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Organizational Culture

Welcome to our fifty-first year of pub-
lishing the OD Network’s journal. We 
have changed our name to Organiza-
tion  Development Review and will continue 
bringing together academic perspectives 
and practitioner experiences to  foster 
dialogues that inform both theory 
and practice.

Kelly Makino and Carlton Oliver offer 
OD practitioners working in culturally 
diverse organizations guidance to bolster 
efforts in succession planning, leadership 
development, and curating an organiza-
tional culture that supports high potential 
employees of diverse backgrounds. 

Susan Rebner and Bauback Yeganeh 
acknowledge that many Mergers 
and Acquisitions fall short of initial 
expectations. They propose that leaders 
will increase their chances of success 
in mergers and acquisitions by using 
mindfulness practices to help themselves 
and others act more purposefully and 
effectively in the initial phase of M&A, and 
throughout each of the M&A phases. 

Matt Minahan describes how the field 
of OD is on the cusp of major explosive 
growth in China. Even if the field remains 
a small fraction of organizations in China, 
the scale of the economy is so large that a 
small fraction is going to be a big number. 
Therefore, it is truly important to know 
how the Chinese understand OD, and it 
also helps to understand the country, 
its economy, and its major political and 
social factors.

Jane Feng tells her story of the early 
history of OD in China, and shares 
her current observations of OD. OD 
has become popular in large, privately 
owned com panies (e.g., Alibaba, Huawei, 
JD). Several local consulting firms 

have been putting years of efforts into 
learning, applying, and disseminating 
OD knowledge. Now, in the last one or 
two years, OD has become a fashion in 
China, which opens many opportunities 
to develop Chinese ways of doing OD. 
However, people are more interested in OD 
toolkits from abroad. Thus, the challenge 
for China is to develop a more systemic 
way of knowing OD.

Lesley Page, Sheila Boysen, and Terry 
Arya consider organizational culture to be 
a powerful mechanism that can impact 
employee engagement and satisfaction. 
Recent social movements such as #MeToo 
and #TimesUp indicate that organizational 
culture can fall short of expectations, 
often driven by a lack of leadership and 
organizational vision. The consequences 
on employee morale can be devastating 
for both the individual employee and the 
organization at large. This case study 
used survey research to explore these 
topics more deeply, taking into account 
both the spoken and unspoken norms of 
organizational life around communication, 
trust, respect, and psychological safety in 
the workplace.

Anton Shufutinsky argues that 
identifying root causes in safety-related 
workplace incidents is critical to prevent 
injury. Traditional Root Cause Analysis 
methods have generally been problem-
based, focusing on identifying deficiencies, 
flaws, and behaviors of equipment and 
people that caused or contributed to the 
accidents. This negative, consequence-
driven model often fails to be effective 
at preventing future incidents, often 
because of the blame, negativity, resistance, 
and limited innovation in the method. 
Appreciative Inquiry is a good tool to apply 
as a model for Root Cause Investigations 
because it differs from the traditional 
approaches of problem-solving in a 
manner in which it shifts people’s focus 
from problems to possibilities, exploring 
what can be done to improve processes 
and moving away from blame-game 

finger-pointing and toward appreciating 
contributions. 

John Conbere and Alla Heerhiadt 
describe an intervention in a rural 
health care system. To compete with 
other healthcare organizations, the St. 
Croix Regional Medical Center had to 
simultaneously increase patient experience, 
improve the quality of services provided, 
reduce overall costs, and increase 
organizational effectiveness. To achieve 
these goals, the medical center had to 
change the way it operated. This meant 
changing the deep beliefs, or cultural 
assumptions, that led to the dysfunctions. 

Peter F. Sorensen and Therese 
F. Yaeger offer the case of a large 
manufacturing company, FederalCo. 
Although the company has been 
characterized by success, the president 
has become aware of a growing number of 
changes that have been developing recently, 
and now seem to be coming together in 
a tsunami type of change. In response, 
three OD colleagues share the experiences 
and insights that might be helpful for 
FederalCo: Rachel Narel, a consultant 
specializing in agile organization devel-
op ment; Jorge Cestou, a consultant 
specializing in OD in the not-for-profit 
sector; and a CEO of a manufacturing 
company, Bryan McCusker, who has a 
PhD in Organization Development. 

Practicing OD 
Editors: Stacey Heath, Deb Peters, and 
Rosalind Spigel
Annette Schultz describes how she has 
been helping Sanford Health on a five-
year journey of change and improvement. 
Mary Lippitt explains how a once dys-
functional team coalesced around a shared 
reality and the need for results. David 
 Hosmer offers practices that can help 
one recognize implicit bias and engage 
in mindful inclusion. 

John VogelsangFormer Editors

Larry Porter   1973–1981
Raymond Weil   1982–1984
Don & Dixie Van Eynde  1985–1988
David Noer   1989–1992
Celeste Coruzzi  1993–1995
David Nicoll  1996–2000
Marilyn E. Blair  2000–2008
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By	Kelly	Makino	and	
Carlton	Oliver

“The	ability	to	unite	a	diverse	group	of	employees	under	a	single	vision	has	become	
a	mission-critical	mandate	as	vital	to	success	as	business	acumen.”

Developing Diverse 
Leadership Pipelines
A Requirement for 21st Century Success

A global economy requires diverse voices 
in executive committees, and it is up to 
organization development practitioners 
to ensure their companies are able to 
build pipelines to fill that need. Ensuring 
all voices are heard in decisions is not 
merely a moral or ethical issue, it is one 
of optimal organizational performance. 
Homogenous decision-making teams are 
significantly disadvantaged when building 
the robust levels of trust, collaboration, 
and communication needed to support 
the pace of advancement required by 
modern markets (Brown, 2009; Sabharwal, 
2014). While our country’s workforce 
steadily moves towards a level of diversity 
reflective of the United States population 
demographics at lower and mid-range 
levels, this diversity diminishes as it moves 
up the organization, weeding out women 
and people of color at senior leadership 
levels (see Figure 1). OD practitioners are 
uniquely situated to impact this trend 
through the use of inclusive organization 
development practices. 

The transformation of the 21st century 
professional workforce has established 
new standards of success for leadership, 
leaning heavily on social competencies to 
lead, develop, and engage today’s diverse 
workforce. In other words, the ability to 
unite a diverse group of employees under 
a single vision has become a mission-
critical mandate as vital to success as 
business acumen (Brandon, 2016; 
Ferdman, 2017). The purpose of this paper 
is to provide OD practitioners working 
in culturally diverse organizations with 
guidance to bolster efforts in succession 

planning, leadership development, and 
curating an organizational culture that 
supports high potential employees of 
diverse backgrounds.

Measuring Opportunity:  
Fairness in the Workforce

Despite decades of attempted interventions, 
people of color are still progressing to 
leadership at a disproportionately lower 
rate than white counterparts in the 
professional labor force, which includes 
“management, professional, and related 
occupations” across administrative sectors 
from finance to healthcare, comprising 
19% of the workforce yet accounting for 
53% of the national earnings (United States 
Census Bureau, 2018; BLS, 2018). One way 
to assess the algorithmic fairness of career 
progression in a labor force is to examine 
the statistical parity, or comparative ratios, 
of demographic groups at each level of 
the hierarchy from direct contributors 
(specialists, clerks, administrators), to mid-
level managers, to executives (Corbett-
Davies, Pierson, Feller, Goel, & Huq, 
2017). In a fully egalitarian environment, 
this statistical parity (P) of each group 
would be approximately 1.0, as direct 
contributors, mid-level management, and 
executive leadership suggesting that their 
representation in that level is equivalent 
to their level of representation in the 
wider population. Unfortunately, current 
evidence demonstrates this parity has yet to 
be achieved (See Appendix A). 

Although significant strides have been 
made, it is apparent even with a high-level 
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review that the US has not yet attained 
fairness for those chosen for employment 
in its most lucrative sector. The 
professional workforce includes an overall 
parity for white Americans, quite close to 
algorithmic fairness (1.03), and Asians are 
even over-represented (1.35P) compared 
to the wider workforce (BLS, 2018). 
However, Black Americans are chosen for 
professional jobs at a significantly lower 
parity (0.78P), and Hispanics have an 
even smaller presence at a parity of only 
0.56P (BLS, 2018). Instead, these groups 
are over-represented in the lower-paid, 
higher-fatality sectors such as resource 
extraction, transportation, or production 
(BLS, 2016; BLS, 2018). This contrast is 
stark: ensuring that all people are able to 
find the opportunities in the professional 
workforce to enjoy the potential, high 
status, and economic benefit is critical to 
create a fair and balanced economy in the 
United States.

However, reaching algorithmic fair-
ness in the overall professional workforce 
is only one step toward equity; we must 
zoom in to examine the parity within its 
layers. By race, both white (1.05P) and 
Hispanic (1.03) professionals maintain 
parity moving from direct contributors 
to middle manager level, suggesting 
they are advancing with a roughly equal 
presence to their population in the field 
(BLS, 2017). However, Black and Asian 
professionals watch their parity ratios 

drop (0.81P & 0.73P) as their white and 
Hispanic colleagues are promoted (BLS, 
2018). Nearing the top, the parity ratio of 
white professionals spikes at the executive 
leadership level (1.15P) as other racial 
groups’ parity plummets to an aggregated 
0.49P – suggesting qualified individuals 
of color in middle management are 
passed over for promotion to the executive 
level at least twice as often as their white 
counterparts. This phenomenon leads to a 
critical loss of thought diversity at the most 
strategic level of an institution, in turn 
diminishing organizational potential for 
effectiveness.

For women of color the inter sec-
tion ality of race, gender, and cultural 
expectations compound barriers to the 
executive level. White women experience 
a drop in parity to a mere 0.61P, which 
is a concern – but nothing compared to 
Asian (0.31P), Hispanic (0.27P), and Black 
(0.22P) women, suggesting that they are 
perceived to be ready for a leadership role 
one-fourth as often as people of other 
groups (BLS, 2018; Gee, Peck, & Wong, 
2015). These unbalanced trends have been 
shown across professional industries by 
multiple research studies and industry 
reports, finding greatest levels of disparity 
in the Technology and Finance sectors 
(Gee, et al., 2015; Milligan, Levine, Chen, 
& Edkins, 2016). The data is stark, and it 
raises an important question: Can the OD 

community buck this trend? The evidence 
at hand says, Absolutely. 

Counteracting Barriers with 
OD Intervention

A perspective that simply tracks differ-
ences is not adequate to create parity 
and fairness: building inclusion into a 
company’s culture and succession plan-
ning practices supports the ability of an 
organization to retain top-tier profes-
sionals of color and develop their critically 
important perspectives for leadership 
roles (Ferdman, 2014). Inclusion is 
required to guide behavior towards an 
environment that facilitates members of 
all groups exchanging full value. Shifting 
from the traditional Diversity model to a 
perspective of Inclusion creates a deeper 
understanding of the strategies that will 
improve equity in the workplace. While 
it is important to maintain awareness of 
the success of each demographic group, 
overlapping identities for employees such 
as race, age, sexual orientation, and/or 
religion result in an environment where 
most professionals harbor an identity 
at some level that would classify them 
as a minority or “outgroup” member in 
some context. 

Outgroups and ingroups are a corner-
stone of social identity. An ingroup is any 
social group with which an individual 
considers themselves a member; higher 
trust, greater benefits, and more credibility 
are afforded to each other members of 
the group. By contrast, an outgroup is a 
social group that one is not accepted in 
or identifies with (Tajfel, 1974). Outgroup 
members, being different, enjoy less trust, 
credibility, and preferential treatment 
than in-group members. This is the root 
of “competency bias” against devalued 
groups, including race and gender (Tajfel, 
1974). This result is a double standard as 
leaders hold individuals from outgroups 
to stricter standards and a presumed lower 
competence level than individuals from 
in-groups (Lyness & Heilman, 2006; 
Whalen, 2014). This perspective is inter-
nal ized, manifesting as lower personal 
efficacy as a leader (particularly, if they 
hail from strongly hierarchical cultures 

Figure 1. Parity	of	Professional	Labor	Force	by	Race	and	Gender
Data Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics, BLS, 2018
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such as East Asia) or “imposter syndrome” 
(Rosch et al., 2015). In an inclusive 
organization, this dynamic should be a 
key consideration in OD interventions: 
from reorganizing departments, to 
fostering positive group dynamics of a 
newly-formed teams, to building in self-
efficacy support in leadership workshops, 
to performance management programs, to 
succession planning.

A challenge of successful succession 
in particular is identifying the trends 
that mask the leadership capabilities of 
a company’s high-potential candidates 
(Anderson, 2018; Yap & Konrad, 
2009). The careers of Hispanic and 
Black workers are affected long term 
by out-group and competency bias by 
colleagues as employers require Hispanic 
employees more time in their positions 
to advance and expect Black employees 
to serve significantly added time in their 
professional field before promotion, 
compared to white candidates (Shore, 
2011, Smith, 2005). The career arcs of 
Asian employees are affected by a different 
but equally complex competency bias of 
Asian people being perceived as passive, 
weak, introverted individuals that lack 
the assertive social competencies and 
thought orientation associated with 
western leadership (Gee, et al., 2015). 
Some of the barriers are also logistical in 
nature, as minorities often steer towards 
careers focused on technical skills with 
the goal of enhancing career security, 
which can cap the ability to rise within 
the leadership hierarchy (Sy et al., 2010). 
These competency biases add up to a 
dilemma of being vetted for advancement 
opportunities based on a record of success 
rather than potential, yet are last in line to 
receive opportunities to develop that record 
of success due to an implicit skepticism 
about their ability. 

Asian professionals experience a 
unique barrier, as leadership behavior 
in Asian cultures for high potential 
professionals can vary greatly from ideal 
leadership behavior of western culture 
(Gee, et al., 2015). American leadership 
behaviors include assertive behavior, 
risk-taking, extraversion, a willingness 
to negotiate between hierarchy levels 

(i.e. low power distance), and explicit, 
decisive communication in public settings 
(Bass, 1999). However, in Asian cultures, 
ideal leadership behaviors are oriented 
towards thoughtfulness, risk-mediation, 
deference to authority (i.e. high-power 
distance), and a controlled public face: 
privately engaging in decisions, questions, 
and debate (Gee, et al, 2015). Research 
has demonstrated that Asian American 
professionals, particularly those with 
more traditional extended families, can 
display Asian leadership behaviors for up 
to several generations in western culture 

(Gee, et al., 2015). Interpreting culturally-
oriented leadership behavior by others in a 
solely American business cultural context 
gives rise to inaccurate and diminished 
impressions of the true leadership poten-
tial and ability of Asian profes sionals 
(Gee, et al., 2015; Carter, Mossholder, 
Feild, & Armenakis, 2014). This is a 
strong consideration for OD professionals 
involved in coaching and ensuring that 
managers working with Asian employees 
are culturally aware of the behavioral 
setting contrasts.

Women, and especially women of 
color, face an additional layer of judgement 
due to the behavioral expectations on their 
gender. The competency biases that affect 
women’s careers carry gender-normative 
stereotypes of lower intelligence, inherent 
weakness, and submissive tendencies 
(Lynch, 2017; Shore, 2011). This has been 
described by researchers as the “Sticky 
Floor” effect: women are typecast in 
roles of low status and afforded minimal 

opportunities for development such as 
acumen-coaching, stretch projects, or 
opportunities that require late hours or 
travel (Heilman, 2012; Yap & Konrad, 
2009). Women can experience career stalls 
due to childrearing and a lack of mentoring 
opportunities equivalent to their male 
colleagues (Shore, 2011). The compounded 
impact of bias on the career deceleration of 
female professionals of color is substantial 
but is able to be mitigated with inclusive 
leadership development and succession 
planning practices. All this begs the 
question, do our current leaders have 

the skills needed to appropriately build 
an inclusive culture and nurture leaders 
of color? 

For the reasons described above, as 
well as many others, professionals of color 
and other out-group individuals experience 
far less opportunities for psychological 
safety than their white counterparts, 
which is critical to their growth as experts 
and leaders (Shore, 2011). As members 
of higher-status ingroups implicitly set 
standards for members of the outgroups 
around them, outgroup members behave 
more conservative in manner to meet 
their personally perceived expectations 
of the in-group (Leonardelli, Pickett, & 
Brewer, 2010; Tajfel, 1974). This includes 
withholding opinions, conforming to 
lowered expectations, and refraining from 
assertive behavior in a group-settings, 
masking their true value and leadership 
potential (Carter, Mossholder, Feild, & 
Armenakis, 2014). Unfortunately, the 
research says, not yet.

For new managers that are subject to a competency bias 
due to their race, gender, or other outgroup status, typical 
missteps along a normal learning curve are more likely to be 
inaccurately assigned as personality flaws—rather than as 
growth experiences like their ingroup counterparts . . . This 
can considerably decrease the likelihood of being identified 
for advancement unless they are members of an inclusive 
workplace, guided by leaders with the skills, knowledge, and 
mindset to bring out the best in the individuals on their team. 

ORGANIZATION DEVELOPMENT REVIEW Vol. 51 No. 1 20196



Inclusive Leadership Development 

The transformed economy of the 21st 
century is still relatively new, and leaders 
are still learning the knowledge and skills 
to successfully lead a company to a state 
of inclusion. While time intensive, leader-
ship development and education must be 
responsive to the unique demographic 
makeup of leadership and front line 
employ ees in diverse organizations—
purchased curriculums will not have mea-
surable effects (Gee et al, 2015; Lacerenza 
et al., 2017; Shore, 2011). This includes 

creating education that supports current 
leaders (white and otherwise) to recognize 
their own biases and work through them, 
as well as to mentor and develop employees 
from under represented groups.

It takes an average of one to two years 
for new leaders to perform effectively in 
their roles as they find their way through 
learning to communicate, problem-solve, 
and navigate working relationships with 
other managers and leaders (Corporate 
Executive Board, 2015; Hosie & Nankervis, 
2016). For new managers that are 
subject to a competency bias due to their 
race, gender, or other outgroup status, 
typical missteps along a normal learning 
curve are more likely to be inaccurately 
assigned as personality flaws—rather 
than as growth experiences like their 
ingroup counterparts (Shore, 2011). This 
can considerably decrease the likelihood 
of being identified for advancement 
unless they are members of an inclusive 
workplace, guided by leaders with the 
skills, knowledge, and mindset to bring out 

the best in the individuals on their team. 
We recommend that talent development 
professionals proceed with caution as 
every individual is different; however it 
is critical to be aware that the following 
learning needs historically hold particular 
value in developing individuals with 
leadership potential that are members of 
underrepresented groups to bring forth 
their authentic potential: 
 » Build confidence, self-efficacy, and 

personal vision of oneself in a leader-
ship role in the face of imposter 
syndrome.

 » Give explicit clarification of leadership 
behaviors with on-the-job opportunities 
to pre-plan the behaviors and then 
practice in low-stakes environments,

 » Support to negotiate with others in the 
hierarchy and make decisions within 
its context.

 » Strategies to manage and negotiate 
competency and outgroup biases in self 
and others when one finds oneself on 
the receiving end, or are witness to it in 
others.

 » Reflection opportunities to debrief 
experiences in a psychologically safe 
environment (Rosch, et al, 2015; Gee et 
all, 2015; Shore, 2011; Heilman et al., 
1992).

These five strategies often come together in 
a single intervention. For example:

A retired Asian American executive 
in a global digital imaging company 
relays his experience mentoring 
young professionals of color on his 

team: He holds debriefs before and 
after meetings to discuss the main 
points and strategic intent of the 
meeting in order to help “hone their 
focus.” This allows time for reflection 
and practice, as well as to encourage 
leadership-oriented thinking styles 
and interactions. It also allows the 
non-American mentees to “elevate 
the level of abstraction,” “interpret 
information, and learn the thought 
processes of Western mainstream 
executives” in preparation and in 
reflection of the interactions. 

By explicitly setting in-group expectations 
with his mentees, this manager was able to 
allow them to bring forth more authentic 
behavior (Sy, Tram-Quon, & Leung, 2017, 
p. 149).

Do You See What They See?

To make progress on this issue we must 
examine the environments in which 
professionals of color function. OD 
practitioners can discover an employee 
or team’s level of inclusion within an 
organization in procedures, policies, and 
employee feedback by finding out:
 » What level of access to information and 

insight have they been granted, and at 
what time?

 » Was their input invited and used in 
decision-making?

 » Do they feel included in the 
organizational meta-narrative or 
cultural voice? 

 » Have they experienced procedural 
justice within the company policies, 
procedures, and processes . . . or not? 
(Shore, 2011).

Curating opportunities for these employ-
ees to experience feelings of normalcy 
and freedom from perceived judgement 
is critical to their growth. This can be 
achieved in part through corporate 
culture that defines ingroups inclusively 
in its messaging and expectations: all 
individuals are treated as team insiders 
and encouraged to work together while 
retaining their unique identities—a 
framework known as Optimal 

Research confirms that organizations engaging in the same 
practices that reinforce systemic oppression of people of 
color suffer financially, are less competitive, and are at a 
high risk for fading into obscurity in the current economic 
ecosystem . . . Bolstering diverse voices to the executive level 
not only improves organizational performance, it reinforces 
an inclusive national narrative that normalizes perceptions of 
high competency and efficacy of groups currently devalued in 
American society.
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Distinctive ness Theory (Leonardelli, et.al., 
2010). Inclusive workplaces’ culture and 
employ ees explicitly value individuals’ 
uniqueness, intergroup contributions, 
and collaborate across boundaries such 
as culture, race, and social identity (Mor 
Barak, 2000).

Several steps can be taken to support 
an inclusive organizational environment 
able to create executive demographic 
parity and the benefits it brings for an 
organization. At an organizational level, 
a combination of the following strategies 
have proven successfull through empirical 
evidence, when implemented with con-
sistency and accountability over a period 
of time: 
 » Set inclusion as a priority with executive 

endorsement, and consistently enforce 
the expectation with performance 
goals that hold leaders accountable to 
creating inclusion in their domains.

 » Promote an inclusive organizational 
meta-narrative through transparency, 
strong employee feedback loops, and 
a fair culture that celebrates its unique 
employees united under one mission 
and vision.

 » Ensure all corporate trainers are 
qualified to teach social inclusion 
through behavioral skill pedagogy.

 » Provide both stand-alone instructor-led 
inclusion education and weave explicit 
inclusion education into other training 
topics.

 » Treat inclusion skills as a core leader-
ship competency by embedding rele-
vant training in all aspects of leadership 
development programs.

 » Solicit employee feedback as part of 
decision-making and broadcast credit 
for actions taken.

 » Hold supervisors explicitly accountable 
to their teams’ inclusion level indi-
cators, employee feedback, exit surveys, 
and engagement levels in their 
performance reviews.

 » Create sponsored mentorship pro-
grams, affinity groups, and employee 
advising committees (Mor Barack, 
2000, 2016; Leonardelli et al., 2010; 
Church, et al.,2014; Gee et al, 2015). 

Industry literature describes a wide swath 
of benefits that inclusive workplaces enjoy 
that are substantial not only for under-
represented individuals but the entire 
organization, including higher employee 
performance and engagement, increased 
creativity, improved decision-making, 
and stronger communication (Brown, 
2009; Mor Barak, 2016; Brandon, 2016). 
These qualities are success factors for 
an organization’s culture to maintain 
growth, innovate, and adapt (Holt, et al., 
2007). The ability of leaders to leverage 
these success factors optimally to build 
an inclusive corporate culture leads to 
more support from stakeholders, better 
organizational reputation, and higher 
financial performance (Appelbaum, 
Degbe, MacDonald, Nguyen-Quang, 2015; 
Heidrick & Struggles, 2018).

Conclusion

It is critical for organizations to address 
the need for an inclusive workplace culture 
and nurture its leaders of color. Without 
the ability to judge potential leaders fairly, 
organizations will miss the opportunity 
to leverage its best talent. Research 
confirms that organizations engaging in 
the same practices that reinforce systemic 
oppression of people of color suffer 
financially, are less competitive, and are 
at a high risk for fading into obscurity 
in the current economic ecosystem 
(Buckingham & Seng, 2009; Holt, et. al., 
2007; Kotter, 1996). Bolstering diverse 
voices to the executive level not only 
improves organizational performance, 
it reinforces an inclusive national 
narrative that normalizes perceptions of 
high competency and efficacy of groups 
currently devalued in American society 
(Gee, Peck, & Wong, 2015; Rosch, Collier, 
& Thompson, 2015; Shore, 2011; Yap & 
Konrad, 2009). This balance is achieved 
when an inclusive corporate culture is 
strategically curated by blending talent 
development, organizational systems, 
and organizational culture interventions. 
Moving forward, there are still many 
research opportunities: business leaders, 
social science experts, and employees of 
color with lived experience must partner 

to record promising practices, validate the 
current frameworks, and build concrete 
roadmaps for success. 

Thus, we leave our organization 
development colleagues with a call to 
action: We hope you will undertake the 
difficult work to eliminate barriers that 
decelerate the careers of the people of 
color in professional organizations, for OD 
practitioners are uniquely positioned to 
dismantle the sticky floors, glass ceilings, 
glass cliffs, tall shadows, exaggerated 
microscopes, and other vestiges of bias 
that prevent us all from realizing our 
true potential for success, personally, 
professionally, and corporate.
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“While	there	are	numerous	reasons	that	a	combination	could	fail,	they	most	often	involve	human	
capital	challenges,	which	need	to	be	addressed	at	every	phase	of	the	M&A	process	in	order	to	
yield	a	successful	implementation.”

By	Susan	Rebner	and	
Bauback	Yeganeh

Merger and Acquisition (M&A) trans-
actions have happened for centuries as 
an important process for the growth of 
organizations. The frequency of M&A 
transactions has increased in modern 
business and is expected to continue 
increasing within the next decade. Despite 
this, many M&A transactions fall short 
of initial expectations. In this article 
we propose that leaders will increase 
their chances of success in mergers 
and acquisitions by using mindfulness 
practices to help themselves and others 
act more effectively in the initial phase 
of M&A, known as the pre-combination 
phase. 

Mergers & Acquisitions

M&A has been around since the late 
1800s, built on the belief that “the com-
bined company will have greater value 
than the two companies alone” (Marks & 
Mirvis, 1992). In theory, there are typically 
both strategic and financial benefits to 
combining the strengths of two or more 
organizations. This is commonly referred 
to as “synergy” whereby the whole is 
greater than the sum of the parts. Many 
organizations have benefitted from such 
synergy via M&A transactions over the 
years, and the rate of M&A activity only 
seems to be increasing. According to 
Thomson Reuters, “Worldwide M&A 
activity totaled US $3.3 trillion during the 
first nine months of 2018, an increase of 
37% compared to the first nine months of 
2017 and the strongest first nine months 
for global M&A since records began in 

1980.” (Thomson Reuters, 2011). Some 
notable M&A transactions that have 
happened in the past few years include:
 » Microsoft buys LinkedIn for $26.2 

billion in 2016.
 » Facebook buys WhatsApp for $19.5 

billion in 2014.
 » Facebook buys Instagram for $1 billion 

in 2012.
 » Facebook buys Oculus for $2 billion in 

2014.
 » The Walt Disney Company buys 20th 

Century Fox for $52.4 billion in 2017.
 » Apple buys Dr. Dre Beats for $3 billion 

in 2016.
 » CVS Drug Stores buys Aetna 

Healthcare for $69 billion in 2017.
 » Sycamore Partners (Private Equity) 

buys Staples for $6.9 billion in 2017.
 » Amazon buys Whole Foods Market for 

$13.4 billion in 2017.
 » Cigna Health buys Express Scripts 

(Pharmacy) for $67 billion in 2018.

M&A transactions are expected to increase 
within the next ten years, mainly for 
the purpose of acquiring technology. 
Historically, companies have combined for 
reasons such as increasing the customer 
base, operational synergies, geographic 
expansion, product and/or intellectual 
property acquisition, and removal of 
excess capacity from the market. However, 
technology has become the new and 
primary driver of M&A activity, even 
topping the desired expansion of the 
existing customer base. Interestingly, 
this newly found focus on technology 
acquisition begs one to question whether 
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the perceived importance of human 
capital is disproportionally diminished. 
The following reasons will contribute 
to the increase of M&A activity in the 
next decade:
 » The aging baby boomers and the rise 

of the millennials will trigger a wealth 
transfer. Much of that transfer of 
money will happen via M&A.

 » The Trump effect—People are sitting 
on the sidelines just waiting.

