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From the Editor

Inspirations for the Future of OD
& the Reality of Our Work

Welcome to 2021. We all hope that
getting past 2020 will bring better
health, business, and life improve-
ments for alll We are lining up a year
of very interesting publications.

Overview of This Issue

Much of this issue has been in the
works for most of last year. Our first
set of articles were curated by Matt
Minahan, one of the leaders of the OD
Gathering that met and worked from
2017-2019. This set captures the col-
lective outcomes of hundreds of peo-
ple working together during and
in-between the three gatherings in
December of each of those years and
focused on our field in the future.

The second set was managed by
Marc Sokol, ODR Associate Editor. The
main article proposes some research-
based aspects of why culture is so hard
to change. The commentaries provide
a wide range of perspectives on the
article and different ways of thinking
about the topic.

Former 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
John D. Vogelsang 20092019

In this issue, the first set of contri-
butions are about us as a profession,
while the second set are a set of per-
spectives on a substantial area of our
work with organizations, the culture!

New Associate Editor for
Blind Reviews

Dr. Anton Shufutinsky has joined
our team to organize and develop
this option for the ODR. This has
been an option for a couple of years,
but processes and management were
never fully developed. As this type of
request has been increasing, we wish
to accommodate them as well as we
have long managed our open, peer-

review processes.
Coming in the Future

Following this issue, our Special
Issues, In an Era of Transformative
and Traumatic Disruptions... What
can OD Bring?, will follow in Issues
2 & 3. The response to the Call in
early 2020 was fantastic and has pro-
duced enough final articles for two
issues of the journal.

This amount of “special” types of
content limits the normal number
of regular issues created from new
submissions. So, we are planning an
added issue later this year which can
accommodate accepted submissions
during this year. This will allow for two
mixed-content, regular issues in 2021.

Please consider what you can write
for the OD Review. Submissions can
come in anytime and will be reviewed,
revised as needed and slotted into next
open issues. Look for new processes
being created for submission and
review process management.

Practicing OD
Editors: Stacey Heath, Deb Peters,
and Rosalind Spigel

The article in this issue is by Susanna
Katsman, on “Are performance devel-
opment processes developmental?”,
tying adult development with employee
development to raise the system capac-
ities for the future.
David W. Jamieson, PhD
Editor-in-Chief
editor@odnetwork.org
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Introducing New OD Review Associate Editor

In our eﬁorts to improve structures, processes,
and operations of the OD Review, we
recently restructured our editorial team by
adding Associate Editors. They assist the Edi-
tor in the review and revision processes, pro-
vide ongoing input to our decisions, guide
some of our further development work to
improve the ODR and its standing, and help
in soliciting/outreach to enhance our sub-
missions. We are pleased to welcome Anton
Shufutinsky to our editorial team as an
Associate Editor.

Anton Shufutinsky, PhD, DHSc, MSPH,
has over 25 years of leadership, manage-
ment, and organizational science experi-
ence in the military, corporate industry,
consulting, and academia. He has worked
extensively in a diversity of industries and
organization types, internally and as a
consultant. Currently, Anton is a faculty
member in the School of Business, Arts,
and Media at Cabrini University, where
he teaches in the PhD program in organi-
zation development and change and coor-
dinates the MS in leadership program.
Anton is an experienced researcher
with over 20 years of experience in sci-
ence, health science, behavioral science,
management, and OD field research and
he has authored over 40 peer-reviewed
articles and book chapters. Anton is
a member and is actively involved in
numerous ODN, NTL, ISODC, ILA,
and AOM projects, committees, and

activities. He has been on numerous edi-
torial boards for professional journals
and magazines and is currently serv-

ing as Associate Editor, Assistant Edi-
tor, or Peer-Reviewer for Organization
Development Review, International Journal
of Organizational Innovation, Organiza-
tion Development Journal, Journal of Vet-
erans Studies, and for special issues in
other journals.

His research and practice foci include
leadership development; organization
design; diversity, equity, & inclusion;
sociotechnical systems; organizational
research methods; neuroscience & lead-
ership; and organizational safety culture.
He holds masters and doctoral degrees in
public health, and a second doctorate—
a PhD in Organizational Development
from Cabrini University.

Anton consults internationally in
Italy, Russia, Spain, Israel, and England.
He lives with his family in the Greater
Philadelphia Area and can be reached at
as4363@cabrini.edu.

With regards to his appointment
to the Editorial Board of ODR, Anton
remarked:

“I feel honored to have the oppor-
tunity to serve as the Blind Review
Editor and look forward to working
with the editorial team to further
develop and streamline the submis-
sion, review, and feedback process
for improved experience, efficiency,
and effectiveness.”
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Our Purpose

The Organization Development Review
is a journal bringing together scholarly
and practitioner perspectives to foster
greater understanding, improved prac-
tice, new research, and innovations for
critical issues in our fields. We focus
on all processes of human organizing,
such as small groups, organizations,
networks & communities. Our scope is
wide within the broad range of:

1) How human organizing systems
develop, adapt, change and
transform.

2) How we lead more effectively and
develop effective organizations.

3) How we create healthy workplaces
and cultures that get the work done
and leave people engaged, proud,
and satisfied.

4) How we support all forms of diver-
sity, equality, and inclusion in
organizing and operating organiza-
tions, communities, and societies.

5) How we develop greater individual
and organizational capabilities for
our VUCA world.

6) How we develop greater creativ-
ity, innovation, and collaborative
processes.

7) How we create a more humane
and just society.

8) How we develop and innovate in
the profession.

9) How we educate leaders and
change agents, of all types, in the
science and practices of values-
based change and masterful
practice.

10) Case studies that demonstrate the
impact of OD and OD in collabo-
ration with other fields of inquiry
and practice.

We publish evidence-based practice,
applied research, innovative ways to

do this work, new developments in
the fields, as well as, thought pieces,
invitational pieces, cases, and relevant
book reviews. We hope for wide par-
ticipation across our fields, around the
globe, across sectors & industries, and
inclusive of all forms of diversities.
We wish to generate more conversa-
tions and dialogues among our fields.
We ask that all submissions reflect the
OD Network values to the extent possi-
ble and as applicable to your topic and
type of submission as follows:

Humanity First

» We are stewards of OD princi-
ples to shepherd us through the
fourth industrial revolution; ele-
vating humanity by focusing on
the human side of the organizing
enterprise.

Service Focused

» We are advocates of the advance-
ment and embedding of the
thought processes and practices
of OD by doing no harm and leav-
ing the world better than how we
met it.

Courage to Act

» We are catalysts for development
leading to transformation, leverag-
ing a balanced and positive voice,
even in times of adversity.

Integrity

» We are activists for acting with
honesty and transparency in our
internal and external interactions
to generate trust and confidence
among all.

Collaborative and Inclusive

» We are co-creators, hosting the
space to welcome novel contri-
butions, connecting adjacent

Guidelines for Authors

disciplines, thereby making our
strategic partnerships and member
engagement stronger.

Expectations of Authors

All articles should:

» Be submitted with names on arti-
cles and on e-docs

» Clearly state the purpose of the
article and its content

» Present ideas logically, with clear
transitions

» Include section headings to help
guide readers

» Use language that reflects inclusiv-
ity and is non-discriminatory in the
context of the article

» Avoid jargon and overly formal
expressions

» Reference sources used and pro-
vide source references for any
theories, ideas, methods, models
and practices not created by the
author(s)

» Conform to English (US version)
standards and be edited for spell-
ing and grammar rules

»  Avoid self-promotion

» Be useful in practice or provide
implications for practitioners (lead-
ers, change agents, etc.)

