined in step 8.

10. Assessment
• Surveying participant reactions to the intervention.
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3.2.3 Team Goal Setting

Key Objectives
• To generate goals and a related action plan to which a team is committed.
• To clarify the team’s mission and related accountabilities, focusing group energy and 

reducing role confusion.

Developmental Focus
• Team mission, structure, accountabilities and procedures.
• Team goals, objectives and processes.
• Specific plans for accomplishing goals, including individual action plans.
• An analysis of the related facts, assumptions and potential problems associated with 

team objectives.

Participants
• A full team (team leader and all members), but ideally between three and twenty for 

practical purposes.

Benefits
• Provides teams with the essential component of clear goals to ensure they focus their 

energies, ownership and commitment.
• Helps avoid dysfunctional competition and ensure cooperation.
• Increases commitment to team goals.
• Reviews the inter-relationships between individuals and allows these to be improved 

through planned actions.

When to Implement
• An excellent starting point for an OD intervention, but can be initiated at almost any point 

during a team’s life.

Timescale
• Approximately two days.
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Team Goal Setting - Detail of Process

1. Development of a team mission statement
• Composing a statement regarding the team’s purpose, customers and unique attributes.

2. Development of team accountabilities
• Determining the results and/or conditions for which the team will be accountable.

3. Identification of cascaded accountabilities
• Identifying accountabilities that should be delegated to individuals or sub-teams.
• Determining the parameters for each accountability that is cascaded.
• Establishing a method for communicating these accountabilities to individuals or sub-

teams.

4. Goal brainstorming
• Generate possible goals associated with accountabilities, feedback and related team 

concerns.

5. Development of team’s goal criteria
• Developing criteria for identifying final team goals.

6. Goal identification
• Employing criteria to screen goals brainstormed in step 4.

7. Determination of cooperative goals
• Deciding which goals require working with other individuals/sub-teams.

8. Goal-information brainstorming
• Generating information pertinent to achieving each goal.

9. Action planning
• Establishing a plan of action (containing SMART objectives) for each goal.
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3.2.4 Job Development

Key Objectives
• To systematically redesign an existing job such that the conditions for motivation are 

improved along with attendant performance.
• To identify the components of a job that under-utilize talent.

Developmental Focus
• The impact of job content on performance.
• The impact of technology on job content and process.
• The motivational potential of an existing job.
• The sources of variance in desirable vs. actual performance.
• The specific conditions that create the conditions for motivation.

Participants
• A job-design intervention team consisting of all employees in the organization who hold 

the job in question as well as their line managers.    Typically six to eight participants.

Benefits
• Those best qualified to redesign jobs are those doing the jobs along with their line 

managers.
• Employees will more readily accept changes when they are involved in, or are 

represented in, change development.
• Both psychological and technical needs must be addressed in an effective re-design of 

work.

When to Implement
• When evidence suggests the development or emergence of a problem related to job 

content.

Timescale
• Typically half-day sessions weekly for two to three months, depending on job complexity.
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Job Development - Detail of Process

1. Orientation of job-design intervention team
• Introducing the members of the Job-design Intervention Team to basic principles of job 

development.

2. Development of a job-purpose statement
• Writing a statement that specifies the reason for the job’s existence.

3. Identification of key accountabilities
• Establishing the end results or desired conditions for which a job holder will be 

responsible.

4. Identification of systems and operations
• Identifying the target system.
• Describing the operations of that system.
• Identifying related systems.
• Developing a flow diagram of work performed in all of these systems.

5. Brainstorming of job dimensions
• Generating ideas for increasing feedback about performance and for increasing 

autonomy.
• Generating ways to complete entire tasks and determining ways to deal with barriers to 

the accomplishment of those tasks.

6. Screening of information
• Selecting and eliminating brainstormed items according to criteria agreed by the Job-

design Intervention Team.

7. Development of final job description
• Listing items retained after screening.
• Grouping items into work modules.
• Comparing items with the purpose statement and the key accountabilities.
• Developing an integrated job description.

8. Development of training plan
• Establishing an action plan for training and orienting employees.
• Reviewing problems that might be encountered with the job description.
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3.2.5 Role Development

Key Objectives
• To clarify the definitions and expectations of a specific role.
• To identify the obligations of the interdependent members of a work group.
• To resolve conflict associated with role confusion and ambiguity.

Developmental Focus
• The clarification of a target role.
• The expectations of others regarding the behaviour associated with the target role.
• The development of a consensus regarding individual accountabilities and related 

authorities.

Participants
• All members of the target team and members of interacting teams as desired.

Benefits
• Minimising role conflict with a team.
• Addressing interpersonal tensions and conflicts that are often the result of role ambiguity.
• Promoting a more supportive environment for the target job, as team members gain a 

clear understanding of that job.

When to Implement
• Likely to follow other OD interventions that have revealed role conflict or role ambiguity 

as a key issue.
• An excellent follow-up to OD interventions for new-team start-up, transition planning, new 

division start-up and job development.

Timescale
• Two to three days.
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Role Development - Detail of Process

1. Contract session
• Meeting with appropriate team members to discuss and plan the intervention.

2. Target-role selection
• Agreeing the specific role to be examined and developed.

3. Target-role analysis
• Analysing the purpose, accountabilities and tasks of the target role.

4. Identification of the target-role job-holder’s expectations
• Determining what the job-holder expects of those in interacting roles.
• Achieving agreement on legitimate expectations.

5. Identification of others’ expectations
• Determining what those in interacting roles expect from the target role.
• Achieving agreement on legitimate expectations.
• Comparing final expectations with those established in step 4.

6. Role-profile development
• Incorporating all information into a profile of the target role (prepared by the job holder 

after the meeting).

7. Follow-up session
• Meeting to review and approve the job holder’s job profile.
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3.2.6 New Division Start-up

Key Objectives
• To ensure the implementation of a comprehensive organizational plan to meet identified 

start-up goals.
• To develop, amongst employees, a high level of ownership and commitment to 

organizational principles that are likely to meet technical, social and cost/profit objectives.

Developmental Focus
• Overall organizational performance as a function of design.
• Long- and short-term organizational goals and priorities.
• Organizational structure, operating procedures and performance efficiency.
• Individual and group performance planning and implementation.

Participants
• All managers, if possible.  If not, representatives from as many functional groups and 

organizational levels as practical.
• All members of other groups participating in the start-up.

Benefits
• Organizational members can best develop in, and become behaviourally committed to, a 

system that they themselves have designed.
• Joint planning, shared expectations and the development of teams that are aligned with 

the development of systems that will meet goals related to cost, quality and productivity.

When to Implement
• During the planning and implementation of a new division.
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New Division Start-up - Detail of Process

1. Preliminary planning
• Developing initial agreements regarding the scope of the project, the nature of the 

processes to be employed, the role of the practitioner and timing.

2. Strategic planning
• Developing a divisional mission statement.
• Listing strengths and weaknesses.
• Establishing an overview of the project.
• Identifying key planning objectives.
• Developing related action plans.

3. Socio-system and process-system development
• Listing the system characteristics that are consistent with the organization’s values and 

objectives.
• Listing beliefs about people that are consistent with system characteristics, values and 

objectives.

4. Techno-system development
• Planning technical systems that are consistent with earlier plans and decisions (involving 

outside resources as necessary).

5. Strategic planning update
• Reviewing planning to date (presentation from top managers to middle managers).
• Providing an opportunity for middle managers to offer input and to increase ownership.

6. Team building (senior management)
• Explore experience to date as a team.
• Making related plans to improve effectiveness.

7. Management-practices seminar
• Meeting to establish management practices and policies consistent with plans and 

decisions made so far (all managers).

8. Team building (middle and first-line management)
• Exploring team experience to date.
• Making plans to enhance effectiveness and ensure congruency.

9. Job development
• Developing job content and structure consistent with systems characteristics and 

management/people principles.

10. Problem-solving training
• Coaching in problem identification and solution to enhance the on-going contribution and 

participation of all participants.

11. Operating-issue review 
• Exploring issues and concerns related to the implementation of the start-up plans (all 

participants).
• Setting dates for follow-up session as deemed necessary.

Carl Taylor                                                 carl@theknowledge.biz                                                                         45

mailto:carl@theknowledge.biz


3.3 Supporting OD Implementations

3.3.1 The OD seminar

Key Objectives
• To provide managers with information on the objectives and methods of OD.
• To assist managers in making decisions regarding the use and potential of OD in their 

organization.
• To clarify the types of organizational issues and problems that can be addressed by OD.
• To increase the potential for OD being implemented for legitimate reasons.

Developmental Focus
• Organizational analysis (including climate).
• Management style and philosophy.
• Systemic thinking.
• Norms, values and inter-group dynamics.
• Consulting approaches, skills and sources.

Participants
• The entire management system if possible.  If not, representatives from all levels of 

management.  No more than twenty for maximum effectiveness.

Benefits
• Managers are provided with a common base of knowledge about OD.
• A setting is provided for a candid appraisal of the potential for OD before activities are 

initiated within the organization.
• The seminar process helps to ensure that managers implement OD in a rational, 

appropriate manner.
• Realistic outcomes for OD are discussed.

When to Implement
• Usually a first step in a situation in which the organization is new to OD and/or when 

interventions are likely to affect the entire organization in a relatively short period of time.
• Conducted several times in a large organization, starting with senior management and 

proceeding through the hierarchy.

Timescale
• One evening plus two full days.
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The OD seminar - Detail of process

1. Introductory session
• Getting acquainted.
• Explaining the seminar format.
• General definition of OD.

2. General overview
• Clarifying the history and background of OD.
• Presenting further definitions and a basic process model.

3. Intervention review
• Explaining the basic process model by specifying the steps involved in typical 

interventions.

4. Intervention activities
• Conducting activities that illustrate the content of steps 2. and 3.
• Exploring workplace relevance.

5. Presentation of case studies
• Sharing case studies from the practitioner’s own experiences, including an example of 

large system change and an example of inter-group team building.

6. Clarification of the role of management
• General data regarding the participants’ perceptions of the role of the manager in the OD 

process.
• Adding the practitioner’s thoughts on the subject.

7. Discussion of beginning an OD effort
• Discussing resource requirements, strategy and analysis, pitfalls, initiating options, ways 

to sustain the effort, and the role of internal and external consulting resources.

8. Application to workplace Situations
• Dividing the participants into sub-groups to discuss workplace applications.
• Sharing with the whole group and presenting any unanswered questions.

9. Evaluation
• Assessing the seminar.
• Making suggestions for improvement.
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3.3.2 Team-skills training

Key Objectives
• To introduce a range of teamwork concepts.
• To develop knowledge, skills and competencies in group dynamics, group influence, 

personal leadership style, self-assessment and interpersonal awareness in individual and 
group relationships.

Developmental Focus
• Strategy and goal setting.
• Problem solving and creativity.
• Resource utilization and coordination.
• Influencing.

Participants
• Members of a single work group or peers from a range of groups, but no more than 

sixteen for maximum effectiveness.