 » China has about $1.5 trillion to spend in 
the M&A arena over the next 10 years.

 » Corporations have massive cash 
stockpiles in their treasuries.

With all the presumed benefits and 
pervasive history of M&A transactions, 
one might reasonably assume that 
most organizations are able to integrate 
smoothly and successfully. However, the 
reality is that few M&A transactions are 
objectively considered to be successful. 
According to Forbes, “Most research 
indicates that M&A activity has an overall 
success rate of about 50% - basically a 
coin toss” (Sher, 2012, p.5). For purposes 

of this article we broadly define “failure” 
as significantly falling short of pre-
combination phase expectations in terms of 
combined entity synergies, both financially 
and culturally. While there are numerous 
reasons that a combination could fail, 
they most often involve human capital 
challenges, which need to be addressed at 
every phase of the M&A process in order 
to yield a successful implementation. 
Specifically, attention to human factors 
in the pre-combination phase could 
prevent, or lessen, potential problems 
that arise during the combination phase. 

It is important to consistently remind 
oneself that businesses are comprised of 
human beings with complex emotions 
and expectations, particularly regarding 
significant life change events such as 
mergers and acquisitions. Combined 
organizations will not produce the levels of 
financial and operational success initially 
conceived when cultural and behavioral 
dynamics are dysfunctional. The internet is 
littered with case studies that expose how 
culture and/or employee-based discord 
are the primary causes of one plus one 
equaling less than two. 

This relates to our experiences 
working with organizations as well. For 
example, multiple M&A integrations 
within the financial services industry that 
we’ve been a part of have had recurring 
themes that ultimately led to lost share-
holders equity, failed relationships, and 

employee attrition. These themes have 
included:
 » Employee disenchantment—

Insufficient attempts at merging 
cultures and lack of leadership 
communication often resulting in 
diminished performance, reductions 
in job satisfaction, and overall 
decline in morale.

 » Operational missteps—Employee 
responsibility misalignment, 
duplication of efforts, confusion 
regarding back office operations and 
task ownership.

 » Emotional Impact—Haphazard and 
flawed decisions that are largely made 
based upon emotions rather than smart 
planning. In many cases we witnessed 
leadership making rushed decisions 
during the M&A versus taking the time 
to reflect and be more mindful. Both 
buyer and seller suffered as a result.

M&A can be an exciting process. This is 
especially true at the very beginning or 
closing of the deal when stakeholders often 
experience a euphoric feeling. However, the 
pitfalls listed above tend to surface shortly 
thereafter to everyone’s detriment. 

Marks and Mirvis (1982) identify three 
unique merger and acquisition phases: pre-
combination, legal combination, and post-
combination (Table 1). The pre-combination 
phase sets the foundation for success 
or failure of the entire initiative. This 
critical phase typically includes financial, 
legal, cultural, operational, and market 
approach due-diligence and alignment 
analysis. Without question, however, the 
financial and legal portion of analyses 
typically consume most of the time and 
attention during this phase, often to the 
detriment of cultural and operational 
aspects. The financial portion alone can 
take months whereby every line-item on 
the income statement, balance sheet, 
and cash flow statement are extensively 
scrutinized. Understandably, the financial 
and legal frameworks are of incredible 
significance to both the buyer and the 
seller and are strictly necessary for any 
type of deal consummation. That said, 
it is imperative that they alone do not 
determine whether a transaction should be 
pursued in earnest, as many M&A’s have 
failed despite having initially appeared 
flawless on paper. One might also wonder 
if the “sunk cost fallacy” comes into play, 
whereby so much time and effort has been 
expended that the transaction gets muscled 
forward regardless. Needless to say, this 
phase must be properly managed in 

Table	1.	Combination Phases

Phases Typical Emphasis Successful Emphasis

Pre-Combination Financial Strategic

Legal Combination Political Transition	Management

Post-Combination Damage	Control Value	Creation

It is important to consistently remind oneself that businesses 
are comprised of human beings with complex emotions 
and expectations, particularly regarding significant life 
change events such as mergers and acquisitions. Combined 
organizations will not produce the levels of financial and 
operational success initially conceived when cultural and 
behavioral dynamics are dysfunctional.
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order to successfully plan and execute the 
subsequent phases. 

The primary reasons for M&A 
failure include: a lack of due diligence, 
insufficient consideration for human 
factors during the pre-combination phase, 
and cultural misalignment. In order 
to improve success rates, leaders must 
reconsider their approaches to the pre-
combination phase of M&A transactions. 
Executives would be wise to prolong 
the pre-combination phase in order to 
sufficiently address the aforementioned 
issues. Moreover, the executives themselves 

should not be the only representatives 
of the participating companies. For 
example, mid-level managers from 
various divisions or disciplines can be 
asked to sign non-disclosure agreements 
if necessary and be brought into the pre-
combination discussions. The insight 
provided by these individuals could prove 
to be valuable, especially if they are able 
to provide meaningful representation 
of a cross-section of the employee base. 
Some of these process changes are 
difficult to be aware of when we are in 
a state of mindlessness, or auto-pilot. 
Mindfulness can help leaders to shift their 
mindsets and behaviors toward productive 
and smart approaches during the pre-
combination phase. 

A Look at Mindfulness

Practicing mindfulness may lead to better 
due diligence during the pre-combination 
phase. Mindfulness brings an alert and 
open awareness. “Mindfulness is a state 

of mind in which one pays attention in a 
particular way, on purpose, in the present 
moment” (John Kabat Zinn, 1994, p.4). 
It has been around in various forms 
since the early days of civilization but 
entered mainstream American life in 
the 1980s as more studies on its mental 
and physical benefits emerged (Yeganeh 
& Good, 2016). Those who practice 
mindfulness are better able to keep a 
clear head and consider the information 
before them in a rational manner. They are 
also more likely to be intentional during 
times that matter rather than acting on 

auto-pilot, which is typically associated 
with mindlessness. Mindfulness can be 
attained from various types of attentional 
focus practices, and learning can be self-
guided, or occur through coaching or class 
settings. Many organizations are offering 
meditation classes, meditation rooms, 
and encouraging mindfulness phone apps 
to leverage the benefits of mindfulness. 
To a lesser extent, mindfulness is being 
integrated into leader development 
efforts beyond the more common well-
ness approaches. 

A Clear Mind
Mindfulness, specifically when leveraged 
within the context of M&A transactions, 
can provide leaders with a clear mind. With 
a clear mind, leaders can view the M&A 
holistically and determine the benefits and 
potential issues that may arise during the 
analytical and negotiation components 
of the pre-combination phase. Seeing the 
transaction through clear eyes, mindful 
leaders can set appropriate and detailed 

goals and anticipate issues that may 
arise. For example, Reb and Narayanan’s 
(2014) negotiation studies demonstrated 
that negotiators randomized to short 
mindfulness interventions were more 
successful in distributive negotiations than 
the control group. This is speculatively 
attributed to increased focus on tasks and 
partner cues, and less distraction (Good, 
et al, 2016). 

Despite a leader’s best efforts to view 
an M&A transaction holistically and set 
tangible goals, there will be inevitable 
stress and pressure that arises with the 
process. Mindful leaders can “decenter” 
in response to stressful events (Bishop 
et al., 2004). This enables leaders to be 
less reactive to stressful events and more 
objective about how to best accomplish 
goals. There are numerous accounts in 
which mindfulness has helped people to 
remain calm and bring forth their best 
attributes to address challenges. Further, 
research shows that when someone 
quickly recovers when exposed to a toxic 
workplace dynamic, that person ends up 
being stronger at work (Good, et al., 2016). 
Mindfulness helps leaders keep a clear 
head when viewing the issues that arise 
during the pre-combination phase and then 
make smart decisions that will benefit the 
transaction. This is particularly important 
because knee-jerk reactions associated 
with auto-pilot can have costly and lasting 
repercussions. 

Communicating Effectively
Effective communication is one of the 
most important competencies during the 
pre-combination phase. More specifically, 
leaders who succeed in this phase 
require skills in reflection and empathy. 
Mindfulness helps here because it “leads 
to increased other-orientation, facilitating 
the experience and expression of prosocial 
behavior” (Good, et. al, 2016, p. 128).

Mindful leaders can give themselves 
clarity and then provide clarity to their 
teams through effective and rational 
communication. They can communicate 
decisions and the reasoning behind 
them with the employees involved and 
help people deal with disappointments. 
One way to do this is by factoring others 

Mindful leaders can give themselves clarity and then 
provide clarity to their teams through effective and rational 
communication. They can communicate decisions and the 
reasoning behind them with the employees involved and help 
people deal with disappointments. One way to do this is by 
factoring others into decision-making processes, which can 
alleviate the issues that come from leaders in M&A transactions 
failing to sufficiently consider the human side of the deal. 
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into decision-making processes, which 
can alleviate the issues that come from 
leaders in M&A transactions failing to 
sufficiently consider the human side of 
the deal. Additionally, the “decentering” 
that accompanies mindfulness can 
help leaders suspend biased thoughts. 
This enables a wider view of complex 
situations, from multiple sides, which 
increases opportunities for successful 
communication. 

Mindfulness helps leaders to set clear 
and realistic goals based in planning rather 
than worrying (Yeganeh & Good, 2016). It 
also enables better communication with 
employees regarding expectations in the 
M&A transaction and the reasoning behind 
decisions. This type of communication 
reduces employee anxiety, leading to more 
cooperation and a smoother transition 
that will favorably facilitate the merger. 
When differences arise, mindfulness helps 
leaders to have a dialogue versus rigidly 
approaching a conflict. It helps leaders 
suspend impulses and engage in inquiry. 

Making fewer mistakes
Today leaders are expected to consume 
more data than ever, yet they seem to 
retain limited amounts of it. Embracing 
mindfulness helps to reduce the number 
of decision-making errors, prevent people 
from falling prey to the type of high-
pressured decision-making that typically 
involves confirmation bias (seeking 
information to support our beliefs while 
ignoring disconfirming data), and prevent 
defensive reactions. In fact, part of Langer’s 
(1997; 2000) mindfulness definition 
includes being able to see complexity 
more accurately rather than reducing it 
to simple, and we would add emotionally 
convenient, black and white thoughts. 
Being mindful is obviously not easy, 
and it takes discipline, thoughtfulness, 
continuous practice and patience. 

The benefits of mindfulness far 
outweigh these challenges, however. 
For example, employees tend to respect 
leaders who take the time to ask questions 
and listen carefully before responding 
and/or acting. Additionally, the inquiry-
driven dialogue that often accompanies 
mindfulness practices has the potential to 

fill knowledge gaps in unanticipated and 
important ways. We are all aware of the 
old adage encouraging us to “take time to 
smell the roses.” Mindfulness similarly 
enables us to focus on here and now data, 
which otherwise might be partially or 
completely overlooked (Yeganeh & Kolb, 
2009). When the flurry of activity during 
the pre-combination phase causes an 
already overactive mind to obsess over 
outcomes, ruminate over past mistakes 
and fret about potential future mistakes, 
mindfulness becomes increasingly 
important. 

Practicing Mindfulness
Mindfulness is currently adopted in 
organizations through wellness and stress 
management trainings, and less often 
through leader development programs. 
Integrating mindfulness practices into 
organizational change processes is not 
commonplace, yet. When it does occur, it 
is usually the result of a leader or a critical 
mass of influencers who feel strongly 
about mindfulness. These leaders tend to 
find ad hoc ways to integrate meditative 
mindfulness practices into various aspects 
of organizational change work. The current 
uses of mindfulness in organizations can 
be attributed to mindfulness primarily 
gaining popularity as an individual 
wellness tool, a lack of knowing how to 
utilize mindfulness beyond wellness, and a 
limited understanding of what “counts” as 
mindfulness. 

When considering how mindfulness 
can aid in organizational change, and in 
this case the pre-combination phase, the 

key is for as many stakeholders as possible 
to disrupt reflexive and unhelpful auto-
pilot thoughts and behaviors. Once this 
occurs, mindfulness can help to practice 
intentional and effective thoughts and 
behaviors (Yeganeh & Good, 2016). Our 
autopilot routines tend to be restrictive 
and mindfulness serves as a way to disrupt 
them. To fully leverage mindfulness 
in organizations we must grow our 
mental models of mindfulness from 
solely wellness related to both wellness 
and intentionality related. This means 
using mindfulness to be present, reduce 
stress, and practice effective thoughts and 
behaviors (see Table 2). Based on our work 
we propose some specific mindfulness 
adaptations that can assist organizations 
during the precombination phase (see 
Table 3).

The more we can practice the ability 
to bring ourselves back to the present 
moment, the more disciplined our minds 
will become. This is difficult, as most of 
us are constantly bombarded by emails, 
voicemails, text messages, tweets, and 
the likes; and we can feel overwhelmed 
with information overload. Our ability to 
focus is finite and when our attention is 
consciously or subconsciously scattered, 
the effectiveness of that focus greatly 
diminishes. The above suggestions can be 
tailored further to support M&A situations 
by asking the question: “How am I on auto-
pilot right now that is helpful and how am 
I on auto-pilot right now that is limiting 
my effectiveness?” Mindfulness helps us 
to disrupt auto-pilot and become agile in 
order to hone our attention on effective 

Table	2.	Disruptive Mindfulness Practices 

1.	 Identify	Autopilot	Routines.	

	 	 	 	How	are	my	automatic	thoughts	and	behaviors	impacting	me,	the	team,	the	
organization,	the	M&A	transaction?

2.	 	Shift	from	Thinking	to	the	Five	Senses.	

	 	 	 Notice	Your	Environment.	

	 	 	 Be	Mindful	of	Sensations.	

3.	 Engage	in	Mindful	Thinking.	

	 	 	 Practice	Mindful	Acceptance.	

	 	 	 Shift	from	Worrying	to	Caring.

Source: Yeganeh & Good, 2016, p. 28
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thoughts and behaviors as we adapt to 
environmental demands. 

Neither M&A transactions nor 
mindfulness are new practices by any 
means. However, applying the practice 
of mindfulness to the M&A process can 
mitigate the high failure rate of many 
transactions. Mindfulness is a way for 
leaders to step back and more objectively 
see the M&A transaction in its entirety 

and put the necessary due diligence into 
the pre-combination phase. Through 
mindfulness leaders can gain clarity, 
manage stress, create effective goals, and 
consider others through these decisions 
and their often-significant implications. 
Moreover, properly leveraging mindfulness 
throughout the M&A process puts forth 
a level of intentionality on behalf of 
leadership that may otherwise be lacking. 

It is important to note that 
mindfulness practices can be helpful 
throughout each of the three phases 
mentioned and should therefore be 
practiced regularly and continuously. 
Many of the cultural, operational, and 
other misalignments are often not fully 
realized until the post-combination phase, 
when the combined organization settles 
into the defined future state. That said, 
we assert that mindfulness during the 
pre-combination phase is critical as it 
can provide the mechanism to “measure 
twice and cut once.” It should encourage 
everyone involved to temper their 
enthusiasm over the financial framework 
and consider all other aspects as being 
as, if not more, important. The executives 
of many companies will tell you they 
wish they could turn-back time and undo 
many aspects of M&A transactions, if 
not have jettisoned them altogether. The 
instantaneous gratification of thinking 
what appeared to be a win-win deal, 
which was perhaps even heralded by the 
investment community, wears off very 
quickly once trouble sets in. We can do 
better than a “coin toss” regarding the 
probability of success or failure of any 
given M&A transaction, and mindfulness, 
particularly when practiced during the pre-
combination phase, can provide a path 
toward success.
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By	Matt	Minahan

“Like	just	about	everything	else	in	China,	it	appears	that	the	field	of	OD	is	on	the	cusp	of	major	
explosive	growth.	Even	if	the	field	remains	a	small	fraction	of	organizations	in	China,	the	scale	
of	the	economy	is	so	large	that	a	small	fraction	is	going	to	be	a	big	number.”

The Exciting Future of OD 
in China, 2019

Just as China is an interesting, complex, 
and rapidly changing country, so is the 
state of Organization Development there. 
My colleague and friend Jane Feng writes 
elsewhere in this issue about the history 
and evolution of OD in China. Here 
I share some perceptions and draw a 
few inferences about the state of OD in 
China today.

As we know from our client work, 
much or even most of the meaning of any 
content is created and derived from the 
context.

The same is true of OD in China. 
To truly understand OD there, it helps to 
understand the country, its economy, and 
its major political and social factors.

I use the US as a reference point below 
because the vast majority of readers of the 
Organization Development Review are in 
the US.

Getting Grounded

In comparing China to the US, which 
country:
 » has more land? China is 2% larger than 

the US, about half the size of Russia
 » has more surface water? The US has 

approximately 25 times more than 
China

 » has more people? China has 1.4 billion, 
approximately 1 billion more, or 4 times 
more than the US

 » has more arable land? The US has 
approximately 40% more 

 » has more irrigated land? China has 3 
times more than the US

 » has more land per capita? The US has 
4 times more than China

 » has more motor vehicles? China has 
more overall, 1 for every 4 people while 
the US has almost one vehicle per 
person

 » has the largest city by population? 
Shanghai has just over 24M (making 
it the third largest city in the world 
behind Tokyo and Delhi.) New York 
City has 8M people in the 5 boroughs 
but just over 20M in the metro area

 » has the largest capital city by 
population? Beijing has 12M people; 
Washington, DC has 606,000 but just 
over 6M in the metro area.

A comparison of World Bank data shows 
that, since 1960, in US dollars:
 » China’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP) 

has grown from less than $1T to $12T, 
starting very slowly but with a rapid rise 
beginning in the early 2000s, while 
the US GDP has grown from the same 
starting point to almost $20T, but at a 
more steady rate

 » China’s Gross National Income (GNI) 
per capita has grown from $70 to 
almost $9,000, while the US GNI 
started at $3280 and has grown to 
almost $60,000

 » China’s life expectancy has grown from 
near 42 to almost 80, while the US life 
expectancy has grown from near 70 to 
almost 80 (and has fallen in the last two 
years due to suicide and drug use.)

 » China’s population has almost doubled 
now at almost 1.4 billion people, while 
in the US the population has grown 
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by 1.7 times, to approximately 325 
million people.

 » The number of people in China in 
absolute poverty (earning less than 
US$1.90/day) has dropped to .7%, 
compared to 11.2% worldwide as of 
2013; there are no statistics for that 
measure for the US. Using US$5.50/
day as the poverty line, 36% of the 
population in China, 49% of the world, 
and 2% of the US is in poverty as 
of 2013.

Since 1980, incomes for the poorest 
Chinese (lowest 10th percentile) grew by 
200%, while in the US, they fell by double 
digits. At the 50th percentile, US incomes 
increased by approximately 35%, while 
Chinese incomes increased by almost 

500%. For the top 1%, US incomes grew 
by more than 200%, but China’s top 1% 
incomes grew by almost 10 times more. 

Further, the savings per capita in 
China is 3 times higher than the US, even 
though average incomes in the US are 
more than 6 times those in China. China 
has more internet users and college 
graduates than the US, though many 
fewer per capita.

China on the Ground

A visitor’s first impression is that China 
is big. HUGE. It is FAST. It is YOUNG. 
Everyone appears to be 28 years old, 
plus or minus a few years. And they 
are hustling, moving quickly, urgently 

thinking, planning growth, tracking stock 
prices, PE ratios, angel investors, doing 
deals. There is an entrepreneurial drive 
and energy in China that you only see in 
the heart of places like London, New York, 
Silicon Valley, etc. I was asked several 
times about the “top schools” in the US 
in business and OD; no one asked about 
good schools. There is huge interest in the 
best companies, the top few automobile 
companies, the biggest names in anything 
and everything.

In two weeks, I had more people speak 
of “platforms” and “ecosystems” than at 
any time in my life. It is clear that this is a 
society undergoing seismic change. 

Yet for all of that, China still retains 
much of its Asian culture, with respect for 
elders, teachers, history, and authority still 

central to its identity.
To make all of this growth and drive 

possible, China has invested heavily in its 
infrastructure, huge public works projects, 
and transport networks including rail, road, 
ports, and air. The roads and highways are 
smooth and well cared for, with nary a pot 
hole in sight, a stark contrast to the US 
road network. Compare the maps of the 
US, European, and Chinese rail lines at: 
https://medium.com/@parismarx/chinas-
high-speed-train-map-puts-u-s-transportation-
to-shame-272e6694c04d

The financial heart of China is Shang-
hai. With only .1% of China’s land area, 
Shanghai supplies more than 12% of the 
municipal revenue and handles more than 
25% of the total trade passing through 

China’s ports (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
History_of_Shanghai).

Similar to Budapest, Shanghai is 
bisected by a river, with the governmental 
and established financial and insurance 
companies on the older, more traditional 
Bund side, mostly developed in the 
early 20th century after the opium 
wars. The remarkable development has 
occurred since 2000 on the Pudong 
side of the Huangpu, or “Yellow Bank” 
River. Visit https://www.theatlantic.
com/photo/2013/08/26-years-of-growth-
shanghai-then-and-now/100569/ to see the 
remarkable development mostly occurring 
in the last 15 years.

A strong and powerful financial 
and technical infrastructure has enabled 
China to leapfrog the rest of the world in 
electronic payment via smartphones. Car 
services, restaurants, and much retail are 
almost all transacted via apps supported by 
the Alibaba and TenCent infrastructures. 

In many sit-down and carry-out 
restaurants, menus are delivered via QR 
code to your smart phone. Using an app, 
you place your order, which is transmitted 
to the kitchen, a printed copy is taped to 
your table, the food is delivered, and then 
paid for electronically. There is no tipping 
in China, so there is no paper, nothing 
to sign, payment is made—all transacted 
electronically. 

Email is long passé, with the vast 
majority of communication occurring via 
the app WeChat, used for chats, groups, 
socializing, playing games, paying bills, 
booking train tickets, etc. which many see 
as the model for much of what Facebook 
and Apple are planning. 

OD Overall in China

Given that there are no graduate programs 
or OD certificate programs in China, most 
formation of OD practitioners happens in 
multinational organizations (see below), 
on the job, in some of the HR academic 
programs in China, in online learning 
offered in the US and Europe, and via 
visiting scholars and practitioners invited 
to teach OD mainly to HR staff.

Similar to the US, talent management, 
succession planning, and training are the 

Given that there are no graduate programs or OD certificate 
programs in China, most formation of OD practitioners happens 
in multinational organizations, on the job, in some of the HR 
academic programs in China, in online learning offered in the 
US and Europe, and via visiting scholars and practitioners 
invited to teach OD mainly to HR staff. Similar to the US, talent 
management, succession planning, and training are the main 
activities of many OD practitioners in China. Explosive growth 
is a huge challenge for the tech startups and consumes most of 
the small cadre of OD people in that sector.
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main activities of many OD practitioners 
in China. Explosive growth is a huge 
challenge for the tech startups and 
consumes most of the small cadre of OD 
people in that sector.

There is an emerging coaching 
industry in China, mostly expatriates 
who have immigrated to China. They are 
working in support of local leaders of 
multinationals and in the top leadership 
of the largest high-tech firms and the 
largest investor-funded startups.

There are several multinational 
training and leadership development firms 
operating in China. Most are managed by 
expatriates but staffed with local, Chinese-
speaking nationals.

Even though English is widely spoken 
among the well-educated, Chinese is still 
indispensable in travel, shopping, and 
in many organizations’ operations, so 
language remains the principle barrier OD 
practitioners have emigrating and setting 
up shop in China.

Given the size of the country and its 
economy, OD in China is still small, but it 
is emerging, and quite rapidly. 

Internal OD Practitioners

The growth and standing of OD in China 
is different in the various sectors in the 
economy. It is easy to assume that with a 
Communist party in power China has a 
centrally planned and controlled economy 
as was the case 30 or more years ago. 
What’s different today? Two thirds of the 
Chinese economy is in the private sector, 
leaving just one third to the traditional 
state owned enterprises that most people 
associate with a centrally planned economy 
and communism.

The largest number of organizations 
in China are private enterprises (PEs). 
They vary in size but play a major role, 
contributing up to 2/3 of the economy. 
By the end of 2017, there were 27 million 
PEs in China, accounting for more than 
60% of China’s GDP and more than 80% 
of its urban employment. Manufacturing, 
home appliance, real estate, mobile phone, 
entertainment, retailing, clothing, food, 
hospitality, and others play an important 
and increasingly dominant role in the 

economy. They have been showing more 
and more interest in OD, especially in the 
past three years.

Among the PEs:
 » Multinational organizations head-

quartered in the US, Canada, Europe, 
or elsewhere but operated, and in 
some cases owned, in China. Many of 
these companies have been operating 
in China for decades. These tend to 
be restaurant, hotel, food processing, 
automobile, consumer products, and 
other manufacturing companies. 
These are large, mature, successful 
organizations that have managed 
decentralization successfully with well-
developed HR functions, and in some 
cases, internationally recruited OD 
staff. In most cases, these are individual 
OD staff, many matrixed or networked 
back to larger OD or learning functions 
back in the home office. They tend to be 
well trained, many with OD certificates 
and graduate studies in recognized OD 
programs, mostly in North America or 
Europe.

 » Large tech nol ogy companies, most of 
which are 10-15 years old. Alibaba 
and TenCent are the two largest and 
most prominent. They provide most 
of the underlying infrastructure and 
technology platforms for the high-tech 
economy in China. These tend to be 
large and are still rapidly expanding; 
Alibaba grew from 50,092 FTEs in 
2017 to 66,421 in 2018. They wrestle 
with how to manage and control such 
large-scale enterprises while still 
encouraging growth, entrepreneurship, 
and innovation. Learning is 
important and well-resourced in these 
organizations, OD to a much lesser 
extent. OD practitioners tend to be well 
experienced in these organizations, 
promoted from within, with on the 
job training, working on very concrete 
business problems like merger 
acquisition or new business ventures.

 » Internet and finance startups, of which 
there are thousands across China. 
Some are venture financed, others are 
funded via bank loans. Startups which 
are providing products or services to 
the government receive low interest, 

guaranteed loans from the government. 
These are the most entrepreneurial, 
agile, and chaotic organizations in 
China, trying to manage the huge 
growth associated with the burgeoning 
economy. In these organizations, 
all spare resources are allocated to 
recruitment, staffing, and onboarding, 
trying to keep the ever-expanding 
pipeline full of candidates and new 
hires. Where OD is being done in this 
sector, it tends to be done by external 
OD consulting firms in China hired on 
contract to help streamline business 
processes, aligning leadership teams, 
and managing explosive growth. Those 
who identify as OD practitioners 
internally are largely working on 
talent management, sourcing, and 
recruitment.

Those are the three major types of private 
sector businesses in China.

The essence of the Communist system 
in China is the state-owned enterprises 
(SOEs). They are the oldest and largest 
organizations in China in every sector, 
including transport, tourism, energy, 
telecom, etc. As of 2017, there were 
approximately 150,000 SOEs in China, 
about a third of which are owned by the 
central government. Some are listed 
on stock exchanges. Almost all enjoy 
special tax status and favored access to 
land, energy, finance, and telecoms. They 
account for approximately 35% of total 
GDP and about 20% of total employment. 
Their very nature insulates them from 
the competitive pressures that the rest 
of the economy faces, eliminating the 
demands for rapid change to respond 
to market pressures, so their interest in 
organizational change is understandably 
low. However, the SOEs in the more 
competitive sectors, such as autos and 
telecom, have gone through major changes 
and are recently showing more interest in 
OD. If that continues, it could represent a 
potential lodestar of OD opportunity.

External OD Practitioners

There is no OD Network or similar organ-
ization in China, so specifics are difficult. 
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Based upon anecdotal data, there are 
likely 20-40 small consulting firms in 
China, with most concentrated in the 
large commercial areas in the eastern and 
southern portions of the country where 
the private sector thrives. Like many firms 
in the US, these are typically a handful 
of owners or partners, with a moderate 
number of affiliates and associates on call. 
The number of these firms is growing 
rapidly; they are as full of energy and 
passion as the larger economy which they 
are supporting.

The cadre of solo practitioners and 
executive coaches in China is emerging. 

There are many management consultants 
and consulting firms providing business 
advice based upon standard MBA-type 
knowledge, most of the solo practitioners 
have been trained in multinational 
organiza tions and then left to go out 
on their own. The number is so small, 
however, that it is hard to consider them 
a major factor in OD in China, given the 
huge size of the economy.

The Downsides

All of the growth in China, however, comes 
at a huge price. 