»  For formatting guidelines, cita-
tions, and references, follow the
American Psychological Association
Publication Manual, 7th Edition
(2020)

»  Submit as Word document, not
pdf or email form; the document
should contain short title and
author name

»  Always have title and name on
documents

» Include an abstract and key words

(continues on next page)

Guidelines for Authors



Guidelines for Authors (contd.)

» Contain short author bios in-
cluding contact email(s) (up to
250 words)

»  Graphics that enhance an article
are encouraged. The ODR reserves
the right to resize graphics when
necessary. The graphics should
be in a program that allows edit-
ing. We prefer graphics to match
the ODR’s three-, two-, or one-
column, half-page, or full-page for-
mats. If authors have questions or
concerns about graphics or com-
puter art, please contact the Editor.

We consider articles of varying lengths
between 2000-5000 words. Contact
the Editor with any questions, ideas, or
explorations (editor@ odnetwork.org).

If the article is accepted for pub-
lication, the author will receive a PDF
proof of the article for final approval
before publication. At this stage the
author may only fix errors in type-
setting or minor changes to the text.
After publication, the author will be
sent a PDF of the final article and
of the complete issue of ODR in
which the article appears.

Submission Deadlines

Authors should email articles to the
editor at editor@ odnetwork.org. Articles
can be submitted at any time and if
accepted, will be included in an appro-
priate upcoming issue. General dead-
lines for articles being targeted for
quarterly issues are as follows:
Winter Issue (Jan—Mar): October 1
Spring Issue (Apr—June): January 1
Summer Issue (July—Sept): April 1
Fall Issue (Oct—Dec): July 1

The Review Processes

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 sub-
mit a manuscript:

Process 1 (open peer review): Sub-

mit with cover page including title, all
authors, any acknowledgements, and
a short abstract. Usually, two mem-
bers of the ODR Editorial Board will
review the article. They will recom-
mend accepting the article for pub-
lication, pursuing publication after
suggested changes, or rejecting the
article. If they decide the article is pub-
lishable with changes, one or both

of the editorial board members will
email or call the primary author to dis-
cuss the suggested changes and serve
as coaches in helping the author(s)
prepare it for publication. Once the
author(s) has made the changes to the
satisfaction of the two editorial board
members, it will be sent to the Edi-
tor for final determination. If it is now
accepted, the ODR Editor will work
with the authors to finalize the article
for publication.

Process 2 (double blind peer review):
This option is offered to meet the stan-
dards of many academic institutions.
Submit articles with a separate cover
page with the article’s title, all authors’
identifying and contact information,
and brief biographies (100—250 words)
for each of the authors with emails;
also include any acknowledgements.
On a new page, provide an abbrevi-
ated title running head for the article.
Do not include any author identify-
ing information in the body of the
article, other than on the separate title
page. Two members of the editorial
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 article to both reviewers after
the author has made the suggested
changes. The two members of the edi-
torial board will work with the author
on any further changes, then send it
to the ODR Editor for preparation for
publication. The ODR Editor makes
the final decision about whether the
articles will be published.

Timing Considerations

»  When initially submitted, one
should expect four weeks for
review time, reviewer collabora-
tion, and author feedback

» If reviewers/editor suggest revi-
sions and resubmit, the article
should be returned within 4 weeks
(unless it is slated for an immedi-
ate issue in which case it should be
returned within 1—2 weeks)

Other Publications

The ODR publishes original articles,
not reprints from other publications
or journals. Authors may re-publish
materials first published in the ODR
in another publication or webpage, as
long as the publication gives credit to
the Organization Development Review
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 or promoting or sell-
ing anything.
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Advancing the Science, Practice & Impact of OD

THE OD

GATHERING

2017-2019

By Matt Minahan

you have the makings of a movement.”

“When multiple people feel the same itch at the same time,

Author’s Note: As this and the following articles were being written, thousands of people
around the world are dying of the coronavirus, the US is starting to address its legacy of
racism and white supremacy, a seditious mob has occupied the Capitol, and a political
transition is underway. We acknowledge that, given the urgency and importance of these
national and international issues, a long and deep dive into the future of organization
development might seem irrelevant and tone deaf. Our challenge is to faithfully repre-
sent work that has occurred over the three years prior to the recent turmoils. We believe
that by being clear and honest about ourselves and our field in the following special sec-
tion on The Gathering, we will all better be able to respond and take action on the cur-
rent and future challenges that face our world.

It is hard to know precisely when an itch
starts. Once it reaches into our conscious-
ness, we often realize the same spot has
been itching for a while. Sometimes a long
time. Sometimes that itch draws attention
to a larger problem.

Most itches are felt in just one person’s
body. When multiple people feel the same
itch at the same time, you have the mak-
ings of a movement.

That's a lot of what was behind the
creation of The Gathering, a series of three
three-day face-to-face meetings in 2017-
2019. That was the best way to scratch this
itch which many of us in OD were feeling,
especially in 20106.

Fred Miller, Bob Marshak, and I had
been attending in 2016 what we thought
was going to be an OD conference that
instead felt much more like the roll out of
an HR initiative.

The event was so bad that I paid the
airline change fee and left early. Others
coped differently: longer days in down-
town Atlanta, more tours of Ebenezer Bap-
tist Church and CNN, more walks along
Peachtree Street. The more we spoke with

people attending the conference, the more
we realized that it was not just our itch, but
that of many others as well.

Other than, “This isn’t what we came
for, this isn’t what OD is all about, and let’s
not ever do this again,” we didn’t really
know what was itching. But we knew it
needed to be scratched, it had been itch-
ing for a long time, and there was probably
something deeper going on.

As T arrived at the airport to fly home,
Fred Miller called and said, “We need to do
something different. Better. Will you join
me and Bob Marshak in that?” Me: “In
what?” Fred: “Let’s create it.” Me: “What's
it?” Fred: “Let’s do OD. Get some like-
minded, good-hearted people together and
figure it out.” How to say no to that?

Rounding Up Fellow Travelers
to Co-Create

We reached out to a diverse group of cre-
ative fellow travelers to form The Con-
vening Group to help figure out what was
itching and how to scratch it.

From the Founders to the Future: A Gathering to Build OD for Tomorrow’s World 7



The first thing we knew is that the
field of OD wasn’t having deep, intense,
long form conversations about itself and
our role in the world that we longed for.
Yes, there were fragments and bits and
pieces and articles and books but nothing
that offered coherence or a vision of the
field. There was no place for the long form,
deeply personal interactions that we know
are the centerpiece of concerted action.

There was no place for all of the frag-
ments of the field to come together to find
common ground. There were lots of peo-
ple doing coaching, diversity and inclu-
sion, organization design, team building,
community organizing, strategic planning,
culture change, communications, train-
ing, talent management and other disci-
plines all busily working in our own silos,
convinced that we held the real keys to
what OD really is. But there wasn't much
conversation or understanding across
the disciplines.

Each discipline has connections to OD,
but as the field has broadened and diversi-
fied, the connections have become more
tenuous. In many ways, we have created
the silos in our field that we work in our
client systems to overcome.