Benefits
• An analysis of group behaviour is actively achieved.
• Individual assessment of behaviour and results is achieved by:

1. Active learning;
2. The analysis of a range of activities in terms of their relevance to the working 

context;
3. Encouraging individual and group feedback;
4. Allowing participants to share responsibility for their learning;
5. Drawing effectively on the model for experiential learning illustrated below.

Model of Experiential Learning

When to Implement
• A key first step in situations where the organization is new to OD.  Where conflict or non-

cooperative behaviour is evident.

Timescale
• Two to three days.
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Team-skills training - Detail of process

1. Planning meeting
• Meeting with designated members of management to outline content, format and 

rationale, answer related questions, determine logistics, etc.

2. Introduction
• Drawing out feelings and expectations of participants regarding the training experience.
• Establishing the ground-rules.
• Introducing the concept of experiential learning.

3. Orientation
• Administering instruments to assess present knowledge and use of team skills.
• Conducting an activity that introduces and reinforces the need for team skills.

4. Teamwork
• Using an activity, simulation or discussion to reinforce the importance of teamwork in 

organizations.

5. Group decision-making and problem-solving
• Using an activity and a discussion to expose participants to the issues of participation 

and involvement in relation to problem-solving and decision-making.

6. Values and perceptions
• Using a presentation, simulation or an activity to illustrate the ways in which people’s 

value systems affect their perceptions and their behaviour in groups.

7. Cooperation and communication
• Using activities and a discussion to raise group awareness of issues and dynamics 

involving cooperation and communication skills as applied in group settings.

8. Evaluation and reconnection
• Sharing perceptions of the first day of training.
• Evaluating adherence to the ground-rules.

9. Power and conflict management
• Using an activity, simulation and/or presentation to explore the issues of power dynamics 

and conflict management in and between groups.

10. Inter-group teamwork
• Using a simulation and a discussion to illustrate the ways in which team skills affect inter-

group relations.

11. Feedback and workplace planning
• Using instruments and/or feedback discussions to provide the participants with data 

concerning their workshop behaviour.
• Developing plans to experiment with new behaviours back in the workplace.

12. Assessment
• Generating data about the training experience.
• Relating the training to workplace situations and other OD events.
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3.3.3 Leadership style analysis

Key Objectives
• To provide an opportunity for leaders to examine their own personal preferences, 

tendencies and values concerning leadership style.
• To increase understanding of the strengths associated with different leadership styles.
• To help leaders explore different ways of developing their leadership styles and 

effectiveness.

Developmental Focus
• Personal awareness of the nature, tendencies and strengths associated with various 

leadership-behaviour styles under both favourable and unfavourable work conditions.
• Exploring the impact of various leadership styles on staff and work environments.
• Broadening behavioural options through exposure to alternative leadership styles.

Participants
• Leadership peers.
• Management teams.
• Boards of Directors.
• No more than sixteen for maximum effectiveness.

Benefits
• Improved organizational effectiveness through the improved application of leadership by 

those in positions of influence and control.
• The creation of an environment for supportive self-analysis.
• Increased self-awareness and ability to employ appropriate situational leadership.

When to Implement
• A good initiating or follow-up event for team-skills training, team building or inter-group 

team building.

Timescale
• Three full-day sessions over a period of three weeks.
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Leadership style analysis - Detail of process

1. Orientation and pre-work
• Reviewing the workshop objectives.
• Distributing instruments on leadership style and giving instructions for completion.

2. Presentation of basic leadership model
• Presenting a model of leadership based on contingencies.
• Introducing the concept of authenticity.

3. Consideration of value systems
• Discussing the completed instruments and helping the participants to understand their 

leadership profiles.
• Conducting an activity that demonstrates the impact of values on leadership behaviour.

4. Integration of values and leadership
• Explaining the theories behind the instruments.
• Discussing the organizational variables associated with various leadership styles.

5. Experiential activity
• Conducting an experiential activity that stresses the interconnections of personal needs, 

value systems, and leadership style options.

6. Discussion of stress
• Discussing primary sources of organizational stress.

7. Analysis of the consequences of fear
• Generating data about fear-producing leader behaviours.

8. Presentation of authentic leadership
• Presenting the benefits of developing an authentic, unique and internalised leadership 

style.

9. Reinforcement of authentic leadership
• Conducting experiential activities that illustrate authentic leadership theory.

10. Discussion of workplace issues and opportunities
• Discussing, in small groups, real-life concerns about style options and related 

consequences.
• Giving and receiving feedback about individual styles.

11. Summary and conclusion
• Summarising the key points of the intervention.
• Discussing the transfer of learning.
• Evaluating the workshop.
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3.3.4 Diversity awareness training

Key Objectives
• To examine diversity issues as well as opportunities at work to improve the climate for 

the assimilation, upward mobility and full utilisation of human resources.
• To foster a proactive approach to diversity as a way of life in the organization.

Developmental Focus
• Individual and group awareness of the nature and consequences of diversity issues at 

work.
• Understanding diversity as it relates to individual effectiveness, team performance and 

organizational policy.

Participants
• An existing team, including manager.
• HR personnel from outside the team.

Benefits
• A setting is provided for supportive and realistic discussion, self-appraisal and feedback 

concerning the negative consequences of discrimination in the organization.
• A constructive, controlled environment is needed to raise awareness and facilitate 

discussion of diversity at work.
• Members of staff who may be exposed to the negative consequences of a poor approach 

to diversity can best explore issues about career development discrimination, 
stereotyping and attitudes towards diversity by exchanging perceptions, sharing ideas 
and exploring solutions with each other.

• The climate for, and ownership of, diversity and full human resource utilisation will 
eventually be enhanced as people with different experiences develop objectives.

When to Implement
• Either as an initiating or a follow-up event for affirmative action on diversity. 

Timescale
• One or two days.
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Diversity awareness training - Detail of process

1. Pre-work session
• Meeting with the participants to exchange objectives, clarify the workshop design, and 

giving a pre-work assignment to collect data via interviews.

2. Introduction
• Welcoming the participants and human resource personnel.
• Reaffirming the support for the workshop.
• Sharing concerns and expectations.

3. Diversity policy affirmation
• Discussing the organization’s current policy, application and affirmative action activities.

4. Exchange of interview data
• Forming mixed sub-groups to share the data collected as a pre-work assignment.

5. Consideration of values
• Laying a foundation for the connection between value-system formation and diversity 

attitudes.

6. Survey of attitudes
• Surveying the participants’ attitudes towards incidents in their lives involving members of 

different groups.
• Forming mixed-group sub-groups to share answers to survey questions.

7. Discussion of career advancement
• Forming homogeneous-group sub-groups to determine opinions regarding the way to get 

ahead in the organization.
• Sharing opinions in the whole group.

8. Mid-course evaluation
• Evaluating workshop progress so far.

9. Data generation and exchange
• Forming sub-groups to discuss the behaviour of the majorities and minorities at work.
• Developing questions to ask other sub-groups.
• Using a group-on-group configuration to allow minority and majority participants to obtain 

answers to questions.

10. Joint force-field development
• Identifying key issues, barriers and hindrances in the system.

11. Action planning
• Brainstorming solutions to problems.
• Writing action plans that reflect the specifics of the chosen solutions.
• Examining the organization’s formal affirmative action plan.
• Planning a review session.

12. Final evaluation
• Concluding the workshop and evaluating the entire experience.
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4. Action Planning – The End of the Beginning

Introduction

The content of this section is largely based on the experience of the author and the reflections 
of fellow OD practitioners.  They are included to encourage further reflection – an essential part 
of Continuing Professional Development for the OD practitioner.

4.1 The quality and use of action plans 

It is essential that the action plans that are developed during an OD intervention contain 
SMARTER objectives at all levels (Specific, Measurable, Agreed, Realistic, Timely, Evaluated 
and Revised when necessary).

It may take the novice practitioner by surprise to find that the action planning stage of an OD 
intervention is often accompanied by anxiety and negative reactions.  Potential contributors 
here include:

• The client’s realization of the amount of time required to bring about change;
• The tendency to attempt to address all of the issues that have arisen during the data 

gathering, analysis and problem-solving stages;
• The emotional ‘rebound’ that follows the enthusiasm associated with ‘seeing the light’ 

and having worked through difficult issues.

During this phase, the practitioner must ensure s/he is not part of the problem!  It is essential to 
ask:

• Am I getting caught up in the ‘spirit of the moment’?
• Do I believe the group can deal effectively with all the surfaced issues during the 

timeframe set?

Beyond this, there are actions the practitioner can take to reduce anxiety and negative 
reactions.  These include:

• Allowing a cooling-off period between analysis and solution to ensure a degree of realism 
that might otherwise be over-ridden;

• Reminding the group that there will be the usual competition for their time when they 
return back to their normal working environment;

• Offering own experience and opinions if it is felt that plans are of questionable quality and 
feasibility.

4.2 Ensuring follow-through and objectivity

The establishment of what appear to be realistic action plans doesn’t guarantee follow-through! 
Possible causes here include:

• Incomplete buy-in by all members of the group – particularly prevalent if peer pressure 
has been a feature of the action-planning process;

• Inappropriate motivations for OD (refer back to Section 1.3);
• Inability to gain appropriate control over the resources that are critical to the 

implementation of the action plan;
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• Insufficient attention being paid to evaluation and revision sessions;
• A lack of understanding around the amount of maintenance work required to follow-

though on an OD effort.

These causes, and their symptoms, may only reveal themselves once an implementation is 
underway.  This, again, highlights the importance of seeing OD as being composed of ‘… a 
number of interdependent steps or phases, each of which builds on the previous one’ (Section 
1.1).

4.3 OD practitioner orientations

As practitioners, we all have our preferences, and these will colour the way we see our 
interventions – and the world in general.  A practitioner who is comfortable with team building 
may over-represent this focus during an OD intervention.  Similarly, a practitioner who believes 
that structural design is the key to producing lasting change may overly focus on job or role 
development.  Clearly, the more aware we are of our preferences, the less likely they are to 
interfere in our quest for objectivity and/or a truly client-centred approach.  Being non-directive 
in our approach (see next Section) may further help.  What is required, in any intervention, is an 
appropriate migration around, and balance of, different orientations as the OD intervention 
evolves.  The attention of the practitioner should not, therefore, stray too far away from the 
understanding that no single orientation is always, or even usually, the correct one.  The best 
approach is contingent upon a number of factors that include:

• Client readiness;
• Analysed needs;
• Motivation;
• Resources.

4.4 Directive vs. non-directive practitioner styles

The nature of the OD process, emerging as it does from the applied behavioural sciences, 
suggests the practitioner should adopt a non-directive style in his or her relationships with 
clients.  The differences between directive and non-directive styles are illustrated below.

Directive Non-directive
(Practitioner as technical expert) (Practitioner as process facilitator)

The client’s statement of the problem is either accepted 
at face value or verified by the practitioner on the basis 
of his/her technical expertise with regard to the problem.

The client’s statement of the problem is treated as 
information; the problem is verified jointly by the client 
and the practitioner.

Little time is spent on developing the practitioner-client 
relationship.  The connection is generally short-term and 
problem-oriented.