The air is awful. In airports and most 
public places, medical facemasks are a 
common site. There are days at a time 
when the prevailing westerly breezes bring 
smog and pollution from the middle of 
the country toward its eastern seacoast 
towns. On carbon emissions, in 1960 

the US emitted 16 metric tons of carbon 
per capita. Its peak was 22 metric tons in 
1973, and it has steadily fallen back down 
to 16 metric tons in 2014. China started at 
just over 1 metric ton of carbon per capita. 
Since then it has risen, with sharp increase 
in the early 2000s to over 7 metric tons 
per capita in 2014. Given that the China 
population is 4 times larger than the US, 
their carbon pollution is equivalent to twice 
that of the US.

Information is tightly controlled. 
Access to Facebook, Youtube, Google and 
most of its associated cites is prohibited in 
China. Instead, the government promotes 

the use of search engines in which it can 
influence the presentation of results. As I 
write this, Google employees are protesting 
Project Dragonfly, Google’s attempt at a 
compromise with their Chinese regulators 
to block certain websites and search terms 
tailored to China’s censorship demands. It 
is likely that Google will proceed with the 
project, which will open up the vast China 
market, even though the very protest by its 
employees would be outlawed in China. 

Many of the larger, newer hotels had 
offered virtual private networks (VPNs) to 
allow foreign guests easy access to blocked 
sites beyond what many refer to as The 
Great Firewall, but that has been outlawed. 
A recently passed law requires hotel guests 
to register to use hotel wifi by entering 
their mobile phone number, allowing the 
government to associate even wifi web 
surfing back to each cell phone user.

Human rights are a major prob-
lem. The Chinese have just recently 
acknowledged that they have what they 
call “re-education camps” in the western 
province of Xinjang where large numbers 
of Muslims, particularly from the Uigher 
sect, are held for years at a time. They are 
isolated and subjected to techniques that 
most in the West would characterize as 
imprisonment. 

Criticism of the government is widely 
accepted as off limits. Chinese knowingly 
nod in silence and shrug their shoulders 
when the topic of the government comes 
up. The unspoken assumption in the 
country seems to be that citizens are free to 
pursue their own interests as long as they 
neither criticize nor interfere with what the 
government is doing.

Surveillance of citizens and visitors is 
inescapable. Visitors entering the country 
are required to provide their fingerprints. 
There are hundreds of thousands of facial 
recognition cameras all over the roads and 
highways in China, in entering subways 
and parking lots and stores. Cameras and 
flash units are mounted on large overhead 
gantries throughout the countryside and 
on city highways. Similar techniques are 
in use in major cities such as London 
and New York, but they are much more 
numerous, prominent, and intrusive in 
China than elsewhere; see https://www.
nytimes.com/2018/07/08/business/china-
surveillance-technology.html

Conclusion

Like just about everything else in China, it 
appears that the field of OD is on the cusp 
of major explosive growth. Even if the field 
remains a small fraction of organizations 
in China, the scale of the economy is so 
large that a small fraction is going to be a 
big number. And it is coming fast.

One of my OD colleagues in China 
wrote: “I got my OD masters in the UK in 
2004. Almost nobody knew OD in China 
at that time. You could not find any OD 
job recruitment info in the market. In my 
opinion, OD, as an independent academic 
and practical area, has been acknowledged 
by enterprises and people in the past 
5 years, and has become more and more 

The essence of the Communist system in China is the state-
owned enterprises (SOEs). . . . Their very nature insulates 
them from the competitive pressures that the rest of the 
econ omy faces, eliminating the demands for rapid change to 
respond to market pressures, so their interest in organizational 
change is understandably low. However, the SOEs in the more 
competitive sectors, such as autos and telecom, have gone 
through major changes and are recently showing more interest 
in OD. If that continues, it could represent a potential lodestar 
of OD opportunity.
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popular in China, especially for Internet, 
high-tech, multinational companies. Now, 
OD is a hot job and many companies will 
offer 500,000 to 1 million RMB (80,000 
to 150,000 USD) annual salary to a good 
OD person.”

OD academic programs and certifi-
cates have been tried in China, but 
without much success. Maybe they were 
ahead of their time, maybe there were 
other mistakes. But right now seems like 
the golden age of the growth of OD in 
China  . . . for those who can keep up the 
pace and speak the language of growth 
and change.

Author’s Note: My work in China was 
sponsored by the Innovative OD Center 
(www.ioc-od.com), a small but powerful OD 
consulting firm with three partners and 
about 8 associates. As can be seen from 
the website, they are every bit as diverse 
and sophisticated as any consulting firm 
of similar size anywhere in the world, and 
much better than many.

They sponsored a full day conference 
for 220 of their current and former clients 
and friends, called China’s Second Annual 
OD & HR Practitioners’ Annual Meeting. 
My address was entitled OD in a VUCA 
World plus concurrent sessions on the 
Global OD Competency Framework. They 
also asked me to lead a two-day post-
conference workshop for about 70 people 

on OD: From Strategy to Structure to 
Design, and three-day master classes 
in OD consulting for the IOC partners 
and associates.

In every configuration—even in car 
rides around the city—I found our OD 
counterparts in China to be smart about 
business, eager to learn more about OD, 
hungry for real stories about OD consulting 
projects, and wanting very concrete advice 
about how to use OD principles to solve 
their very real business problems.

IOC is also doing a remarkable job 
of raising the level of OD knowledge and 
skills across Shanghai and as far away as 
Hangzhou, the home of Alibaba which is 
an IOC client. They are bringing faculty 
from the UK and US to offer a Gestalt 
OSD certificate and portions of NTL’s 
OD certificate to their own partners 
and associates as well as their friends-
of-IOC network of current, former, and 
future clients. If they are the future of the 
field in China, it is very bright and very 
exciting indeed.

There is a remarkable series of arti-
cles on China in the New York Times, The 
Land That Failed to Fail, published late 
in November, 2018, which has provided 
some of the source material for this arti-
cle and which is an instructive read for 
anyone interested in China and where it 
is going. https://www.nytimes.com/interac-
tive/2018/11/18/world/asia/china-rules.html
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“In	recent	years,	after	I	learned	more	about	covert	processes,	I	realized	that	there	may	exist	hidden	dynamics	
related	to	the	impact	of	early	OD	work.	Covert	Processes,	as	Marshak	(2006,	p.1)	indicates,	‘are	hidden	dynamics	
that	routinely	impact	human	interactions	and	can	confound	our	most	diligent	efforts	to	accomplish	our	goals.’”

By	Jane	Feng

The Introduction of OD to China: 
1980–1990

In recent years Organization Development 
(OD) has emerged as an important field 
for HR/OD practitioners in China. This is 
evidenced by the publication of several OD 
book translations, participants waiting in 
line to sign up for OD certificate programs 
or OD workshops, the prevalence of annual 
OD summits or conferences, and frequent 
OD topics/ mini-sessions in WeChat, a 
local social media similar to Twitter with 
about one billion users inside and outside 
of China, as of June 2018. 

These developments lead me to reflect 
on when OD was introduced to China 
more than 30 years ago in the 1980s. 
As a native Chinese based in Shanghai, 
I was directly involved in this endeavor 
as a graduate student to Professor Yang 
Xishan, then Dean of the Management 
School, Shanghai Jiao Tong University. 
He introduced Organizational Behavior 
(OB) to China in the early 1980s and later 
supported Robert (Bob) Chin and Ai-li S. 
Chin, who were based in the United States, 
to help bring OD to China. I became 
involved as an interpreter for many years 
for Bob and Ai-li’s efforts until their last 
trip in 1990. My early involvement set me 
onto a career path as an OD practitioner in 
China. It is with mixed feelings of sadness 
about these life changing mentors who 
are no longer with us and joy to witness 
the flourishing of OD these days as they 
would have hoped for and foreseen. These 
feelings and reflections have triggered me 
to write something about the early years of 
OD in China.

I will tell my story to reflect a snapshot 
of the early OD history in China with its 

roots in NTL thinking and efforts. I should 
also add that because China is so big, it 
was possible that other non-NTL related 
OD efforts may have happened in the early 
years in cities other than Shanghai. To 
unfold my story, I will begin by explaining 
the social context important to OD’s 
entry into China at that time. Then, I will 
introduce the pioneers and what they did. 
Next, I’ll describe the NTL OD certification 
program in China (1987-1990), including 
some application cases from the program 
participants at that time. Further, as a way 
of use of self, I will share the impact all 
this had on me and my career, followed by 
my reflections on the early OD work. In 
closing, I will share my observation of OD 
in China currently with my perspectives 
about the challenges and opportunities. 

Because documents concerning 
that period are limited, I am relying on 
my memories and experiences, previous 
documents including my workshop notes, 
internal shared application cases, the 
family memorial website of Ai-li S. Chin, 
as well as other references including a NTL 
project report from Ai-li S. Chin (1997): 
Internationalizing OD. Some memories 
about Bob Chin in a journal article by Saxe 
and Kubzansky (1991), and Prof. Yang 
in local newspapers (2006, 2007) also 
contribute to the story I am telling.

An important purpose of this article 
in addition to any interest today’s OD 
practitioners might have, is to honor those 
three pioneers for their vision, passion, and 
dedication to the early OD work in China. 
It is also intended to serve as a salute for 
those who follow to remember this history 
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and legacy and thereby be inspired to 
move towards a promising future for OD 
in China.

The Social Context in China

Starting from December 1978, Deng 
Xiaoping, a primary leader and a chief 
designer for China reforms, set the 
country into a growth trajectory for over 
30 years. The transformation was a result 
of our nation’s aspiration to rejoin the 
world after being isolated for 10 years 
during the Cultural Revolution from 1966 
until 1976. Since the transformation 
was a shift from a planned economy to a 
market economy, Western theories and 
practices received more attention at that 
period. With the resuming of the college 
entrance examination in 1978, universities 
became active platforms for new ideas 
and new approaches to emerge. This 
was because at that time the universities 
opened the doors for students who were 
deprived from higher education, and the 
teachers who were disenfranchised from 
spreading knowledge. The confluence of 
intellectuals in the universities after the 
Cultural Revolution generated reflections, 
rethinking, and the excitement of exploring 
Western approaches.

OD was introduced to China in the 
above social context. It was appealing to 
intellectuals and Chinese managers for 
its humanistic values, as a departure from 
the Cultural Revolution when people 
lost their dignity and respect as human 
beings. In an organizational context how to 
respect people in the workplace, how to 
motivate people, and how to unlock 
people’s potential became hot topics. In 
addition, the social transformation from 
a planned economy to a market economy 
was unprecedented; people were looking 
for Western approaches on how to manage 
change. Shanghai Jiao Tong University, 
one of the top universities in China, 
became a container for the introduction 
of Organizational Behavior (OB) and 
Organization Development (OD). Located 
in Shanghai, the commercial center of 
China, Shanghai Jiao Tong University is 
known for its leading thinking in many 

disciplines. It is not surprising that the 
introduction of OB and OD happened 
there. More details will be elaborated in the 
discussion of the pioneers.

The social context has implications 
for the early OD work. At that time, the 
types of organization forms were mainly 
state-owned enterprises (SOEs) with little 
capitalism. Multinational corporations 
(MNCs) were far from pervasive as they are 
today. Some started to set a footprint (e.g., 
Volkswagen built its first auto industry 
joint venture in 1984), and some returned 
to China after long absences (e.g., Coca-
Cola came back to China in 1979 after 
exiting in 1949). Because of the dominance 
of the planned economy, the OD workshop 
participants were all from state-owned 
organizations including factories, uni ver -
sities, and other institutions. The OD work 
in the 1980s, was mainly in the form of 
training, teaching, and consulting. 

The Pioneers 

Three people contributed the most to the 
introduction of OD to China: Professor 
Yang Xishan, Professor Robert (Bob) Chin 
and Ai-li S. Chin.

Professor Yang Xishan (1916–2006)
Graduated in 1945 from the Wharton 
School, University of Pennsylvania, as 
its first MBA student from mainland 
China, Professor Yang spent his later 
years at Shanghai Jiao Tong University 
starting in 1980. His previous experiences 
included various leadership positions in 
academic, financial, and other commercial 
institutions, including a period during 
the Cultural Revolution when he was 
dispatched to a factory as a worker. 

Recognized as the father of Behavior 
Science in China, Professor Yang started 
his journey in 1978 with his inquiry to 
learn modern management approaches 
suitable for China’s pending reforms. In 
1980, as a visiting scholar at the University 
of British Columbia (UBC) in Canada, 
Professor Yang conducted a thorough 
study of Organizational Behavior (OB) 
by investigating small and medium 
sized enterprises in Vancouver. He was 

convinced that OB was much needed in 
China for its people orientation that was 
badly ignored and disregarded during the 
Cultural Revolution. 

After returning from UBC, collab-
orating with a colleague, Professor Yang 
published his first booklet: Behavior Science, 
a Modern Management School (1980). Four 
thousand copies were initially printed for 
internal use, then it was reprinted and 
copied and eventually exceeded 50,000 
copies throughout the country. In 1984, 
he co-founded the China Behavior Science 
Association and served as Vice Chairman. 
Later in 1985, he became the Chairman of 
Shanghai Behavior Science Association. 

Yang put tireless efforts in promoting 
Behavior Science, including lobbying with 
government officers, exemplifying the 
applications in factory floors, teaching 
to factory managers, and speaking to the 
public. His vision and dedication paid off. 
Today, Organizational Behavior has become 
a core management curriculum in major 
universities. It also has become a common 
language prevalent in the Chinese man-
agement field. His breakthrough publi-
ca tion, Western Organizational Behavior 
(Yang, 1986), was the first Chinese book on 
the topic and set the milestone for the field 
in China. 

Yang might have been delighted 
coming back to Shanghai Jiao Tong 
University in 1980, since he was a member 
of the management faculty in 1946. As the 
first dean of the Management School when 
it was reinstated in 1984, Professor Yang 
was devoted to advancing management 
theories and practices. In his term during 
1984–1987, he invited a number of OB/OD 
experts from Western countries, mainly 
from US, Canada, and Germany, to teach 
and train graduate students and managerial 
staff of Chinese companies. Starting from 
early 1980s, invited as Honorary Professor 
of the Management School, Bob Chin, 
in collaboration with Ai-li S. Chin played 
major roles in bringing OD to China. 
Among many of their efforts in teaching, 
consulting, and training, their introduction 
of NTL-based OD programs was most 
distinct for their influence and impact.
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Robert Chin (1918-1990) and Ai-li S. Chin 
(1919–2017)
Born on March 5, 1918 in a Chinese 
immigrant family, lived in New York City 
in his childhood, Robert Chin received his 
PhD in social psychology in 1943 from 
Columbia University. In 1947, he began 
work at Boston University, a place that 
became his academic home for the next 32 
years and where he founded the Human 
Relations Center in 1961. Among his many 
important contributions to OD theory 
and practice he co-edited with fellow NTL 
members Warren Bennis and Kenneth 
Benne one of the classic books on change: 
The Planning of Change (Bennis, Benne, 
& Chin, 1961; also see Saxe & Kubzansky, 
1991), and authored or co-authored several 
of its chapters.

His wife, Ai-li S. Chin was originally 
from Shanghai. She went to the US in 
1937 just before the Japanese bombed 
Shanghai during their invasion of China 
and, thus was separated from her family 
for eight years. After completing her 
PhD in sociology in 1951 from Radcliffe 
College, Harvard University, she held 
research appointments at the East Asian 
Research Center at Harvard University 
and at MIT’s Center for International 
Studies. She also taught in the continuing 
education divisions of Boston University 
and the University of Massachusetts.  

In the 1960s, Bob Chin returned to 
his roots to study Chinese culture. He 
had several appointments including as a 
Fulbright Scholar at the National Taiwan 
University in 1963 for half a year, and in 
1971-1972 he directed the Social Research 
Center at the Chinese University in 
Hong Kong.

The China reforms after the Cultural 
Revolution were exhilarating for Bob Chin. 
Beginning in 1979, he and Ai-li made a 
series of visits to the People’s Republic of 
China, lecturing and consulting at major 
universities. At the beginning of 1980s, 
Bob was invited by Shanghai Jiao Tong 
University as Honorary Professor. It was 
his strong belief that OD would be very 
helpful to the social change required for 
pending China reforms. As a result, Bob, in 
partnership with his wife Ai-li, embarked 
on a missionary journey of bringing OD to 

China. He devoted himself to that mission 
until he passed away on August 28th, 1990 
of a sudden heart attack, one month after 
his last OD workshop in China.

Since both Chins were NTL members, 
their OD work in China was very much in 
NTL’s tradition. Known to their Chinese 
workshop participants as Prof. Chen (Yuli) 
and Prof. Shen (Ai-li), they were well 
respected, appreciated, and remembered.

NTL China OD Program 

Sponsored by Shanghai Jiao Tong Uni-
ver sity and Shanghai Behavior Science 
Association, Bob Chin and Ai-li Chin 
initiated the NTL China OD program 
(1987–1990), conducted annually includ-
ing OD-I, OD-II, OD-III, and OD-IV. 
For all four workshops, Bob Chin was 
the Program Director, and Yang Xishan, 
who was then retired from the post of 
Dean of Management School, was the 
Program Advisor. OD-I was the only NTL 
certified workshop, staffed by US-based 
NTL members Irving Pollitt and Robert 
Lee as faculty. Bob Chin and Ai-li Chin 
designed and delivered the remaining 
three workshops.

Translation of the ideas from 
English and English speaking faculty 
was critical since none of the participants 
spoke English. Ai-li Chin prepared 
translations for most of the reference 
materials from her own resources. Jiao 
Tong University made several of its 
students and a faculty member available 
as on-site interpreters also to help with 
course material translation. For OD-I, I 
was one of three interpreters. Two of us 
(Roger Chen and I) were students of OB/
OD, and the other was a young teacher 
(Mr. Jiang) who was just back from his 
OB graduate study in Canada. In OD-II 
through OD-IV, only Roger and I continued 
in our interpreter roles since Mr. Jiang 
left Shanghai for another city in southern 
China. Later in1990 after OD-IV, Roger 
went to the US for his PhD in Strategy and 
Corporate Innovation at the University 
of San Francisco and stayed there as a 
Professor until today. Throughout the four 
workshops, Ai-li Chin supervised all our 

work to ensure accuracy and being true to 
the original phrasing in our translation. 

The workshop participants were 
teachers or administrative officers from 
universities, and managerial staff 
from state-owned factories or research 
institutions. OD-I had 30 participants. 
Some also enrolled in the subsequent 
OD sessions or sent people from their 
organizations to participate. Of course, 
the participating organizations where the 
participants came from changed from 
OD-I through OD-IV. The learning format 
included lectures, group discussions, skill 
practices, and real client consultations 
(applicable to OD-III and OD-IV). Back-
home applications were required as one 
component of the workshops. 

Here is a brief description of the four 
workshops and the OD ideas and practices 
introduced to China at that time: 
 » OD-I: OD Methods for Managers, 

3 weeks from July 23-August 13, 1987
In one translated article from OD-I 

course materials, Bob Chin and Ai-li 
Chin explained their thinking about 
introducing OD to China:
1. For the purpose of bringing OD 

to China, we did preparation for a 
couple of years.

2. Provided an OD orientation through 
teaching and recommending OD 
books.

3. Showcased how to do OD 
intervention.

4. Simulated some OD techniques in 
training.

5. Applied selected techniques to 
address real organizational issues by 
customizing the Western methods 
into Chinese organizations.

The objective of OD-I thus was to intro-
duce OD techniques proven effective in 
Western context, but also applicable to 
Chinese situations. (1987).

Conducted in a hotel in a suburb 
of Shanghai, the first workshop was 
positioned as orientation to OD cover-
ing basic theories (such as group 
dynam  ics, intergroup relationship, 
planned change), and techniques (such 
as force-field analysis, survey feedback 
and action research). 
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I still recall Irving Pollitt sharing 
his own experience moving from being 
a manager to becoming an internal 
OD worker in his company, and later 
as an external OD consultant. It was 
eye opening at that time since OD was 
unheard of in this capacity.

 » OD-II: OD in Action: Training for OD 
Workers, April 28-May 7, 1988.

OD-II focused on OD techniques 
with 20 participants. The purpose 
was to help the participants learn OD 
ways of thinking, build OD skills, 
generate a basic understanding of OD 
interventions, and develop capability to 
manage change.

The topics covered more than 
eight subjects (e.g., Johari window, 
interpersonal relationship, action 
research), and over eight OD 
techniques (e.g., conflict management, 
listening, charting responsibility). 
Other concepts including Lewin’s 
change model, formal/ informal 
organizations, as well as seven aspects 
of OD intervention etc. 

While OD-I was more introductory 
and educational, OD-II attended to the 
practice side of teaching. Bob organized 
the workshop in the format of lecture 
(for general concepts), communication 
group (for practice of interpersonal 
skills), OD skill group (for various OD 
roles), and OD intervention group (for 
real organization issues).

OD-I and OD-II built theoretical 
foundations by equipping the 
participants with concepts and a 
toolbox. The next two workshops 
addressed the issues of how to do OD 
work, and the strategic topic of what the 
future should be for OD in China.

 » OD-III: Process Consultation, April 1–5, 
1989

Bob Chin introduced OD inter-
vention using process consultation, by 
engaging four state-owned factories 
as clients with an action research 
approach. In this one-week workshop, 
10 out of 14 participants were from 
the factories involved, and 6 out of 14 
were OD-II participants. The target of 

OD-III was, in Bob Chin’s words, “not 
problem, not techniques, not users, 
but total enterprise and overall strategy, 
and how over time all the techniques 
combined together  . . .” (Feng, J. 
workshop notes, 1989).

As client organizations, the four 
factories had some OD foundations. 
Among them, one Factory Director 
and two Party Secretaries who either 
attended OD-I or OD-II. Two of whom 
also assigned their staff to attend OD-II. 

For each of the consultation cases, 
Bob Chin went through seven aspects 
of OD intervention as discussed 
in OD-II, including: 1. Entry; 2. 
Contracting; 3. Setting objectives by 
leaders; 4. Examining and agreeing on 
meaning of objectives with consultants; 
5. Dealing with the behavior forms of 
the objectives; 6. Agreeing on methods 
and procedures of work and costs; 
7. Forming a project team for policy, 
implementation, 

After the project team was set up 
representing all three management 
levels (i.e., top leadership, middle 
level managers, and supervisors), the 
workshop participants assumed the 
roles of either internal consultant 
(if within their factories) or external 
consultant. Normally within a couple 
of hours, the issues were identified 
and an action plan was developed. The 
participants and clients were impressed 
by the results of OD intervention 
by getting the whole system in the 
room for solutions. Thus process 
consultation was considered by them 
as an illustration of participative 
management.

 » OD-IV: How to Develop OD in China, 
July 8–10, 1990

The last session was a combination 
of training and consultation involving 
20 participants. The consultation 
cases were in two Sino-American joint 
ventures. One was in a hotel focused 
on cross-cultural relationship issues, 
the other was held in a pharmaceutical 
company concerning inter-department 
conflict management. 

To conclude the NTL China OD 
program, Bob Chin facilitated a half-
day session on Strategic Planning for 
Developing OD in China. Bob Chin 
asked the participants to consider the 
mission for OD China. Appreciative 
Inquiry was introduced at that time to 
look at the “living forces” of learning 
OD in China. As an outcome, the parti-
ci pants expressed interest in apply-
ing and advocating OD. They also 
applauded Bob Chin and Ai-li Chin for 
their missionary work bringing OD 
to China. 

The Early Applications 

OD was appealing to the workshop 
participants because the concepts 
aligned with humanistic values and the 
scientific study of human behavior. OD 
techniques were considered to be useful for 
participative management. Below are two 
application cases for illustration.

One case was reported at the annual 
meeting of the Shanghai Behavior Science 
Association (1988) by a Factory Director, 
Mr. Xi, who participated in OD-I and 
OD-II. He experimented within his factory 
on transforming problematic informal 
group heads to become performing for-
mal group leaders through trust, respect, 
and empowerment. 

Another case was reported by Zhang, 
Factory Director in Shanghai, also a 
participant of OD-I and OD-II. Among the 
several OD techniques they had learned, 
force-field analysis was used by several 
workshop participants in their change 
situations. Zhang was one of them. He 
applied this technique in a change case 
to improve productivity. By involving all 
management levels (i.e. top management, 
middle managers, and supervisors) into 
discussion of the key issues. He was very 
pleased with the action plan committed to 
by all the key stakeholders. 

The Impact on Me and My Career 

I was a graduate student of Professor Yang 
Xishan during 1985-1988, then became 
an interpreter for Bob Chin (who did not 
speak Chinese, having grown up in the US) 
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throughout his NTL China OD program. 
From 1985 to 1997 during my graduate 
study and after graduation, because of 
Professor Yang, I was involved in a number 
of translation work experiences where I 
learned more OD from a variety of OD 
experts, in addition to Bob Chin’s work.

My early exposure to OD has had a 
profound influence on me and my career. 
After graduation, I was a full-time faculty 
member teaching several courses in a 
business school for a couple of years where 
I experimented with OD ways of teaching 
OB. In 1997, Lennox Joseph, NTL CEO at 
that time, came to China to reconnect with 
Shanghai Jiao Tong University, joined by 
Robert Marshak and Ai-li Chin. Their visit 
led me to visit Bethel, Maine for the 50th 
anniversary of NTL. Soon after I became 
a NTL member in 1998, and served on 
the NTL Board from 2004-2008. Along 
my more than 30 years’ journey of OD 
learning, NTL members were always very 
generous in offering support and I now 
consider NTL my professional home. 
Those people include Charlie Seashore 
who introduced me to Fielding Graduate 
University in the US where I completed my 
PhD in 2015, and Robert Marshak who has 
provided me with continuous inspiration 
and guidance since we first met when I 
was his translator during his NTL visit to 
Shanghai in 1997. 

In late 1997 when I joined Coca-Cola 
China in their Shanghai Headquarters, I 
noticed the wide application of OD in the 
US headquarters in Atlanta. That insight 
made multinational corporations (MNCs) 
the primary base for my OD practice, 
including 15 years as an internal in three 
MNCs (Coca-Cola, Intel, and PepsiCo) 
as a HR/OD professional, and the past 
five years as an external helping US and 
German clients. 

My Reflections

Looking back, while admiring the pioneers 
for their vision, courage, and commitment 
of bringing OD to China, I would like 
to offer my perspectives after years of 
learning and practicing OD in China. My 
reflections will focus on the elaborations 
of the major OD values manifested at that 

time, the participants, and briefly the covert 
processes involved related to the impact of 
Bob Chin and Ai-li Chin’s work.

OD was introduced during a period 
when China was departing from the 
Cultural Revolution. Therefore, among 
the four OD values posited by Marshak 
(2014, p. 5), namely humanistic philosophy, 
democratic principles, client-centered 
consulting, and an evolving social-
ecological systems orientation, the early 
OD work resonated most with humanistic 
values. The participants were passionate 
about learning the psychological side of 
human behaviors and how that would 
impact organizational effectiveness. 
Further, when watching Bob Chin 
demonstrate process consultation by 
involving the whole system in the room, 
the participants also discovered the 
democratic value of OD. They perceived the 
OD method as a pathway to participative 
management, which was considered to 
be value-added in the top-down state-
owned factories of that period in China 
as it allowed the inputs, motivations, and 
actions from the people involved.

There may be pluses and minuses to 
who the participants were. Since OD was 
introduced in the early 1980s within the 
social context of a dominantly planned 
economy, the participants were mainly 
from state-owned enterprises, mostly 
from the factories. OD-I and OD-II 
attracted top leaders of the factories, e.g., 
Factory Director and Party Secretary. In a 
factory, the Party Secretary was the head 
of the Communist Party and equivalent 
in power to the Factory Director. That 
helped applications when the participants 
were persons in power, and also led 
to four factories signing up to be the 
clients for process consultation in OD-III 
(among them, three factory heads had 
all participated in OD-I). However, 
their importance had disadvantages for 
participation due to constraints on their 
availability. The NTL OD program was 
designed in sequence from OD-I to OD-IV, 
but only two participants went through 
all four programs (one was a university 
teacher, the other was from a factory). 
Therefore, in the end the participants did 

not have sufficient knowledge base to apply 
and advocate OD as initially envisioned. 