We were also aware that we didn’t have
a way to hear from the broad diversity of
OD practitioners, by race, gender, identity,
nationality, and culture.

Not only was the itch commonly
shared, but it was taking us deeper into
larger systemic problems.

A Gathering?

What if we could bring together a diverse
group of people across disciplines, identi-
ties, locations, and ages for deeper, more
concentrated conversations about who we
are as OD people to find common ground
and create a future for ourselves and the
field that others could take forward? How
could we share the fundamental, founda-
tional wisdom of the founders of the field
with these newer generations that had
never sat rocking with Edie and Charlie
Seashore, or sat in a circle with Bob Tan-
nenbaum, or watched Elsie Cross speak
her truth about being a black woman

in the US?

ORGANIZATION DEVELOPMENT REVIEW Vol.53 No.1

We realized that the founding genera-
tion of OD had passed along principles
and values and beliefs about the field that
now lived within us and that needed to
be heard today. We also wanted to turn
the futuring over to the young people
who would be taking the field forward.
That brought us to From the Founders to
the Future: A Gathering to Build OD for
Tomorrow’s World.

Quickly, some design parameters
emerged. This effort needed to be a
bottoms-up, inductive, inclusive process.
It needed to build momentum and be sus-
tained over time; three three-day gatherings
would be needed. Somewhere between
100-125 participants at each event seemed
large enough for critical mass but small
enough for real work to get done. Man-
aging the invitations was the only way to
assure that we had enough of the various
disciplines and demographics to assure
that representation and power were fairly
and evenly distributed among the partici-
pants. Selecting an east coast city would
enable affordable airfares from Africa,
Europe, and the Americas. (We also had
at least two participants attend from Asia.)
The design needed to have structure but
loads of space for pairs and small groups
and topics to arise in real time out of the
work in the room.

We agreed that the series of Gather-

ings was about:

» Creating compelling content and inter-
action...

» That is interesting and appealing to a
widely diverse group of 125 people...

» Designed in a way that is highly
engaging...

» Releasing the wisdom in the room...

»  Connecting our past and our history...

» To influence the future of the field...in
order to shape the future of the world.

The 2017 Gathering

The first-year efforts in the 2017 Gathering
were about building community, finding
common ground across our disciplines and
demographic diversity, bringing forth from
the community the lessons of the found-
ers, and looking forward into the world of
work and OD in the future. After a spir-
ited activity to get all voices into the room,
we invited a diverse panel of participants to
share their personal knowledge and expe-
riences with our most senior OD found-
ers and teachers in a session called The
Founders: What I Have Learned and Do as
a Result. Looking forward, The Clearing
brought us Jens Hansen on The Future of
Work with some shocking truths about arti-
ficial intelligence and automation and the
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Figure 1: Word cloud reactions from participants after the 2017 Gathering.
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implications for organizational leadership,
strategy, culture, and the workforce. Then
Gervase Bushe addressed New Directions
for OD: Implications for Our Role, Iden-
tity, and Impact Beyond Diagnostic, Dia-
logic OD.

We had found an itch felt by many
and had begun to get beneath it. Having
accomplished our modest goals for the

2017 Gathering, we started to think big pic-

ture. How could we best serve the field of
OD with six more days over the next two
years and another hundred or so invited
volunteers? Could we put these prodi-
gious talents to work on generating knowl-
edge? On tackling the challenges that have
faced the field for decades? On producing

a document to share with the world? On
what topics? We decided to open the Gath-
ering with exactly that question.

The 2018 Gathering

The 2018 Gathering began with commu-
nity building to reach out inclusively to
the new participants who had not attended
in 2017, followed by a presentation from
Darshi Modi, Adi Brown, Nadia Bello,
Joel Brown, Holly Brittingham, and Chris
Young of the Gen X group, challenging us
to hold our roots more lightly in order to
see what routes might emerge:

“If you think of culture always as a

return to roots—R-O-O-T-S—you’re

“Now Do You FEEL HE2E,
WHAT MATYELS,

missing the point. I think of culture as
routes—R-O-U-T-E-S—the various
routes by which people travel, culture
travels, culture moves, culture develops,
culture changes, cultures migrate, etc.”
—Stuart Hall
Culture is always a translation

Futurist Margaret Regan brought a
strong message about the future of diver-
sity along with her voice-activated robot
Jibo about the future of brain chips, vir-
tual worlds, gene editing, 3D printed pills
and food, writing, and even group facili-
tation. Her message was both compelling
and frightening, and she shared with us
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the Future Trend Cards created for the DEI

Futures Project.

Synthesizing the results of several con-
current sessions, we identified four topics
to be explored by Circles of Work:

»  What is the Definition of OD?

» What is the essence of OD, the vision
for the field, and the critical needs to be
addressed?

»  What values are needed to sustain the
field and the world for the future

» What competencies does the field need,
which morphed into capabilities for
the future?

Volunteers gathered around the topics of
their interest. selected leaders for each
of the Circles, began to define their task,
and develop a plan for their next several
meetings.

Most Circles met 6-8 times in the
first part of 2019, though there were many
more meetings among Circle leaders,
including in September when all of the
Circles presented their work to each
other for feedback and alignment.

In October, they presented their work
to The Gathering Convening Group so we
could finalize the design for the last of our
three Gatherings.

Our first Gathering took 9 months
to plan, 14 drafts to design, and 10 pages
to outline. By now, we were so clear about
the Circles of Work and the way forward
that our third Gathering took 6 weeks to
plan, just two drafts, and the design fit onto
one page.

10

The 2019 Gathering

There was no doubt that the purpose of the
2019 Gathering was to honor and build

on the work of the four Circles, to bring
each to the full community, to consider and
integrate common points across all four,
and to leave with a 90% version of each of
four topics.

After community building to integrate
new members who had not participated in
the previous Gatherings, each group pre-
sented its work to the full community, fol-
lowed by small group conversations and

feedback. Overnight, the design team
pored over the notes and flipcharts to iden-
tify cross cutting themes which the Circles
then considered and integrated. Members
were invited to visit other Circles to listen
for themes and to cross fertilize.

The four Circles left with the commit-
ment to integrate the feedback and con-
sider multiple views in creating their 95%
solutions. In the spring of 2020, the Con-
vening Group met to integrate and align
the work of the four Circles into a “final
draft” for broad consultation.

And Then...

And then life happened. The country
expanded its reckoning on race, now tak-
ing more seriously the challenges of
white domination of power structures and
wealth, creating huge work demands espe-
cially among the staff at Kaleel Jamieson
Consulting Group, which has been pro-
viding the organizational and logistical

support to The Gathering. The virus hap-
pened to all of us, blowing up our plans for
face-to-face working and editing sessions
and further slowing down our progress.

As this goes to press, we are receiv-
ing endorsements and letters of praise and
support from individuals and organiza-
tions around the world. We are collating
the work of the four Circles into a docu-
ment for publishing to the web and in hard
copy. We are planning to publish it in 2021,
with an invitation to consultants, teach-
ers, scholars, and researchers to use it as a
starting point for their own personal and
professional work From the Founders to
the Future.