The practitioner-client relationship is viewed as essential 
to the process, and considerable attention is given to its 
development.

The solution to the problem is generally developed by 
the practitioner and implemented by the client.

The practitioner’s responsibility is to help the client to 
discover and implement appropriate solutions.

The practitioner brings technical expertise to bear on the 
client’s problem.

The practitioner helps to analyse and facilitate 
organizational processes.

The practitioner is primarily concerned with increasing 
the client’s knowledge and skill with regard to the stated 
problem.

The practitioner is primarily concerned with improving 
the client’s analytical and problem-solving skills.

In general, the practitioner accomplishes the job for the 
client.

In general, the practitioner helps the client accomplish 
the job.

Directive and non-directive consultancy styles summarised
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In reality, a mature client-centred approach may recognise the need for occasionally being 
directive!  The following continuum, drawn from coaching practice, is more representative of the 
space in which the OD practitioner finds him/herself.

The spectrum of coaching skills

4.5 The competencies of the effective practitioner

It would be overly ambitious to attempt a comprehensive review of the competencies of the OD 
practitioner.  Rather, what follows are a few pointers that may stimulate thinking around what it 
takes to be effective.

1. Familiarity with current thinking and application
2. Psychological maturity
3. Sensitivity in listening and observing
4. Awareness of personal impact on others
5. Technical background derived from training with an experienced practitioner
6. Knowledge of both large- and small-system change strategies and creativity in adapting 

them to felt needs
7. Ability to express oneself simply and clearly
8. Ability to confront and be confronted
9. Ability to demonstrate confidence without being arrogant
10.Willingness to take risks 

These guidelines, along with others you may find researched in the literature or establish for 
yourself from your own experience, can form the basis for continuing professional development.
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5. Evolution and Revolution as Organizations Grow

By way of completing the notes for this Module, Appendix 1 contains a paper written by Larry E 
Greiner in 1972.  Despite its age, it reads as a contemporary document and holds value as an 
overview of the organizational challenges often encountered by the OD practitioner.

Appendix 2 contains Greiner’s further reflections, written in 1998.

Appendix 3 is for those who are still left standing!

The OD Student’s Lament

I’ve read all the course notes but still I can’t see
What exactly is meant by this thing called ”OD”
“Systemic application of behavioural science”
Leaves me feeling cold and a little askance.

I see there are four orientations and then …
The 7S Model is thrown in the pen

And what should I make of these “typical precedes”?
Are they related to “client felt needs”?

I explore the next concept and understand now
“Motivation” is key to the ‘what’ and the ‘how’

And client involvement in my interventions
I see must be grounded in honest intentions.

OD is clearly something that must
Be based on a firm bed of mutual trust.

Selecting approaches that fit with ‘felt need’
Is part of the skill set I’ll need to succeed.

The design of OD is both science and art
But ‘objective reality’ is where I must start

‘Cos half-cocked attempts at the process of ‘change’
Will place true success way outside of my range.

My orientation is well understood
Which means (with some luck) I feel that I could

Engage with this Module and then I might be
A great practitioner of this thing called ‘OD’.

Carl Taylor                                                 carl@theknowledge.biz                                                                         57

mailto:carl@theknowledge.biz


Bibliography/Reading List

Carter, R., Martin, J., Mayblin, B, Munday, M. (1988). Systems, Management and Change – a 
graphic guide.  Paul Chapman Publishing Ltd in association with the Open University.

Frame, R.M., Hess, R.K., and Nielsen, W.R., 1982, The OD Source Book: A Practitioner’s  
Guide, Pfeiffer & Company, San Diego.

Hock, D. (2005). One from Many, Berrett-Koehler Publishers, San Francisco 2005.
 
Morgan, G. (1996). Images of Organization. Sage.

O’Connor, J., McDermott, I. (1997).  The Art of Systems Thinking – Essential Skills for Creativity 
and Problem Solving. Thorsons.

Seddon, J. (2003).  Freedom from Command and Control: A Better Way to Make the Work 
Work, Vanguard.

Senge, P.M. (1990). The Fifth Discipline: The Art and Practice of the Learning Organization. 
New York: Currency-Doubleday. 

Senge, P.M., et al. (1994). The Fifth Discipline Fieldbook, London: Nicholas Brealey Publishing.

Sherwood, D. (2002). Seeing the Forest for the Trees – A Managers Guide to Applying Systems 
Thinking. Nicholas Brealey Publishing.

Stewart, J. 1996, Managing Change Through Learning and Development, Kogan Page, London.

Peters,T. 1987, Thriving on Chaos – Handbook for a Management Revolution, Macmillan, 
London.

Peters,T. and Waterman, J., 1982, In Search of Excellence, Harpers and Row, London.

Wheatly, M.J. (2001).  Leadership and the New Science: Discovering Order in a Chaotic World. 
Berrett-Koehler Publishers Inc.

Carl Taylor                                                 carl@theknowledge.biz                                                                         58

mailto:carl@theknowledge.biz


APPENDIX 1

Evolution and Revolution as 
Organizations Grow

LARRY E. GREINER

__________________________________________________________________________________
Harvard Business Review.  Extracts from ‘Evolution and Revolution as Organizations Grow’ by Larry E. Greiner, 
July/August 1972.  Copyright © 1972 by the President and Fellows of Harvard College; all rights reserved.

[…]

Introduction

A small research company chooses too complicated and formalized an organization structure for its 
young age and limited size.  It flounders in rigidity and bureaucracy for several years and is finally 
acquired by a larger company.

Key executives of a retail store chain hold on to an organizational structure long after it has served its 
purpose, because their power is derived from this structure.  The company eventually goes into 
bankruptcy.

A large bank disciplines a ‘rebellious’ manager who is blamed for current control problems, when the 
underlying cause is centralized procedures that are holding back expansion into new markets.  Many 
younger managers subsequently leave the bank, competition moves in, and profits are still declining.

The problems of these companies, like those of many others, are rooted more in past decisions than in 
present events or outside market dynamics.  Historical forces do indeed shape the future growth of 
organizations.  Yet management, in its haste to grow, often overlooks such critical developmental 
questions as: Where has our organization been?  Where is it now?  And what do the answers to these 
questions mean for where we are going?  Instead, its gaze is fixed outward toward the environment and 
the future – as if more precise market projections will provide a new organizational identity.

Companies fail to see that many clues to their future success lie within their own organizations and their 
evolving states of development.  Moreover, the inability of management to understand its organization 
development problems can result in a company becoming ‘frozen’ in its present stage of evolution or, 
ultimately, in failure, regardless of market opportunities.

My position in this article is that the future of an organization may be less determined by outside forces 
than it is by the organization’s history.  In stressing the force of history on an organization, I have drawn 
from the legacies of European psychologists (their thesis being that individual behaviour is determined 
primarily by previous events and experiences, not by what lies ahead).  Extending this analogy of 
individual development to the problems of organization development, I shall discuss a series of 
developmental phases through which growing companies tend to pass.  But first, let me provide two 
definitions:
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1. The term evolution is used to describe prolonged periods of growth where no major upheaval occurs 
in organization practices.

2. The term revolution is used to describe those periods of substantial turmoil in organization life.

As a company progresses through development phases, each evolutionary period creates its own 
revolution.  For instance, centralized practices eventually lead to demands for decentralization. 
Moreover, the nature of management’s solution to each revolutionary period determines whether a 
company will move forward into its next stage of evolutionary growth.  As I shall show later, there are at 
least five phases of organization development, each characterized by both an evolution and a revolution.

Key forces in development

During the past few years a small amount of research knowledge about the phases of organization 
development has been building.  Some of this research is very quantitative, such as time-series analyses 
that reveal patterns of economic performance over time.1  The majority of studies, however, are case-
oriented and use company records and interviews to reconstruct a rich picture of corporate development.2 

Yet both types of research tend to be heavily empirical without attempting more generalized statements 
about the overall process of development.

A notable exception is the historical work of Alfred D. Chandler, Jr., in his book Strategy and Structure.3 

This study depicts four very broad and general phases in the lives of four large US companies.  It 
proposes that outside market opportunities determine a company’s strategy, which in turn determines the 
company’s organization structure.  This thesis has a valid ring for the four companies examined by 
Chandler, largely because they developed in a time of explosive markets and technological advances.  But 
more recent evidence suggests that organization structure may be less malleable than Chandler assumed; 
in fact, structure can play a critical role in influencing corporate strategy.  It is this reverse emphasis on 
how organization structure affects future growth which is highlighted in the model presented in this 
article.

From an analysis of recent studies,4 five key dimensions emerge as essential for building a model of 
organization development:

1. Age of the organization.
2. Size of the organization.
3. Stages of evolution.
4. Stages of revolution.
5. Growth rate of the industry.

I shall describe each of these elements separately, but first note their combined effect as illustrated in 
Figure 25.1.  Note especially how each dimension influences the other over time; when all five elements 
begin to interact, a more complete and dynamic picture of organizational growth emerges.

After describing these dimensions and their interconnections, I shall discuss each 
evolutionary/revolutionary phase of development and show (a) how each stage of evolution breeds its 
own revolution, and (b) how management solutions to each revolution determine the next stage of 
evolution.
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FIGURE 25.1  Model of organization development

Age of the organization

The most obvious and essential dimension for any model of development is the life span of an 
organization (represented as the horizontal axis in Figure 25.1).  All historical studies gather data from 
various points in time and then make comparisons.  From these observations, it is evident that the same 
organization practices are not maintained throughout a long time span.  This makes a most basic point: 
management problems and principles are rooted in time.  The concept of decentralization, for example, 
can have meaning for describing corporate practices at one time period but loses it descriptive power at 
another.

The passage of time also contributes to the institutionalization of managerial attitudes.  As a result, 
employee behaviour becomes not only more predictable but also more difficult to change when attitudes 
are outdated.

Size of the organization

This dimension is depicted as the vertical axis in Figure 25.1.  A company’s problems and solutions tend 
to change markedly as the number of employees and sales volume increase.  Thus, time is not the only 
determinant of structure; in fact, organizations that do not grow in size can retain many of the same 
management issues and practices over lengthy period.  In addition to increased size, however, problems 
of co-ordination and communication magnify, new functions emerge, levels in the management hierarchy 
multiply, and jobs become more interrelated.
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Stage of evolution

As both age and size increase, another phenomenon becomes evident: the prolonged growth that I have 
termed the evolutionary period.  Most growing organizations do not expand for two years and then retreat 
for one year; rather, those that survive a crisis usually enjoy four to eight years of continuous growth 
without a major economic setback or severe disruption.  The term evolution seems appropriate for 
describing these quieter periods because only modest adjustments appear necessary for maintaining 
growth under the same overall pattern of management.

Stages of revolution

Smooth evolution is not inevitable; it cannot be assumed that organization growth is linear.  Fortune’s 
‘500’ list, for example, has had significant turnover during the last 50 years.  Thus we find evidence from 
numerous case histories which reveals periods of substantial turbulence spaced between smoother periods 
of evolution.