In recent years, after I learned more 
about covert processes, I realized that there 
may exist hidden dynamics related to the 
impact of early OD work. Covert processes, 
as Marshak (2006, p. 1) indicates, “are 
hidden dynamics that routinely impact 
human interactions and can confound 
our most diligent efforts to accomplish 
our goals.” In the 1980s, the interactions 
between the Chins and the participants 
were in a hierarchical and indirect cultural 
context. Well respected as Professor Bob 
Chin and Professor Ai-li Chin were, they 
were regarded as OD authorities, thus 
following Chinese cultural practices related 
to “face” and higher status, were informed 
only about the positive side of their 
OD work. 

In fact, there was speculation at that 
time, 30 years ago, concerning whether 
the SOE Chinese organizations were ready 
for an OD approach. In one occasion, after 
process consultation in one joint venture, 
though impressed by all the data generated 
about the issues related to an inter-
department relationship after a mirror 
image exercise involving all management 
levels, the leader asked me privately, “so 
what’s the solution?” Bob Chin might also 
have had some puzzlement concerning the 
slow adoption of their OD efforts. I recall 
the last question Bob Chin asked in his last 
trip was, “where is the market?”, a question 
never overtly discussed. 

In retrospect, I ask myself what might 
have been done differently to make the 
early OD work more impactful. My answer 
is not so much. This was because the social 
context in 1980s when OD was introduced 
did not provide a good market for OD to 
blossom. At that time, their breakthrough 
work was more of an educational and 
experimental nature. Ultimately, their 
legacy is imprinted in the Chinese books of 
the professors from Jiao Tong University, 
and definitely in the memories of early 
workshop participants.

Closing Comments

Today, OD is a common language and 
practice in MNCs in China. It also has 
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become popular in big private owned 
companies (e.g., Alibaba, Huawei, 
JD). Several local consulting firms 
have been putting years of efforts into 
learning, applying, and disseminating 
OD knowledge. Now, in the last one or 
two years, all of sudden, OD has become 
a fashion. This includes the recent 
translation of OD books (e.g., Cheung-
Judge, M., & Holbeche, L., 2017; Jones, 
B.B., & Brazzel, M., 2018). Popular OD 
practices include those related to team 
building, corporate culture, and talent 
management. Among the classical OD 
roots, NTL, Gestalt, and Tavistock are 
all of interest, of which NTL is the most 
widely introduced. 

While currently flourishing in OD 
practice, I am not aware of any official OD 
curriculum available in China credentialed 
by a local university. The latest information 
I have is about the setup of an OD depart-
ment in Hupan University in 2018. It 
is a private university initiated by nine 
entrepreneurs and famous scholars, located 
in Hangzhou, a city that houses Alibaba. 
It is still focused on a practical orientation 
with the intention of experimenting 
with new OD approaches mainly in the 
private companies located in the Chinese 
cultural context.

The growing interest in OD from 
practitioners of various backgrounds 
(HR, OD, business people), and the 
diversification of organization forms 
(MNC, private companies, start-ups) 
open many opportunities to develop 
Chinese ways of doing OD. However, in 
my way of thinking, the lack of academic 
underpinnings may limit what OD could 
be in China if people have more interest 
in OD toolkits imported from abroad 
versus adapting and developing concepts 
and mindsets that fit the Chinese context. 
Thus the challenge now is how to develop 
a more systematic knowing of OD for 
China. Currently it is being addressed by 
local consulting firms leveraging Western 
OD experts who bring different ideas and 
practices that are then incorporated into 
the Chinese context for local application. 

Finally, after so many years, I feel the 
obligation to tell my story of the early years 
to show respect to Professor Yang for his 

foresight and sagacity in advocating OB/
OD in China, and also to honor Bob Chin 
and Ai-li S. Chin for their pioneer work 
bringing OD to China. 

This part of my story ends here, but 
my OD work and the history of OD in 
China continues.
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“People	are	more	likely	to	offer	ideas,	ask	for	help,	and	seek	or	provide	feedback	if	they	believe	
that	their	effort	makes	a	difference	in	achieving	an	outcome	that	they	care	about.”

Creating a Culture that Thrives 
Fostering Respect, Trust, and Psychological Safety 
in the Workplace

Recent social movements such as 
#MeToo or #TimesUp reflect the need 
for organizations to pay close attention 
to the culture created among leadership 
and employees. An organization’s 
culture, reflected in its values, mission, 
and goals, can create an environment in 
which employees are not comfortable 
expressing their views or opinions. When 
this happens, there is a risk that lapses in 
appropriate conduct and communication 
occur. The current case study used survey 
research to explore these topics more 
deeply, considering both the spoken and 
unspoken norms of organizational life 
around communication, trust, respect, and 
psychological safety in the workplace. The 
study indicates that not only do employees 
feel culture can be influenced by both 
leaders and employees, but that clear 
demonstrations of purpose and value are 
of equal importance, as is accountability, 
accessibility, and availability of leadership. 

Organizational culture is a powerful 
force faced by leaders, followers, and 
teams. Schein (2017) defines culture as 
the values, norms, and rules of behavior 
that govern organizational life. There 
are two pertinent aspects of culture: (1) 
content (values that drive the organization’s 
mission and purpose) and (2) structure 
(the landscape as to how culture emerges 
or manifests itself). These forces of 
culture are so prevailing they influence 
patterns of beliefs, values, assumptions, 
and behavioral norms. In other words, 
organizational culture represents the 
expectations and rules by which an 
organization functions (Muscalu, 2014).

Organizational culture is always 
present but can be highlighted as new 
employees join an organization. As a 
newcomer, the powerful pull of culture 
is prominent (Nahavandi, 2015). Culture 
drives the formal and informal ways 
that work is done (individual versus 
team-based), how communication is 
conveyed (e.g., face to face versus email) 
and methods to share power (flat versus 
hierarchical power distribution). At times, 
the expectations and norms associated 
with these aspects of organizational life are 
observable and overtly communicated as 
part of the onboarding process. In contrast, 
some aspects of organizational culture only 
can be found in the unspoken agreement 
between employees about “how things 
are done around here.” Whether formal 
or informal, the reach of organizational 
culture can be a very powerful force 
(Muscalu, 2014).

According to Neagu and Nicula (2012), 
three fundamental components of culture 
include:
 » Basic postulates which refer to the 

elements that guide employees in terms 
of how they perceive, think, and feel.

 » Values and norms which influence 
problem-solving and decision-making 
in a way that reflect the meaning and 
purpose of the organization as well as 
the vision of its leaders.

 » Cultural products which include the 
observed artifacts of the organization 
(e.g., posted mission statement 
or promise to serve customers) or 
communications (e.g., newsletters, 
company memos, etc.).
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The Leader’s Role in 
Organizational Culture

It is difficult to untangle the connection 
between leadership and culture as the 
two directly influence each other. Leaders 
emerge in organizations, groups, or 
teams in order to foster a vision, share 
values, and reach goals (Nahavandi, 2015). 
Ultimately, the organizational culture 
reflects the values and norms established 
by the leader and teaches new employees 
to think in a similar manner. This is a 
very powerful connection and can directly 
influence organizational performance 
(Neagu & Nicula, 2012; Nahavandi, 2015; 
Warrick, 2017). 

Specifically, leaders can directly 
influence the way work is conducted 
and norms related to power distribution, 
engagement, and workplace respect. This 
influences the organizational culture 
which emerges; that which is conveyed to 
employees through hiring, onboarding, and 
training practices. The interconnectivity 
between culture and leadership places 
pressure on leaders to create and cultivate a 
culture which supports their organizational 
values. According to Pater (2015), there 
are three key factors needed to create 
this type of stellar culture: inspiring, 
involving, and internalizing. Together these 
three “I”s implicate the leader’s ability 
to create an environment which inspires 
the best in others, shares power, and is 
inclusive, and allows each employee to see 
themselves in the culture (i.e. asking the 
question, How does my role contribute to the 
organization’s mission?).

Hurst and Hurst (2016) discuss 
leadership connectivity as a driving 
indicator of organizational culture and its 
ability to change. Leadership connectivity is 
focused on relationship-oriented behaviors, 
those that foster the leader-follower 
bond. This bond creates a strong sense 
of inspiration and willingness to listen to 
each other, involve and analyze different 
points of view, and share in a group 
vision. Leadership connectivity results 
in (1) an open mind to try new ideas and 
approaches, (2) stronger persistence, and 
(3) a willingness to perform key activities.

As organizational demands become 
more complex, the culture of the company 
can be lost or miscommunicated along the 
way. Leaders can help ensure the culture 
of the organization remains intact, across 
sub- and micro-cultures, to create a sense 
of purpose, vision and trust (Schein, 2017). 
Norms and values provide employees with 
a sense of safety on the job, providing focus 
and clarity as to behavioral expectations, 
decision making and problem resolution. 
Culture can drive effectiveness by ensuring 
there are clear standards for acceptable 
performance and interpersonal dynamics. 
Costanza, Blacksmith, Coats, Severt, and 
DeCosta (2015) describe organizational 
culture as a resource for companies to 
adapt to their changing environments. 
Organizational survival is particularly 
important as current events related to 
organizational trust, psychological safety, 
and employee well-being indicate that 
many organizations struggle to create a 
culture that fosters employee engagement 
and respect.

Steps for Leaders to Enhance Culture

Organizational Readiness
Changing an organizational culture 
involves individual and organizational 
commitment. Individual efforts will only go 
so far if the organization is not also ready 
to adapt its work culture. An organization’s 
leadership team should reflect on their 
mindset to determine if the organization 
is ready to enhance work culture. 
Organizational readiness factors include 
the need for the executive team to enable 
and participate in cultural change and the 
development of organizational leadership, 
understanding that work will emerge as 
change efforts continue, requiring the 
ability to work across boun daries such 
as functions, alliances, agencies, and 
suppliers (McGuire & Palus, 2008). 

To change organizational culture, all 
people, systems, and practices need to be 
engaged in the transformation process. A 
critical first step involves senior leaders 
acknowledging their role within the 
culture; fully engaged in advancing the 
leadership culture and leading by example 
(McGuire & Palus, 2008). As senior 

management’s support is pivotal to work 
culture change, it is important to further 
assess the traits that top executives need to 
spearhead the initiative.

Leader Readiness
In addition to organizations being ready 
to enhance work culture and create 
psychological safety in the workplace, the 
leaders spearheading the change must have 
the characteristics needed for enhancing 
work culture. According to Gillam and 
Siriwardena (2013), change leaders must 
be effective at management tasks such as 
planning, briefing, controlling, evaluating, 
motivating, organizing, communicating, 
and leading by example. In addition, 
specific leadership competencies needed 
for enhancing work culture include 
intelligence, action-orientation, self-
assurance, integrity, high energy, goal 
orientation, and good communication 
skills (Gillam & Siriwardena, 2013). 

The change leader must be reflective, 
review the situation periodically, reassess, 
and openly communicate. According to 
Gillam and Siriwardena (2013), leaders 
must first be willing to lead, manage, and 
change themselves before they can lead and 
manage work culture change. Fortunately, 
leadership skills can be learned and the 
related competencies developed over the 
course of an individual’s career. In addition 
to embodying overall characteristics of 
successful change leaders, leaders must 
also draw upon their own unique strengths 
to successfully advance a work culture 
that thrives.

The emergence of recent social 
movements such as #MeToo and 
#TimesUp reflect the extent to which 
issues around creating a positive 
organizational culture exist. There is a 
breakdown of the trust and respect that 
has been described as necessary for 
organizations to thrive. This enhances 
the need for cooperative leadership styles 
which manage conflict associated with 
culture change in positive and productive 
ways. There are many examples in the 
media of organizations (and the leaders 
within them) that have lost their way 
when it comes to creating a culture that 
fosters employee engagement, respect, and 
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trust. As a result, many organizations are 
revisiting the values and mission driving 
the organization and its culture.

Psychological Safety
As previously discussed, culture resides 
in both the spoken and unspoken norms 
of organizational life. Workplace bullying, 
sexual harassment, and an overall distrust 
among colleagues are some of the 
factors compromising the psychological 
safety that leaders aim to create at work. 
Hellebrand (2018) discusses the need for 
“no fear” when it comes to stopping the 
emergence of negative cultures. Violence 
and workplace bullying can be mitigated 
through a specific code of conduct, 
clear expectations, and holding leaders 
accountable. Ensuring that organizational 
culture supports employee performance 
and engagement is no small task. 

Research shows that leader behavior 
can directly enhance perceptions of 
psychological safety at work (Nembhard & 
Edmondson, 2006). Edmondson (2004) 
found that leaders who show accessibility, 
openness, and availability enhance the 
feeling of psychological safety among 
their subordinates. There are several 
different ways that leaders can create an 
environment of psychological safety where 
positive follower behaviors, such as voicing 
new ideas and openness to taking strategic 
risks, are encouraged. One of the most 
important strategies for leaders to embody 
is to encourage employees to voice their 
ideas. Leaders must encourage employees 
to speak up often while communicating 
that this behavior is appreciated, respected, 
and not met with negative consequences. 
When a leader displays openness to 
hearing employees’ ideas and concerns 
while actively listening to new ideas that 
are brought forth, employees will feel 
comfortable, and in return, be more 
open and willing to share creative ideas 
to meet challenges. When leaders make 
their accessibility to employees clear in 
established policies, they communicate 
that it is both safe and expected for workers 
to approach them openly with thoughts 
and ideas. 

Edmondson’s (2004) theory about 
leadership characteristics of accessibility, 

availability and openness, aligns with 
other studies that connect the presence 
of increased trust and psychological 
safety to leadership behaviors related to 
genuine caring and concern about the 
employee (Burke, Sims, Lazzara, & Salas, 
2007; Carmeli & Gittell, 2009; Puccinelli 
& Tickle-Degnen, 2005). Additionally, 
Nembhard and Edmondson (2006) 
found that when employees felt that their 
managers encouraged them to give input 
and share their ideas, they felt a sense of 
psychological safety. Employees appreciated 
their opinion and voice being heard and 
felt comfortable to express themselves. 
When that trust is lacking, employees 
may feel that they are being monitored 
and judged, which will hold them back 
from sharing their opinions and ideas 
(Edmondson, 2004). 

Other researchers have expressed 
similar views. May, Gilson, and Harter 
(2004) state that trusting relationships 
can be characterized by the expression of 
care and concern for others (McAllister, 
1995). This care and concern play an 
important role in encouraging feelings of 
psychological safety. Additionally, Kahn 
(1990, p. 708) found that “interpersonal 
relationships promoted psychological safety 
when they were supportive and trusting.” 
The results of this study conclude that 
employees were more open to sharing 
concepts and ideas about innovation in 
design and other important input when 
they trusted their managers. Lastly, Madjar 
and Ortiz-Walters (2009) found that a 
culture of trust can prove to be a predictor 
of psychological safety.

The concept of employee voice comes 
from Hirschman’s (1970) research and 
concludes that when employees are faced 
with dissatisfying conditions at work, they 
tend to voice their concerns about their 
dissatisfaction or leave the organization. 
Morrison and Milliken’s (2011, p. 17) 
review of employee voice highlights 
three common threads running through 
literature: 

One important commonality is 
the idea of voice being an act of 
verbal expression, where a message 
is conveyed from a sender to a 

recipient. Second, voice is defined as 
discretionary behavior. Individuals 
choose whether or not to engage 
in this behavior at any particular 
moment in time, a choice that is 
affected by a variety of factors. A 
third commonality is the notion 
of voice being constructive in its 
intent. The objective is to bring about 
improvement and positive change, 
not simply to vent or complain. 

When subordinates feel that their 
managers treat them with dignity and 
respect throughout everyday interactions, 
subordinates are more likely to use voice 
behaviors, such as feeling comfortable 
speaking up and voicing their opinions. 
These voice behaviors are encouraged 
because of the employee’s perception 
of psychological safety that comes from 
feeling that their leaders are taking their 
needs into account (Colquitt, Conlon, 
Wesson, Porter & Ng, 2001). When 
employees feel their leaders are willing to 
take the time to co-create meaningful and 
long-term professional relationships it 
contributes to a sense of belonging at work 
(Brockner, Siegel, Daly, Tyler & Martin, 
1997). This interaction and development 
of collegial and professional relationships 
diminish feelings of uncertainty which 
helps to increase psychological safety and 
potentially lead to increased trust in the 
organization’s leadership. 

The purpose of the current research 
is to explore how workplace culture is 
perceived by leaders and employees, how 
culture can be impacted and changed to 
increase employee involvement, and how 
employees’ feelings about psychological 
safety may influence their workplace. 
Implications related to the need for cultural 
reform will be discussed. Additionally, best 
practices to create a culture that thrives will 
be shared.

Methodology

Purpose
The purpose of this study was to consider 
the research question: in what ways does 
work culture lead to employees feeling 
psychologically safe? This is a pressing 
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issue faced by many organizations. The 
research conducted helps to determine the 
components of work culture that should 
be retained, eliminated, or newly added to 
increase perceptions of trust, respect, and 
psychological safety for employees.

Research Design 
The current research used a case study 
to explore the research question within 
one organization. A 21-item survey was 
issued to employees of a medium-sized 
nonprofit company in the Midwest United 
States. The authors of this paper and 
the company’s leadership created the 
survey instrument. To ensure content 
validity, the survey was shared with one 
additional senior manager at the company 
to verify the survey questions were written 
effectively to elicit meaningful data (Leedy 
& Ormrod, 2013). 

The survey allowed participants 
to rate components of the company’s 
existing work culture, provide feedback 
about the work culture, and share insights 
regarding their feelings of psychological 
safety. Participants responded to these 
survey questions with the assurance 
of confidentiality. Demographic data 
was collected from survey participants, 
including age and rank within the 
company. The survey contained both scaled 
and open-ended questions.

The qualitative, open-ended questions 
allowed participants to express their 
feelings and ideas. Ten of the survey 
questions were qualitative and focused 
on how participants feel about their work 
culture and psychological safety at work. 

Eleven of the survey questions were 
quantitative and included questions 
about the extent to which employees and 
leaders can impact organizational culture 
as well as to what extent employees know 
the mission, vision, and values of the 
organization. These quantitative questions 
incorporated a three-point Likert-type 
response scale with “to no extent,” “to 
some extent,” and “to a large extent” as 
response options.

Setting and Participants
The company included in the research 
is a private, nonprofit organization 

that provides managerial services to 
organizations. In addition to departments 
focusing on specific products and services, 
the company also has divisions including 
administration, finance, human resources, 
information technology, marketing, 
office services, and maintenance. With 
approximately 250 employees, the 
gender split breaks down to 76% female 
employees, the average employee age is 
50.5., and the average employee tenure 
is 8.3 years. The company mission is to 
serve the managerial needs of its members 
and clients.

The survey was distributed to 
approximately 200 current employees 
who work at the company’s headquarters. 
The participants represented all levels of 
employees, including top management. 

Procedures
Before conducting the study, the 
researchers obtained written approval from 
the company’s chief human resources 
officer, obtained the required National 
Institutes of Health (NIH) certification 
in protecting human participants, and 
obtained Institutional Review Board 
approval. The survey was uniquely created 
for the company and distributed online to 
employees in April 2018. Constant Contact 
was used as the online survey platform.

There were two steps in the survey 
process. Employees first received an email 
with a link to the confidential survey 
and information pertaining to informed 
consent. Next, a reminder email was sent 
to employees regarding participating 

in the survey approximately one week 
before the survey ended. 

Results

The survey response rate was 72%, with 
144 of 200 employees responding. The 
highest percent of survey responses 
were received by professionals with no 
managerial duties. The majority of survey 
respondents were between ages 45 to 64.

Impacting Company Culture
A majority of respondents feel that employ-
ees can impact culture to a large extent, 
supporting the idea that employees 
play a direct role supporting the values 
and norms of the company (Table 1). In 
addition, almost 2/3 of respondents stated 
leadership can impact culture to a large 
extent as well. These findings relate to the 
standards that employees feel are conveyed 
by leadership and their role in fostering 
leadership connectivity.

Respondents had a strong knowledge 
of the mission, vision, and values of 
the company (Table 2). Of those who 
responded, 93% know the company’s 
mission statement, 94% are aware of 
the vision of the company and 97% are 
familiar with the core values.

According to employees, freedom to 
speak at work without fear of repercussions 
was the top factor in defining psychological 
safety at work, as shown in Table 3. 
Displaying mutual respect for one 
another, having no fear of retaliation, and 

Table	1.	Extent that Employees and Leaders Impact Culture

To what extent can employees impact an 
organization’s culture? 

Number of 
Response(s)

Response 
Ratio

To	No	Extent 1 <1%

To	Some	Extent 23 15.9%

To	a	Large	Extent 74 51.3%

No	Responses 46 31.9%

To what extent can those in leadership roles 
(supervisors, managers, senior leaders, etc.) impact 
an organization’s culture? 

Number of 
Response(s)

Response 
Ratio

To	No	Extent 0 0.0%

To	Some	Extent 6 4.1%

To	a	Large	Extent 92 63.8%

No	Responses 46 31.9%
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Table	2.	Company Mission, Vision, and Values

Do you know your company’s mission statement? Number of 
Response(s)

Response 
Ratio

Yes 90 62.5%

No 4 2.7%

Unsure 3 2.0%

No	Responses 47 32.6%

Do you know the vision of your company? Number of 
Response(s)

Response 
Ratio

Yes 91 63.1%

No 0 0.0%

Unsure 6 4.1%

No	Responses 47 32.6%

Do you know the core values of your company? Number of 
Response(s)

Response 
Ratio

Yes 93 64.5%

No 1 <1%

Unsure 3 2.0%

No	Responses 47 32.6%

Table	4.	What Steps Could Others 
Take to Make You Feel More 
Comfortable at Work?

Topic Number of 
Responses

Respectful	Speech 14

Good	Communication 10

Acceptance 9

Mutual	Respect 6

Non-Preferential	
Treatment

5

Employee	Recognition 4

Value	Opinions 4

Constructive	Criticism 3

Listen	to	Employees 3

Decrease	Micro	
Management

2

Honesty 2

Kindness 2

Value	Contributions 2

Table	3.	How Employees Define 
Psychological Safety at Work

Topic Number of 
Responses

Freedom	to	Speak 15

Mutual	Respect 10

No	Fear	of	Retaliation 9

No	Bullying 8

No	Manipulation 6

Providing	a	Safe	
Environment

6

No	Discrimination 4

Employee	Recognition 3

Leadership	Support 3

Listen	to	Employees 3

Good	Communication 2

Inclusive	Environment 2

Respect	for	Privacy 2

Table	5.	What steps can supervisors 
take to create a psychologically safe 
workplace for employees?

Topic Number of 
Responses

Good	Communication 23

Respect 17

Value	Opinions 17

Listen 14

Non-Preferential	
Treatment

14

Constructive	Criticism 7

Continuing	Education 6

Provide	Support 5

Acceptance 4

Care 4

Positivity 4

Self-Awareness 4

Solicit	Feedback 4

Table	6. What steps can 
senior leaders take to create a 
psychologically safe workplace 
for employees?

Topic Number of 
Responses

Top-Down	Approach	
(often cited as leading 
by example)

11

Listen 10

Non-Preferential	
Treatment

9

Employee	Recognition 7

Provide	Support 7

Value	Opinions 7

Solicit	Feedback 6

Good	Communication 5

Self-awareness 4

Engage 3

Mutual	Respect 3

Set	Expectations 3

Trust 3
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no bullying were also were highly rated 
responses.

While a majority of the company 
employees feel psychologically safe at work, 
Table 4 showcases that good, and respectful, 
communication would help co-workers feel 
even more comfortable.

The theme of good communication 
and respect were often cited when 
discussing the role of managers in creating 
psychological safety at work, as shown in 
Table 5. Valuing the opinions heard and 
listening, were also high on the list of 
actions supervisors can take.

In Table 6, the top-down approach 
(often cited as leading by example), is 
described as one way that senior leaders 
can have an impact on the psychological 
safety of all employees. Listening and 
non-preferential treatment were also 
mentioned frequently.

The results support the idea that 
whether formal or informal, the reach 
of organizational culture can create 
powerful energy within an organization. 
Survey results indicate that organizations 
have the opportunity to further focus on 
building empowerment, recognition, role 
modeling, communications, and integrity 
of leadership in order to strengthen the 
psychological safety and effectiveness of 
the work culture. Survey responses also 
underscore the importance leaders play 
in creating and maintaining the work 
culture, an important element of leader-
ship connectivity. Leaders can help ensure 
the culture of the organization remains 
intact to create a sense of purpose, vision 
and trust. 

Discussion

Organizational culture is a powerful 
mechanism which can impact employee 
engagement and satisfaction. Recent 
social movements such as #MeToo and 
#TimesUp indicate that organizational 
culture can fall short of expectations, 
often driven by a lack of leadership and 
organizational vision. The consequences 
on employee morale can be devastating 
for both the individual employee and the 
organization at large. 

This research aimed to uncover 
employee-driven ideas that reinforce 
positive communication, build a basis 
of trust, and help foster a sense of 
psychological safety in the workplace. 
Together, these factors can help create a 
culture based on positivity and productivity, 
both of which are found in today’s most 
admired organizations.

Overall Research Findings 

Survey results indicate that employees feel 
both staff (employees) and leadership are 
able to impact organizational culture. Trust, 
integrity, and respect were noted among 
the most important characteristics of 
organizational culture, which is consistent 
with research related to psychological 
safety and employee voice (Zhou & 
George, 2001). Trust and respect are the 
cornerstones identified as the basis from 
which a healthy and positive culture 
can thrive. 

Specifically related to psychological 
safety, professional responsibility, shared 
vision/values and recognition are valued 
most highly by employees. This may not 
be surprising as professional responsibility 
encompasses a wide range of behaviors 
such as accountability, appropriateness, 
and ownership. If these are valued and 
incorporated in the culture, employees feel 
a stronger sense of comfort sharing ideas 
and supporting the organizational vision 
(Schein, 2017).

While most employees indicated they 
knew the company mission, values, and 
vision, only about 65% could identify how 
their role fit within the mission. There 
may be an opportunity to create a stronger 
employee-organizational connection if 
employees understood how their work 
supported that of the organization. Doing 
so could also impact accountability and 
ownership for organizational results as well 
as an opportunity for greater leadership 
connectivity (Hurst & Hurst, 2016).

Employee recognition is the most 
important way to boost employee morale, 
which aligns with results related to 
psychological safety as well. Strong 
communication skills and professional 

treatment are also frequently mentioned 
in terms of building employee morale. 
Interestingly, characteristics that impact 
morale are also those which impact culture, 
voice, and safety which shows how these 
qualities of work life can be interconnected.

Freedom to speak, mutual respect, and 
no fear of retaliation were reported as the 
defining characteristics of psychological 
safety. Leading by example, trust, respect, 
and positive two-way relationships can each 
contribute to perceived safety at work and 
are tools leaders can use to help create a 
culture where everyone feels respected and 
valued. Respect and trust can be fostered 
through effective communication and 
language that is respectful, appropriate, 
and creates a sense of acceptance. Similar 
to what was mentioned above, seeing how 
one’s role fits with the larger organizational 
mission can create a sense of belonging 
and acceptance as well.

Implications 

Working together, a climate of trust and 
security can develop within an organiza-
tion. In line with research summarized 
earlier in the paper, it is important for 
leaders to demonstrate integrity and ensure 
words and actions are consistent. It is 
imperative that leaders set the tone and 
standards to lead by example because they 
are under the close watch of employees, 
board members, media, and others 
who want to experience their effective 
leadership, which directly impacts work 
culture. Actions set the standard, so leaders 
must set the standard high by consistently 
demonstrating excellence at emulating 
the proper actions. Leaders should reflect 
on how they are leading by example and 
periodically assess how well they are doing. 
A company’s leadership team will enhance 
the work culture and further build trust, 
gain influence, and inspire others as they 
master their own model behavior. 

There is no mistaking that trust and 
respect are also key underpinnings in a 
psychologically safe workplace. Undeniably, 
respect, and the way employees speak to 
each other are vital. Also, listening and 
valuing opinions is essential. Managers 
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must foster an environment of trust 
and respect in ways such as keeping 
commitments, upholding confidential 
matters, speaking in a professional 
manner, and soliciting input from others. 
It is not enough that leaders act this way. 
Leaders must also hold employees to the 
same standard by addressing situations 
that could potentially erode trust and 
respect. For example, if a manager is at a 
meeting and observes employees talking 
negatively about another employee, the 
manager should speak up and request that 
the situation be addressed appropriately 
and when the targeted employee can join 
the conversation. If a manager does not 
call out these types of negative behaviors, 
they risk contributing to an environment 
lacking in trust and respect.