The Itch, Scratched. The Future Clearer.
The OD Body Stronger

The output of the four Circles of Work was
developed by OD scholars and practitio-
ners. We used our OD tools and knowledge
to create a statement about OD’s vision for
a better world and what OD can and must
do to achieve it. We have used solid and
well-established research methods to gen-
erate a list of OD values based on the input
from hundreds of people. We have used an
open and collaborative process by a diverse
group of scholars and practitioners to cre-
ate a consensus definition of what OD is,
including several authors who have devel-
oped their own definitions. And we have
put a stake in the ground about what capa-
bilities OD practitioners and the field as a
whole will need to achieve all of this.
Taken together, this work is intended
to advance a shared understanding of
the field’s intrinsic core—its heart and
soul. Having a common statement on the
unique value that OD provides to society,
organizations, and individuals can further
unite OD professionals regardless of their
individual role or focus in the field and
allow us all to collectively pull in the same
direction as we strive to have a positive
impact on the world. It can help to define
the loose, permeable boundaries which
delineate the field of OD from adjacent
fields, shape our identity, and offer a light
by which to guide the practice of OD as we
move into the future.



Matt Minahan is one of the organizers of The Gathering. He is President of
MM & Associates, an international consulting firm specializing in strategy,
structure, leadership development, and communications. Matt’s clients are in
the private and public sectors, implementing enterprise-wide change pro-
grams, including business strategy, mission, business process simplification,
new structures, and communications. He worked as an internal for the first

15 years of his OD career, starting the OD function at The World Bank in 1990.
Since 1997, he has been President of The Minahan Group. Along with several
colleagues gathered at an OD Network conference on Large Group Systems in
Dallas in 1995, he founded and ran the OD Network’s list serve, called ODNet,

This new focus is essential to build
excitement and energy for the vital work
performed by OD scholars and practitio-
ners and attract individuals to enter and
study the field. Bringing in new, diverse
talent to the OD field, whether students
starting out their careers or individu-
als transitioning from other professions,

ensures we can continue to positively

impact the people we serve now and in

the future.

Specifically, we hope that this work
would encourage you to:

» reflect on the outputs in relation to your
own practice to determine the extent
to which your work aligns with these
concepts.

» discuss the outputs with your col-
leagues and clients to create your
unique instances of contact with others.

» integrate the outputs into frameworks,
documents and curricula maintained by
key OD networks and institutions.

» share your thoughts, ideas, and feed-
back with the authors of these articles
and the Conveners.

Through conversation, engagement, and
contact around these outputs, we hope that
both current professionals and future gen-
erations may align around the concept that
we are guided by the same north star as we
all strive, each in our unique way, and con-
tribute toward the achievement of a unified
vision for the world, societies, organiza-
tions, and the individuals within them.

What follows here are articles written
by the four Circles of Work. Each repre-
sents three years of thinking, writing, talk-
ing, consulting, revising. Each contributes
to the larger whole that The Gathering con-
structed in 9 days of face-to-face meeting
over 3 years and countless hours of work
in between.

with 12 specialized lists and over 3500 members at its height. He attended
and blogged about each of the OD Network conferences from 2001 through
2014; his reports can be found on the Network’s website. He is a former Chair
of the Board of Trustees of the OD Network and the 2020 recipient of the
Lifetime Achievement Award from the OD Network. He is former board mem-
ber and an active member and volunteer for NTL Institute. He teaches in the
MSOD program at American University, and is a guest lecturer at Benedictine
University, George Washington University, and several other universities. He
presents at regional, national, and international conferences, has published
numerous articles in OD Network publications, including the OD Practitioner,
the OD Review, Practicing, and Seasonings. He is a contributing editor to the
0D Network’s Handbook for Strategic HR, and has contributed chapters to
several OD books. He can be reached at matt@minahangroup.com.

No one Circle can possibly represent
all of OD; however, taken together, the four
Circles create a portrait of a field that is at
its essence optimistic in the face of daunt-
ing changes in global economics, human-
istic in the face of machines and artificial
intelligence that encroach on the boundar-
ies of humanity, emphatic about demand-
ing a more just and equitable world for all
people in all places, and equally emphatic
in our commitment to advancing organiza-
tional performance and individual develop-
ment in a more just and resilient world.

A three-year effort like this happens
with the support of many hands. Thanks to
the members of The Convening Group for
your sustained commitment and engage-
ment, including Bob Marshak, Bridget

O’Brien, Fred Miller, Ilene Wasserman,
Judith Katz, and Norm Jones. Thanks to
all of the volunteers who supported our
work in planning and onsite. Many thanks
to the leadership and staff of the Kaleel
Jamieson Consulting Group for provid-
ing all of the logistical support in planning,
printing, producing, shipping, budgeting,
hotel negotiating, credit card processing,
and web site creation and maintenance.
Thanks also to The Clearing for publish-
ing the integrated report from The Gather-
ing. Mostly, though, thanks to the almost
300 people who gave of their time and
energy to join us in From the Founders to
the Future: A Gathering to Build OD for
Tomorrow’s World.
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“The leadership group developed and proposed to the Circle that its purpose was to review

and synthesize a shared definition of OD. This parameter was linked to a reminder from
the Gathering that the Circle’s work could stand at 85-90% complete because it would be

debated further in future.”

What is the definition of Organization
Development (OD)? This seemingly basic
and foundational question of the OD field
is one that emerging and seasoned schol-
ars and practitioners continue to ask and
indeed may not be an unfamiliar question
to readers of this article.

The Result

The response, crafted by the representa-

tive working group of scholars and prac-

titioners in the field of OD who were part

of the OD Gathering, was as follows:
Organization Development (OD)
refers to the interdisciplinary field of
scholars and practitioners who work
collaboratively with organizations and
communities to develop their system-
wide capacity for effectiveness and
vitality. It is grounded in the organiza-
tion and social sciences.

The Definition Circle arrived here, after a
review of 38 variations of OD definitions in
the literature (see Table 1).

When the Circle groups were formed
at the Gathering, 18 participants elected
to work with the Definition Circle. A lead-
ership team of four individuals was then
identified from the Circle. Because of the
thematic idea of building for the future
and because of the claim to the future by
the Generation X participants during the
2017 OD Gathering, the leadership team
was consciously composed of one Gen X,
one boomer, and two millennials. The roles
of these four were facilitator, co-facilitator,
recorder, and a co-designer who also kept
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the group honest. The members of the Cir-

cle are noted at the end of this article. This

initial Circle of four leaders and others who
subsequently joined the leadership group
are asterisked.

Circle members launched into the
work, well aware of the challenges to be
faced. The definition and viability of OD
has long been debated. The long-standing
definition by Dick Beckhard described OD
as: an effort (1) planned, (2) organization-
wide, and (3) managed from the top, to
(4) increase organization effectiveness and
health through (5) planned interventions
in the organization’s “processes,” using
behavioral-science knowledge (Beckhard,
2000). This definition opens every text-
book and handbook of OD. While this defi-
nition is foundational and widely accepted,
many in the Circle considered it to now
be incomplete. The core inquiry questions
included:

1. What type of applied science is OD—
behavioral, social, organizational,
interdisciplinary?

2. How does OD apply to scholars and
practitioners working in emergent,
complex, collaborative (rather than top-
down) and generative change contexts?

3. What are the desired outcomes of our
OD practice—effectiveness and health?
Resilience? Development? Transforma-
tion? Other?

4. Who is the target audience for OD
work—individual leaders, groups,
teams, communities?

5. What is the best descriptor of the scope
of OD—a field, a discipline, an applied
social science, a discipline, a profession?