I have termed these turbulent times the periods of revolution because they typically exhibit a serious 
upheaval of management practices.  Traditional management practices, which were appropriate for a 
smaller size and earlier time, are brought under scrutiny by frustrated top managers and disillusioned 
lower-level managers.  During such periods of crisis, a number of companies fail – those unable to 
abandon past practices and effect major organization changes are likely either to fold or to level off in 
their growth rates.

The critical task for management in each revolutionary period is to find a new set of organization 
practices that will become the basis for managing the next period of evolutionary growth. 
Interestingly enough, these new practices eventually sow their seeds of decay and lead to 
another period of revolution.  Companies therefore experience the irony of seeing a major 
solution in one time period become a major problem at a later date.

Growth rate of the industry

The speed at which an organization experiences phases of evolution and revolution is closely related for 
the market environment of its industry.  For example, a company in a rapidly expanding market will have 
to add employees rapidly; hence, the need for new organization structures to accommodate large staff 
increases is accelerated.  While evolutionary periods tend to be relatively short in fast-growing industries, 
much longer evolutionary periods occur in mature or slowly growing industries.

Evolution can also be prolonged, and revolutions delayed, when profits come easily.  For instance, 
companies that make grievous errors in a rewarding industry can still look good on their profit and loss 
statements; thus they can avoid a change in management practices for a longer period.  The aerospace 
industry in its infancy is an example.  Yet revolutionary periods still occur, as one did in aerospace when 
profit opportunities began to dry up.  Revolutions seem to be much more severe and difficult to resolve 
when the market environment is poor.

Phases of growth

With the foregoing framework in mind, let us now examine in depth the five specific phases of evolution 
and revolution.  As shown in Figure 25.2, each evolutionary period is characterized by the dominant 
management style used to achieve growth, while each revolutionary period is characterized by the 
dominant management problem that must be solved before growth can continue.  The patterns presented 
in Figure 25.2 seem to be typical for companies in industries with moderate growth over a long time 
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period; companies in faster growing industries tend to experience all five phases more rapidly, while 
those in slower growing industries encounter only two or three phases over many years.

It is important to note that each phase is both an effect of the previous phase and a cause for the next 
phase.  For example, the evolutionary management style in Phase 3 of Figure 25.2 is ‘delegation’, which 
grows out of, and becomes the solution to, demands for greater ‘autonomy’ in the preceding Phase 2 
revolution.  The style of delegation used in Phase 3, 

FIGURE 25.2  The five phases of growth

however, eventually provokes a major revolutionary crisis that is characterized by attempts to regain 
control over the diversity created through increased delegation.

The principal implication of each phase is that management actions are narrowly prescribed if growth is 
to occur.  For example, a company experiencing an autonomy crisis in Phase 2 cannot return to directive 
management for a solution – it must adopt a new style of delegation in order to move ahead.

Phase 1: Creativity …

In the birth stage of an organization, the emphasis is on creating both a product and a market.  Here are 
the characteristics of the period of creative evolution:

• The company’s founders are usually technically or entrepreneurially oriented, and they disdain 
management activities; their physical and mental energies are absorbed entirely in making and selling 
a new product.

• Communication among employees is frequent and informal.
• Long hours of work are rewarded by modest salaries and the promise of ownership benefits.
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• Control of activities comes from immediate marketplace feedback; the management acts as the 
customer reacts.

… & the leadership crisis  All of the foregoing individualistic and creative activities are essential for the 
company to get off the ground.  But therein lies the problem.  As the company grows, larger production 
runs require knowledge about the efficiencies of manufacturing.  Increased numbers of employees cannot 
be managed exclusively through informal communication; new employees are not motivated by an 
intense dedication to the product or organization.  Additional capital must be secured, and new accounting 
procedures are needed for financial control.

Thus the founders find themselves burdened with unwanted management responsibilities.  So 
they long for the ‘good old days’, still trying to act as they did in the past.  And conflicts between 
the harried leaders grow more intense.

At this point a crisis of leadership occurs, which is the onset of the first revolution. Who is to lead the 
company out of confusion and solve the managerial problems confronting it?  Quite obviously, a strong 
manager is needed who has the necessary knowledge and skill to introduce new business techniques.  But 
this is easier said than done.  The founders often hate to step aside even though they are probably 
temperamentally unsuited to be managers.  So here is the first critical developmental choice – to locate 
and install a strong business manager who is acceptable to the founders and who can pull the organization 
together.

Phase2: Direction …

Those companies that survive the first phase by installing a capable business manager usually embark on 
a period of sustained growth under able and directive leadership.  Here are the characteristics of this 
evolutionary period:

• A functional organization structure is introduced to separate manufacturing from marketing activities, 
and job assignments become more specialized.

• Accounting systems for inventory and purchasing are introduced.
• Incentives, budgets, and work standards are adopted.
• Communication becomes more formal and impersonal as a hierarchy of titles and positions builds.
• The new manager and his key supervisors take most of the responsibility for instituting direction, 

while lower-level supervisors are treated more as functional specialists than as autonomous decision-
making managers.

… & the autonomy crisis  Although the new directive techniques channel employee energy more 
efficiently into growth, they eventually become inappropriate for controlling a larger, more diverse and 
complex organization.  Lower-level employees find themselves restricted by a cumbersome and 
centralized hierarchy.  They have come to possess more direct knowledge about markets and machinery 
than do the leaders at the top; consequently, they feel torn between following procedures and taking 
initiative on their own.

Thus the second revolution is imminent as a crisis develops from demands for greater autonomy on the 
part of lower-level managers.  The solution adopted by most companies is to move towards greater 
delegation.  Yet it is difficult for top managers who were previously successful at being directive to give 
up responsibility.  Moreover, lower-level mangers are not accustomed to making decisions for 
themselves.  As a result, numerous companies flounder during this revolutionary period, adhering to 
centralized methods while lower-level employees grow more disenchanted and leave the organization.
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Phase 3: Delegation … 

The next era of growth evolves from the successful application of a decentralized organization structure. 
It exhibits these characteristics:

• Much greater responsibility is given to the managers of plants and market territories.
• Profit centers and bonuses are used to stimulate motivation.
• The top executives at headquarters restrain themselves to managing by exception, based on periodic 

reports from the field.
• Management often concentrates on making new acquisitions which can be lined up beside other 

decentralized units.
• Communication from the top is infrequent, usually by correspondence, telephone, or brief visits to 

field locations.

The delegation stage proves useful for gaining expansion through heightened motivation at 
lower levels.  Decentralized managers with greater authority and incentive are able to penetrate 
larger markets, respond faster to customers, and develop new products.

… & the control crisis  A serious problem eventually evolves, however, as top executives sense that they 
are losing control over a highly diversified field operation.  Autonomous field managers prefer to run 
their own shows without co-ordinating plans, money, technology, and manpower with the rest of the 
organization.  Freedom breeds a parochial attitude.

Hence, the Phase 3 revolution is under way when top management seeks to regain control over 
the total company.  Some top managements attempt a return to centralized management, which 
usually fails because of the vast scope of operations.  Those companies that move ahead find a 
new solution in the use of special co-ordination techniques.

Phase 4: Co-ordination …

During this phase, the evolutionary period is characterized by the use of formal systems for achieving 
greater co-ordination and by top executives taking responsibility for the initiation and administration of 
these new systems.  For example:

• Decentralized units are merged into product groups.
• Formal planning procedures are established and intensively reviewed.
• Numerous staff personnel are hired and located at headquarters to initiate company-wide programs of 

control and review for line managers.
• Capital expenditure are carefully weighted and parceled out across the organization.
• Each product group is treated as an investment center where return on invested capital is an important 

criterion used in allocating funds.
• Certain technical functions, such as data processing, are centralized at headquarters, while daily 

operating decisions remain decentralized.
• Stock options and companywide profit sharing are used to encourage identity with the firm as a 

whole.

All of these new co-ordination systems prove useful for achieving growth through more efficient 
allocation of a company’s limited resources.  They prompt field managers to look beyond the 
needs of their local units.  While these managers still have much decision-making responsibility, 
they learn to justify their actions more carefully to a ‘watchdog’ audience at headquarters.
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… & the red-tape crisis  But a lack of confidence gradually builds between line and staff, and between 
headquarters and the field.  The proliferation of systems and programs begins to exceed its utility; a red-
tape crisis is created.  Line managers, for example, increasingly resent heavy staff direction from those 
who are not familiar with local conditions.  Staff people, on the other hand, complain about unco-
operative and uninformed line managers.  Together both groups criticize the bureaucratic paper system 
that has evolved.  Procedures take precedence over problem solving, and innovation is dampened.  In 
short, the organization has become too large and complex to be managed through formal programs and 
rigid systems.  The Phase 4 revolution is under way.

Phase 5: Collaboration …

The last observable phase in previous studies emphasizes strong interpersonal collaboration in an attempt 
to overcome the red-tape crisis.  Where Phase 4 was managed more through formal systems and 
procedures, Phase 5 emphasizes greater spontaneity in management action through teams and the skilful 
confrontation of interpersonal differences.  Social control and self-discipline take over from formal 
control.  This transition is especially difficult for those experts who created the old systems as well as for 
those line managers who relied on formal methods for answers.

The Phase 5 evolution, then, builds around a more flexible and behavioural approach to management. 
Here are its characteristics:

• The focus is on solving problems quickly through team action.
• Teams are combined across functions for task-group activity.
• Headquarters staff experts are reduced in number, reassigned, and combined in interdisciplinary teams 

to consult with, not to direct, field units.
• A matrix-type structure is frequently used to assemble the right teams for the appropriate problems.
• Previous formal systems are simplified and combined into single multipurpose systems.
• Conference of key managers are held frequently to focus on major problem issues.
• Educational programs are utilized to train managers in behavioural skills for achieving better 

teamwork and conflict resolution.
• Real-time information systems are integrated into daily decision making.
• Economic rewards are geared more to team performance than to individual achievement.
• Experiments in new practices are encouraged throughout the organization.

… & the ? crisis  What will be the revolution in response to this stage of evolution?  Many large US 
companies are now in the Phase 5 evolutionary stage, so the answers are critical.  While there is little 
clear evidence, I imagine the revolution will center on the ‘psychological saturation’ of employees who 
grow emotionally and physically exhausted by the intensity of teamwork and the heavy pressure for 
innovative solutions.

My hunch is that the Phase 5 revolution will be solved through new structures and programs that allow 
employees to periodically rest, reflect, and revitalize themselves.  We may even see companies with dual 
organization structures: a ‘habit’ structure for getting the daily work done, and a ‘reflective’ structure for 
stimulating perspective and personal enrichment.  Employees could then move back and forth between 
the two structures as their energies are dissipated and refueled.
[…]

Implication of history

Let me now summarize some important implications for practicing managers.  First, the main features of 
this discussion are depicted in Table 25.1, which shows the specific management actions that characterize 

Carl Taylor                                                 carl@theknowledge.biz                                                                         66

mailto:carl@theknowledge.biz


each growth phase.  These actions are also the solutions which ended each preceding revolutionary 
period.