Non-preferential treatment can be very 
powerful in establishing a productive and 
psychologically safe work culture. Leaders 
must be mindful of fairness and equity in 
all situations. For example, non-smokers 
of a company may feel it is unfair for 
smokers to take more frequent breaks. If a 
supervisor does not address this situation, 
the perceived preferential treatment could 
interfere with work culture efforts. 

Empowering employees also is 
important in building a psychologically safe 
work culture. Company leadership should 
look for opportunities for employees to 
work together to maximize ideas, talents, 
and teamwork, allowing employees to 
impact work culture. Managers should 
engage their team to help them shine 
and become energized employees, which 
helps to contribute to an effective and 
psychologically safe work culture. 

Future Direction 

A number of questions still remain 
about creating a positive work culture. 
For example, psychological safety is not 
always sufficient by itself to support the 
creation and maintenance of a productive 
and positive work culture. Without a clear 
and compelling shared goal, members of 
a team may lack motivation to engage in 
learning-oriented actions, which require 
both effort and thought. People are more 
likely to offer ideas, ask for help, and seek 

or provide feedback if they believe that 
their effort makes a difference in achieving 
an outcome that they care about. Creating 
an environment of psychological safety 
may be counterproductive if managers and 
leaders feel that this is all that is needed 
to promote productive and motivational 
culture. It is important to continue to 
explore the other inputs that are required 
to contribute to the growth of positive and 
productive cultures.

To develop a consistently reliable 
and valid measure of psychological 
safety, future research must continue to 
collect data from a variety of team and 
organizational settings. More specifically, 
the effect of psychological safety in 
culturally diverse teams warrants further 
research. Additionally, this paper addresses 
research from one specific organization. 
This research can be expanded to other 
industries, disciplines, and organizations 
to better understand the universal factors 
that contribute to the role of psychological 
safety, morale, and motivation within the 
cultures of varying types of organizations.
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“Accident	investigations	must	be	thorough	in	order	to	identify	causation.	Determining	the	
individual	and	interacting	factors,	and	all	of	the	contributors	to	injury	or	property	damage,	
including	organizations	safety	culture,	is	critical	to	prevent	recurrence”

Applying Appreciative Inquiry 
for Safety-Related Incident 
Investigation

By	Anton	Shufutinsky One of the recognized means of protecting 
employees from injuries is through acci -
dent prevention, and one of the key 
elements of accident prevention is effective 
incident root cause investigation (RCI). 
During investigations, root cause analysis 
(RCA) has historically been used to identify 
basic and causal factors for performance 
variation. Numerous RCA models have 
been developed and are used during 
RCIs to identify mistakes and try to 
prevent future incidents (Wu, Lipshutz, 
& Pronovost, 2008). Most RCA models 
focus on identifying flaws, errors, and 
mistakes, often pointing the finger of 
culpability at workers. Employees become 
tired of interactions and conversations 
about program changes that are negative 
(Stavros & Torres, 2018), and thus do 
not engage or put their efforts into these 
investigations, particularly when they may 
be blamed. 

It is possible to promote safety 
performance improvement and prevent 
incidents by using an appreciative 
approach. I’m proposing a shift in inci-
dent investigations through the use of a 
strengths-based instead of a deficiency-
based framework by applying the 
organizational development (OD) method 
of appreciative inquiry (AI) as an RCA 
model. Appreciative inquiry is one of 
the most widely employed methods for 
fostering positive change in groups and 
organizations. At its core, AI discovers 
the best in individuals, organizations, and 
their environments, and uses conversation 
and shared meaning-making to create or 

improve effective social and organizational 
systems (Stavros & Torres, 2018). 

Workplace Safety is Still a 
Global Challenge 

Protecting workers from hazards using 
properly implemented occupational safety 
and health (OSH) programs remains a 
global challenge as accidents and work-
related diseases persistently occur 
(Hämäläinen, Saarela, & Takala, 2009), 
exceeding an estimated two million 
fatalities and over 300 million non-
fatal incidents annually (International 
Labour Organization, 2014; Takala, 
2009). Every year, in the United States 
alone, approximately three out of every 
100 full-time employees experience 
occupa tional injuries. 

Incident Investigation and  
Root Cause

Root cause analysis tools are vital in order 
to effectively determine the causative 
agents for workplace injuries, including 
systems-, management-, environment-, and 
behavior-based hazards (Petersen, 1980). 
Accident investigations must be thorough 
in order to identify causation. Determining 
the individual and interacting factors, and 
all of the contributors to injury or property 
damage, including an organization’s safety 
culture, is critical to prevent recurrence 
(Shufutinsky, Cox, & Vizcarrondo, 2017).

Development of effective RCI methods 
to rapidly characterize organizational 
safety-related incidents is a pivotal step in 
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recognizing root causes and preventing 
incidents (Grote & Kunzler, 2000; Hale, 
2000). Generally, traditional RCA methods 
require that accident investigations include 
a strategy capable of identifying the 
equipment, policies, and behaviors that 
caused the accident. 

There are numerous RCA methods 
employed in analyzing safety-related 
accidents. A commonality among 
traditional RCA methods is that their 
approaches are often focused on 
external environments, equipment, and 
management systems failures, as well as 
targeting suspect behaviors of workers. 
The recent trend in RCA requires the 
evaluation of potential causal factors from 
the accident, and working back towards 
initiating events that potentially shaped 
the incident, targeting system designs 
and practices instead of worker behaviors 
(Iedema, Jorm, & Long; 2006). This is 
an attempted organizational culture shift 
because organizations recognize that good 
RCA processes lead to more disciplined 
and creative thinking and promote team 
interaction that focuses on processes and 
systems rather than blaming individuals. 
This approach is expected to shift the 
culture towards one of trust and openness 
(Carroll, Rudolph, & Hatakenaka, 2002). 
However, this trend is not widespread 
across industry, and most RCA models 
being used in industry today, including 
the Ishikawa Cause-and-Effect method, 
5-Why method, Barrier Analysis, Fault 
Tree Analysis, and others still focus on 
identifying flaws, failures, and deficits, 
including individual behaviors. Among 
some of the concerns around RCIs is 
that they are often fundamentally the 
same because they tend to have too much 
hierarchy, unclear goals, disengaged 
staff and witnesses, poor leadership 
commitment (Williams & Haizlip, 2013), 
and result in incorrect or inadequate 
causes and corrective and preventive 
actions (CAPA).

One approach missing from the figur-
a tive RCA toolbox is a positive-generative 
approach to preventing incidents. The 
existing methods search for flaws, errors, 
mistakes, slips, and culture problems from 
the very beginning of an RCI. Certainly 

this makes sense from the perspective that 
something generally goes wrong to cause 
an incident. However, often in processes 
where injuries or near-misses occur, there 
are many steps in a complex system that 
repeatedly go right, even thousands of 
times, before a failure occurs. Yet, when 
an accident occurs, we immediately focus 
on the failure. As many as 90 percent 
of all accidents result in some way from 
human error (Ford & Race, 2015), but the 
reality is that failure is the outlier in the 
scenario, not the norm. Thus, assessing 
the steps that were done well or correctly 
can lead to an understanding of the cause 
of the accident but come with better 
opportunity for improved CAPAs and other 
organizational benefits.

The Problem with Problem-Solving

Commonly used RCA methods investi-
gate incidents from a bi-modal, two-
dimensional perspective in which things 
either go right or go wrong, and accidents 
are evaluated from that perspective. These 
traditional methods examine safety through 
the application of deficiency models in 
which problems or flaws are identified to 
support CAPAs for process transformation. 
In this approach, workers are identified 
predominantly as the cause, hazard, or risk 
to the organization. Thus, the RCIs begin 
with the occurrence of incidents and focus 
on questions of What are the flaws?, What’s 
wrong? or What needs to be repaired? When 
organizations focus on what’s wrong, 
there is the likelihood that employees and 
other stakeholders become discouraged 
as they identify problems, and become 
less optimistic about ever correcting the 
organizational issues, perhaps creating an 
overall negativity toward the organization. 
Further, although they may walk away 
with a clear understanding of what not to 
do, they do not focus around what they 
should do to improve safety performance 
and culture (Shendell-Falik, Feinson, & 
Mohr, 2007).

Investigating the one out of thousands 
of events that go wrong is a find-it-fix-it 
model, and we need more from our RCIs. 
Unfortunately, today’s RCIs usually do not 
call for identifying why successful systems 

do not have failures. In other words, why in 
those thousands of events does no incident 
occur? Too often, there is no regulatory or 
corporate call for investigating what works 
well or goes right in the system. Yet, from 
a positive and continuous improvement 
perspective, it makes sense that the aim 
should really be to understand how things 
do not fail, or how they go right, in order to 
understand what or where the flaw or cause 
of the incident is. The OSH profession 
has paid little attention to this, putting 
most of the focus on traditional methods 
of predicting error by investigating flaws 
rather than understanding how things 
are supposed to work and how they work 
when there are no incidents, and making 
sure that they continue to work that way. 
The problem-solving approach to RCA 
can lead to an exaggerated focus on the 
organizational or process weaknesses, 
which may lead to a degenerative spiral not 
only in the investigation but also in overall 
safety culture (Grant & Humphries, 2006). 

The alternative is to explore strengths 
and successes, searching instead for 
conditions under which nothing went 
wrong, and trying to reproduce those 
conditions. Through this method, upon 
incident, we begin by investigating and 
appreciating how the process normally 
transpires when nothing unordinary 
happens in order to understand what 
may have gone wrong when it does, 
and to engage workers to innovate in 
order to prevent recurrence. Thus, I’m 
proposing a shift in RCA through the 
use of a strengths-based versus a failure-
based approach. Appreciative inquiry can 
be applied as a safety method in order to 
provide a strengths-based, opportunity-rich 
approach that will improve RCIs.

Appreciative Inquiry

AI is a major OD intervention that is based 
on the assertion that a given organization 
is a miracle to be embraced instead of a 
problem to deal with. It differs from other 
OD interventions by way of deliberate 
affirmative assumptions about people, 
organizations, and relationships (Ludema, 
Cooperrider, & Barrett, 2001), instead of 
problem-based ones. AI investigates the 
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peak moments of performance within an 
organization and observes the things that 
employees value about themselves, their 
roles, their tasks, and their organizations 
overall (French & Bell, 1999), selectively 
seeking to locate and highlight the life-
giving forces of the organizations and 
sustaining them (Ludema, Cooperrider, & 
Barrett, 2001; Yaeger, Sorensen, Bengtsson, 
2005). AI involves systematic discovery 
of what gives life to an organization in its 
most constructive, capable, and effective 
status (Cooperrider & Whitney, 2001). 
Ludema, Cooperrider, & Barrett (2001) 
recognize that inquiry and change happen 
simultaneously, and thus propose that 
AI is a method that continuously crafts 
the unconditional positive questions 
that allow the organizational system 
to discover, amplify, and multiply the 
strengths in the organization. This set 
of evolving theories is being adopted by 
practitioners that continuously add their 
own ideas and experiences, and is rich 
for potential application to the practices 
of OSH professionals, including incident 
investigation (Yaeger & Bengtsson, 2007; 
Yaeger, Sorensen, & Bengtsson, 2005). For 
that reason, AI is a potentially effective 
and rich method for RCA and CAPA 
decision-making.

RCA and AI

Some view RCA as altogether negative. 
Shendell-Falik, Feinson, & Mohr 
(2007) place RCA and AI as adversarial 
methodologies, identifying one as negative 
and the other as positive for organizational 
assessment. Although often problem-
focused, RCA is necessary in order to 
identify cause and create actions to prevent 
accident recurrence. The main goal of RCA 
is prevention, even though it is responsive 
to a particular problem or occurrence. 
However, RCA can instead be performed 
as a critical process through a new model 
of positive investigation and opportunity 
assessment, using AI as the vehicle. 

It is not only possible, it is imperative 
that this OD method be applied as an 
RCA approach. I propose that AI in safety-
related incident investigations (AISRII) 
can be an innovative way for identifying, 

correcting, and preventing workplace 
accidents through a more positive frame-
work and direction. 

Although AI is not all about positivism 
(Bushe, 2007), firms and their employees 
tend to be heliotropic by nature, meaning 
that they move in the direction of what they 
study (Ludema, Cooperrider, & Barrett, 
2001) and tend to move toward the light 
(Cooperrider & Srivastva, 1987; Yaeger & 
Bengtsson, 2007). So if an organization 
and its members study the positive, then 
the questions they ask will tend to focus 
their attention in a particularly positive 
direction (Shendell-Falik, Feinson, & Mohr, 
2007). Although AI can be positive and 
transformational, the method is really 
about being generative, with a focus on 
changing how people think instead of 
what they do, as well as supporting self-
organizing change processes that flow 
from ideas (Bushe, 2007; Bushe & Kassam, 
2005), and create new knowledge that can 
positively alter the organization’s future 
(Bushe, 2007; Bushe & Kassam, 2005).

Because AI stands out as a high 
engagement, strength-based approach 
to organizational change, focusing on 
aligning strengths with opportunities, 
aspirations, desired results, and generative 
thinking for transforming goals into action 
(Bushe, 2007; Wattie & Masys, 2015), it 
can be used as a tool to facilitate structured 
analytics in incidents to support a 
proactive culture of opportunities for safety 
improvement (Wattie & Masys, 2015). 

The traditional deficit-based RCA 
tools may very well achieve progress, but 
they have apparent limitations, including 
not typically fostering enthusiasm for 
preventive actions, hesitant generation of 
innovation beyond the problem, task-based 
rather than strategic solutions to problems, 
and at worst, staff defensiveness, isolation, 
resistance to change, and dishonesty 
during RCIs (Shendell-Falik, Feinson, 
& Mohr, 2007). Because the traditional 
behavior-based safety (BBS) blame game is 
inadequate in most industrial settings and 
does not address true safety improvement 
(Ford & Race, 2015; Shufutinsky & Long, 
2017), and the arduous task of AI as an 
intervention is concerned with imagination 
and innovation, rather than criticism, 

spiralling, and blame (Cooperrider & 
Whitney, 2001), AISRII fits the mould 
for an alternate approach to investigating 
workplace accidents. This approach to 
organizational safety potentially drives 
innovation and implementation that 
acknowledges problems in processes but 
then engages groups in studying what 
works, and building solutions based 
on that.

Also, traditional RCA programs using 
BBS approaches, although evidence-based, 
look for evidence through interviews 
that often search for flaws through a 
perceived interrogation-type approach. 
These are generally accomplished 
through analyzing the interactions of 
individual humans with their systems, 
and exploring the contributing factors 
related to organizational failings. 
Involved individuals often perceive these 
investigation tactics as blaming, and 
such practices result in non-committal to 
identifying or correcting problems, and 
strain relationships between leadership 
and employees. 

Affirmative Organization Theory and 
Its Push Towards AISRII RCA

Cooperrider’s Theory of the Affirmative 
Organization states that organizations 
do not need to be fixed, but rather need 
constant reaffirmation (Cooperrider, 1987; 
Yaeger, Sorensen, Bengtsson, 2005). The 
best ideas to improve safety in operational 
processes may likely come from people 
that work closest to or in those processes 
daily. The non-traditional approach of 
AISRII is a good fit for investigations 
because it involves those very people 
and their experiences in a different 
manner, encouraging their involvement 
in researching proper process completion 
rather than looking to identify a person 
to blame. This engages individuals, helps 
build positive relationships between 
stakeholders, and strengthens core values 
(Shendell-Falik, Feinson, & Mohr, 2007), 
similar in positive values to those of the 
safety professionals’ roles of helping people 
work optimally and safely. AISRII can work 
because AI drives enthusiasm, innovation, 
and thought, and AISRII can therefore 
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provide new insights into moments of 
optimal performance, and the causes of 
that optimal performance, rather than 
causes of problems. Further, AISRII will 
focus on the system’s resources and the 
operations elements when they work at 
their best, using this as the building blocks 
to help the organizational system achieve 
its most desired future, overcoming 
problems and failures, and ensuring 
optimal conditions through regular 
reaffirmation. The results are not just 
innovated structures, processes, and ways 
of working together differently, but also 
an increased sense of commitment to and 
enthusiasm for the organization (Shendell-
Falik, Feinson, & Mohr, 2007). 

Although the goals of both models 
may be similar, the differences between a 
traditional RCA approach and AISRII are 
considerable, as displayed in Table 1, and 
described in the before-mentioned text. 
Working from the appreciative perspective 
drives the assessments regarding what 
is wanted and needed in greater volume 
rather than what is missing (Bushe, 
2007), and people see the potential of 
what is emerging or may emerge in the 
processes (Bushe, 2007) instead of the 
negative consequences, such as BBS-driven 
vigilance. A focus on the positive with 
resulting generative thought can also help 
improve relationships between co-workers 
and stakeholders, which contributes to 
overcoming bad designs (Bushe, 2007). 

Potential Modes of Application  
in AIRSII

The Generative 5-D Cycle AIRSII 
Approach. As a paradigm that takes the 
idea of the social construction of reality 
to its positive extreme, AI allows for 
reflection, analysis, and generative 
think ing (Bushe, 2007; Cooperrider & 
Whitney, 2001), thus providing a pipeline 
for generating the model for process 
performance, and identifying what 
usually works well and is effective on a 
regular basis that drives the process to 
function, production, or completion with 
the desired outcome. It is through the 
process of studying what is done right 
in the process all the time that will bring 

out what went wrong and generate the 
innovative opportunity-based actions and 
preventive actions (OBAPA) that move 
RCA in the proactive direction. Also, the 
Affirmative Organization theory calls 
for constant reaffirmation (Cooperrider, 
1987; Yaeger, Sorensen, Bengtsson, 
2005), and this should be applied to 
organizational systems and processes, 
including operations and manufacturing. 
Those processes should have constant and 
continuous monitoring, for quality, and the 
reaffirmation of the processes can provide 
the avenue of indirectly investigating and 
preventing incidents. Reaffirmation can 
occur through numerous ways, but one 
of them is through the use of the 5-D AI 
Affirmation Cycle (Figure 1).

Ludema, Cooperrider, & Barrett (2001) 
addressed the utility of the 4-D model for 

AI intervention, explaining a stepwise 
methodology for working through the 
intervention with the organization (Bushe 
& Kassam, 2005; Cooperrider & Whitney, 
2001). Since then, there have been several 
modifications described by practitioners 
and authors, including Shendell-Falik, 
Feinson, & Mohr (2007), who advocate the 
use of the 5-D model, which adds a fifth 
element—definition—to the original. The 
AI 5-D cycle is a stepwise framework for 
applying AI in order to identify and record 
what normally goes well in an organization 
or a process, to determine the normal 
process, and identify those things, items, 
behaviors, that do not fall into the “right” 
category. This can be applied directly to 
safety practice.

Table	1.	Comparison of Traditional Root Cause Analysis Methods versus AISRII 

Factor of 
Consideration

Traditional RCA Methods AISRII

Mode	of	Root	Cause	
Analysis

Problem-based;	2-D	cause	
&	effect

Solution-based;	Dynamic	
evaluation	of	process;	
Continuous	improvement

Safety	Management	
Culture

Reactive Proactive;	Affirmation

Goals	of	the	methods Investigate	&	correct;	Find-
and-fix

Continuous	process	
affirmation

Identification	of	root	
cause

Directly	searches	for	cause Indirectly	searches	for	cause

Focus	of	Investigation Focus	on	what’s	wrong Focus	on	what’s	right

Human	Factors	
Perspective

Human	&	behavior	seen	as	
risk	or	hazard

Human	is	change	agent;	
Agile;	Ideal	system	safety

Safety	Culture Protective;	Defensive;	
Enforcement;	Reactive;	Fault-
based;	Focused	on	flaws

Engaging;	Team-oriented;	
Positive;	Re-enforcing;	
Focused	on	successes;	
Collaborative

Relationships Breaks	or	weakens	
relationships

Builds	relationships

Perception	of	
Employees	Regarding	
BBS

Blaming Engaging

Engagement Promotes	defensiveness Promotes	involvement	&	
engagement

Safety	Commitment Promotes	alienation	of	
systems	&	non-committal

Promotes	commitment	&	
ownership

System	Function Looks	at	parts	of	process	or	
point	of	failure

Evaluates	entire	system	for	
ideal	function

Innovation	Promotion Low	to	moderate High

Language Negative Positive
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Definition. The first part of the 5-D cycle 
begins with defining the work that needs to 
be done. This section begins with dialogue 
amongst the stakeholders, in this case 
those individuals involved in the process, 
activity, or area where an incident occurred. 
This group can include the persons 
involved in the incident, co-workers that 
work on the same process or in the same 
area, supervisors, witnesses, and safety 
professionals. The dialogue here should be 
around framing problems into affirmative 
topics, and agreement should be reached 
with regard to the scope of the work and 
the ways that members will participate 
in it. The AI work is defined here, and 
the charter, interview questions, and plan 
is designed for the work (Cooperrider & 
Whitney, 2001; Shendell-Falik, Feinson, & 
Mohr, 2007).

Discovery. This part of the cycle is where 
clarification occurs regarding conditions 
that support optimal performance. The 
normal way that the job, process, or 
activity is performed is evaluated for 
aspects of the past that are worth keeping, 
preserving, and continuing, and decisions 

or determinations on opportunities for 
innovations that can drive performance 
improvement are made. This session 
is the period during which interviews 
will generally be conducted, and sense-
making will take place surrounding 
the stories and best practices shared by the 
participants. This process is similar to 
a phenomenological approach in the AI 
method, gathering stories and perspectives, 
and coding them. Generally speaking, 
there are two purposes served in this part 
of the 5-D process, including deriving the 
most important data relevant to the change 
process, and building or enhancement 
of relationships (Cooperrider & Whitney, 
2001; Shendell-Falik, Feinson, & 
Mohr, 2007).

Dream. The information gained from 
the discovery phase is utilized here, and 
incorporated into the dialogue. The dream 
phase of the 5-D AI cycle is where the 
team engages in dialogue and creates 
compelling visions of the result they wish 
to see in the future regarding the particular 
process. This is a substantial portion of 
the generative process of AI that provides 

the positivist and proactive part of the 
investigation. This session is where the 
data are analyzed and reviewed in detail 
and a dream is created for what the process 
or task should look like in the future 
(Cooperrider & Whitney, 2001; Shendell-
Falik, Feinson, & Mohr, 2007).

Design. The design session of the 5-D 
cycle is formulated around action. This is 
where the vision established in the dream 
phase from the data in the discovery 
phase is translated into a plan of action or 
direction from which the group intends to 
attack the target condition. Specific roles, 
systems, structures, tools, and ways of 
working are developed and appropriately 
assigned in order to enable the vision to 
take form and come alive. For AISRII, this 
session is critical for OBAPA planning and 
development, as this 5-D cycle is highly 
applicable to creating opportunities and 
prevention actions for the investigations 
(Cooperrider & Whitney, 2001; Shendell-
Falik, Feinson, & Mohr, 2007).

Destiny. The destiny chapter of the 
5-D cycle is the session during which 
the participants organize around the 
activities they are most passionate about, 
and prioritize around timelines, impact, 
and performance needs (Cooperrider & 
Whitney, 2001; Shendell-Falik, Feinson, 
& Mohr, 2007). The destiny phase is 
also the portion of the cycle in which 
safety OBAPAs are implemented, 
and re-evaluation occurs as part of the 
continuous re-affirmation.

Through this 5-D mode of AISRII, we 
investigate what the team’s image of the 
ideal process looks like, or even what 
is missing (Bushe, 2007), and are thus 
able to determine what is right with the 
system, and what we want in the system 
or process as we move forward. Figuring 
out positively what the system or process 
should look like can help us understand 
what was not present in the system when 
an incident occurred, and can inherently 
help us find an indication or answer 
regarding what did not work without the 
negativity or consequences associated 
with most traditional RCA methods, while 

Figure 1.	The	5-D	Affirmative	Cycle	Method	for	AI	Implementation	in	Safety	
Investigations.
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also providing authentic opportunities for 
process improvement, and commitment to 
accomplish the preventive improvements.

Process Adoption AISRII. The next 
potential mode of AISRII can be termed 
as process adoption. This is an approach 
involving an appreciative look at an existing 
or like process. Often in organizations, 
and particularly in manufacturing or 
other production corporations, similar or 
identical processes or operations occur 
in different rooms, buildings, sites, 
or geographical locations. Although 
processes are often standardized, there are 
numerous situations where they may not 
be, or internal practices make processes 
more or less efficient and effective. 
Observing or evaluating other plant areas, 
departments, locations, or sites that 
perform identical or similar processes may 
be helpful for discovering and designing 
ideal process conditions and actions, 
especially when the areas or groups 
performing those identical processes 
have historically experienced lower 
incident rates. Observing those processes 
or organizations from an appreciative 
mindset, and applying the 5-D affirmative 
process, can help determine what they do 
that can be appreciated and adopted in 
order to improve a current process. 

Appreciative Language Approach. 
Finally, the last pseudo-approach is not 
necessarily defined as AI, as it is not truly 
generative and does resemble more of a 
dialogic positivism process. Even in more 
traditional, diagnostic RCA methodologies, 
OD can be useful to minimize negativity 
and hostility in incident investigations. 
The use of positive, appreciative 
language such as stating “opportunities” 
instead of “problems,” or “a search for 
improvements” instead of “identification 
of the root cause” can potentially make a 
substantial difference in the perception 
of the intent and the reception of task 
or project participation. Language 
shaping can be vital to determining how 
participants in an investigation react. 
As the language of problems is replaced 
with language of opportunities or ideal 
performance, positive conversations can 

emerge (Cooperrider & Sekerka, 2006). 
Positive language can result in positive 
emotion, which can spawn improved intra- 
and inter-group relationships and help in 
developing useful and timely OBAPAs. 
Thus, because reality can sometimes be 
reframed simply by the way a question is 
asked or interpreted (Bushe, 2007), RCIs 
can be more effective simply through 
more positive language use and non-
threatening intonation. So although it is 
not AI in practice, appreciative language 
can potentially serve to remove the oft-
negative assumptions regarding RCIs’ 
intent and likely outcomes. This tool can be 
especially important in organizations that 
have historic safety cultures of blame-based 
and consequence-driven BBS programs, 
because a positive language approach 
can potentially provide the positive 
psychological capital necessary for trust 
and relationships (Luthans, Avolio, Avey, & 
Norman, 2007). 

Summary and Conclusion

Identifying root causes in safety-related 
workplace incidents is critical to prevent 
injury. Traditional RCA methods have 
generally been problem-based, focusing 
on identifying deficiencies, flaws, and 
behaviors of equipment and people that 
caused or contributed to the accidents. 
This negative, consequence-driven model 
often fails to be effective at preventing 
future incidents, often because of the 
blame, negativity, resistance, and limited 
innovation in the method outcomes. 

AI is a good tool to apply as a 
model for RCIs because it differs 
from the traditional approaches of 

problem-solving in a manner in which 
it shifts people’s focus from problems 
to possibilities, exploring what can be 
done to improve processes and moving 
away from blame-game finger-pointing 
and toward appreciating contributions 
(Shendell-Falik, Feinson, & Mohr, 2007; 
Shufutinsky & Long, 2017). Furthermore, 
AI is a highly inclusive and energizing 
process that is focused on innovation 
and implementation, generating positive 
energy for commitment and enthusiasm. 
Therefore, it is more likely to uncover 
honest answers and concerns, uncover best 
practices, improve on opportunities, and 
build relationships.

Thus, there is a high potential for 
implementation of an AI-driven method 
in safety RCIs through three potential 
modes of AI, including the Generative 5-D 
Cycle AISRII Approach, Process Adoption 
AISRII, and the Appreciative Language 
Approach.

Using AISRII as a strengths-based 
RCA method can enable leaders to leverage 
staff and stakeholder ideas, knowledge, 
and experience, identify what part of the 
process did not go according to plan, 
figure out the correct OBAPA actions to 
enhance positive outcomes, and empower 
an exceptional workplace culture (Shendell-
Falik, Feinson, & Mohr, 2007).

It is nevertheless important to supple-
ment AISRII with other OD elements, 
particularly surrounding inclu sion and 
the development of stake holder and key 
leadership commit ment. After all, quality 
of leader ship is the leading predictor of 
both AI (Bushe, 2007) and RCI success. 