Table 1. Definitions Collected by the Definition Circle, 2019

Author
1 Beckhard
2 Bennis
3 Blake & Mouton
4 French
5 Golembiewski
6 Lippitt

7 Schmuck & Miles

8 Burke & Hornstein

Year

1969

1969

1969

1969

1969

1969

1971

1972

Definition

Organization development is an effort (1) planned, (2) organization-wide, and

(3) managed from the top, to (4) increase organizational effectiveness and health
through (5) planned interventions in the organization’s “processes,” using
behavior science knowledge.

Organization development (OD) is a response to change, a complex educational
strategy intended to change the beliefs, attitudes, values, and structure of
organizations so that they can better adapt to new technologies, markets, and
challenges, and the dizzying rate of change itself.

Organization development emphasizes the “O” in every sense of the word. It means
development of the entire organization or self-sustaining parts of an organization
from top to bottom and throughout. True OD is theory based, team-focused and
undertaken by means of self-help approaches which place a maximum reliance upon
internal skills and leadership for development activities. It is top lead, line managed
and staff supported.

Development activities focus on the “system,” those traditions, precedents, and past
practices which have become the culture of the organization. Therefore, development
must include individual, team and other organization units rather than concentrating
on any one to the exclusion of others. OD is thus this comprehensive approach which
integrates the management sciences, business logic, and behavioral systems of an
organization into an organic, interdependent whole.

Organization development refers to a long range effort to improve an organization’s
problem-solving capabilities and its ability to cope with changes in its external
environment with the help of external or internal behavioral scientist consultants, or
change agents, as they are sometimes called.

Organizational development implies a normative, re-education strategy intended

to affect systems of beliefs, values, and attitudes within the organization so that it
can adapt better to the accelerated rate of change in technology, in our industrial
environment and society in general. It also includes formal organizational restructur-
ing which is frequently initiated, facilitated and reinforced by the normative and
behavioral changes.

Organization development is the strengthening of those human processes in
organizations which improve the functioning of the organic system so as to achieve
its objectives. Organization renewal is the process of initiating, creating, and
confronting needed changes so as to make it possible for organizations to become
or remain viable, to adapt to new conditions, to solve problems, to learn from
experiences, and to move toward greater organizational maturity.

Organizational Development can be defined as a planned and sustained effort
to apply behavior science for system improvement, using reflexive, self-analytic
methods.

Organization development is a process of planned change—change of an
organization’s culture from one which avoids an examination of social process
(especially decision making, planning, and communication) to one which
institutionalizes and legitimizes this examination.

Continues next page
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9

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

14

Author

Hall

French & Bell

Beer

Beer

Burke

Davis

Nielsen

Warrick

Burke & Schmidt

Beer & Walton

Year

1977

1978

1980

1980

1982

1983

1984

1984

1985

1987

Definition

Organizational development refers to a long-range effort to improve an organization’s
problem-solving capabilities and its ability to cope with changes in its external
environment with the help of external or internal behavior-scientist consultants or
change agents.

Organization development is a long-range effort to improve an organization’s
problem-solving and renewal processes, particularly through a more effective and
collaborative management of organization culture —with special emphasis on the
culture of formal work teams—with the assistance of a change agent, or catalyst,
and the use of the theory and technology of applied behavioral science, including
action research.

Organization development is a system-wide process of data collection, diagnosis,
action, planning, intervention, and evaluation aimed at (1) enhancing congruence
between organizational structure, process, strategy, people, and culture; (2)
developing new and creative organizational solutions; and (3) developing the
organization’s renewing capacity. It occurs through collaboration of organizational
members working with a change agent using behavioral science theory, research,
and technology.

Organizational development is a process for diagnosing organizational problems by
looking for incongruencies between environment, structures, processes, and people.

Organization development is a planned process of change in an organization’s culture
through the utilization of behavioral science technology, research, and theory.

Organization development consists of a series of theory-based workshops, tech-
niques, programs, systematic approaches, and individual consulting interventions
designed to assist people in organizations in their day- to-day organizational life
and the complex processes this involves. All of this is backed up with beliefs,
biases, and values held by the organization development practitioner.

Organization Development is the attempt to influence the members of an organiza-
tion to expand their candidness with each other about their views of the organization
and their experience in it, and to take greater responsibility for their own actions as
organization members. The assumption behind OD is that when people pursue both
of these objectives simultaneously, they are likely to discover new ways of working
together that they experience as more effective for achieving their own and their
shared (organizational) goals. And that when this does not happen, such activity
helps them to understand why and to make meaningful choices about what to do

in light of this.

Organization development is a planned, long-range systems, and primarily behavioral
science strategy for understanding, developing, and changing organizations to
improve their present and future effectiveness and health.

Organizational development is a process which attempts to increase organizational
effectiveness by integrating individual desires for growth and development with
organizational goals. Typically, this process is planned change effort, which involves
a total system over a period of time, and these change efforts are related to the
organization’s mission.

Organization Development comprises a set of actions undertaken to improve
organizational effectiveness and employees’ wellbeing.

Continues next page



19

20

241

22

23

24

25

26

27

28

29

Author

French, Bell & Zawacki

Vaill

McLagan

Porras & Robertson

Burke

Church, Waclawski
& Siegal

Dyer

French & Bell

Cummings & Worley

D. Anderson

Minahan

Year

1989

1989

1989

1992

1994

1996

1997

1999

2001

Definition

Organizational development is a process of planned system change that attempts to
make organizations better able to attain their short- and long-term objectives.

Organization development is an organizational process for understanding and
improving any and all substantive processes an organization may develop for
performing any task and pursuing any objective. A “process for improving process” —
that is what OD has basically sought to be for approximately 25 years.

Organization Development: Assuring healthy inter- and intra-unit relationships and
helping groups initiate and manage change. Organization development’s primary
emphasis is on relationships and processes between and among individuals and
groups. Its primary intervention is influence on the relationship of individuals

and groups to effect and impact on the organization as a system.

Organizational development is a set of behavioral science-based theories, values,
strategies, and techniques aimed at the planned change of the organizational
work setting for the purpose of enhancing individual development and improving
organizational performance, through the alteration of organizational members’ on-
the-job behavior.

Organization development is a planned process of change in an organization’s culture
through the utilization of behavioral science technologies, research, and theory.

Organization development is a field based on values-promoting positive human-
istically oriented large-system change in organizations—plain and simple.... if they
are not morally bound to the core values of the field then they simply are not doing
0OD. OD is about humanistic change on a system-wide level... It is about improving
the conditions of people’s lives in organizations.... OD is about helping people

in organizations.

Organization Development is a process whereby actions are taken to release
the creative and productive efforts of human beings at the same time achieving
certain legitimate organizational goals such as being profitable, competitive,
and sustainable.

Organization development is a long-term effort, led and supported by top
management, to improve an organization’s visioning, empowerment, learning, and
problem-solving processes, through an ongoing, collaborative management of
organization culture—with special emphasis on the culture of intact work teams and
other team configurations—using the consultant-facilitator role and the theory and
technology of applied behavioral science, including action research.

Organization development is a systemwide application of behavioral science
knowledge to the planned development and reinforcement of organizational
strategies, structures, and processes that lead to organization effectiveness.

Organization development is the process of increasing organizational effectiveness
and facilitating personal and organizational change through the use of interventions
driven by social and behavioral science knowledge.

