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ORGANIZATION DEVELOPMENT

REQUIEM OR REVEILLE?

Tony Petrella

INTRODUCTION

“For every complex question there is a simple

answer.  And it’s wrong.”

H. L Mencken

A major premise of this volume concerns two questions: Has OD delivered on its promise? Might OD be in decline? The editors tell me that most of the contributors believe the latter. I have a different view. My view grows out of my 40 years of being a practitioner of OD “on the ground” working with organizations from numerous industries and in different parts of the world. Over and over again I have witnessed my clients choosing to change to increase their own organization’s effectiveness. What follows is a thumbnail sketch of the realms, forces, and factors that need to be addressed to be effective in this field of work. It also illustrates that the values and practice of organization development have and continue to make a valuable contribution to the management and governance of large organizations.

Experience suggests that one must first work within a comprehensive conceptual framework that applies in many different situations. There are a few foundation blocks that always need to be in place. If ignored, and it seems they too frequently are, we risk failing. Though these principles might seem simplistic, they are profoundly important and serve to keep our work grounded and practical. Further, while these principles are easy to articulate and understand, they are not always easy to employ. Learning how to work effectively to improve organizational functioning is not like learning algebra; the same formula doesn’t work in every situation and one must attune oneself, almost as an improvisational jazz musician attunes himself or herself, to the other players in the ensemble. The overarching conceptual framework will always be a good touchstone, but the particular consulting mission will often need to take drastically different courses of action depending on the demands of the particular situation. The requirements that this puts on the flexibility and creativity of the consultant is often quite taxing. It is not a good setting for someone who likes predictability and regularity. Nor is it good for the faint of heart since the work often calls for the courage to stand apart and voice an unpopular point of view.

Richard Beckhard was fond of exhorting Organization Development practitioners to ”put the O in OD.” He was saying that our work needs to place the functioning of the entire organization at the center of our practice if we expect to have an impact on the improvement of organizational performance.  He was concerned that practitioners too often were working in fragmentary ways on only one or two dimensions of organizational behavior. In this chapter the focus will be on the totality of an organization’s performance in relationship to its environment. That is a core belief of mine.

This chapter is an attempt to state first principles to improve the performance of the entire organization. If you want an inventory of methodologies and protocols that will fill up your intervention tool kit this is not the place to find them. If you are interested in the basic conceptual building blocks required to lay the foundation for effective work on the goals of an entire organization, read on.

First Principles
1.
The fundamental purpose an organization serves should be the primary touchstone for any effort to improve organizational performance. Purpose comes first.

2.
An open-systems framework serves best in understanding all sorts of connections, flows and influences an organization and it’s people are subject to when undertaking significant change. Many of these forces are generated outside of the boundaries of the organization.

3.
People are the ultimate source of the creation of value and that value is significantly increased through cooperation and collaboration. 

4.
Conflict is inevitable and requires the use of legitimate power.

5.
An organization’s culture is made up of the members values, beliefs and behaviors that set the ground rules of appropriate organizational behavior.

6.
Tension between continuity and change is healthy and eternal.

7.
Vital leadership inside the organization is essential for all constructive change.

These principles can be looked at three different ways: (1) as the characteristics of an effective organization, (2) as the necessary ingredients of effective leadership, and (3) as the realms of organizational life that an OD consultant must be prepared to address. If any of these are ignored or neglected, the organization will not be able to realize its full potential. If an OD practitioner is unable to constructively address any one of these issues he or she is at considerable risk of failing.

PURPOSE COMES FIRST

The primary societal function of a commercial corporation is the creation of economic value which determines the long-term sustainability of the enterprise. In a free market, a business organization must satisfy both customers and investors and do that in a way that is superior to the performance of competitors. Since failure in these realms will lead the leadership to seek change, it is wise for the consultant to be associated with change initiatives that enhance the business position of the corporation. The short hand expression is to “make the business case” for the change initiative.

It is not up to the OD practitioner to make the business case personally, but he or she must work together with the appropriate leadership to make sure that the change initiative is shaped and articulated in a meaningful way. Too often among OD practitioners one finds a disregard or even hostility towards the profit motive in business organizations. Profit is to business organizations what oxygen is to humans; they need it to survive.

Situations where organizations are challenged in the marketplace provide great opportunities for both wholesale and wholesome change. But if the OD practitioners are not interested or involved in the core function of the corporation — the creation of value and the viability of the business, they are not likely to enjoy the chance to work with these remarkable opportunities. Profit is not our only goal. It is far too narrow a concept to use in defining our work and our mission, but we must include it in our work and be happy to pursue this as well as other goals.

OPEN SYSTEMS FRAMEWORK

Any organization is a system in and of itself and must be understood in it’s entirety --as a total system. Russell L. Ackoff has applied systems thinking to the functioning of business organizations. The following is a simplified definition of a total system. (For a complete definition see Russell L. Ackoff, The Democratic Corporation, Chapter 1.)

1. ”A system is a whole that is defined by its function in a larger system (or systems).” Stated more concretely, a business corporation is defined by its relationship to critical markets, and to the environment in which it is embedded.

2. “Every subset of parts can affect the behavior or properties of the whole and none have an independent effect on the whole.” More concretely, any critical function or department of an organization can impact the performance of the entire organization, but this impact will be determined by the interaction with other critical functions of the organization.

3. “None of a system’s parts have a defining function, behavior or property of a system taken as a whole.” It takes the whole organization to do a complete job, and no one part of the organization defines the organization’s function or purpose.

4.”The essential characteristics of a system depend on how its parts interact not on how they act separately.” The performance of an organization is not necessarily improved when the performance of any part is improved, it takes the integration of all the parts working together to utilize the improvement originating in one of the parts. 

Far too many attempts to improve organizational performance too narrowly focus on one part of the organization or one aspect of organizational work. While such efforts can produce some benefit, it is folly to expect that the culmination of these efforts will impact total organizational performance in any significant way. The latter requires connecting all the related functions into a unified whole.