Table	2.	Description of Acronyms

Acronym Description

OD Organizational	Development

AI Appreciative	Inquiry

OSH Occupational	Safety	and	Health

RCI Root	Cause	Investigation

RCA Root	Cause	Analysis

BBS Behavior-Based	Safety

CAPA Corrective	Actions	and	Preventive	Actions

OBAPA Opportunity-Based	Actions	and	Preventive	Actions

AISRII Appreciative	Inquiry	in	Safety-Related	Incident	Investigations

41Applying	Appreciative	Inquiry	for	Safety-Related	Incident	Investigation



References

Bushe, G. (2007). Appreciative inquiry is 
not about the positive. OD Practitioner, 
39(4), 33–38.

Bushe, G. R., & Kassam, A. F. (2005). 
When is appreciative inquiry trans-
formational? A meta-case analysis. The 
Journal of Applied Behavioral Science, 
41(2), 161–181.

Carroll, J. S., Rudolph, J. W., & Hatakenaka, 
S. (2002). Lessons learned from non-
medical industries: Root cause analysis 
as culture change at a chemical plant. 
Quality and Safety in Health Care, 11, 
266–269. 

Cooperrider, D. L., & Sekerka, L. E. 
(2006). Toward a theory of positive 
organizational change. In Organization 
development: A Jossey-Bass reader, 
223–238.

Cooperrider, D. L. & Srivastva, S. (1987). 
Appreciative inquiry in organizational 
life. In W. Pasmore & R. Woodman 
(Eds.), Research in Organization Change 
and Development (Vol. 1). Greenwich, 
CT: JAI Press.

Cooperrider, D. L., & Whitney, D. 
(2001). A positive revolution in 
change: Appreciative inquiry. Public 
Administration and Public Policy, 87, 
611–630.

Ford, G. & Race, S. (2015). Before it happens: 
How safety self-awareness can empower 
workers and improve safety culture. 
Vancouver, BC. CA: Talent Click.

Grant, S., & Humphries, M. (2006). 
Critical evaluation of appreciative 
inquiry: Bridging an apparent paradox. 
Action Research, 4(4), 401–418.

Grote, G. & Kunzler, C. (2000). Diagnosis 
of safety culture in safety management 
audits. Safety Science, 34(1), 131–150. 

Hale, A. (2000). Editorial: Culture’s 
confusions. Safety Science, 34(1–3), 1–14. 
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More than a decade ago, we were intro-
duced to the Socio-Economic Approach 
to Management (SEAM), a method of 
organizational change that originated in 
France in 1973 as result of the doctoral 
research of Henri Savall. Since then, we 
have been learning and writing about 
SEAM and consulting using this method. 
In 2011 we wrote an OD Practitioner 
article, the first in a series, in which we 
introduced the reader to SEAM, describing 
its values, rooted in American and British 
OD, and pointing out similarities and 
differences. Later, in 2014, we dissected the 
common traditional model of management 
and argued that SEAM challenges some 
traditional management practices that lead 
to organizational problems. Practicing 
SEAM allowed us to gather more data 
and inform our theoretical claims. Based 
on our consulting in organizations, in 
2015 we wrote an article in which we 
explored reasons of why SEAM has 
remained relatively unknown in the 
US despite its more than 40-year track 
record of successful interventions. Our 
database of examples grew, and in 2017 we 
described a series of practices that subvert 
organizational change efforts and how 
SEAM responds to them. 

All our written work on SEAM so 
far has followed the same formula—we 
explained some SEAM concepts and used 
examples from our consulting practice 
to illustrate them. This article is written 
differently—it is a case study, in which we 
describe the process and outcomes of a 
SEAM intervention in a medical center in 

rural Wisconsin. This case study gives the 
reader a chance to go beyond theory and 
see what a SEAM intervention looks like 
in practice. 

Methodology

Every SEAM intervention serves as a 
research case study, which over time 
helps to validate and improve the socio-
economic theory (Conbere & Heorhiadi, 
2018a, Savall & Zardet, 2008). During 
a SEAM intervention, consultants, or in 
SEAM language intervener-researchers, 
help organizations improve and conduct 
research. The consultants gather and 
analyze data, and report the qualitative, 
quantitative and financial changes in 
the organization. The data are collected 
through inter views with employees, 
observation and document review, fol-
lowed by in-depth analysis of organizational 
dysfunctions and calculation of hidden 
costs in each department involved in 
SEAM. The findings are pre sented to 
all employees involved in the SEAM 
process, which serves as a validation tool. 
In this intervention, we, the authors, 
were the intervener-researchers, or 
SEAM consultants.

The intervention in the medical center 
is still in progress. To date, 13 departments 
have gone through a diagnostic phase of 
SEAM, during which data were gathered 
and analyzed (see Figure 1). This paper’s 
focus is the process of the intervention 
in the leadership group and one of the 
departments, the Business Office, which 

“Key	to	the	SEAM	improvement	process	is	the	belief	that	members	of	the	department	often	have	
the	knowledge	needed	to	correct	problems	in	the	department.	As	a	result,	solutions	about	what	
and	how	to	improve	come	from	the	employees	and	are	not	imposed	from	the	top.”
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Rural Health Care System
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began SEAM in spring 2016. Other 
departments followed the same process, 
although, except for the Diagnostic 
Imaging department, they do not have 
data yet about financial savings. Analysis 
of savings occurs no sooner than a year 
after the beginning of the intervention. 
The year-long period allows enough time 
to make changes and measure the effect of 
the implementation. 

A Brief Overview of the SEAM 
Intervention Process

This paper does not provide a full theory 
of SEAM. Those who desire to know more 
about SEAM, may find more information 
in our other work (Conbere & Heorhiadi, 
2011, 2014, 2015, 2017, 2018a), and in 
the seminal work of the SEAM founders 
(Savall & Zardet, 2008). However, to help 
the reader follow the case study, here are a 
few basic SEAM principles and the flow of 
the SEAM intervention process.

Basic principles. SEAM is built on the 
premise that the dominant mental model 
of management is flawed in at least two 
ways (Heorhiadi, Conbere, & Hazelbaker, 
2014). One flaw is that modern accounting 
does not consider several costs, referred to 
as hidden costs; therefore, many leaders 
do not have accurate information when 
making decisions. Another flaw is that the 
traditional beliefs about people and work 
that underlie modern management are 
destructive. Thus, to be highly effective, 
many organization’s leaders need to 
change their beliefs about management.

These premises influence the 
way SEAM approaches organizational 
change. Rather than starting with 
changing an organization’s structures 
(e.g., org charts, rules, and processes, the 
number of employees) or behaviors (how 
employees behave), SEAM consultants 
focus on what does not work well 
(organizational dysfunctions) and how 
much the organization loses due to these 
dysfunctions (hidden costs). In any given 
organization, there can be thousands 
of dysfunctions, and hidden costs can 
range between $20,000 and $80,000 per 
employee per year. The goal of SEAM is to 
reduce dysfunctions and hidden costs, and 

to channel the savings in time and money 
into developing the potential of the people 
in the organization. Employees from all 
levels of the organization participate in 
creating the changes that they think are 
needed, which creates a stronger sense of 
empowerment and trust. 

The flow of a SEAM intervention. 
A SEAM intervention includes three 
vectors of the improvement process: 
(1) an organizational change intervention, 
(2) teaching managers SEAM manage-
ment tools, and (3) coaching leaders on 
implementation of strategic decisions 
to support the change. The intervention 
starts at the top leadership level of the 
organization, and cascades through 
the whole organization, department by 
department, until all silos embrace SEAM. 

The intervention begins with inter-
viewing at least one-third of the members 
of a department. A month later consultants 
do the first feedback session, called the 
Mirror Effect, in which the consultants 
feed back to employees a compilation 
of dysfunctions as seen by employees, 
categorized according to the socio-
economic theory, as well as present a 
calculation of the hidden costs associated 
with these dysfunctions. 

A month after the Mirror Effect, the 
consultants conduct the second feedback 
session, the Expert Opinion, in which they 
describe the root causes of the dysfunctions 
and suggest several “baskets,” or clusters 
of issues for improvement. After this step, 
members of the department choose baskets 
on which they would like to work and form 
project groups. Consultants assist project 
groups or projects leads monthly through 
training and coaching. 

Key to the SEAM improvement 
process is the belief that members of the 
department often have the knowledge 
needed to correct problems in the 
department. As a result, solutions about 
what and how to improve come from 
the employees and are not imposed 
from the top. The process is transparent 
and participative, which contributes to 
the increase of employee engagement. 
Identifying and releasing hidden costs 
helps to increase overall organizational 
effectiveness.

The SEAM Intervention in a  
Rural Medical Center

The Site Description
The hub of the St. Croix Regional Medical 
Center (SCRMC) is located in St. Croix 
Falls, a city of 2,093 people and 967 
households in Wisconsin. The medical 
center consists of a 25-bed hospital, a large 
primary care clinic, and several specialty 
clinics in the St. Croix Falls facility. In 
addition, there are five clinics in small 
towns between 15 and 50 miles away. 
One clinic is in Minnesota; the rest are in 
Wisconsin. The medical center has been 
growing rapidly, from 457 employees in 
2015 to 735 employees in 2018. Most of 
the growth has been in the St. Croix Falls 
facility. At the beginning of the SEAM 
intervention, many of the primary care 
physicians were members of a separate 
medical group that worked with SCRMC. 
In 2017, the medical group dissolved, 
and the physicians became employees of 
SCRMC. 

The Beginning of the SEAM Intervention: 
The Executive Council
In January 2016, the consultants met with 
the Executive Council (EC) of the medical 
center and explained the basics of SEAM. 
A few things about SEAM looked appealing 
to the CEO and the EC members. First, 
SEAM’s rigorous approach, based on a 
40-year track record of success matched 
the evidence-based mentality of healthcare 
professionals. Second, SEAM works with 
the whole organization by engaging all 
employees and increasing their ownership 
of the change process. Third, SEAM’s focus 
on dysfunctions and hidden costs would 
show how much money the organization 
loses due to organizational inefficiency. 
Fourth, SEAM was compatible with other 
organizational effectiveness approaches, 
such as Studer or Lean, with which many 
employees were familiar. Finally, the CEO 
especially liked the idea of a natural and 
well-paced process of culture change; as for 
him this was the priority: 

At first, my intention was to focus on 
patient experience and quality. Later, I 
realized that the ultimate focus had to 
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be on the organizational culture. The 
culture needed to be transformed to 
make the organization more effective. 
(Dobosenski, 2018, p. 14)

The issues. The SEAM intervention 
began with the Executive Council, 
which at that time consisted of six 
members. All members of the EC were 
interviewed individually. Their quotes 
were analyzed and categorized by the 
types of organizational dysfunctions. The 
issues were obvious. The EC members 
did not trust each other, and thus did not 
always speak up if they had an idea or saw 
an issue of concern. They were not sure 
about the reaction of their peers because 
the medical center was notorious for its 
“culture of blame.” When something did 
not work well, the immediate response 
was to find out whom to blame rather than 
to address the cause of the problem. As a 
group, the EC members used their time 
poorly, taking on more work than they 
could do, and doing a lot of operational 
activities, which did not leave enough time 
for working on strategy.

During the Mirror Effect session all 
EC members were quiet. Nothing from 
what they heard was new for them. Yet, 
the way the information was categorized 
and presented, delivered a strong message. 
Later one member of the EC reflected,

During the Mirror Effect, the team 
realized some issues that caused 
much frustration for us. Each of us 
worked long hours and very hard, 
yet as a team we were not successful. 
We did not have the right data to 
make informed decisions, and often 
we would make decisions without 
including all stakeholders. We lacked 
effective and timely communication 
and cooperation between silos and 
departments. We did not consistently 
hold our employees and managers 
accountable. We did not have a 
process in place to manage conflict, 
nor were we comfortable dealing 
with it. The Mirror Effect shocked us 
in that it shattered our illusion that 
we, as organizational leaders, were 
effective. (Jensen, 2018, p. 27)

Root causes of organizational problems. 
A month later the consultants delivered 
the Expert Opinion. It was time to take a 
systemic look at the problems raised during 
the Mirror Effect and outline directions 
of improvement work. While there were 
many dysfunctions presented in the Mirror 
Effect, they were only the symptoms 
of a few major root causes. Looking at 
organizational problems through the lens 
of root causes allows people to detach 
from the system’s problems, and thus 
remove the blame from people who in 
most cases work hard. 

One of the causes was lack of steering. 
The EC was not doing a good job of 
steering the organization. In SEAM 
language, steering means leading and 
managing to ensure that the efforts of 
departments and individuals are aligned 
to achieve the strategic goals of the 
organization. The EC members did not 
steer their direct reports effectively. In the 
medical center, when plans were made, 
the implementation of these plans was 
weak. Not everyone in the EC had the 
same understanding of their roles. The EC 
decision-making process was neither clear 
nor effective. 

Because the EC did not steer the 
organ iza tion well, work of the different 
silos was not synchronized. Lack of 
synchronization is failure to coordinate the 
organizational processes and align actors’ 
efforts in achieving organizational goals. 
As result, while individually employees 
worked very hard, their work was not 
synchronized or coordinated with other 
parts of the organization. As result, the 
energy from their effort evaporated and the 
organization was not effective. 

Poor information systems resulted from 
the lack of synchronization. Organizational 
members did not have accurate 
information needed to do their work well. 
For example, computer systems did not 
always work properly, managers did not 
share information needed for staff to excel, 
departments did not share information 
with each other, and employees at the 
bottom of the hierarchy did not report to 
their managers issues due to fear of being 
punished, and leaders did not have data 
about hidden costs.

One of the root causes often ignored 
in many organizations is lack of clean up. 
An example of lack of clean up can be 
seen when an organization implements 
new instructions, rules, or practices but 
does not review or eliminate old practices 
and does not communicate about new 
changes. As a result, different parts of 
an organization live by different rules, 
some of which might be contradictory. 
Organizational hoarding, intentional and 
unintentional, exacerbates the problem 
of lack of cleaning up. With intentional 
hoarding, an organization is reluctant to 
discard anything in case something might 
be needed in the future or because the 
organization has followed the policy for 
years. Unintentional hoarding happens 
when the organization does not make time 
to review the old processes. 

In the EC, lack of clean up took 
the form of adding more work without 
removing any tasks from people’s 
duties. The EC members were caught by 
magical thinking. Magical thinking may 
take different forms and one of them is 
believing that one can do more than is 
possible in the allotted time (Conbere 
& Heorhiadi, 2016). Moreover, the EC 
members set an unhealthy example for 
their employees. 

The inability of the EC members 
to say what they think led to lack of 
negotiation, another root cause. Holding 
back information and ideas in fear that 
they might be attacked or perceived as 
not having any merit, did not help the 
deliberations of the EC. 

Improvement work. To address the root 
causes and help the EC be more effective, 
the consultants suggested four baskets. 
Each basket consisted of a series of smaller 
improvement projects. For example, 
Basket One was about improving how 
EC members manage and communicate 
about EC decisions and strategy with the 
rest of the medical center. Smaller tasks 
within this basket included setting the 
priorities, helping direct reports learn how 
to priori tize their work, developing a fair 
and transparent decision-making process, 
and developing the process of communi-
cating these decisions throughout the 
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organization. Basket Two was to agree 
on the role of the EC members. Smaller 
projects within this basket included: 
developing criteria for who should be in 
the EC; setting clear expectations for EC 
members, and designing a productive way 
to deal with disagreements and differences 
of opinions. The reflection of one EC 
member gives an idea of their work on 
these baskets:

As we began working on Basket 
One, at first it seemed very easy to 
us. Two months later, we reported to 
the consultants that we completed 
the basket. The consultants helped 
us recognize that the basket was 
not completed, as we resolved only 
some superficial problems, without 
addressing deeper issues. We dealt 
with symptoms and not underlying 
causes. For example, we were 
unable to be completely honest 
with each other at times, which had 
a detrimental effect on the whole 
organization. We, as a team, tended to 
avoid conflict and when we disagreed 
with others, we were reluctant and 
uncomfortable to challenge them. 
By the way, one of the projects in 
the basket was about identifying a 
healthy process to work with different 
opinions. So, we had to start over in 
identifying different pieces of the 
problem and addressing them one by 
one. (Jensen, 2018, p. 28)

A suggested third basket was to develop and 
implement a plan to have more posi tive and 
collaborative relationships with all providers. 
This basket was resolved, not through 
SEAM, but through the dis solution of the 
outside medical group and incorporation 
of its physicians into the medical center. 
Some old tensions and dysfunctions in the 
medical center stemmed from having many 
physicians come from a separate medical 
group. The Board of Directors finally decided 
to act, which led to the dissolution of the 
outside medical group, and its physicians 
became employees of the St. Croix Reginal 
Medical Center. While it may look like SEAM 
had nothing to do with the formation of a 
new board and one medical group, the CEO 

credited the SEAM process for identifying 
dys  func tions on the EC-Board level. The 
SEAM intervention with the EC became the 
impetus that led the Board to make changes. 

Two and a half years after the 
beginning of the intervention, one can 
see some significant changes in the EC. 
As of 2018, membership has changed. 
Two leaders chose to leave, and a new 
Chief Administrative Officer has been 
added. The culture of the EC is different. 
Members can talk more openly. The 
discussions are much more focused on 
strategic directions and not operational 
issues. When the group shifts into what 
they see as micro-managing operations, 
they help themselves to get back on track of 
steering. EC members are highly aware of 
the danger of magical thinking and strive 
to make work expectations reasonable both 
for themselves and other employees. Yet 
what is more important, four out of five EC 
members led SEAM interventions in their 
departments. As a result, they learned new 
information about their departments, and 
they have an experiential understanding of 
SEAM. The CEO has attended every Mirror 
Effect and Expert Opinion session in every 
department. He has been telling employees 
of those departments that this is exactly 
the same process as the EC went through. 
His presence sends a strong message to 
employees—the leadership has invested in 
and is supportive of the change. 

Cascading Down to Silos— 
the Business Office

Two months later after the beginning of 
the SEAM intervention in the leadership 
group, the intervention began in the 

Business Office. The CFO, a member 
of the EC, was strongly supportive of 
the SEAM intervention in the Business 
Office because this department had been a 
source of many problems, complaints, and 
high turnover. In the medical center, the 
Business Office had a reputation as being a 
difficult and unpleasant place to work. 

The interviewing began in April 
2016. About 40 employees worked in the 
Business Office, and the majority were 
interviewed. The interviews and focus 
groups identified a highly fearful group of 
employees, who expected to be punished 
if they complained or did not agree with 
the director. The consultants heard many 
comments like these:

“When we identify the problem, we get 
backlashed, and get blamed, rather working 
together with other silos as a team.” 

“Some employees in billing go home 
and cry because they are so overwhelmed 
with many things to do and because they 
are told only negatives, and they do not 
know where to go for help.”

“People are afraid that they will be 
reprimanded if they speak openly. They go 
to a co-worker and talk instead of going to a 
supervisor, and the co-worker passes what 
they thought they heard. So, information 
gets distorted. “

“We have some ideas, but there is no 
follow-through. When you bring things up 
to supervisors, they belittle you. We do not 
want to talk about things anymore because 
we  do not want confrontation. Basically, 
you come to work, do your work, keep your 
mouth shut.” 

After categorizing interview data 
and clustering them by the types of 
dysfunctions, the consultants delivered 

Figure 1. Time	line	of	the	ongoing	SEAM	intervention	in	the	medical	center
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the Mirror Effect. All the complaints 
were presented, nothing was hidden. 
The patterns of the comments were 
obvious. First, the management practices 
of the director were perceived by many 
as demeaning and belittling. That hurt 
morale, and led to a very high level of 
turnover, which cost over $50,000 per 
person for hiring and training. Second, the 
employees felt like they were continuously 
asked to do more work, without being 
relieved of any tasks. Third, the medical 
center, as an organization, did not support 
the internal cooperation needed to provide 
accurate data to the Business Office. For 
example, the office needed to get accur-
ate coding from physicians and other 
departments, so the coders and billers 
could do their work well. Yet not every 
department responded to the Business 
Office’s requests in a timely or profes-
sional manner. 

The conservative estimate of the cost 
of dysfunctions in the department was 
$2,744,241. 

At the Expert Opinion, the consultants 
summarized the major concerns of 
the staff and identified the root causes. 
There was not enough steering from top 
leadership, the Executive Council. Leaders 
of the medical center had not modeled and 
nurtured cooperation within the Business 
Office nor with the Business Office and 
other departments and clinics. As result, 
managers, supervisors, and employees of 
the Business Office had not developed a 
culture of collaboration within the Business 
Office and with outside departments. 
People throughout the Business Office 
did not have a culture in which they 
could negotiate to meet their needs in 
the workplace. Lack of cooperation with 
insurance companies and other healthcare 
systems led to poor information systems. 
As changes were made, the old systems 
did not have enough “clean up.” For 
example, there were three separate billing 
systems that did not talk to each other, 
and people spent much time filling in 
num bers manually. 

Five baskets were proposed, and 
the staff chose two baskets to begin 
improvements. One basket was to analyze 
the sources of de-motivation that lead to 

turnover and a “culture of blame,” and to 
create a new departmental culture in which 
every person felt valued and respected. 
Another basket focused on cleaning up old 
processes and developing processes and 
procedures before new ventures begin. 

Even though the consultants met 
with the project groups’ leaders monthly, 
at first the baskets moved slowly. Most 
people did not believe change was possible. 
It turned out that the former director was 
sabotaging some of the SEAM work. The 
CFO had been working with the director 
to improve her management performance 
and the consultants provided SEAM 
coaching and supervisory training. Yet 
after six months of coaching, the CFO kept 
receiving information about the negative 
impact that the director had on the culture 
of the office, and the CFO decided to 
terminate the director. 

Once employees realized they would 
be allowed to make improvements to 
work processes, work on the baskets was 
enthusiastically embraced. The basket to 
improve morale and remove the culture of 
blame led to monthly pulse surveys shared 
with all members of the office. Simplifying 
the work processes led to reducing wasted 
time and using this time to do projects 
that were long overdue. Having the people 
make the changes, rather than having the 
leadership create all the processes, proved 
to be a tremendous morale booster. 

After two years, morale and work 
climate, and thus employee engagement, in 
the Business Office greatly improved. One 
employee, who quit three years ago due to 
the poor work climate, after hearing of the 
changes in the department, returned to the 
Business Office. The results of the baskets 
were making more inroads to the identified 
dysfunctions, as shown by the recalculation 
of hidden costs (see Table 2). 

Outcomes of the SEAM Intervention: 
Financial Data

Every department that was added into the 
change process (Figure 1) has followed 
the same process—data collection, data 
analysis and calculation of hidden costs, 
first feedback session, Mirror Effect, 
second feedback session, Expert Opinion, 

taking on baskets with improvement 
projects. The only unit, in which hidden 
costs were not calculated, was the EC. Most 
of hidden costs happen at the operational 
level, and the senior leadership group is 
supposed to do strategic tasks. 

To calculate hidden costs, the 
consultants followed several steps. First, 
they assessed the interviews for signs 
of potential hidden costs. Second, they 
reviewed organizational data looking for 
the indicators of hidden costs, such as 
records of employee turnover, overtime 
payments, or occupational injuries. Third, 
the consultants interviewed employees 
with the knowledge of the occurrence, 
frequency, and financial implications of 
the dysfunctions. After the hidden cost 
interviews, the consultants determined the 
financial losses from dysfunctions.

Hidden costs take different forms, 
all of which lead to negative financial 
consequences for the organization. There 
are six categories of hidden costs, four 
of which represent waste in the present 
time. Wasted money is financial value of 
resources consumed due to dysfunctions. 
Wasted time is the value of wasted time 
due to dysfunctions, time that could 
have been used productively. Overpaying 
means paying someone to do the work that 
ought to be done by someone with lower 
qualifications or salary. Missed productivity 
is potential earnings that were not achieved 
because of dysfunctions.

Two categories of hidden costs refer 
to potential losses in the future. One is 
undeveloped potential, earnings that will 
not be achieved because dysfunctions 
prevent their creation. The other category 
refers to risks, the potential losses that 
might happen because of dysfunctions. 
Table 1 includes hidden costs, originally 
calculated, as the departments went 
through the SEAM interventions. 

Recalculating hidden costs occurred 
after a year of SEAM work to give enough 
time for the change process to take effect. 
By the spring of 2018, the Business 
Office went through two recalculations of 
hidden costs and the Diagnostic Imaging 
department went through one. The 
financial data show that for the Business 
Office and Diagnostic Imaging the 
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collective savings were $1,243,195, which is 
a reduction of hidden costs of 37.7%.

Outcomes of the SEAM Intervention: 
Quantitative Data 

Turnover in the Business Office was 
expensive, since each new employee needs 
extensive training to be able to master the 
computer systems, federal regulations, 

and demands of each insurance company. 
Turnover in the Business Office was 
reduced by more than 50%.

Accounts Receivable (AR) days are the 
number of days before a customer invoice 
is collected. AR days were reduced from 97 
to 66 days per year. As a result, days with 
sufficient cash on hand increased from 63 
to 105, and days of debt was reduced from 
27 to 15.

Outcomes of the SEAM Intervention: 
Qualitative Data

Qualitative data were gathered by inter-
views, observations, presentations by 
SCRMC members and surveys collected 
by departments. The data led to several 
conclusions.

Increased engagement of employees. 
When SEAM began, many saw SEAM as 
the “CEO’s thing,” meaning it would be a 
brief fad, a “flavor of the month,” which 
soon would be replaced by another fad. As 
SEAM progressed, more employees were 
involved in change projects. Because many 
projects are cross-departmental, employees 
learned about what other departments 
were doing and what problems they had. 
Employees became much more skilled in 
resolving issues and differences through 
negotiation. Several leaders have observed 
that it is easy to recognize people who 
are familiar with SEAM and who are not. 
People who went through SEAM are more 
cooperative, and more willing to resolve 
problems constructively. People who have 
not been involved in SEAM yet tend to be 
more defensive and blaming when talking 

Table	1.	Hidden costs identified in the initial assessment in the following departments and clinics of the medical center* 
(does not include risks**)

Unit Overpaying Wasted time Wasted money
Missed 

productivity
Undeveloped 

potential Total

Diagnostic	Imaging $19,141 $529,585 $3,100 $551,826

Business	Office $38,977 $1,900,136 $805,128 $2,744,241

Surgery $3,840 $235,395 $137,555 $1,648 $378,438

Clinic	1 $284,326 $82,746 $56,351 $61,391 $295,837 $780,651

Clinic	2 $20,840 $328,722 $298,948 $648,510

Employee	Services	&	Edu $564,897 $3,045 $567,942

Quality $154,841 $10,563 $165,404

Clinic	3 $2,394 $508,647 $31,971 $507,674 $1,050,686

IT* $4,905 $358,378 $363,283

Facilities $10,089 $40,622 $17,887 $50,280 $118,878

Emergency	 $508,235	 $44,579	 $132,639 $685,453	

Total $384,512 $5,212,204 $1,110,179 $1,052,580 $295,837 $8,055,312

*	Note	that	the	amount	of	hidden	costs	was	within	the	range	of	hidden	costs	that	are	found	in	other	organizations.	

**	The	risk	of	a	major	security	breach	in	Information	Technology	was	estimated	to	cost	at	least	$17,000,000.

Table	2.	Savings in 2 departments of the medical center after two years of SEAM

Year Hidden costs, $ Savings, $

Business	office

2016 2,744,241

2017 1,925,469

2018 836,306

1,137,097

Diagnostic	Imaging

2016 551,826

2017 445,728

106,098

Total	savings,	$ 1,243,195
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about problems. By the winter of 2018, 
SEAM became much more trusted. As 
the CEO put it jokingly, “SEAM is now 
in vogue.” Many leaders want to have the 
SEAM intervention in their department 
or clinic.

Improved Morale and Climate. Employees 
reported through interviews and pulse 
surveys that morale has improved. 
More employees feel trusted by leaders. 
The change in morale has led to better 
cooperation in many departments and 
clinics. People became more willing to 
help or explain things to their peers. 
Table 3 reproduces an excerpt from a pulse 
survey to show the change in climate in 
the Business Office.

Transforming Culture. In the medical 
center, the culture of blame was pervasive. 
People avoided identifying problems out 
of fear that they would be blamed, or 
concern that they might lead someone 
else to be blamed. Employees who were 
introduced to SEAM, became willing to 
identify problems. Their response became, 
“How do we fix the problem, and who are 
the stakeholders to be involved in prob-
lem solving?” 