Organization development is a body of knowledge and practice that builds capacity
by enhancing organizational performance and individual development, by increasing
alignment among the various systems within the overall system. OD interventions
are inclusive methodologies and approaches to strategic planning, organization
design, and culture change, including leadership development, change management,
performance management, coaching, diversity, team building, work/life balance, etc.

Continues next page
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16

30

31

32

33

34

35

36

37

38

Author Year

Kessler

B. Cooke

Society for

Human Resource
Development

(SHRM)
Gilpin-Jackson 2018
Jamieson 2019

Goldman Schuyler

Nickols 2019
Norlin
Bushe 2019

Definition

Systemic engagement with organizations, networks, individuals, and groups to create
spaces where success can thrive.

0D is about management of change for a better world through organization USING
sociology, psychology, socio-psychology, etc. UNDERPINNED BY action research as
a collaborative/participatory principle DELIVERED BY trained, reflexive, values-led
change agents.

Process of enhancing the effectiveness and efficiency of an organization and the well-
being of its members through planned interventions.

0D is the application of the behavioral and social sciences to develop groups of
people from where they are to where they want to go through high-engagement and
high-inquiry methodologies.

0D is a process of planned intervention(s) utilizing behavioral and organizational
science principles to change a system and improve its effectiveness, conducted in
accordance with values of humanism, participation, choice, and development so that
the organization and its members learn and develop.

0D is an interactive process of development using behavioral and organizational
science to help a system evolve in ways that improve its effectiveness and health,
usually involving members of the organization in seeing itself, reflecting, and then
making changes. A skilled OD practitioner can see/understand systems and their
dynamics; develop open, trusting relationships; and facilitate deep, transformational
conversations as needed for such development. Such practitioners work with others
from a foundation of self-awareness grounded in reflection and inquiry; they work
skillfully to generate and analyze many kinds of data—all in service of designing
systemic transformational processes for and with organizations.

Organization Development (OD) is an emerging, evolving area of professional practice
that rests on an extensive body of proven behavioral and social science knowledge.
OD practitioners possess numerous tools and techniques for effecting change in and
to organizations. The primary focus of OD practitioners is one of facilitating improve-
ment efforts initiated by and led from the top of the organization. These efforts aim

at improving various aspects of the organization, including its culture, and especially
the performance of its people, its processes, and the organization itself. The term
“organization” might refer to a team, a department or division, a subsidiary, or an
entire company.

Organization development involves the design and facilitation of processes,
conversations, relationships, and structures that enable people at work to learn,
change, achieve their goals, and fulfill their purpose.

0D is a disciplined process of engaging the people affected in processes of inquiry
and innovation that lead to better teams and organizations.

NOTE: The definitions numbered 1-27 in this table were excerpted from Egan, T. M. (2002). “Organization development: An examination of definitions
and dependent variables.” Organization Development Journal 20(2): 5970, Table 1.



The Circle leaders and group launched
into the process with these challenges
and questions in mind, taking an action
research approach.

The work began with a review of Egan
(2002) who boldly published the result of
a “search of the literature” for definitions
nearly two decades ago. At the time, Egan
was looking for independent and depen-
dent variables. His summary included
27 definitions he found covering the range
of OD defined in terms of independent
variables such as improvement, effective-
ness, health, technology, problem solving,
adaptation, learning, renewal, culture
change, and goal achievement, to name
a few.

Egan’s article was available to all OD
Gathering participants in December 2018
when the Circles formed. Those present at
the Gathering that year were invited to add
any definitions they knew, which expanded
the list to 38 after duplicates were ulti-
mately deleted. These 38 definitions are
by no means exhaustive of all published
or known definitions of OD, but the group
decided it was enough of a representative
sampling with which to proceed.

The Process:
An Action Research Project

The Gathering had asked each of the four
groups to convene as soon as possible in
January 2019 and to work quickly and in a
disciplined way to produce an outcome for
further review by the community. The Defi-
nition Circle took this to heart. The work
took on the form of a participative action
research process with ideas that emerged at
each meeting being considered and evalu-
ated during the week and returned to the
next session for further refinement. The
description of action research used by the
Circle was “a democratic and participa-
tive orientation to knowledge creation. It
brings together action and reflection, the-
ory and practice, in the pursuit of practi-
cal solutions to issues of pressing concern
(Bradbury-Huang, 2015).

Four meetings to be held during the
last week of the month were scheduled
from January to April. The leadership

”

group met prior to those sessions to design
the agendas and committed to a process
of 60- to go-minute meetings with assign-
ments between the meetings for small
groups to further consider and develop
ideas about the definition. The leader-
ship group developed and proposed to
the Circle that its purpose was to review
and synthesize a shared definition of OD.
This parameter was linked to a reminder
from the Gathering that the Circle’s work
could stand at 85-90% complete because
it would be debated further in future. The
Circle leaders also recommended these
Rules of Engagement to Circle members:
»  Circle leaders have authority to facilitate
and move the group forward
» Circle Leaders are charged to work
through the tension between dialogue
and generativity
» There will be group and individual
assignments between meetings
» The group will engage in collaborative
assessment of emerging outcomes—
all data belongs to the group
» Trust the process and disciplined
approach

At the first meeting, the Circle considered
criteria that the definition should meet;
some of the ideas voiced were short, inspir-
ing, minimal jargon, have purpose and out-
come elements, pithy, concise, human centric,
scientific, easily understood. It was a chal-
lenge to sift the 38 starting points through
these lenses. As might be expected of an
OD group, the Circle had as much discus-
sion about its process as about the con-
tent of the definition: when to meet, how
long to meet, how to start the meeting,
how to end the meeting. Figure 1 shows
responses of Circle members at the end of
the first meeting.

Each meeting began with a quick
check in by Circle members, an introduc-
tion to the task of the week, a discussion
of ideas in break out groups, a plenary, an
assignment of a task for the week between
sessions, and then a closing word. Small
groups were randomly assigned at the first
meeting and then worked together during
the meetings and between meetings. The
meetings were hosted by the leadership

group using Zoom virtual meeting soft-
ware and a spreadsheet in Google docs
became the common repository for the
meeting notes and products. See Figure 1
for the check-out after the first meeting;
this momentum carried, even when the
work became more difficult.

This process cycle was repeated for
each meeting, thus having the Circle
engaged in an action research spiral in the
Lewinian tradition with each step entailing
planning, action, and reflection (including
fact-finding) about the result of the action
to inform the next steps (Lewin, 1946)

The content side of the work became
sticky quickly. Circle members were chal-
lenged to select parts of the List of 38 that
they thought described the field for the
present and for the future. The first assign-
ment between meetings was to complete
the sentence

“Organization Development is a
(feld,
profession, science, discipline, pick one
of these or choose your own word) that
(does

something, fill in the blank.)”

The Excel worksheet on Google docs was
filled with individuals’ ideas. At the sec-
ond meeting, the questions of “What do
we do?” “How do we do it?” and “Why

do we do it?” was suggested by a mem-
ber, and fruitful consideration was given to
these over the next week. The assignment
was for each small group to independently

Refozused
Important
Energized Curious
Feasible Credibility

Interested  Anticipating

EXxcited

Focused Ready
Passionate
Challenged
Overwhelmed

Figure 1: Initial check-out after
Meeting 1.
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come up with its definition using the “fill

in the blank” method along with the three

questions. This effort brought the number
down to eight definitions.