In one sense, I hope that many readers will react to my model by calling it obvious and natural for 
depicting the growth of an organization.  To me this type of reaction is a useful test of the model’s 
validity.

But at a more reflective level I imagine some of these reactions are more hindsight than foresight.  Those 
experienced managers who have been through a developmental sequence can empathize with it now, but 
how did they react when in the middle of a stage of evolution or revolution?  They can probably recall the 
limits of their own developmental understanding at that time.  Perhaps they resisted desirable changes or 
were even swept emotionally into a revolution without being able to propose constructive solutions.  So 
let me offer some explicit guidelines for managers of growing organizations to keep in mind.

Know where you are in the developmental sequence

Every organization and its component parts are at different stages of development.  The task of top 
management is to be aware of these stages; otherwise, it may not recognize when the time for change has 
come, or it may act to impose the wrong solution.

Top leaders should be ready to work with the flow of the tide rather than against it; yet they should be 
cautious, since it is tempting to skip phases out of impatience.  Each phase results in certain strengths and 
learning experiences in the organization that will be essential for success in subsequent phases.  A child 
prodigy, for example, may be able to read like a teenager, but he cannot behave like one until he ages 
through a sequence of experiences.

I also doubt that managers can or should act to avoid revolutions.  Rather, these periods of tension 
provide the pressure, ideas, and awareness that afford a platform for change and the introduction of new 
practices.

Recognize the limited range of solutions

In each revolutionary stage it becomes evident that this stage can be ended only by certain specific 
solutions; moreover, these solutions are different from those which were applied to the problems of the 
preceding revolution.  Too often it is tempting to choose solutions that were tried before, which makes it 
impossible for a new phase of growth to evolve.

Management must be prepared to dismantle current structures before the revolutionary stage becomes too 
turbulent.  Top managers, realizing that their own managerial styles are no longer appropriate, may even 
have to take themselves out of leadership positions.  A good Phase 2 manager facing Phase 3 might be 
wise to find another Phase 2 organization that better fits his talents, either outside the company or with 
one of its newer subsidiaries.

Finally, evolution is not an automatic affair; it is a contest for survival.  To move ahead, companies must 
consciously introduce planned structures that not only are solutions to a current crisis but also are fitted to 
the next phase of growth.  This requires considerable self-awareness on the part of top management, as 
well as great interpersonal skill in persuading other managers that change is needed.
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TABLE 25.1  Organization practices during evolution in the five phases of growth

Category Phase 1 Phase 2 Phase 3 Phase 4 Phase 5

Management focus Make and sell Efficiency of 
operations

Expansion of market Consolidation of 
organization

Problem solving and 
innovation

Organization 
structure

Informal Centralized and 
functional

Decentralized and 
geographical

Line-staff and 
product groups

Matrix of teams

Top management 
style

Individualistic and 
entrepreneurial

Directive Delegative Watchdog Participative

Control system Market results Standards and cost 
centers

Reports and profit 
centers

Plans and investment 
centers

Mutual goal setting

Management reward 
emphasis

Ownership Salary and merit 
increases

Individual bonus Profit sharing and 
stock options

Team bonus
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Realize that solutions breed new problems

Managers often fail to realize that organizational solutions create problems for the future (i.e. a decision 
to delegate eventually causes a problem of control).  Historical actions are very much determinants of 
what happens to the company at a much later date.

An awareness of this effect should help managers to evaluate company problems with greater historical 
understanding instead of ‘pinning the blame’ on a current development.  Better yet, managers should be 
in a position to predict future problems, and thereby to prepare solutions and coping strategies before a 
revolution gets out of hand.

A management that is aware of the problems ahead could well decide not to grow.  Top managers may, 
for instance, prefer to retain the informal practices of a small company, knowing that this way of life is 
inherent in the organization’s limited size, not in their congenial personalities.  If they choose to grow, 
they may do themselves out of a job and a way of life they enjoy.

And what about the managements of very large organizations?  Can they find new solutions for continued 
phases of evolution?  Ore are they reaching a stage where the government will act to break them up 
because they are too large?

Concluding note

Clearly, there is still much to learn about processes of development in organizations.  The phases outlined 
here are only five in number and are still only approximations.  Researchers are just beginning to study 
the specific developmental problems of structure, control, rewards, and management style in different 
industries and in a variety of cultures.

One should not, however, wait for conclusive evidence before educating managers to think and act from a 
developmental perspective.  The critical dimension of time has been missing for too long from our 
management theories and practices.  The intriguing paradox is that by learning more about history we 
may do a better job in the future.
[…]

Notes

1. See, for example, William H. Starbuck, ‘Organizational Metamorphosis’, in Promising Research 
Directions, edited by R. W. Millman and M. P. Hottenstein (Tempe, Arizona, Academy of 
Management, 1968) p. 113.

2. See, for example, the Grangesberg case series, prepared by C. Roland Christensen and 
Bruce R. Scott, Case Clearing House, Harvard Business School.

3. Strategy and Structure: Chapters in the History of the American Industrial Enterprise (Cambridge, 
Massachusetts: MIT Press, 1962).

4. I have drawn on many sources for evidence: (a) numerous cases collected at the Harvard Business 
School; (b) Organization Growth and Development, edited by William H. Starbuck (Harmondsworth: 
Penguin, 1971), where several studies are cited, and (c) articles published in journals, such as 
Lawrence E. Fouraker and John M. Stopford, ‘Organization Structure and the Multinational Strategy’, 
Administrative Science Quarterly, vol. 13, no. 1, 1968, p. 47; and Malcolm S. Salter, ‘Management 
Appraisal and Reward Systems’, Journal of Business Policy, vol. 1, no. 4, 1971.
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APPENDIX 2

Revolution is Still Inevitable
LARRY E. GREINER
__________________________________________________________________________________
Harvard Business Review, May/Jun 1998.  Larry E. Greiner is a professor of management and organization at the University of Southern 
California's 
Marshall School of Business in Los Angeles. 

I wrote the first draft of this article while I was felled by a bad leg during a ski vacation in Switzerland. 
At the time, the business world was buzzing with numerous faddish techniques. Perhaps it was the size 
and height of the mountains that made me feel that there were deeper and more powerful forces at work in 
organizations. 

Four basic points still seem valid about the model. First, we continue to observe major phases of 
development in the life of growing companies, lasting anywhere from 3 to 15 years each. Although 
scholars debate the precise length and nature of these phases, everyone agrees that each phase contains its 
own unique structure, systems, and leadership. The growth rate of the industry seems to determine the 
phases' length. 

Second, transitions between developmental phases still do not occur naturally or smoothly, regardless of 
the strength of top management. All organizations appear to experience revolutionary difficulty and 
upheaval, and many of these organizations falter, plateau, fail, or get acquired rather than grow further. 
IBM before Lou Gerstnet and General Electric before Jack Welch both suffered badly at the end of the 
fourth phase of coordination, when sophisticated management systems evolved into rigid bureaucracies. 

Third, the logic of paradox underlying the model continues to ring true, although it often haunts and 
confuses the managerial psyche. Managers have difficulty in understanding that an organizational 
solution introduced by them personally in one phase eventually sows the seeds of revolution. 
Fourth, the greatest resistance to change appears at the top because revolution often means that units 
under each senior executive will be eliminated or transformed. That is why we so often see new chief 
executives recruited from the outside and why senior managers frequently leave companies. Executives 
depart not because they are "bad" managers but because they just don't fit with where the company needs 
to go. 

As for the differences that I have observed since the article's original publication, there is obviously much 
more "death" in the life of organizations today. Few organizations make it through all the phases of 
growth. If they don't fail, as most do in the initial phase of creativity and entrepreneurship, they often get 
acquired by companies that are in a later phase. 
The phases are not as cleanly marked off as I depicted them. The vestiges of one phase remain as new 
approaches are introduced. Such overlaps are most notable in the case of the first-phase entrepreneur 
hanging on when professional management is added in the second phase of direction. 

There are also miniphases within each evolutionary stage. The delegation phase, for example, does not 
typically begin with the complete decentralization of the entire organization into multiple product units, 
as the article implies. Usually one product group is launched, and then others are added over time. Also, 
as delegation-or decentralization, as I now prefer to call this phase-advances, senior managers at the 
corporate office are not as hands-off as I depicted them. The addition of multiple product or geographic 
units over time requires a sophisticated level of involvement by senior management to review strategies, 
evaluate results, and communicate the organization's values-but not to micromanage the units under them. 
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I would change some of the things I said about the fifth phase of collaboration. My original description of 
this phase suggests that the entire organization is turned into a matrix of teams. I now see the matrix as 
confined largely to senior management, where the heads of geographic areas, product lines, and 
functional disciplines collaborate as a team in order to ensure that their decisions are coordinated and 
implemented across global markets. The most significant change in this phase occurs when the previously 
bureaucratic Phase 4 control-oriented staff and systems are replaced by a smaller number of consulting 
staff experts who help facilitate, rather than control, decisions. 

My speculation that "psychological saturation" is the crisis ending Phase 5 now seems wrong. Instead, I 
think the crisis is one of realizing that there is no internal solution, such as new products, for stimulating 
further growth. Rather, the organization begins to look outside for partners or for opportunities to sell 
itself to a bigger company. 

A sixth phase may be evolving in which growth depends on the design of extra-organizational solutions, 
such as creating a holding company or a network organization composed of alliances and cross-
ownership. GE may have developed a similar model in which a periphery of companies is built around a 
core "money" company or bank (GE Capital) that attracts capital, earns high returns, and feeds the growth 
of other units. 

I doubt that the advancement of information technology has made much of a difference in the basic 
aspects of the model. Information technology appears useful as a tool that evolves in different forms to fit 
each phase. For example, the Phase 2 functional organizational structure requires data that reflect revenue 
and cost centers, whereas Phase 3 decentralization needs data that measure profit center performance. 

I wrote the article mainly about industrial and consumer goods companies, not about knowledge 
organizations or service businesses, which had yet to come into prominence. After recently studying a 
number of consulting, law, and investment firms, our research team found that those organizations also 
experience evolution and revolution as they grow. 

In the first, entrepreneurial phase, the professional service firm pursues and tests a variety of market 
paths. The phase ends with the partners arguing about whether or not to stay together to concentrate on 
one partner's vision for the future. In the second phase, the firm focuses on one major service and 
eventually finds itself with a debate among the partners about whether to continue focusing on the current 
practice or to open another office or add additional services. A third phase of geographic or service 
expansion typically ends with a struggle over ownership: how much equity are the original partners 
willing to share with the younger partners who led the expansion and brought in new clients? The fourth 
phase involves institutionalizing the firm's name, reputation, and its standard way of operating, and ends 
in a crisis of cultural conformity in the face of which the firm must restore innovation and flexibility. 