Participating or leading baskets taught 
employees to resolve issues through 
negotiation, which is becoming a new 
cultural behavior in the organization. Being 
able to change things and seeing results 
from their baskets rebuilt employees’ trust 
in leadership. The CEO reflected,

I witnessed the outcome of SEAM 
in my organization - culture change. 
This culture change was not imposed; 
it happened not because someone 
proclaimed it. It was an iterative 
process—people began to believe 
they are heard and respected. And 
because they felt heard and respected, 
they took ownership of change, they 
took on new initiatives, and modeled 
change for those who still did not 
go through the SEAM intervention. 
(Dobosenski, 2018, p. 24)

Strengthened Mid-Level Leadership. 
The SEAM process brought to the 

surface a common problem in rural 
healthcare organizations, which is the 
lack of management and leadership skills. 
Physician or nursing leaders usually are 
not taught to be effective managers and 
leaders. Most mid-level managers and 
supervisors of the medical center rose 
through the ranks without much training 
about how to be a good manager. 

Training managers about SEAM 
management tools and coaching them 
through the change process is built into the 
SEAM intervention. Directors, managers, 
and supervisors of the departments 
involved in SEAM received training and 
coaching monthly for a year, which helped 
them become better leaders. However, 
SEAM did not move fast enough through 
silos to cover the need to strengthen mid-
level management in departments that 
were not part of SEAM yet. 

The need to build strong leadership 
was obvious among nurses. Nurses 
are trained to make patient care their 
top priority, which is excellent for the 
patient. However, when a nurse manager 
puts patient care ahead of managing, 
then the organization suffers. The 
unintended consequence is erosion 
of the organizational efficiency, which 
in turn undermines individual patient 
care. Recognition of the weakness of 
management skills led to the creation of 
the Nurse Leadership Academy. 

The first cohort of the Nurse 
Leadership Academy was composed of 
a variety of nursing positions—senior 
managers, department directors and 
supervisors, and clinic directors. As 
affirmed by the consultants’ observations 
and testimony of the participants, by the 
end of six sessions, the nurse leaders 
had a clear and shared understanding of 
management and gained confidence in 
their ability to carry out their roles.

Reduced Magical Thinking. Magical 
thinking is the delusional, and often 
unconscious, belief that one can do the 
impossible (Conbere & Heorhiadi, 2016). 
Before SEAM, magical thinking in the 
medical center was rampant—people 
progressively took on more work without 
having resources to do the work; people 
were asked to do work without the needed 
training; nurse managers were supposed to 
manage well while working full time as a 
nurse. Employees were not aware that their 
magical thinking had a destructive effect 
on their productivity and organizational 
effectiveness. They did not realize that 
their commitment to doing things without 
having sufficient resources, skills, or time 
created dysfunctions. Learning about and 
using the SEAM management tools helped 
managers to be more time conscious and 
realistic about setting priorities.

Evidence of the reduced magical 
thinking can be seen in the increased 
number of employees, who when asked 
to do more work, respond, “I will do what 
you ask. Now let us agree on what I will 
cut from my workload to free up time for 
this new task.” Their managers, versed 
in SEAM, negotiate workload rather than 
assuming people can always do more 
without decreasing quality.

Value on Investment: A Holistic 
Assessment of Changes in SCRMC

Value on investment, which the authors 
define as the economic and socio results 
of investing in change, includes financial, 
and quantitative and qualitative measures 
(Table 4). If only the financial data were 
demonstrated, the SEAM intervention in 
SCRMC would show itself to be a healthy 
return on investment. However, measuring 
the savings from reducing hidden costs 
while being a useful assessment of any 
intervention, is incomplete. One can 
achieve short term savings by cutting 

Table	3.	Business Office pulse survey results in first year (an excerpt)

Question April 2016 November 2016 February2017

I	feel	I	can	ask	questions 31.4% 50.0% 90.0%

I	feel	supported 31.4% 47.2% 89.3%

I	trust 32.4% 77.6% 95.9%

I	am	not	afraid	to	speak	up 35.1% 59.0% 85.7%
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employees, but over the long term, such 
reductions destroy effectiveness and 
profit. Socio-economic theory posits that 
developing the potential of each employee 
is the key to organizational effectiveness 
and sustainable growth. 

The qualitative outcomes mentioned 
above are examples of developing human 
potential. These kinds of changes are the 
drivers of positive and sustainable growth. 
The quantitative and financial outcomes 
are signs of increased economic health. 
All three kinds of outcomes are necessary. 
To consider any one outcome without 
the others creates a distorted vision of 
organizational change.

Conclusion

To compete with other healthcare organ-
iza tions, the St. Croix Regional Medical 
Center had to simultaneously increase 
patient experience, improve the quality of 
services provided, reduce overall costs and 
increase organizational effectiveness. To 
achieve these goals, the medical center had 
to change the way it operated. This meant 
changing the deep beliefs, or cultural 
assumptions, that led to the dysfunctions. 

At the time of writing, 13 departments 
of SCRMC have experienced SEAM, 
including the top leadership group. 
The SEAM intervention is steadily 
cascading through the medical center. The 

number of employees involved in SEAM 
approached 50% in the fall of 2018. The 
outcomes, as measured by financial, and 
both quantitative and qualitative data, 
suggest that the SEAM process has been 
successful, as it prompted the cultural 
changes and led to financial gains. 
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Table	4.	Outcomes of the SEAM Intervention in the Medical Center

SEAM Outcomes

Financial data Quantitative data Qualitative data
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50%	in	Business	Office

Increased	engagement	of	
employees
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2	departments	
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66
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climate
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Transformed	culture	of	
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➠	15	
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constraints.
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You have been asked to consult with the 
president of FederalCo, a large manu-
facturing company. The company has a 
long history of providing quality products 
to its customers. The company has also 
been characterized by a culture of shared 
responsibility with high involvement 
of employees; in fact, FederalCo has 
long been recognized as a model for the 
principles of the field of Organization 
Development. Although the company 
has been characterized by success, the 
president has become aware of a growing 
number of changes which have been 
developing recently, and now they seem 
to be coming together in a tsunami type 
of change. Some of these forces include 
changes in the workforce, changes in 
technology, changes in the economic 
environment, the potential for global 
markets both in terms of sales market and 
supplies. Additionally, soon there will be 
changing environmental governmental 
regulations which have significant 
implications for manufacturing.

The organization has always had a 
stable workforce. Now many of the em ploy-
ees who helped build the organiza tion 
are retiring and a new group of em ploy-
ees are entering the organization. The 
new employees are younger with more 
education and advanced degrees. These 
new employees bring new expectations. 
At the same time, there is increasing 
diversity in terms of ethnicity and gender. 
There is also an increase in employees 
with greater technological sophistication 

hired for the IT Department, and there is 
some consideration being given to moving 
toward a contingent workforce. The 
impending governmental regulations for 
FederalCo has become highly uncertain. 
But one of the most important changes 
is the need to evaluate and implement 
new technology in order to maintain cost 
control, quality, and competitiveness. 

FederalCo’s president (CEO) literally 
thinks in terms of a tsunami of change. 
He has knowledge of Organization 
Development and is familiar with the most 
recent developments in the field. But to be 
fam iliar with OD is only the beginning. 
The president has a desire to explore the 
actual application of these approaches to 
the organization. In short, the president 
asks, “What OD techniques will help us 
at FederalCo?” Deeper diving questions 
include:

 1.  How can FederalCo more easily 
adapt to change?

2.  How can the change in staff 
(new employees) be beneficial to 
FederalCo?

3.  How can change be addressed for 
the future FederalCo generation?

We have asked three OD colleagues: a 
consultant specializing in agile organiza-
tion development, a consultant specializing 
in OD in the not-for-profit sector, and 
what may be most helpful, a CEO of a 
manufacturing company who has a PhD in 
Organization Development to share their 
experiences and insights with FederalCo.

By	Peter	F.	Sorensen	and	
Therese	F.	Yaeger

“Although	the	company	has	been	characterized	by	success,	the	president	has	become	aware	of	
a	growing	number	of	changes	which	have	been	developing	recently,	and	now	they	seem	to	be	
coming	together	in	a	tsunami	type	of	change.”

The Case of Tsunami Change and 
Organization Development

C A SE STUDY
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Rachael Narel 

Think Agile
Rapid change in the world of business 
has become the new normal, and many 
organizations like FederalCo have found 
they are facing more challenges and 
more uncertainty then they ever have in 
the history of their organizations. This 
tsunami of change doesn’t mean the end 
of FederalCo; the fact that FederalCo’s CEO 
is proactively looking at the internal and 
external environments of the business and 
recognizes the benefits of OD practices, 
holds much promise for the future of 
the company! 

My work with organizations facing 
these same challenges has been in the 
area of applying Agile practices to not 
only help them survive but to thrive. At 
an organizational level, Agility consists 
of routines of strategizing dynamically, 
perceiving environmental change, testing 
responses, and implementing changes 
based on the learnings from those tests. 
FederalCo’s CEO already has an eye on the 
changes that have been happening in the 
environment, he just needs to incorporate 
additional practices to start to build on 
his insights.

While FederalCo’s CEO may have 
perceived the change in his workforce 
as problematic, it actually sets him up to 
become more agile! Through my research 
and work in practice, I have found that 
diversity in the team is essential for 
continual innovation. Having a mix of 
both new and tenured workers will bring 
a variety of perspectives to the table. 
Established workers will benefit from 
historical knowledge on the company and 
its practices which can be shared with 
new workers. The new workers will bring 
in fresh ideas and perhaps new ways of 
working that can benefit those used to the 
routines of the past. The key is to focus 
on teambuilding activities to create ‘fit’ 
between the teams as a whole to enable 
them to be most effective and cohesive.

Additionally, FederalCo’s CEO 
understands that there is now greater 
technological sophistication staffing the 
information technology department. One 
of the keys of the Agile Organization is 

capturing and distributing knowledge 
quickly throughout the organization in 
order to make faster and more informed 
decisions. In my consulting work 
with organizations, especially in the 
manufacturing space, we have found 
considerable benefit from implementing 
Business Intelligence (BI) solutions. These 
tools can bring together high volumes of 
varied data, in reports and dashboards, 
reduce management complexity and 
uncover the facts, and lead to faster 
analysis with real-time data. Specific to 
manufacturing, these tools can provide 
real-time visibility into the supply chain 
in areas including: machine utilization, 
process efficiency, costs, inventory levels, 
losses, and cycle time.

One of the key considerations for the 
future is ensuring the culture of FederalCo 
is aligned with Agile practices. As he 
is familiar with OD practices, the CEO 
should understand the importance of 
culture in the success of the organization 
in this dynamic environment. Culture in 
an agile organization is one of continuous 
improvement, adaptive, values speed, and 
has components of voice such as frequent 
communication, sharing and listening, and 
asking questions. As a leader, he should be 
focused on acting as a coach and mentor to 
his team, empowering and enabling them 
to do their jobs, while he continues to focus 
on vision and strategy.

As the CEO is familiar with OD 
practices, I would recommend using 
Appreciative Inquiry (AI) methods to help 
implement these new Agile concepts at 
FederalCo. One of the challenges of a 
tsunami of change is that it can create 
worker burnout and stress. Engaging 
in a positive model of change, such as 

Appreciative Inquiry with teams, can create 
sustained energy and enthusiasm and 
enable teams to focus on the positive future 
and work on what is going well, instead of 
continually seeing challenges and obstacles 
to achieving their goals. 

FederalCo’s CEO is already well 
equipped with the OD knowledge and 
tools he needs to help ride this tsunami of 
change; the agile principles discussed here 
fully support the concept of testing out 
different applications in their environment. 
Hopefully, these recommendations will 
provide some ideas on where to start and, 
regardless, if he keeps learning from the 
resulting changes, he should be well on his 
way to creating a responsive environment 
enabling his organization to thrive! 

Jorge Cestou 

Sequence the importance of 
change required
When faced with a tsunami of changes, 
an organization like FederalCo could be 
successful with their ability to recognize 
opportunities amidst the required changes. 
To tackle the tsunami of these various 
change efforts, I often incorporate Covey’s 
Time Management Matrix, as this model 
makes it easy to figure out what you “need” 
to be doing with your time and attention, 
and it gives priority to the most needed 
changes first. With Covey’s 2x2 matrix, 
FederalCo could sequence the company’s 
first, second, and third order of OD change 
approaches. Covey’s 4 quadrants could 
assist as follows: 
 » Quadrant I involves important 

deadlines with high urgency. This first 
quadrant contains tasks and responsi-
bilities that need immediate attention.

Culture in an agile organization is one of continuous improve-
ment, adaptive, values speed, and has components of voice 
such as frequent communication, sharing and listening, and 
asking questions. As a leader, he should be focused on acting 
as a coach and mentor to his team, empowering and enabling 
them to do their jobs, while he continues to focus on vision 
and strategy.
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 » Quadrant II involves long-term 
development and strategizing. This 
second quadrant is for items that are 
important without requiring immediate 
action. Covey points out that this 
quadrant should be used for long-term 
strategizing.

 » Quadrant III involves distractions with 
high urgency. This third quadrant 
is reserved for tasks that are urgent, 
without being important. Covey 
recommends minimizing or even 
eliminating these tasks as they do not 
contribute to your output. Delegation is 
also an option here.

 » Quadrant IV involves activities with 
little to no value. This fourth and 
last quadrant focuses on tasks and 
responsibilities that do not yield any 
value—items that are unimportant 
and not urgent. These time wasters 
should be eliminated at any costs. 
(Covey, 1995)

Applying these four quadrants, FederalCo 
can prioritize tsunami change initiatives 
that fit Quadrant I. Due to the nature of 
urgency and importance, these initiatives 
must be given priority. For example, the 
consideration of workforce contingency 
must be addressed immediately. For 
this, FederalCo should perform a needs 
assessment process paired with a SWOT 
analysis of the potential future workforce. 
This will allow FederalCo to select staff 
that match their cultural values and 
organization identity.

Second, FederalCo should optimize 
their talent in the new workforce. 
FederalCo must capitalize on the younger 
workforce’s technological sophistication 
and their desire to be green and save 
the planet. As staff is retiring, the new 
workforce is younger, diverse, and more 
technologically advanced, so FederalCo 
must ensure that before this new workforce 
arrives, supervisors, managers, and 
direc tors must be trained to effectively 
handle the intergenerational workforce 
and the diversity to be aware of cultural 
staff dynamics.

The new workforce will require 
FederalCo to do an analysis of its existing 
HR policies and practices. Younger 

populations, e.g., millennials and Gen-X, 
seek workplaces that provide the ability 
for a work-life balance and require higher 
recognition systems—from flexible 
schedules to increased upward mobility 
systems. 

While some organizations consider 
gender, cultural, and diversity differences 
as organizational nuisances, FederalCo 
could benefit by developing and 
implementing a diversity and inclusion 
leadership team, comprised of new and 
tenured staff, to inform the organization’s 
managers on how to be more inclusive of 
diversity which will aid in implementing 
opera tional efficiencies.

Using Covey’s Quadrant II, FederalCo 
can address changes that are not urgent but 
important. Here, FederalCo should employ 
approaches where dialogic methods define 
the OD program, as these strategies will 
address change for FederalCo’s future 
generation. For this, FederalCo might 
employ Cooperrider’s newly modified 
4D AI process, P.O.S.I.T.I.V.E., which 
involves: Pre-frame (P), Open-innovate (O), 
Strengthen (S), Imagine (I), Translate (T), 
Improvise (I), Value (V), and Eclipse (E).

Applying the 8-step model puts a 
positive change into practice through, as 
it is the elevation of strengths, extension 
of relationships, establishing the new, and 
eclipsing the old that helps make change 
work (Cooperrider & Godwin, 2015). 

Since strategies in Quadrant III are 
urgent but not important, FederalCo could 
address these efforts as time and resources 
become available. Lastly, FederalCo should 
avoid strategies in Quadrant IV at all 
costs since these are not urgent and not 
important.

Bryan McCusker, PhD

Man, Machine, and Mentoring
In the past 30 years, US manufacturing 
employment has declined because factories 
have moved overseas. Yet, manufacturing 
still represents between 10-15% of the US 
GDP. Recent economic developments 
involving Russia and China along with 
the recent US governmental regulations 
involving tariffs have increased overall 
costs for product development for both 
in-house manufacturing facilities as well 
as stand-alone manufacturing companies. 
Also, manufacturing has not done well at 
branding its industry to potential workers 
that are young and/or educated. FederalCo 
is experiencing similar issues that are 
very common in the manufacturing 
industry regardless of what type of prod-
uct it delivers.

OD expert Warner Burke has stated 
that consultants no longer have the luxury 
of time when diagnosing problems and 
executing solutions for organizations 
(Burke, 2017). FederalCo is also facing a 
similar predicament and needs to develop 
and implement new strategies to remain 
successful. Employees at FederalCo work 
with other individuals by way of groups 
or teams and their performance can be 
accounted for by successful collaboration. 
Economic, social, and political components 
will also have to be accounted for during 
any change process. Yet, if the human 
element is not taken into consideration, 
excessive change application will be costly. 

Research has shown that 
implementation of excessive change 
applications is likely to be detrimental at 
the middle and lower organizational levels 
(Stensaker & Falkenberg, 2005). Usually 
this occurs when top-level management 

While some organizations consider gender, cultural, and 
diversity differences as organizational nuisances, FederalCo 
could benefit by developing and implementing a diversity 
and inclusion leadership team, comprised of new and tenured 
staff, to inform the organization’s managers on how to be 
more inclusive of diversity which will aid in implementing 
operational efficiencies.
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formulates change strategies and 
procedures without the buy-in from the 
middle or lower organizational levels. 

Top-level management usually does 
not know the intricacies that exist in 
day-to-day operations. Expectations for 
smooth change applications usually fail 
which leads to resistance or problems 
in the organization. Dissention among 
the middle/lower organization members 
will lead into frustration and anger 
which disrupts the current climate, thus 
causing a negative culture. Therefore, 
organization-wide communication is 

vital for FederalCo’s tsunami of change. 
Appreciative Inquiry creator, David 
Cooperrider claims “as soon as people 
come together to accomplish doing 
good out there—by concentrating and 
connecting their strengths in the service 
of building a better organization, they 
begin to activate mechanisms for their 
own and others’ flourishing.” (McQuaid 
& Cooperrider, 2018) Successful 
organizational change initiatives are more 
likely to be successful when leadership 
explains the need stemming from the 
external environment, how change and 
organizational goals unite for continuous 
success, and top-level management 
attains buy-in and conducts process 
consultation with middle and lower 
organizational levels.

Since FederalCo’s President is familiar 
with the principles of Organization 
Develop ment, he should also be familiar 
with the fundamentals of group motivation. 
When a team receives attention, they 
work harder. When they work harder, 
they are more productive. And when they 
are more productive, the organization is 

more profitable. More profits can allow for 
employee recognition in forms of wage 
increases or other company-wide benefits. 

The pairing of established employees 
with new hires that are both younger and 
more educated is a challenge. I am willing 
to bet that these new hires have limited 
experience within the manufacturing 
industry. I am also willing to bet that 
established employees are steadfast 
in their operational procedures. Thus, 
I recommend a mentor program for 
these new employees. New hires would 
work side by side with an experienced 

veteran to understand the importance 
of the current systems along with the 
fundamentals of production so that safety, 
quality, on-time delivery, communication, 
and success occur. I would suggest that 
the President also attend several mentor 
sessions. An example of a leadership 
mentor session might include a lunch 
and learn with different departments. 
Regular departmental meetings in an 
environmentally controlled atmosphere 
(meeting room) for a reasonable time 
period (lunch hour) can help produce 
discussions that can generate new ideas on 
product development, technology, and the 
building and strengthening of a positive 
culture. These interactive learning sessions 
allow for ongoing discussions pertaining to 
why certain systems have been successful, 
and allow for the constructing of new ideas 
for process improvement. 

Investing in new machinery or arti-
ficial intelligence is very expensive in the 
manufacturing industry (capital equipment 
can be hundreds of thousands up to several 
millions of dollars). Invest ing without a 
plan or utilizing proper personnel will 

result in financial failures and machines 
not being utilized. I strongly suggest that 
the President take some of the individual 
department staff and managers (a combi-
na tion of established and new hires) to 
see potential capital investments at a 
demonstration show. Open dialogue, and 
post-visits during the purchasing process 
will allow employees to come together as a 
unit and develop a successful strategic plan 
for the implementation of new technology 
and equipment. 

Growing and changing over time 
through a series of sequenced steps 
gives an organization the best possibility 
to remain highly competitive in high 
velocity environments. My philosophy is 
“when you get comfortable, get nervous!” 
Thus, it is top-management’s role to 
understand the external environment and 
to see what the competition and customers 
are spending on time and energy for 
innovation. 

Overwhelming the organization 
with multiple change initiatives will only 
confuse the employees, waste time, and 
drain cash flow. Consequences pertaining 
to performance will likely occur and 
the organization will undergo negative 
side-effects potentially ruining its long 
history of success. Continuous open 
dialogue throughout the organization and 
stressing FederalCo’s fundamentals for 
success (safety, quality, on-time delivery, 
communication, etc.) should allow the 
company to maximize its strengths and 
adjust to the ‘tsunami of changes’ that may 
occur in the future. 

Working ahead of the curve will help 
limit the tsunami effects that excessive 
change can present. Yet, when application 
of change initiatives presents itself, get 
the entire organization involved! Lastly, 
an application process that has had a 
great deal of success within organizations 
includes 1) discovery, 2) dream, 3) design, 
and 4) destiny! The AI process leads to 
building upon organizational strengths and 
FederalCo has had a long history of success 
in the manufacturing industry.

Growing and changing over time through a series of 
sequenced steps gives an organization the best possibility 
to remain highly competitive in high velocity environments. 
My philosophy is “when you get comfortable, get nervous!” 
Thus, it is top-management’s role to understand the external 
environment and see what competition and customers are 
spending time and energy for innovation.

ORGANIZATION DEVELOPMENT REVIEW Vol. 51 No. 1 201954



Therese Yaeger and Peter Sorensen 
Respond

The responses to this case are especially 
unique in that all three respondents are 
scholar-practitioners that provide personal 
insights on their approach to an OD 
challenge. All three provide particular 
knowledge based on familiarity of the most 
recent trends in the field through their 
academic work, along with knowledge 
through their management experience. 
In this case it appears that one’s scholar-
practitioner background clearly impacts 
their responses. For example, Jorge cites 
the work of Covey and Cooperrider in his 
analysis of the case. Bryan cites the work 
of Cooperrider and positive change and 
cites Stensaker and Falkenberg (two major 
Norwegian contributors to the theory and 
practice of organization change). Rachael 
draws on current theory of Agile and again 
refers to the work of Cooperrider and 
positive organization change. We thank 
our contributors for sharing their differing 
insights and knowledge! 

References

Burke, W. W. (2017). Organization change: 
Theory and practice. Sage Publications.

Cooperrider, D., & Godwin, L. (2015). 
Elevation-and-change: An eight-step 
platform for leading P.O.S.I.T.I.V.E. 
change. AI Practitioner, August 2015, 
Vol. 17(3), ISBN 978-1-907549-24.

Covey, S. R., Merrill, A. R., & Merrill, R. R. 
(1995). First things first. New York, NY: 
Simon and Schuster.

McQuaid, M., Cooperrider, D. (2018). Your 
change blueprint: How to design and 
deliver an AI summit. Michelle McQuaid 
Pty Ltd, publisher.

Stensaker, I., & Falkenberg, J. (2007). 
Making sense of different responses 
to corporate change. Human relations, 
60(1), 137–177.

Therese Yaeger, PhD,	and Peter Sorensen, PhD,	are	Professor	and	Director	of	
the	PhD	program	in	Organization	Development	and	the	MSMOB	Programs	at	
Benedictine	University	in	Lisle	and	Springfield,	Illinois.	Yaeger	can	be	reached	
at	tyaeger@ben.edu.

Dr. Rachael Narel	is	an	Assistant	Professor	at	Benedictine	University.	She	has	
over	19	years	experience	in	IT/software	fields.	She	also	consults	in	practice	
at	Peters	&	Associates,	partnering	with	clients	on	business	solutions	with	
a	focus	on	user	adoption	and	change	management	practices.	Narel	earned	
her	PhD	in	OD	and	MS	in	Management	and	Organizational	Behavior	from	
Benedictine	University.

Jorge Cestou	is	a	bilingual	and	bicultural	Organization	Development	
practitioner	with	over	22	years	of	experience	serving	nonprofit	and	
governmental	organizations.	He	is	currently	the	Director	of	Program	
Operations	for	the	HIV/STI	Bureau	at	Chicago	Department	of	Public	Health	
and	a	PhD	candidate	in	Organization	Development	at	Benedictine	University.	

Dr. Bryan McCusker	is	owner	and	President	of	HFI	Manufacturing,	Inc.,	a	full-
service	sheet	metal	fabricator,	specializing	in	stainless	steel	innovation.	He	
completed	his	PhD	in	Organization	Development	from	Benedictine	University,	
and	his	MBA	and	bachelor’s	degree	from	North	Central	College.	His	global	
research	project	concentrated	on	the	impact	of	human	behavior	within	a	
society	dealing	with	an	upcoming	change.

55Case	Study:	The	Case	of	Tsunami	Change	and	Organization	Development

Copyright	©	2019	by	the	Organization	Development	Network,	Inc.	All	rights	reserved.

mailto:tyaeger@ben.edu


Guidelines for Authors

The Organization Development Review 
brings together academic perspectives 
and practitioner experiences to foster 
dialogues that inform both theory and 
practice. We publish applied research, 
innovative approaches, evidence based 
practices, and new developments in 
the OD field.

We welcome articles by authors 
who are OD practitioners, clients of 
OD processes, Human Resource staff 
who have collaborated with OD prac-
titioners or are practicing OD, and 
academics who teach OD theory and 
practice. As part of our commitment 
to ensure all OD Network programs 
and activities expand the culture of 
inclusion, we encourage submissions 
from authors who represent diver-
sity of race, gender, sexual orientation, 
religious/spiritual practice, economic 
class, education, nationality, experi-
ence, opinion, and viewpoint.

The Review Process

The ODR is a peer reviewed jour-
nal. Authors can choose between two 
review processes and should notify the 
Editor which they prefer when they 
submit an article: 

Process 1 (open peer review): Two 
board members are assigned an arti-
cle. Each, individually, reviews the 
article. They contact each other by 
e-mail and telephone to discuss their 
reactions to the article and to decide 
whether the article is publishable 
with changes or should be rejected. 
If they decide the article is publish-
able with changes, one of the Review 
Board members will email and/or 
call the primary author to discuss the 

suggested changes and the timeline 
for making the changes. Once the 
author has made the changes to the 
satisfaction of the two Review Board 
members, the ODR Editor will work 
with the author to prepare the article 
for publication. 

Process 2 (double blind peer review): 
This option is offered to meet the 
standards for academic institutions. 
Authors submit articles with a cover 
page that includes the article’s title, all 
authors’ identifying and contact infor-
mation, and brief biographies for each 
of the authors with any acknowledge-
ments. Two members of the review 
board will independently receive the 
article without the author’s informa-
tion and without knowing the identity 
of the other reviewer. Each reviewer 
will recommend accepting the article 
for publication, rejecting the article 
with explanation, or sending the arti-
cle back to the author for revision and 
resubmittal. Recommendations for 
revision and resubmittal will include 
detailed feedback on what is required 
to make the article publishable. Each 
ODR Board member will send their 
recommendation to the ODR Editor. If 
the Editor asks the author to revise and 
resubmit, the Editor will send the arti-
cle to both reviewers after the author 
has made the suggested changes. The 
two members of the Review Board will 
work with the author on any further 
changes, then send it to the ODR Edi-
tor for preparation for publication.

Criteria for Accepting an Article
 » Is accessible to practitioners 

 » Presents applied research, innova-
tive practice, or new developments 
in the OD field

 » Includes cases, illustrations, and 
practical applications 

 » References sources for ideas, theo-
ries, and practices 

 » Reflects ODN values: respect 
and inclusion, collaboration, 
authenticity, self-awareness, and 
empowerment. 

Stylistic 
 » Clearly states the purpose and con-

tent of the article 
 » Presents ideas logically and with 

clear transitions 
 » Includes section headings to help 

guide the reader 
 » Is gender-inclusive 
 » Avoids jargon and overly formal 

expressions 
 » Avoids self-promotion 

Article Length
Articles are usually 4,000 – 
5,000 words. 

