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Background

Organisational Development (OD) is a long-range change management strategy designed to improve an organisation’s problem solving and renewal processes, particularly through more effective and collaborative management of organisational culture. Specific emphasis is on the culture of formal work teams, assisted by a change agent, and the use of the theory and technology behind behavioural science.

Although conceived at the end of the 19th Century, it has been becoming more prevalent since 1945.
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The Strategic Context

OD is a top-down process by which the organisation develops an internal capacity to be most effective in achieving its objectives and to sustain itself over the long-term, using planned interventions based on the behavioural sciences. This involves the change of its employee’s beliefs attitudes and values and the structure of the organisation to better meet the challenges of the external market and new technologies.
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Model

This model has given rise to a number of different areas in the study of management and leadership, specifically in the sphere of human resource strategy, such as leadership, change management, knowledge management, culture, organisational learning, performance measurement, values etc. Many of these topics are covered on other papers on this website. As such, it is a range of change management ideas without being a concept in itself, therefore this discussion explains OD in terms of a series of systematic steps, similar to the format of the more rational systems such as SIS and Six Sigma. The steps are:

· Agree the organisational mission or purpose
· Assess the outer and inner contexts
· Gather data
· Gain involvement
· Set targets for change
· Implement change and development activities
· Evaluate and reinforce changes: monitor and communicate success
Back to Model
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Agree the organisational mission or purpose

Even though OD is a “top-down” strategic approach to change, it is based on the consensus of participative decision-making and shared organisational purpose and mission. However, this degree of openness can be unsettling, and even threatening, where organisations have competing sectional interests (see the “negatives” of the sociological approach) and also because it impacts on all levels of the organisation.
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Assess the outer and inner contexts

The assessment includes individual and collective beliefs, perceptions and attitudes as well as “objective” facts. To be conducted properly, the external assessment needs to inform people involved in all operations of the entire organisation and facilitate openness to the dynamic and changing interplay between inner and outer contexts.
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Gather data

This has to be done at a grass roots level – the place where work is actually done – specific to particular parts of the organisation and concerned with the problems that need to be addressed.

Analysis of data is done at a managerial level, preferably offsite over a 2-3 day Away Day. It involves the question of your own beliefs, values, norms and style, so this requires courage to be open-minded; this difficulty leads to a genuine commitment to the task ahead. An external facilitator is usually employed for this step.
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Gain involvement

The OD matrix
 summarises the different levels of intervention that can apply to OD together with the different ways in which change may be implemented. This illustrates the complexity of change management on this scale and the degree of commitment that the organisation has to make in implementing it.
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Set targets for change

This complexity demonstrated by the OD matrix leads to the suggestion that managers should target particular areas. To set targets, managers need to know where they are, where they want to be and how to get there – an important discipline in any change management strategy.

The matrix helps management to decide at what level of analytical focus (rather than level of organisation) to intervene and to decide on the scope of change activities. However the disciplines that Six Sigma requires of the manager is appropriate in within OD: care has to be taken to fully understand the issues and what sort of implementation plans will and will not work for the given level of intervention.
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Implement change and development activities

The OD matrix outlines some suggested implementation measures that can be taken for the issues highlighted. A key aspect of this is to understand the boundaries that lie between functions and the degree of functionality in the relationships; again, Six Sigma places much store in understanding these and to ensure that different functions work together.
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Evaluate and reinforce changes: monitor and communicate success

As with all change management systems, performance measurement is important and with that, there has to be a feedback loop. However, OD is a techniques that requires change to be an evolving feature as well as involving some intangible concepts, such as culture change, which are not easy to measure.

Invariably, this is achieved by interviews with people, either in terms of a survey or audit, with individuals or focus groups and by observation of people in their working environment.
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Application

Appreciative Inquiry

Build organisations around what works rather than try to fix was doesn’t through the contribution of individuals to increase trust by appealing to the goodness in people. Hence, it is strong on sociability.

Chaos theory

The application of this theory in OD suggests that an organisation can re-invent and modify its structure to adapt, survive, grow and develop. This requires systems to be either open or closed systems and the high importance of sensitivity to the initial conditions. It strikes me that this is a rather abstract model.

Collaboration

In OD, this is the mutual learning of two or more individuals working together towards a common goal, either through leadership or through decentralised or egalitarian structures. This suggests that it works well in cultures of low solidarity.

Executive Development

This is where the top 5% to 10% of an organisation are developed (using training and education). Normally, this is in addition to corporate training schemes since it is aimed specifically at the executive level as it is orientated around the formulation and implementation of organisational strategy.

Knowledge Management

This is a range pf practices used to identify, create, represent and distribute knowledge for reuse, awareness and learning. Often seen as a part of IT or HR, its more important than that as it should be seen as a strategic resource. This subject is examined further in knowledge management.
Leadership Development

Leadership as a process is focused on three main areas - opportunities for development, stimulating the ability to develop (see coaching and mentoring and motivation) and providing a supportive context for change to occur. Of course, a further aspect of this is the inter-relationships of these three areas and the concept of “followership”, something that is touched on in “acquisition of SME’s”.

Managing Change

The OD aspects of this concern the assessment of the need for change, designing the plan for change, coaching those that lead the change, helping others to adapt to change and dealing with the resistance to change. Who moved my cheese?

Organisational communication

The transactional and symbolic process by which the activities of a social collective are co-ordinated to achieve individual and collective goals. Underpinning this are a number of assumptions, such as “humans act rationally” and both organisations and communication are mechanical. It is summed up in a model “bounded rationality” which purports that decisions are made using sub-optimal information.

Organisational Culture

The surface of this is scratched in culture.

Organisational Learning

This concept assumes that organisations can adapt in accordance with signals received both internally and from the external environment. OD assists the organisation to learn from this and to bring it into their planning processes. Some of this overlaps with the things said on conjunction with knowledge management.

Systems Thinking
This aspect is based on the holistic thinking approach to philosophy. It examines the links and interactions between the different elements that make up a system that are separated by physical distance and time. In complex systems, small changes can cause large changes (see Chaos Theory). Systems Thinking covers different kinds of system – human, natural, mechanical, scientific or conceptual.

T Groups

Another one of those culture change ideas where people can use feedback, problem solving and role-play to gain insights into themselves, others and groups to change standards, attitudes, behaviours and values.

Value Networks

This describes the interplay between technical and social networks that create economic value, whether that value is a product, service, public service, intellect, knowledge or innovation.
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