Finally, as a strong caveat, I always remind myself and others that the "ev and rev" model depicted in this 
article provides only a simple outline of the broad challenges facing a management concerned with 
growth. It is not a cookie-cutter solution or panacea. The rate of growth, the effective resolution of 
revolutions, and the performance of the company within phases still depend on the fundamentals of good 
management: skillful leadership, a winning strategy, the heightened motivation of employees, and a deep 
concern for customers.
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APPENDIX 3

Complexity & Organization Development:

An Introduction
Accessed through …

http://www.new-paradigm.co.uk/complex-od.htm
… on 21st September 2006

A man was walking home one dark and foggy night. As he groped his way through the murk he nearly 
tripped over someone crawling around by a lamp post. "What are you doing?" asked the traveller. "I’m 
looking for my keys." Replied the other. "Are you sure you lost them here?" asked the first man. "I’m not 
sure at all," came the reply, "but if I haven’t lost them near this lamp I don’t stand a chance of finding 
them."

Most people know this story. For me it is metaphor of science. ‘Normal science’ in Kuhn’s (1962) terms, consists 
of looking as assiduously as possible in the lit area, perhaps exploring those edges where the gloom is not quite 
impenetrable. From time to time someone manages to switch on a new light—a paradigm shift, in Kuhn’s terms—
and a new area of exploration is opened up.

Science is about the art of the possible; it does not deny that the keys may lie in the darkness, it simply does not 
consider that its job consists of feeling around blindly.

Until recently, the light by which science was working was only able to illuminate simple, linear, systems. The 
advent of the computer changed things. It is now possible to look at complex systems in two ways: computers 
can solve previously-impossible nonlinear equations and they can simulate of complex systems by means of 
models known variously as cellular automata, genetic algorithms, neural nets and so on.

So what is a complex system? The field is still very new and there is no agreement about terms and terminology 
but the following quotes start to give a flavour:

…a system that is complex, in the sense that a great many independent agents are interacting with each other 
in a great many ways. (Waldrop 1993:11)

…to understand the behaviour of a complex system we must understand not only the behaviour of the parts but 
how they act together to form the whole. (Bar-Yam, 1997:1)

…you generally find that the basic components and the basic laws are quite simple; the complexity arises 
because you have a great many of these simple components interacting simultaneously. The complexity is 
actually in the organization—the myriad possible ways that the components of the system can interact. 
(Stephen Wolfram, quoted in Waldrop 1993:86)

Complex adaptive systems consist of a number of components, or agents, that interact with each other 
according to sets of rules that require them to examine and respond to each other’s behaviour in order to 
improve their behaviour and thus the behaviour of the system they comprise. (Stacey: 1996:10)

…the complex whole may exhibit properties that are not readily explained by understanding its parts. The 
complex whole, in a completely non-mystical sense, can often exhibit collective properties, "emergent" 
features that are lawful in their own right. (Kauffman 1996:vii-viii)

The task of formulating theory for CAS [complex adaptive system] is more than usually difficult because the 
behaviour of a whole CAS is more than a simple sum of the behaviours of its parts; CAS abound in 
nonlinearities… (Holland 1995:5)

…complexity is not located at a specific, identifiable site in a system. Because complexity results from the 
interaction between the components of a system, complexity is manifested at the level of the system itself.  
There is neither something at a level below (a source), nor at a level above (a meta-description), capable of 
capturing the essence of complexity. (Cilliers 1998:2-3).
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Complex system characteristics

In the early days of complex systems theory the emphasis was on large networks of simple agents with simple 
interactions. More recently there has been a realisation that smaller networks of complex agents can show the 
same kinds of behaviour and can be equally complex.

Complex systems have a number of properties, some of which are listed below:

Emergence

What distinguishes a complex system from a merely complicated one is that some behaviours and patterns 
emerge in complex systems as a result of the patterns of relationship between the elements. Emergence is 
perhaps the key property of complex systems and a lot of work is being done to try to understand more about its 
nature and the conditions which will help it to occur.

Relationships are short-range

Typically, the relationships between elements in a complex system are short-range, that is information is 
normally received from near neighbours. The richness of the connections means that communications will pass 
across the system but will probably be modified on the way.

Relationships are non-linear

There are rarely simple cause and effect relationships between elements. A small stimulus may cause a large 
effect, or no effect at all.

Relationships contain feedback loops

Both negative (damping) and positive (amplifying) feedback are key ingredients of complex systems. The effects 
of an agent’s actions are fed back to the agent and this, in turn, affects the way the agent behaves in the 
future. This set of constantly adapting nonlinear relationships lies at the heart of what makes a complex system 
special.

Complex systems are open

Complex systems are open systems—that is, energy and information are constantly being imported and exported 
across system boundaries. Because of this, complex systems are usually far from equilibrium: even though there 
is constant change there is also the appearance of stability.

The parts cannot contain the whole

There is a sense in which elements in a complex system cannot ‘know’ what is happening in the system as a 
whole. If they could, all the complexity would have to be present in that element. Yet since the complexity is 
created by the relationships between elements that is simply impossible. A corollary of this is that no element in 
the system could hope to control the system.

Complex systems have a history

The history of a complex system is important and cannot be ignored. Even a small change in circumstances can 
lead to large deviations in the future.

Complex systems are nested

Another key aspect of complex adaptive systems is that the components of the system—usually referred to as 
agents—as themselves complex adaptive systems. So an economy is made up of organizations which are made up 
of people which are made up of brains, which are made up of cells—all of which are complex adaptive systems.

Boundaries are difficult to determine

It is usually difficult to determine the boundaries of a complex system. The decision is usually based on the 
observer’s needs and prejudices rather than any intrinsic property of the system itself.

For instance, the boundary of an individual human being may appear easy to determine but a little more thought 
will show some of the ambiguities. For instance, are clothes inside or outside the boundary? If someone stares at 
you across a room or crowded train, especially in a lustful or aggressive way, have they invaded your boundary? 
When do waste products, such as hair or nail clippings, cease to be part of the body (certainly, those who 
practice magic feel that they remain within the boundaries)?

We often hear of groups having ‘strong’ or ‘weak’ boundaries but without any clear sense of the meaning. I 
believe that it is possible to gain some clarity by considering connectivity. I hypothesize that an individual agent 
can only have a certain number of connections to other agents (with human agents this number will change 
according to the state of the individual and also the state of the environment). We can then think of the 
strength of a group’s boundaries as the proportion of connections which are made within the group—the greater 
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the proportion, the stronger the group boundaries. If all connections are made within the group it forms a closed 
system 

Are organizations complex adaptive systems?

At this point it is worth asking whether complexity theory has anything useful to say about organizations. Is an 
organization a complex system? Gareth Morgan offers complexity as just one of his metaphors for organization. 
There are many who would argue that complexity is not just a metaphor for organizations, it is an adequate and 
accurate description of organizations. Morgan himself appears not to discriminate between the different kinds of 
metaphor he offers. Consider the following:

Organization as machine.

Organization as culture.

Organization as complex system.

I believe that these three likenesses are ontologically distinct. When we speak of an organization as a machine 
we are employing an obvious analogy—no-one could confuse the two.

When we speak of an organization as a culture I will argue later that this is an inappropriate figure of speech. 
Culture is a property of (human) organizations; albeit an interesting and pervasive property. Culture emerges as 
a result of the interactions between the agents in a human system and it is simply not appropriate to compare 
an entity and its epiphenomenon in a metaphorical manner.

Finally, to speak of an organization as a complex system is to adopt a theoretical stance. It is to assert that an 
organization is more or less appropriately described in terms of the insights being developed by complexity 
theorists. It is my belief that these approaches give us the best insight we currently have into the nature of 
organizational behaviour. However, it must be recognised that complexity theory is at present still very 
tentative and undeveloped, especially in the field of human organizations.

Human beings, as agents in a complex system, are significantly more complex than those usually considered by 
the theory. They have volition, they are members of many different complex systems simultaneously, and so on. 
All of this sets them apart from the systems explored by the computer simulations So my current position is to 
continue to explore the implications of complexity for organization consultancy while remaining open to other 
models, approaches and metaphors which may supplement or challenge these perspectives.

Implications of complexity theory for organizations

There are a number of implications which complexity theory may potentially have for organizations. I can only 
mention a few of them here.

Inability to predict

One of the features of complex systems is that they have what is known as sensitivity to initial conditions. This 
means that a vanishingly small difference in the initial conditions (whenever you choose to start) can make a 
staggeringly large difference as time goes on.

The classical formulation of this comes from meteorology (Edward Lorenz, a meteorologist, was one of the first 
(1963) to investigate the properties of complex systems such as weather systems). It states that even such a 
small perturbation as a butterfly flapping its wings could—because of the nonlinear nature of the system—lead to 
a tornado some months or years later. Of course, the chances are that it won’t; the real issue is that it is 
theoretically impossible to predict whether or not it will.

This has obvious major implications for strategy, most of which are consistently ignored by organizations. Not 
that we should advocate that organizations cease to plan; as a piece of ritual the annual planning round has a 
significant part to play in organizational life. Also, the fact that fully accurate prediction is impossible is actually 
a commonplace—everyone knows that the only certainty is that the plan will be wrong.

What is important is that the focus should be on "Planning as Learning" (de Geus 1988). Approaches such as 
environmental scanning and scenario planning (see, e.g. van der Heijden, 1996) should be used to help the 
organization raise awareness and increase connectivity with the outside world (to reduce the strength of its 
boundary).

Inability to control

Perhaps the most crucial, but to clients the most controversial, perspective from complexity theory is that it is 
impossible to control what happens to the system. So much management literature focuses on the role of the 
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‘leader’—and I don’t want to underplay his or her importance as an enabler of change—that most leaders (and 
managers aspiring to become leaders) believe that they can ‘make things happen’. Mechanical metaphors still 
dominate most management thinking; organic approaches may have a higher feel-good factor but they cut little 
ice with those charged with satisfying shareholders.

Yet a fundamental result of systems thinking in general and complexity theory in particular, is that no one 
element can have enough complexity to be able to comprehend the system as a whole. If it can, the system is 
not complex.

Edge of chaos

A key concept in much writing about complexity and organizations is the edge of chaos. It has been popularised 
by Stuart Kauffman (1995) of the Santa Fe Institute, the leading centre for the study of complex adaptive 
systems. The term was actually coined by Chris Langton, another worker at Santa Fe who was working with a 
kind of computer simulation called a cellular automaton. Langton discovered that as he changed the value of a 
particular variable his simulation suddenly exhibited ordered behaviour and then became disordered again. The 
region where changes occurred, he called the edge of chaos.

This concept may help to deal with a key question in organization development: "how can we know if an 
organization is ready to change?" The answer is that we cannot know (though intuition may often be a reliable 
guide) but there are some key variables which have a significant effect on readiness and ability to change.

If there is too much stability in the system change is unlikely; if there is too much randomness the system will 
not be able to form any coherent patterns. Kaufmann and other researchers (see e.g. Kauffman 1995, Holland 
1995, Bak 1997), working with computer simulations, suggest that there are three variables which are significant 
in moving systems to the edge of chaos: connectivity, diversity and information flow.

Basically, stable systems can move towards the edge of chaos if their agents become better connected; if there 
is more diversity (either in the agents themselves or in the nature of the relationships between them); and if the 
amount of information transferred is increased. Conversely, an unstable system, one with too much randomness, 
needs to reduce some or all of these variables.