Preparing the Article  
for Submission

Citations and References
The ODR follows the guidelines of 
the American Psychological Associa-
tion Publication Manual (6th edition). 
This style uses parenthetical reference 
citations within the text and full refer-
ences at the end of the article. Please 
include the DOI (digital object identi-
fier; http://www.apastyle.org/learn/faqs/
what-is-doi.aspx), if available, with ref-
erences for articles in a periodical. 

(continued next page)

ORGANIZATION DEVELOPMENT REVIEW Vol. 51 No. 1 201956

http://www.apastyle.org/learn/faqs/what-is-doi.aspx
http://www.apastyle.org/learn/faqs/what-is-doi.aspx


Guidelines for Authors (contd.)

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

Other Publications
The ODR publishes original articles, 
not reprints from other publications 
or journals. Authors may publish 

materials first published in the ODR 
in another publication as long as the 
 publication gives credit to the ODR as 
the original place of publication.

Policy on Self-Promotion
Although publication in the ODR is 
a way of letting the OD community 
know about an author’s work, and is 
therefore good publicity, the purpose 
of the ODR is to exchange ideas and 
information. Consequently, it is the 
policy of the OD Network to not accept 
articles that are primarily for the pur-
pose of marketing or advertising 
an author’s practice.

Submission Deadlines
Authors should email articles to the 
editor, John Vogelsang, at jvogelsang@
earthlink.net. The deadlines for submit-
ting articles are as follow: October 1 
for the winter issue; January 1 for the 
spring issue; April 1 for the summer 
issue; and July 1 for the fall issue.

Organization Development Review	Guidelines	for	Authors 57

Copyright	©	2019	by	the	Organization	Development	Network,	Inc.	All	rights	reserved.

mailto:jvogelsang@earthlink.net


Submission Guidelines

 » Articles should be practical and short (900–1200 words; 
3–4 pages single-spaced)

• Write in your own (first-person) voice using simple, 
direct, conversational language.

• Focus on what you are discussing, how it works, or 
can be used, and why it works (what you believe or 
how theory supports it).

• Use bulleted lists and short sections with subheads to 
make it easier to read. 

• Include everything in the text. No sidebars. No or very 
limited graphics.

• Do not use footnotes or citations if at all possible. 
 Citations, if essential, should be included in the text 
with a short list of references at the end of the article.

 » Articles can be written from various perspectives, 
 including but not limited to:

• Brief case studies that highlight useful concepts, 
applied theories, lessons learned, and implications for 
future practice.

• Guidelines and tips for applying proven or cutting-
edge methods, principles, processes, practices, 
interventions, and tools. 

• Thought-provoking essays on practice-related 
challenges, questions that emerged from a client 
engagement, or new trends and technologies that will 
influence the practice of OD.

 » Include a short (25–50 word) author bio with your email 
so readers can contact you. 

Welcome to	Practicing OD,	a	collection	of	short	

articles	(900–1200	words)	on	useful	ideas,	lessons	

learned,	and	practical	suggestions	for	managing	the	

day	to	day	challenges	of	doing	OD.	We	welcome	brief	

case	studies;	guidelines	and	tips	for	applying	proven	or	

cutting-edge	methods,	principles,	processes,	practices,	

interventions,	and	tools;	and	thought-provoking	

essays	on	practice-related	challenges,	questions	that	

emerged	from	a	client	engagement,	or	new	trends	

and	technologies	that	will	influence	the	practice	of	OD.

Submit	Microsoft	Word	electronic	copies	only	to:	

Stacey Heath	(stacey279h@gmail.com)	

Deb Peters	(deb.peters@morganmcguireleadership.com)	

Rosalind Spigel	(Rosalind@Spigelconsulting.com)	

Include	your	name,	phone	number,	and	email	address.	If	your	

article	is	accepted	for	publication,	you	will	be	notified	via	

email.	We	look	forward	to	hearing	from	you.	

	» Pack	Your	Bags	for	an	Improvement	Journey
By	Annette	Schultz

	» Bridging	Executive	Team	Conflict
By	Mary	Lippitt

	» Uncovering	Bias	to	Discover	Go-To	People
By	David	Hosmer

58 ORGANIZATION DEVELOPMENT REVIEW Vol. 51 No. 1 2019

Copyright	©	2019	by	the	Organization	Development	Network,	Inc.	All	rights	reserved.

mailto:stacey279h@gmail.com
mailto:deb.peters@morganmcguireleadership.com
mailto:Rosalind@Spigelconsulting.com


“Whether	you	call	it	a	contagious	move	ment,	change	management,	process	improvement,	or	
cultural	shift,	the	effort	to	improve	is	a	journey	on	which	an	organization	embarks.”

Pack Your Bags for an 
Improvement Journey

By	Annette	Schultz That is the paradox of the epidemic: 
that in order to create one contagious 
movement, you often have to create 

many small movements first. 
–Malcolm Gladwell  

from The Tipping Point

Whether you call it a contagious move-
ment, change management, process 
improvement, or cultural shift, the 
effort to improve is a journey on which 
an organization embarks. When that 
organization is healthcare, you better pack 
your bags for an extended trip! Sanford 
Health is no exception and the past five 
years have been a whirlwind trip in change 
and improvement. 

Sanford Health, like the rest of the 
healthcare industry, is a challenging place 
to introduce change and improvement. 
Healthcare has strong roots in clearly 
defined hierarchies (think doctor/nurse, 
clinic manager/staff) so much that certain 
roles are identified by special jackets and 
uniforms. Healthcare is highly regulated 
with boundaries always looming over 
innovation attempts. It is comprised of 
complex systems from care delivery, facility 
management, supply chain, and human 
resources to food service. 

Sanford Health also has the added 
challenge of fast growth. In 2010, the 
Sanford Health organization was formed 
from the merger of two large health 
systems in Fargo, North Dakota and Sioux 
Falls, South Dakota. The growth quickly 
added systems in Bismarck, North Dakota 
and Bemidji, Minnesota. It now includes 
hundreds of primary and specialty clinics 
with rural and metro locations, critical 
access hospitals, home care services, 
durable medical equipment, and long-
term care sites across nine states and four 
countries.

In 2013, Sanford Health brought 
together internal professionals who 
were successfully practicing various 
improvement processes such as Lean, Six 
Sigma, and Plan-Do-Study-Act (PDSA) 
tests of change. This team of OD, quality 
and medical professionals were tasked with 
outlining an improvement model for the 
organization. They developed the Sanford 
Improvement Model, a standard method 
for change management. The standard 
states “Sanford Improvement is a unique 
methodology that unifies how we identify, 
approach, and manage improvement 
efforts across the enterprise.” The model 
reflects the values and the culture of the 
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organization with three concentric circles 
of Patient Centered, Data Driven, and 
Leadership Directed. These values give 
structure to the model and shape the 
expectations of how improvement should 
be conducted. 

The model (Figure 1) also incorporates 
four evidence-based action items founded 
in improvement science. The first action 
item is Apply Improvement Principles 
Intentionally. The model allows practi-
tioners to implement Lean tools, run small 
tests of change through PDSA, or utilize 
the DMAIC (Define, Measure, Analyze, 
Improve, Control) problem solving steps. 
The message is these methods all work if 
you use them as intended. Second, change 
within a complex system like healthcare 
is most successfully achieved through 
project teams. The model’s second action 
item calls on teams to Manage Projects 
Skillfully, balancing the dynamics of teams 
and the successful completion of tasks. The 
model’s third action step acknowledges an 
abundance of internal tools and resources, 
and encourages users to Choose Tools 

Wisely. Finally, the fourth action item, 
Hardwire Accountability Consistently, 
was incorporated in the model as a neces-
sity for sustaining improvement gains 
and building shared commitment to 
standardization.

The Sanford Improvement Model 
provided a framework to take the organiza-
tion on a 5-year journey to increase the 
capability to improve. 

Year 1
• Offered 1-hour information sessions 

on each element.
• Developed Sanford Improvement 

Toolkit, an online resource for 
standardized tools and templates.

• Created a computer-based training 
module, Introduction to Sanford 
Improvement.

Year 2
• Created a competency survey on 

Sanford Improvement knowledge, 
skills, and behaviors.

• Developed targeted education for 
each major market on areas of gaps in 
competency results.

Year 3
• Developed an 8-month training course 

for leaders, Leading for Improvement 
(L4I).

• Offered L4I to an initial cohort of 20 
participants from clinic operational 
leadership.

• L4I participants worked with a 
trained quality coach for one-on-one 
mentorship through the improvement 
process.

• L4I graduates completed 22 hours of 
classroom training, plus coaching, 
culminating in a project poster 
presentation from each cohort 
member.

Year 4
• Developed an enterprise-wide 

nomination process with Human 
Resources for L4I.

• Expanded L4I to include two cohorts 
of 20 participants each year.

• Adapted L4I curriculum and shared 
with medical residents at Sanford 
teaching hospitals.

Year 5
• Instituted “Sanford Improvement 

Academy” for all education on the 
Sanford Improvement Model.

• Expanded L4I to include two cohorts 
of 30 participants each year.

• Developed ten 30-minute webinars 
and four regional Boot Camps for local 
leaders.

The Sanford Improvement Model also 
provided a framework to increase the 
capacity to improve. There is now a 
shared language understood across the 
enterprise along with shared expectations 
and common actions. This new capacity 
has led to behavior change. Executives 
and physicians are leading by example, 
organizing project teams, walking groups 
through current-state analysis, running 
small tests of change, documenting 
interventions, and sustaining gains 

Figure 1. Sanford	Improvement	Model

ORGANIZATION DEVELOPMENT REVIEW Vol. 51 No. 1 201960



over time. Graduates of the Leading for 
Improvement (L4I) program are now 
serving as coaches and mentoring their 
peers on the improvement process. Data 
transparency is an expected norm and 
there is a safety culture for sharing results, 
pointing out concerns, and working toward 
better outcomes.

At the enterprise level, improvement 
efforts are recognized by senior leadership 
through an annual improvement award. 
The winning improvement ideas are 
then implemented across the enterprise. 
Leading for Improvement (L4I) partici-
pants have produced the winning ideas 
the past two years. 

Recognition of improvement is 
also held at the regional level. Each 
market hosts a “Sanford Improvement 
Symposium” where posters of improve-
ment successes are shared, and senior 
leadership speak about change manage-
ment. The posters highlight gains made 
in patient care, staff experience, and 
system workflows. This year, there have 

been over 300 posters, several of which 
were selected by external professional 
organizations to be presented at their 
national events.

At the departmental level, there have 
been numerous gains due to improvement 
efforts. Within 100 days, teams have 
seen improved metrics such as a 6% 
decrease in abandoned call rate in family 
medicine clinics, 33% decrease in dialysis 
patients with a Tunnel Catheter for more 
than 90 days, 80% increase in A1C goal 
documentation with medical residents, 
and 69% increase in bedside reporting at a 
Critical Access Hospital. The organization’s 
current challenge is to determine how 
to document and categorize these 
improved results.

The improvement journey for 
Sanford Health is not over. This amazing 
cultural shift to embrace change and 
improve processes will continue to 
grow. And plans are underway to spread 
Sanford Improvement Academy to other 
organizations, so they can experience the 

engagement and success for themselves. 
Pack a bag and dare to send your organiza-
tion on a change management trip!

Sources

Gladwell, M. (2000). The tipping point: How 
little things can make a big difference. 
Boston, MA: Little, Brown. 

Annette Schultz	is	the	Senior	
Improvement	Strategist	at	Sanford	
Health	and	oversees	the	Sanford	
Improvement	Academy.	She	
received	her	Master’s	Degree	in	
Organizational	Communication	
and	a	Training	and	Development	
Certification	from	the	University	
of	Minnesota.	She	has	spent	
over	25	years	facilitating	
change	management.	You	can	
contact	her	at	Annette.schultz@
sanfordhealth.org.
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By	Mary	Lippitt

Bridging Executive Team Conflict

“My	client,	a	newly	hired	president	of	an	international	firm,	wanted	to	adopt	a	new	strategy	he	
had	crafted	by	himself.	His	team	of	six	vice-presidents	actively	resisted	the	plan.	The	client	said	
that	the	vice-presidents	were	‘just	stuck	in	the	past.’”

One of my clients was entering a strategic 
planning process with a dysfunctional 
executive team. The team was stuck over 
how to plan for the future. The lack of 
harmony was attributed to perceived 
personal slights, pressure tactics, and lack 
of information. In this case, resistance 
and competition replaced collaboration 
and the chance for agreement was never 
established. 

Background on the Team

My client, a newly hired president of an 
international firm, wanted to adopt a 
new strategy he had crafted by himself. 
His team of six vice-presidents actively 
resisted the plan. The client said that the 
vice-presidents were “just stuck in the 
past.” He believed they sought to limit 
his success and tenure since several had 
applied for his position. He wanted me 
to interview each team member to start 
a bridge-building process with a one-day 
offsite meeting.

The Beginning of the Bridge to Conflict

During interviews, the vice-presidents 
voiced objections to the president’s “go 
it alone” style and his lack of industry 
knowledge since he was new to the 
industry. The prevailing opinions were 
that he was grandstanding for the board 

and was not interested in working collab-
oratively. The fact that the president did 
not consult staff in developing the strategic 
plan was used as an example of his Lone 
Ranger approach. It was clear that the team 
was at an impasse.

From the interviews, I also discovered, 
while there were entrenched positions, 
everyone wanted the organization to 
succeed. Therefore, I chose to focus on 
identifying shared organizational outcomes 
to shift the team’s focus away from per-
sonal suppositions to objective analysis. 
My goal was to engage them in a results-
oriented search to discover a mutually 
acceptable plan for the future. Since the 
strategic plan was the official cause of 
the breakdown, it made sense to focus 
on strategy. 

Discovery of Mindsets

In my experience, many strategic discus-
sions revolve around vague aspirational 
statements which offer encouragement 
but little direction, definition, or measures. 
This executive team needed to agree on 
something specific and measurable. My 
assumption was that strategic alignment 
would rupture the personal stereotypes, 
trigger discussion, and allow the team to 
critically assess alternatives. Therefore, 
in preparation for the off-site meeting, 
I asked all attendees to complete the 
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Leadership Spectrum Profile® and review the 
generated report.

The Profile examines six organiza-
tional goals and how they currently drive 
an individual’s goals and priorities. It 
also creates a common vocabulary for 
discussing advantages, constraints, and 
trade-offs among those goals. In addition, 
it focuses on existing circumstances and 
goals rather than past actions, offering 
an opportunity to explore facts and 
alternatives. The six situational mindset 
goals concentrate on: 
1.	 innovation or being seen as 

state-of-the-art, 
2.	 customer and growth focus, 
3.	 seamless infrastructure and policies, 
4.	 productivity, quality, and ROI, 
5.	 change-ready engaged culture with 

strong bench strength, and 
6.	 new trends, business models, and 

niches. 

The team was asked to complete the 
inventory based on their assessment of the 
best strategic orientation. After completing 
the inventory, each member received a 
report on their goal orientation.

A composite team profile without 
names was presented at the off-site and 
the composite revealed a split with six 
individuals in agreement and one with a 
different perspective. Offering the results 
without attribution enabled participants 
to identify their positions and kicked off 
a productive discussion of the strategic 
priorities. The six vice-presidents shared a 
common focal point on improving quality 
and internal processes. This point of view 
or situational mindset prefers evolutionary 
change, risk mitigation, and has an internal 
focus at this time. The president’s mindset 
targeted expanding the customer base 
and growing market share. This growth-
oriented goal values revolutionary change, 
external focus and accepts risk for the 
opportunity for great rewards. After an 
open discussion, they each discussed the 
facts, events, observations, and evidence 
that drove their thinking about their 
priority or desired path for the future. 
During that exchange, the president 
learned that large corporate accounts 

were being lost and the vice-presidents 
learned that the board had mandated the 
president’s growth strategy to improve 
ROI. These insights defused some of the 
tension, but a division remained.

The Connection Between Organization 
Life Cycle Stages and Strategy

The next step was to connect the 
organization life cycle stages and strategy. 
While the group was not familiar with the 
organizational life cycle model (Lippitt, 
2014), they recognized it since it mirrored 
their product and project life cycles. They 
also knew that different actions were 
essential at each stage. After defining the 
six stages of organization life cycles as 
Birth or Start-up, Growth, Stature, Prime, 
Mature, and Renewal stage, I asked each 
person to select their organization’s current 
stage. This discussion exposed the same 
split presented by the inventory findings. 
The president selected the Growth stage 
since it reflected his board mandate. The 
vice-presidents split between Stature and 
Prime. The tone in the room changed when 
they mapped their differing individual 
perspectives onto the organization life 
cycle model and talked about their reality. 
The group recognized the organization 
was past the entrepreneurial Growth 
stage with a respected brand and well-
established policies. The firm was moving 
into the Prime stage where the focus 
revolves around process improvement, 
quality, and ROI. The premise that market 
growth was the only way to improve ROI 
was debunked.

Bridging Differences

The vice-presidents shared many additional 
internal issues that were unknown to the 
president. Problems, including quality 
issues, information system failures, 
and staff shortages, were undermining 
productivity, morale, and quality. As the 
president absorbed this key information, 
he understood his staff had rejected his 
fast growth strategy since the loss of major 
accounts stemmed from operational 
flaws rather than competitive factors. 
While the president had assumed that the 
vice-presidents were driven by personal 
motivations, he now realized it was due 
to current circumstances. His demeanor 
changed. He listened and learned what was 
holding the organization back from the 
success everyone wanted. He also realized 
that before the organization could grow, 
they had to halt the hemorrhaging of major 
accounts. It did not take long before an 
internal improvement strategy targeting 
operational flaws was formalized. The team 
agreed, when this strategy was achieved, 
they would develop another plan based on 
newer vital needs.

Conclusion

Once they agreed on their goal priorities, 
the executive team estimated the financial 
impact of the lost accounts on their bottom 
line. They developed a pitch for the Board 
that showed the importance of address-
ing quality. They also agreed a new strategy 
would be presented after quality concerns 
were addressed, and that the next strategic 

The tone in the room changed when they mapped their differing 
individual perspectives onto the organization life cycle model 
and talked about their reality. The group recognized the 
organization was past the entrepreneurial Growth Stage with 
a respected brand and well-established policies. The firm was 
moving into the Prime stage where the focus revolves around 
process improvement, quality, and ROI. The premise that market 
growth was the only way to improve ROI was debunked.
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thrust might be market growth, assuming 
the situation warranted it. 

The president’s presentation to the 
Board highlighted the fact that getting 
new customers and then having them 
leave due to operational shortcomings 
not only wasted marketing efforts but 
also impacted the brands’ reputation. 
After all, dissatisfied customers not only 
stop using the firm but also spread their 
negative experience with others. The Board 
accepted a “build it and they will come” 
approach to meet current challenges and 
improve ROI. A once dysfunctional team 
coalesced around a shared reality and the 
need for results. Personal attributions were 
superseded by shared common results-
oriented goals. 
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“A	manager	who	recognizes	their	biases	yields	better	results	by	building	a	diverse	talent	
pipeline	and	leveraging	the	collective	and	varied	perspectives	within	their	team.	The	
rewards	can	be	immense.”

By	David	Hosmer Go-to people are awesome. Organizations 
should have more of them. Managers 
leverage Go-to people when they need to 
get something important done or delegate 
special projects. A few characteristics Go-to 
people possess include:
 » Produce results and meet almost 

impossible deadlines.
 » Navigate organizational networks to get 

results.
 » Earn respect and trust.
 » Accomplish goals rather than make 

excuses.
 » Overcome roadblocks.
 » Understand internal politics.
 » Are willing and capable even with 

limited bandwidth.
 » Think creatively about solutions.

There may be more Go-to people in your 
organization than you currently see. How-
ever, managers might need to peer through 
blind spots to find more of such talent. By 
becoming aware of biases and challenging 
decision-making thought processes, 
managers can develop more Go-to people.

Organizations can have more Go-to 
people, however, unconscious barriers lurk 
to impact hiring and other talent-related 
decisions. Numerous studies show biases 
flow in the undercurrent of organizations. 

A case-in-point study was conducted with 
higher education in which staff were asked 
to review applications (Moss-Racusin, 
Dovidio, Brescoll, Graham & Handelsman, 
2012). The applications were identical 
except for the gender of applicant names. 
Findings disclosed that reviewers were 
more likely to rate male candidates more 
favorably than females for qualification, 
hiring, and higher starting salaries. In 
another study, the National Bureau of 
Economic Research found applicants with 
disabilities received 26 percent fewer 
expressions of interest. Additionally, biases 
have no geographical or group boundaries. 
“67% of the British public admits to 
feeling uncomfortable talking to a disabled 
person; gay and lesbian job seekers are 5% 
less likely to get an interview; and 80% 
of employers admit to making decisions 
based on regional accents” (Long, 2015).

Implicit biases also overflow to those 
we serve in business. For example, several 
worldwide studies found a correlation 
between implicit biases among healthcare 
professionals and disparities in quality of 
care. Biases involved patients representing 
several groups—race/ethnicity, gender, 
socio-economic status, age, mental illness, 
weight, AIDS, brain injured, drug users, 
disability, and social issues. 

Uncovering Bias to Discover 
Go-To People
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Biases are not limited to obvious 
physical characteristics. Our brains even 
react when others remind us of past 
favorable and unfavorable life experiences, 
such as, “She went to the same high 
school as me.” or “He has that annoying 
accent like my former boss.” Humans 
are naturally biased. Although we cannot 
eliminate biases, there are steps managers 
can take to mitigate the influence of 
biases while developing and leading 
organizations.

Mindful Inclusion

Imagine a culture full of Go-To employees. 
By being more mindful about inclusion, 
managers might discover hidden potential 
Go-To talent. Mindfulness is “The practice 
of maintaining a nonjudgmental state 
of heightened or complete awareness of 
one’s thoughts, emotions, or experiences 
on a moment-to-moment basis” 
(Merriam-Webster Dictionary). Here 
are eight managerial practices for more 
mindful inclusion.

1.	 Be thoughtful in advance. Psychological 
research reveals people size each 
other up in a blink of an eye (Willis 
& Todorov, 2006). Managers need to 
identify their own biases first and then 
be conscious to situations in which 
underlying biases could be at play. For 
example, decision points during the 
employee life cycle—hiring, developing, 
promoting, succession planning, 
and termination—are particularly 
vulnerable points. Before dismissing 
a potential Go-To person, managers 
need to be aware of their biases, and 
consider their thought process before 
deciding who to choose, even when 
measuring decisions against a list of 
objec tive criteria.

2.	 Look beyond the known Go-to people. 
Here are ways managers can uncover 
new Go-to talent:

• Give remote and geographically 
dispersed employees visibility in 
meetings by having them share 
accomplishments and solutions.

• Scan broad and deep within 
your team when selecting Go-to 
employees for higher-level 
responsibilities. Look beyond those 
already visible in leadership roles.

• Expand ‘walk-arounds’ to meet and 
engage team members with whom 
you have limited visibility. By being 
more visible, you make others more 
visible. 

• When an employee does something 
extraordinary ask how they did it. 
You might learn how their skills 
and methodologies can lead to 
new responsibilities or teaching 
opportunities for new exposure. 

• Engage introverts. Some introverts 
will not assert their ideas but 
could yield solutions to difficult 
problems when asked. Engaging 
quiet employees might open new 
possibilities for Go-to people of a 
“different type.” Be mindful of your 
assumptions about quieter people. 
If you are thinking they are “stuck 
up” or have nothing to say, these 
assumptions are biases—conscious 
or unconscious.

• Couple any of the above with mean-
ingful development plans for all 
employees.

3.	 Challenge yourself. Do you lean 
toward people from your same demo-
graphic groups, e.g., religious, age, 
nationality, gender, race, or geogra-
phies? Ask yourself tough questions 
when hesitating to select individuals 
for vacancies, promotions, and devel-
op mental opportunities. What is 
your concern about delegating this 
assignment to Pat, for example? Is 
the concern a hunch, hearsay or from 
direct experience and data? Is there 
something about Pat’s background, 
perspectives, and education that is 
different from yours that makes you 
uncomfortable? 

4.	 Lean into discomfort. Do you know 
your personality style and dismiss 
others that are not like yours? We tend 
to prefer people with similar physical 

and psychological characteristics as our 
own. Managers tend to hire, promote, 
and associate with people who are like 
them (Rock & Grant, 2016). Looking 
beyond your comfort zone affords you 
an opportunity to mine and develop 
potential Go-to people that might 
otherwise get overlooked. 

5.	 Watch your language. When giving 
feedback or conducting performance 
reviews, use observations and 
behaviors, not judgment statements 
like, “She’s overbearing” or “He’s 
obnoxious.” Do you tend to think or 
use phrases like, “people like that” or 
“those people?” This language suggests 
a reaction of bias even if articulated 
only in your mind. For example, 
Marjorie, a younger colleague, is quite 
opinionated and tends to disagree with 
you. You might think, “Young women 
think they know it all. They should be 
more agreeable and respectful.” This 
generalization might be a conscious or 
unconscious bias against millennials, 
women or both. 

6.	 Go to the grey area. Are you uncom-
fortable with ambiguity? Do you 
usually think in absolutes such as 
determination of what is right or 
wrong? Perhaps you could be more 
open to different ideas unlike yours. 
How is your reaction to Marjorie 
similar and different from reactions 
you have to Pat, and other colleagues? 
Why? 

7.	 Involve others. Gain input from 
others to allow you to move from your 
own perspective and offer balanced 
performance feedback. Involve diverse 
interviewers when filling vacancies. 
Use calibration meetings across the 
organization to identify high-potentials 
and create succession plans. Input from 
360-degree instruments can also yield 
perspectives beyond your own. 

8.	 Tap objectivity. Performance metrics 
such as writing samples, editing 
documents, writing code, solving 
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problems, etc. can be used for selection 
combined with any of the above 
strategies. 

A manager who recognizes their biases 
yields better results by building a diverse 
talent pipeline and leveraging the collective 
and varied perspectives within their team. 
The rewards can be immense. A 2015 
McKinsey report, Diversity Matters, found 
that in 366 public companies, those in 
the top quartile for ethnic and racial 
diversity in management were 35% more 
likely to have financial returns above their 
industry mean. Those in the top quartile 
for gender diversity were 15% more likely 
to have returns above the industry mean. 
Imagine the innovative possibilities of an 
organization full of diverse Go-to people.
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Member Benefits

Publications

 » Organization Development Review, 
the flagship publication of the OD 
Network, is a peer-reviewed quarterly 
journal.

 » Practicing OD provides practice-
related concepts, processes, and 
tools in short articles by and for 
busy practitioners.

Both publications and their submission 
guidelines are available online at http://
www.odnetwork.org. 

Member Benefits

Low annual dues provide members with 
a host of benefits:

 » Free subscriptions to our 
publications.

 » Free access to online job ads in the 
OD Network Job Exchange.

 » Discounts on conference 
registration, OD Network products 
(including back issues of this 
journal), Job Exchange postings, 
professional liability insurance, 
books from John Wiley & Sons, and 
more.

 » OD Network Member Roster, an 
essential networking tool, in print 
and in a searchable online database.

 » Online Toolkits on action research, 
consulting skills, and HR for OD—
foundational theory and useful tools 
to enhance your practice.

Professional Development

OD Network professional develop- 
ment events offer cutting-edge theory  
and practice. Learn more at  
http://www.odnetwork.org.

 » OD Network Conferences, held 
annually, provide unsurpassed 
professional development and 
networking opportunities.

 » Regular webinars include events 
in the Theory and Practice Series, 
Conference Series, and OD Network 
Live Briefs.

Online Resources

In addition to the online resources for 
members only, the OD Network website 
offers valuable tools that are open to the 
public:

 » Education directory of OD-related 
degree and certificate programs. 

 » Catalog of OD professional 
development and networking events. 

 » Bookstore of titles recommended by 
OD Network members.

 » Links to some of the best OD 
resources available. 

 » E-mail discussion lists that allow 
OD practitioners worldwide to share 
ideas. 

 » Lists, with contact information, 
of regional and international OD 
networks.

 » Case studies illustrating the value of 
OD to potential client organizations.

ORGANIZATION DEVELOPMENT REVIEW Vol. 51 No. 1 201968

Copyright	©	2019	by	the	Organization	Development	Network,	Inc.	All	rights	reserved.

http://www.odnetwork.org
http://www.odnetwork.org
http://www.odnetwork.org


Navigating Complexity & Transformation
Agility & Resilience
2019 OD Network Annual Conference