At the meeting in March, the group
was bogged down. Coghlan (2013) has
called action research a process of “messy,
iterative groping in the swampy low-
lands,” which to some extent, this work had
become. The group began to lament words
that were being left behind, such as com-
munities, holistic, systems, human, research-
based, thriving world, inclusive, behavioral
science. And ideas swirled.

» Isitan “approach,” a “discipline.” a
“field,” or something else?

» Need to include both theory and
practice

» Itis rooted in “science”—which ones?
Behavioral, organizational, multiple
social sciences?

» Can we define it in one sentence—
to give an intelligible explanation
“to my mother” (in the words of one
participant)?

»  Word challenges: “systems” now
sounded like “information technology,”
“health” or “organization health” had
too many meanings, even “organiza-
tion” was problematic for some

A Group of Four, which grew to a group
of eight (almost half the entire Circle) but
maintained the same name, agreed to
meet before the last scheduled meeting to
weigh the various ideas to date. One mem-
ber generated a list of the Circle’s tension
points for discussion and did a basic web
search for definitions of the field of Orga-
nization Development and sister fields for
comparison, including Human Resource
Management, Management Consulting,
and Change Management. The Group of
Four noted that this compilation acknowl-
edged the difference between these con-
nected fields, but the popular Organization
Development definitions were still prob-
lematic, not fully representing the experi-
ences of Circle members and the scholars
and practitioners represented by the Cir-
cle. The Group of Four wrestled with the
ideas of the Circle to date and returned

to the April meeting with the following
recommendation:

18

Organization Development is a field,
grounded in the organizational, behav-
ioral, and social sciences, that engages
organizations and their members to
develop system-wide capacity, effective-
ness, and resilience.

(April 2019 Definition)

The Circle felt this was a good set of ideas
that reflected the conversations, and that
met the 85-90% criterion—just shy of
perfect! After April, some members chose
to depart the Circle due to other commit-
ments, personal closure with the project,
or because the goal was to end in April and
they were finished contributing. Two lead-
ership members left the Circle, and two
others were asked to serve in their stead
because there was more work to be done.

The 2019 Gathering

En route to the third gathering of the entire
OD Gathering community, the four Cir-
cles reported their progress to each other
in October 2019 and to a town hall of the
broader community in November 2019.
After these sessions, Definition Circle lead-
ers compiled a list of comments to pres-
ent at the Gathering in December 2019.
The comments were gathered under

these headings:

» Likes

» Can we simplify “organization,”
“social,” “behavioral?”

» Does “organization” adequately capture
where we work?

»  Might we qualify “field?”

» How might we convey movement in
the definition—evolving, emerging,
generative?

» And the proverbial, Other.

Each Circle presented its work on the sec-
ond morning of the 2019 Gathering, and
all listened for where there were connec-
tions, synergies, and common language.
That afternoon, a World Café was held to
generate more opinions on how to craft
the definition and contribute to the work
of the other three Circles. The Defini-
tion Circle was interested in maintain-
ing the discipline that had characterized
its work for months, and so bade Café

participants to hold their comments to

these three areas:

»  What is missing in the offered defini-
tion that would make a real difference?
What would you add? What would you
take out?

» What is your response to the feedback
from participants in the Town Hall
Meeting?

» From your discussion, what is the most
critical revision you would propose to
the offered definition?

Six groups at the World Café worked on
and submitted responses to these ques-
tions. That evening, Circle members
worked feverishly with the input from the
World Café. How much of it was new? How
much of it should be considered? How did
this new wave of information affect the
journey of the Circle and the product it had
nurtured? That evening, the Definition Cir-
cle’s presentation PowerPoint was again
amended. Words affirmed or added from
the World Café were members, basic science
and arts, interdisciplinary, capacity, human
element, resilience, social sciences, human sci-
ences, collaboratively, community, human
sciences, system-wide, movement/action. Of
these, the Circle integrated capacity, com-
munity, interdisciplinary, members, resilience,
social sciences, and system-wide. The ple-
nary session pushed back on members and
resilience, and the Definition Circle mem-
bers proposed this 95% definition, excited
by the emergence of a hitherto unspoken
word, “VITALITY,” in lieu of “resilience.”

Organization Development is a field that
works with organizations and communi-
ties to develop their system-wide capacity
for effectiveness and vitality.

We are grounded in the interdisciplinary
social sciences.

There was, however, one more evening to
pass, and sentiment was intense. Furtive
whispers were exchanged, furrowed eye-
brows were seen, one of the Circle lead-
ers roamed the room with an open laptop,
polling community members about the
words on the screen. Lobbying for collab-
oratively was heavy. After this additional



data-gathering step in the action research
process, heads of the Definition Circle
leaders were again put together to make
final adjustments. Presented the follow-
ing morning was the definition below. The
lead Definition Circle facilitator solemnly
explained the importance of the definition,
noting that it is about the identity of OD

professionals. The co-facilitator of the Defi-

nition Circle cautioned in an equally sol-
emn tone that there was “blood on every
word,” so Gathering participants should be
careful about further recommendations.

Organization Development (OD) is an
interdisciplinary field of scholars and
practitioners who work collaboratively
with organizations and communities to
develop their system-wide capacity for
effectiveness and vitality. OD is grounded
in the organization and social sciences.

This definition takes for granted that
the essence of OD is to elevate humanity
amidst the megatrends impacting orga-
nizations and society; that OD scholars
and practitioners align with the val-

ues and ethics of the field; and that OD
scholars and practitioners continually
develop, grow and model the capabilities
required in the field. INOTE: This sec-
ond paragraph shows the connection
between the Definition and the work
of the other three Circles but is not
part of the definition.]

The Definition Circle ended this part of the
journey as did the other Circles, because
the Gathering ended. The Circles were

to contribute to a document that would

be circulated through organization devel-
opment organizations, university pro-
grams, and other professional groups for
further contributions.

Done, But Not Over

The lead author of this article has since
further participated in two major presenta-
tions on the entire package of work from
the OD Gathering during 2020. The first
was a professional development workshop
in August at the 2020 Academy of Man-
agement annual meeting in which leaders
from all four Circles participated. The sec-
ond was a presentation at the Minnesota
Organization Development Network vir-

tual monthly meeting in September 2020,
in which this author and another partici-
pant from the Gathering were sole present-
ers. Response to the definition, and in fact
to the whole body of work from all four
Circles, was favorable. Those who heard
the word were excited about “vitality” and
looked forward to working with it. In all
instances, Definition Circle members have
encouraged OD professionals and schol-
ars to work with the definition and see how
their clients, customers, and they them-
selves fare in using it.

The second author, who was also the
lead facilitator, was invited to present the
definition work by one of the OD Gather-
ing conveners at a professional practice
circle of emerging and experienced OD
practitioners. She has introduced the defi-
nition into two internal OD practice groups
who as they stepped in and out of complex
situations continued to ask: What is our
definition of OD? She has also used the
definition and full body of the OD Gath-
ering work as input for strategic planning
within the OD Network and in executive
leadership work. In all instances this body
of work has helped clarify and move people
forward and has been favorably received.
Circle leaders believe there is merit to this
evidence informed definition, co-created by
scholars and practitioners and internal and
external consultants in OD. This process of
the Definition Circle represented the very
ethos and praxis of the OD field.