Ralph Stacey, drawing on Kleinian perspectives, argues (1996:177ff) that in human systems two other variables 
are also significant: level of contained anxiety and the power differentials in the system. If the anxiety in an 
organization is too contained there will be no possibility of change or creativity; if there is too much anxiety 
around there will be a tendency for ‘headless chicken’ behaviour or else for the building of spurious and 
unhelpful defences.

Similarly, if there is too much control, in the form of high power differentials between different parts of the 
organization, creativity and readiness for change are likely to be stifled. Contrariwise, if the control mechanisms 
are too weak the system can dissolve into chaotic or random behaviour.

These five influences can be summarised as follows:

 Stability Edge of Chaos Instability

Rate of Information Flow low optimum high

Degree of Diversity low optimum high

Richness of Connectivity low optimum high

Level of Contained Anxiety low optimum high

Degree of Power Differentials high optimum low

My own more recent thinking draws on Stacey's approach and takes it further.
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Interventions such as system-wide inquiries (see below for appreciative inquiry or Marshall & McLean 1985 or 
Reason 1994 for different forms of collaborative inquiry) can help to build connectivity and move an organization 
towards the edge of chaos. Arguably, it is the existence of the connections rather than the content of the 
messages which is more important.

Initiatives such as that of Patricia Shaw (1997) and Bill Critchley (1998) who describe how they worked in the 
shadow system of a local authority also serve to increase connectivity and diversity. They saw their role as 
enabling people to meet and share concerns and also to provoke existing groups to examine and question their 
assumptions and the structures of meaning they were creating.

The introduction of diversity is more problematic. If it is too different it may be rejected; if it is too similar it 
may make no difference. The challenge, especially for the consultant, is to be similar enough to be listened to, 
and different enough to be heard. In my own work with the British Post Office I use the phrase ‘support and 
subvert’ to summarise one aspect of my own approach to introducing diversity.

Self-organization & emergence

Perhaps the most interesting aspect of complex systems is their ability to self-organise; for ordered patterns to 
emerge simply as a result of the relationships and interactions of the constituent agents, without any external 
control or design.

When a complex system is at the edge of chaos it is in a state where change may occur easily and spontaneously. 
Stuart Kauffman refers to this as order for free. It doesn’t arise through conscious design but is something 
immanent within the system—a property of the relationships between the elements rather than the elements 
themselves. (It is worth noting that ‘order’ in this context is not the same as stability or equilibrium; rather, it 
refers to behaviours which can often be quite dynamic and involve unpredictable though patterned changes.)

When an organization is poised at the edge of chaos even a 
small stimulus may cause major change to ripple through, 
like some kind of domino effect. The work of Per Bak 
(1997) is interesting here. He suggests that change in such 
a system will take the form of a power law. That is, most 
of the time a small stimulus will cause a small effect, that 
some of the time a small stimulus will cause a medium 
sized effect, and occasionally a small stimulus will cause a 
huge effect. Unfortunately, there is no way to predict the 
size of the effect at any given time.

Emergent order:

Forms spontaneously.

Cannot be directed.

May be influenced.

Resists change.

Maintains its boundaries.

Ability to influence

Another way of looking at emergence is to think about the dynamics of a complex system. If all states were 
equally likely, then emergence would not occur. Instead, it appears that a relatively few configurations are 
‘privileged’ in some way. These configurations are sometimes known as attractors. There is a lot of 
misunderstanding of this term but it can be useful in helping to make sense of complex behaviour. Capra 
(1997:127ff) and Casti (1994:25ff) both offer reasonably accessible introductions.

So we could say that a complex system will self-organise onto an attractor. It is not possible to dictate the 
nature of the attractor because a complex system is intrinsically unpredictable and uncontrollable. The 
questions is, can we influence the nature of the attractor which the system ‘chooses’?
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I believe that there is some evidence to suggest that this may be the case, at least with systems involving human 
beings. One example would be the placebo effect. If we assume that the immune system is a self-organising 
system which can be assisted by medicinal drugs then it would seem that a placebo can help it self-organise onto 
the same attractor as a drug—as long as the human host believes that the drug has been administered.

Similarly, labelling theory offers examples of behaviours which emerge as a result of beliefs; again the choice of 
attractor is influenced (but not determined) by the mind set. It is well-known that children who are labelled as 
‘slow’ or ‘stupid’ at school tend to conform to that label, underachieving compared to those with similar innate 
ability who are positively labelled.

Interventions such as Appreciative Inquiry—often known as AI—(Cooperrider 1990, Whitney & Schau 1998) try to 
influence the way change can emerge in organizations. A central tenet of AI is that, ‘organizations change in the 
direction in which they inquire’. If this is true then the simple fact of greater connectivity is not sufficient; the 
content also counts.

Small set of simple rules

Cellular automata, such as Life or Cellab, show that quite simple rules, applied again and again, can lead to 
complex behaviour. Similar approaches have been used to model behaviours in the natural world. One of the 
pioneers was Craig Reynolds (1987) who modelled flocking behaviour using a small set of rules:

Separation:

steer to avoid crowding local flockmates.

Alignment:

steer towards the average heading of local flockmates.

Cohesion:

steer to move toward the average position of local flockmates. 

These three simple rules can change a random assembly of agents into a cohesive group, looking just like a flock 
of birds or shoal of fish. The US Marines are using this principle to increase flexibility when command lines may 
get broken (keep moving, use surprise, take high ground wherever possible, for instance).

Another example is the Phoenix Fire Department where the judgement that fire-fighters must exercise in any 
situation is now governed by five words: "Prevent harm. Survive. Be nice." It is amazing how much complex 
behaviour these simple rules permit, as well as how much adaptation.

Fitness landscapes

Because the environment of a CAS is made up of other CASs, all competing for resources, the dynamic between 
them is constantly changing in a nonlinear fashion. In fact, both competition and co-operation are at work 
simultaneously, leading not just to evolution but to co-evolution.

Consider why an organization changes (or wants to change, or needs to change). It is usually in response to a 
change in its environment. In other words, as an adaptive response to environmental change. But why does the 
environment change? Usually because the organizations which make up the ‘business ecosystem’ have changed. 
In other words, as an adaptive response to organizational change.

This complex ‘chicken-egg-chicken’ form of co-evolution is absolutely key for understanding complex systems 
and organizational change. Companies are neither masters nor slaves of their destinies. New competitive and 
collaborative strategies are now being explored in response to these insights (Moore 1996, Nalebuff & 
Brandenburger 1996).

Another way of looking at this wider environment is to consider the notion of ‘fitness’. At any given time some 
organizations are more successful than others; they are ‘fitter’ than others. The fitness of a system changes over 
time because of the constantly changing environment, which is being remade from moment to moment as an 
emergent result of the interactions between the systems. This means that a configuration which has a fitness f1 

at time t1 (relative to the other systems in the environment) is most unlikely to have the same fitness at time t2.

Stuart Kauffman (1996:149ff; c.f. McMaster 1997:157ff) has developed the notion of the fitness landscape, 
originally suggested by Sewell Wright in the 1930s (Lewin 1993:57). It offers a model of what might be happening 
in this complex dynamic. Kauffman suggests that a snapshot of an environment at a given time t1 could be 
thought of as a landscape. If all points in the environment are equally fit, the landscape will be flat like Norfolk 
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or Illinois. If there are differences in fitness between systems, with some very fit and others very unfit, the 
landscape will resemble the Himalayas. If one system is very much fitter than all the others we get what is 
sometimes known as a Fujiyama landscape—one enormous peak in an otherwise relatively flat landscape.

The system at the top of a peak enjoys an advantage over its fellows. Thus the system at 10 { } is currently 
the fittest of all the systems in its environment:

However, because of the co-created nature of the landscape, today’s mountains may easily turn into tomorrow’s 
molehills. A system, by standing still, may find itself no longer on a peak:

The system at 10 is no longer as fit as it could be, since the new local peaks are at 7 and 13 and it is a long way 
behind any system which could reach 19. However, it is not entirely stuck and could manage to improve its 
fitness by following what Kauffman calls an ‘adaptive walk’ (1995:166ff).

This is a strategy in which a system ‘moves’ one step on the landscape and tests its fitness. If the new location is 
fitter than the old, it takes another step. If the new location is less fit than the old it returns to its previous 
location. Thus by going ‘right’ by three steps our system could adaptively walk to the peak at 13.

However, the adaptive walk could never get our system to the best peak at 19 because it would have to walk 
‘downhill’ from 13 to 17, significantly decreasing its own fitness. In practice it is likely to get stuck on what 
Kauffman calls a ‘local peak’ and may find itself left behind as the landscape deforms.
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Actually, things are even more complicated because as a system moves across a fitness landscape it changes the 
nature of the landscape by virtue of its interactions with other systems. Kauffman says that it’s a bit like try to 
walk across a sheet of rubber. Each step deforms the sheet in a different way. Co-evolution has two messages 
for us: that we can never control our environment and also that we need never be passive spectators as the 
landscapes change. What we do both affects and is affected by others.

Patching

Because the only way to get to a distant fitness peak will involve getting less fit before getting better, 
organizations are often reluctant to undertake such a journey. Even those chief execs who intuitively know what 
has to be done seldom have models which will help them articulate and communicate their vision. It’s also 
pretty de-motivating to have to say to people that you want them do make the organization worse! Shareholders 
might not be too impressed either.

So they try to optimise the whole system which often leads to it getting stuck on a low peak because no-one 
wants things to get worse (go down a valley). However, Kauffman discovered a technique, which he called 
patching, which seems to offer a way forward.

Patching breaks a system into connected chunks which then try to self-optimise. So an organization might be 
broken into work groups, business units, profit centres, etc. Each is then given the freedom and encouragement 
to do as well as it can—to improve its own fitness. The side effect of success for any given patch may be to 
cause neighbouring patches to be worse off (go down a valley) and this may lead to the organization becoming 
worse off for a time. But if the process is allowed to continue it will lead to eventual improvement as the system 
climbs a new peak, one that could not have been reached by a simple adaptive walk.

Kauffman also found that for any given system which he modelled that there is an optimum number of patches 
to help the system move to a new fitness peak. Unfortunately, there is currently no known way to predict that 
number even for a simple computer simulation, let alone a human organization.

Organizational culture

I have found some insights from complexity theory useful in thinking about organizational culture. My "Culture & 
Complexity" gives more on this work.

Conclusion

There is much more. Complexity theory is an immature field, still developing. It offers great challenge to the 
organization theorist and some tantalising possibilities and models for the organizational practitioner.

For some it is too flaky, too counter to common sense; for others it is an inexhaustible source of stimulus and 
excitement.

Annotated Bibliography
Complexity science is new; its practitioners still have no common language or agreed set of concepts. The 
concepts are being developed in a diverse range of subjects, from evolutionary biology to adaptive computing. 
So there is no single definitive text. I have included below a number of sources which seem useful and relevant 
to me. The books by Lewin and Waldrop are the best general introductions to the subject; Arthur Battram's book 
gives a good overview of how complexity theory may relate to organizations. (This list is not exhaustive; there 
are a number of other books which I have not yet had a chance to read which are equally important.)

For convenience I have included links to Amazon for those who would like more details on a particular volume.

Abraham, Ralph H. & Shaw, Christopher D. 1992.   Dynamics: The Geometry of Behaviour.   (2nd ed) Redwood City, 
Ca: Addison-Wesley.

A pictorial introduction to dynamics, state spaces, attractors and so on. Not an easy read but great for those 
who hate maths and have a little perseverance.

Bak, Per 1997.   How Nature Works: The Science of Self-Organized Criticality  .   Oxford: University Press.

Racy and opinionated book, offering a particular perspective on complex systems. His experiments with sand 
piles lead to links between avalanches, dinosaur extinctions, stock market prices and many other phenomena in 
a state of ‘self-organised criticality.’

Bar-Yam, Yaneer 1997.   Dynamics of Complex Systems  .   Reading, Mass: Addison-Wesley.
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Highly technical account of some approaches to modelling complexity.

Baskin, Ken 1998.   Corporate DNA: Learning from Life  .   Boston: Butterworth Heinemann.

Drawing on perspectives from genetics and complexity, Ken Baskin looks at organizational change

Battram, Arthur 1999.   Navigating Complexity: The Essential Guide to Complexity Theory in Business and   
Management  .   London: Industrial Society.

Based on Arthur's earlier "Complexicon", this book gives a good introduction to complexity concepts and to their 
possible application to organizations.

Capra, Fritjof 1997 (1996).   The Web of Life: A New Synthesis of Mind and Matter  .   London: Flamingo.

An individual attempt to use systems thinking and complexity to offer a new perspective on the universe. 
Thought-provoking and accessible.

Casti, John L. 1994.   Complexification: Explaining a Paradoxical World Through the Science of Surprise  .   London: 
Abacus.

A popular mathematical look at some aspects of complexity.

Cilliers, Paul 1998.   Complexity and Postmodernism: Understanding Complex Systems  .   London: Routledge.

An interesting look at complexity from a philosophical perspective. Cilliers makes links between some 
approaches to complexity and the post-structuralism of Jacques Derrida

Clippinger, John Henry III 2000,   The Biology of Business.   San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

An anthology of complexity theory applied to business. A bit patchy (the 'contribution' from Brian Arthur was 
actually given as a talk in 1994). I found the contributions from Andy Clark and Philip Anderson particularly 
interesting.

Cohen, Jack & Stewart, Iain 1995 (1994).   The Collapse of Chaos: Discovering Simplicity in a Complex World  .   
Harmondsworth: Penguin.

Written by a reproductive biologist and a mathematician, this book gives both a popular introduction to aspects 
of complexity and also introduces some new thinking on the subject by the authors.

Critchley, Bill 1998. "The Role of a Change Agent." in Philip Sadler (ed)   Management Consultancy: A Handbook of   
Best Practice  .   London:Kogan Page.

Gives an account of a complexity-based intervention Critchley did with Patricia Shaw (q.v.).

Cvitanovic, Predrag 1984.   Universality in Chaos  .   Bristol: Adam Hilger.

Containes reprints of some of the seminal works in the development of chaos theory, including papers by Lorenz, 
May, Feigenbaum, Crutchfield and Ruelle. Not for the faint-hearted.

Dennett, Daniel C. 1995.   Darwin's Dangerous Idea: Evolution and the Meanings of Life.   Harmondsworth: Penguin.

                     Dennett gives a philosophical perspective on Darwinism. The book includes a good exposition of 
Richard Dawkins' notion of 'memes'.   

Eve, Raymond A., Horsfall, Sara & Lee, Mary E. (eds) 1997.   Chaos, Complexity & Sociology: Myths, Models &   
Theories  .   Thousand Oaks, Ca: Sage.

An anthology of papers, growing out of an Internet discussion group, which concentrates on the relationship 
between complexity theory and the social sciences.

Geert, Paul van 1994.   Dynamic Systems of Development: Change Between Complexity & Chaos  .   New York: 
Harvester Wheatsheaf.

Offers a complex systems approach to issues in developmental psychology. A really useful feature of this book 
is the large number of examples of worked models which you can run on your spreadsheet (Lotus 1-2-3 is used 
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but it's fairly easy to translate the into other formats). Being able to play with dynamical models can give a 
real insight into chaotic systems.

Geuss, Arie de 1998. "Planning as Learning". Havard Business Review March-April.

Arie de Geuss was head of planning at Royal Dutch/Shell. In this paper he is concerned with planning as an aid 
to adaptive learning. He also introduces the notion of consultant as transitional object! Scenario planning was 
developed at Shell and it is an approach which fits better with complexity perspectives than most traditional 
planning methods.

Goodwin, Brian 1997 (1994).   How the Leopard Changed its Spots: The Evolution of Complexity  .   London: Phoenix.

Brian Goodwin is a biologist whose views are considered a bit heretical by orthodox neo-Darwinists such as 
Richard Dawkins. This book looks at complexity from a biological and evolutionary perspective.

Holland, John H. 1998.   Emergence: From Chaos to Order.   Reading, Mass: Helix.

Holland’s latest book. I found it tougher-going than ‘Hidden Order’. He advocates the use of computer models 
to study emergent phenomena and shows some of his thinking about generalised models.

Holland, John H. 1995.   Hidden Order.   Reading, Mass: Helix.

Holland is a computer scientist who has developed models of the ways in which interactions between agents in 
a complex adaptive system might work. His work has been influential although there is little reference in this 
book to organizational studies.

Johnson, H. Thomas & Broms, Anders 2000,   Profit Beyond Measure: Extraordinary Results Through Attention to   
Work and People  .   London: Nicholas Brealey.

Somewhat disappointing book which gives some interesting information on Toyota and Scania. The attempt to 
link their practices with complexity theory is weak.

Kauffman, Stuart 1996 (1995).   At Home in the Universe: The Search for Laws of Complexity  .   Harmondsworth: 
Penguin.

Like John Holland, Stuart Kauffman is connected with the Santa Fe Institute, one of the leading centres for the 
study of complexity. A well-written book, though not an easy read, it follows Kauffman’s struggle to discover 
the conditions for emergence to occur at the edge of chaos—‘order for free’, as Kauffman calls it.

Kelly, Susanne & Allison, Mary Ann 1998.   The Complexity Advantage: How the Science of Complexity can Help   
Your Business Achieve Peak Performance  .   New York: Business Week Books.

An interesting attempt to apply complexity to organizations—albeit in a rather American ‘business book’ way. 
There is some interesting good stuff here, together with some provocative speculations, but the overall effect 
is rather prescriptive and mechanistic.

Lewin, Roger 1999 (2nd ed).   Complexity: Life on the Edge of Chaos  .   London: Phoenix.

A readable introduction to the subject, focusing especially on the work and personalities of the Santa Fe 
Institute.

McMaster, Michael D. 1997.   The Praxis Equation: Design Principles for Intelligent Organization  .   Douglas IOM: 
Knowledge Based Development.

Mike McMaster develops a number of ideas from Kauffman, Holland and others and considers their possible 
application to organizations.

Merry, Uri 1995.   Coping With Uncertainty: Insights from the New Sciences of Chaos, Self-Organization, and   
Complexity  .   Westport, Conn: Praeger.

Somewhat disappointing book, although a good introductory piece. I find Uri’s articles more interesting and 
stimulating.

Moore, James 1996.   The Death of Competition: Leadership & Strategy in the Age of Business Ecosystems  .   
London: John Wiley.
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Not about complexity as such, but applies ideas from ecology to suggest new ways of strategic collaboration 
and development.

Morgan, Gareth 1999 (2nd ed).   Images of Organization  .   Altamira Press.

The classic on metaphors as approaches to organization development and consulting. It includes a section on 
attractors and complexity but contains some fundamental misconceptions.

Nalebuff, Barry & Brandenburger, Adam 1996.   Co-opetition.   London: HarperCollins.

Drawing on perspectives from game theory, presents a win-win approach to corporate strategy.

Price, If & Shaw, Ray 1998.   Shifting the Patterns: Breaking the Memetic Codes of Corporate Performance  .   
Chalford, Gloucs.: Management Books 2000.

Price & Shaw adopt a systemic approach to organizational change, coupled with an emphasis on memes—the 
hypothetical ‘genes of culture’ proposed by Richard Dawkins.

Reynolds Craig W. 1987 "Flocks, Herds, and Schools: A Distributed Behavioural Model" Computer Graphics, 21(4), 
July, pp. 25-34.

Craig Reynolds original paper on boids and flocking. It can also be found via his web site - 
http://hmt.com/cwr/boids.html - as can many Java implementations of flocking and swarming behaviours.

Sanders, Irene 1999.   Strategic Thinking and the New Science: Planning in the Midst of Chaos, Complexity, and   
Change  .   New York: The Free Press.

Has a very limited understanding of complexity, with some major misunderstandings of attractors. Interesting 
approach to planning, but little to do with complexity. (The majority of Amazon reviewers seem to disagree 
with my rather negative assessment of this book.)

Seel, Richard 2000, "Culture & Complexity: New Insights into Organizational Change." Organizations & People 
7(2): 2-9

Semler, Ricardo 1993,   Maverick!: The Success Story Behind the World's Most Unusual Workplace  .   London: 
Century.

Not a word about complexity theory but many of Semler's practices seem to show an intuitive grasp of many of 
its principles. A great read, very easy to absorb and will stimulate much thought.

Shaw, Patricia 1997. "Intervening in the Shadow Systems of Organizations: Consulting from a Complexity 
Perspective." Journal of Organizational Change Management 10(3): 235-250.

An account of a consulting assignment using perspectives developed by Ralph Stacey.

Stacey, Ralph 1996.   Complexity and Creativity in Organizations  .   San Francisco: Berrett-Koehler.

Stacey combines thinking from Santa Fe with the Kleinian perspectives of the Tavistock Institute. Some good 
ideas but not easy to read.

Stewart, Ian 1997 (2  nd   ed).   Does God Play Dice?: The New Mathematics of Chaos  .   Harmondsworth: Penguin.

A popular, but mind-stretching, introduction to the mathematics behind chaos theory.

van der Heijden, Kees 1996.   Scenarios: The Art of Strategic Conversation  .   Chichester: John Wiley.

Describes the approach to scenario planning developed during his time at Shell.

Waddington, C. H. 1977.   Tools for Thought  .   London: Paladin.

A classic. Written before 'complexity' became fashionable it offers some ways of thinking about complex 
systems.

Waldrop, M. Mitchell 1993 (1992).   Complexity: The Emerging Science at the Edge of Order and Chaos  .   London: 
Viking.
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An excellent popular account of complexity and its development. Gives some good insights into the thinking 
behind complexity as well as the personalities of those most deeply involved.

Wheatley, Margaret J. 1994 (1992).   Leadership and the New Science: Learning About Organization from an   
Orderly Universe  .   San Francisco: Berrett-Koehler.

A much-cited but rather disappointing book. Deals mainly with chaos theory rather than complexity
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