So maybe Definition #39 will stick.
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“The Essence and the Critical Needs both inform the Vision for OD’s impact on the world. The

Vision and the Critical Needs may evolve over time, given that the Critical Needs are themselves

informed by the impact that OD professionals are able to have upon the world.”

In the last two decades, the needs of orga-
nizations have changed significantly due
to economic, social, political, techno-
logical, and cultural pressures impact-

ing them (Fourie, 2014). OD practitioners
and academics must react, and if possible,
anticipate how they will ensure the high-
est quality of service to meet these needs.
These requirements bring to mind several
questions for OD professionals, such as:
how do we articulate the intrinsic core of
OD? What are OD scholars and practitio-
ners working to achieve? And what vari-
ous organizational and individual needs
are OD professionals well-positioned to
help address?

Emerging from the 2018 OD Gath-
ering, attendees were energized to take
on the task of answering such questions,
and a Circle of Work, titled Essence, Criti-
cal Needs, and Vision (ECNV) formed to
address three topics: describe the essence
of OD, articulate a vision for OD, and
identify critical needs in the world which
OD professionals may be well-positioned
to address.

The Circle’s mission was to explore
the three topics, including their defini-
tions and how they related to each other,
and to develop a clear, concise explanation
of each topic that would clarify the work of
OD and unify and invigorate OD practitio-
ners and academics. The Circle leaders and
members’ subsequent work included nine
months of coordinated efforts to define
key concepts and leverage OD approaches
to build upon the wisdom documented
from the 2018 OD Gathering. This article

outlines the process used by this Circle

of Work, shares its outputs, and proposes
applications for its outputs which may
prove useful to OD scholars and practitio-
ners as we collectively strive to excel in our
service to others.

Conceptual Framework

With its three primary topics to explore, the
ECNV Circle of Work quickly realized the
need to define not only the topics them-
selves, but also their relationships to one
another. To help guide its efforts, the first
task the Circle undertook was to develop a
conceptual framework (Miles et al., 2014)
to clearly define the topics, relationships,
and concepts within the Circle’s scope (see
Figure 1). In this conceptual framework,
the Essence of OD remains relatively static.
The Essence and the Critical Needs both
inform the Vision for OD’s impact on the
world. The Vision and the Critical Needs
may evolve over time, given that the Criti-
cal Needs are themselves informed by the
impact that OD professionals are able to
have upon the world.

Once the ECNV Circle of Work’s con-
ceptual framework was agreed upon, it
allowed Circle members to explore the
three topics as standalone discussions
while keeping in mind a given topic’s rela-
tionship to the other two. The conceptual
framework also helped to set boundaries
for the Circle’s discussions and ensured
topics outside the scope of the Circle’s
work did not become the focus of group
conversations (e.g., whether OD should be
considered a field or a profession).
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Essence

The intrinsic nature or indispensable
quality of something, especially
something abstract, which

determines its character

This Circle’s Work

Work For Later...

Vision
(of OD's impact on
the world)

A desired future state that the profession
aspires to achieve in the future

defines

Critical
NEEEION

(in the World)

An extremely important motivating
force that compels action for its
satisfaction
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Work For Later...
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(of the Profession)

Profession

A calling requiring specialized knowledge and often long
and intensive academic and practical preparation
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Figure 1: ECNV Circle of Work Conceptual Framework. NOTE: This figure demonstrates the ECNV Circle of Work’s understanding
of the relationship among its topics: essence, critical needs, and vision.

The Results

Vision of OD
For its purposes, the ECNV Circle defined
vision as a desired future state which an
individual or a group aspires to achieve.
The Circle members saw the vision of
“the world, organizations, human systems”
and the vision of “the future of OD” as
directly influencing each other to the point
where they were inextricable. As a result,
the Circle crafted vision statements for
both. The first vision focused primarily on
OD’s potential impact on individuals, orga-
nizations, and human systems:

All individuals and organizations are
thriving, adaptable and resilient in an
ever-changing and increasingly com-
plex and diverse world. People cre-
ate and lead healthy, meaningful lives
through effective, sustainable human
systems. Effective leaders boldly and
intentionally foster inclusive environ-
ments in which people connect with
one another, see themselves and their
organizations in new ways, and co-
create their shared future.
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The second vision focused on the collabo-
ration among people who study and prac-
tice OD:

We, as organization development
scholars and practitioners, support
the realization of this vision by collab-
orating in a holistic ecosystem which
inspires convergence across numer-
ous specialties in cohesive, evolv-
ing dialogue about human systems.
As an OD community, we exist in a
virtuous circle of continuous learn-
ing and growth based on research,
practice, and experience. We live

our values and model concepts we
espouse to others as we move into
the future together.

Essence of OD

In developing its conceptual framework,
the Circle adopted the following definition
of essence: “the intrinsic nature or indis-
pensable quality of something, especially
something abstract, which determines

its character” (Oxford University Press,
n.d.). In subsequent discussions, Circle
members elaborated on this definition

to describe essence as something’s time-
less core—its soul. Essence encapsulates
what matters the most about something,
described at the highest-possible level.

As it worked through extensive con-
versations on this complex topic, the Circle
determined that three elements compose
the essence of OD: the why, the what, and
the how of OD.

The Why of OD: People who practice and
study OD aim to elevate humanity. The
passion that motivates individuals toward
OD work is the desire to improve the lives
of others, to create healthier organizations,
to develop leaders who create work cultures
that provide meaningful work for employ-
ees, to help organizations thrive and realize
their missions, and ultimately to positively
impact society.

The What of OD: OD practitioners provide
a presence to human systems. As a result
of that presence, those systems are better
able to function effectively and optimally.
They can intentionally grow and adapt to
shifting circumstances, living and thriving
through all types of change (e.g., planned,



emergent). They can better collaborate,
make decisions, and foster contact, under-
standing, and shared perspective across
differences. The systems are better able to
cultivate and benefit from effective, aware,
and intentional leaders and to unlock cre-
ativity and innovation. They can overcome
challenges which, to the people in the sys-
tem, might seem impossible. Lastly, they
can better work in ways that are sustain-
able and healthy for the system, its people
and society.

The How of OD: How we do the work, how
we act, and how we show up in service of
the systems we support is just as impor-
tant as what we do and why, especially in
challenging moments. We support and
elevate the human element in everything
we do and bring intentionality, discern-
ment, and patience to whether, when, and
how we engage. We navigate the complex-
ity of being both in the system and main-
taining boundaries. We consciously use our
full selves and our presence and show up
as whole humans (e.g., with emotion, feel-
ing, values). We build equal partnerships
with the people and systems we support,
co-creating and discovering with people

in the system. We advocate for diversity,
inclusion, justice, and fairness. We bring
the courage to hold up the mirror and help
people in the system see the whole system
and themselves in new ways to better move
forward. Lastly, we mutually learn and
develop with the people in the system and
develop and enhance the capabilities within
the system so we leave it better than when
we arrived.

Through the Circle’s discussions, it became
clear that all three components (why, what,
and how) were necessary to describe the
essence of OD. Taking away any one com-
ponent left the essence—the soul—lacking.
While the result is complex, it highlights
the inherent complexity and nuance in

OD work as OD scholars and practitioners
constantly manage across the three com-
ponents in their engagements with individ-
uals and systems.

Critical Needs (and Opportunities)

In its conceptual framework, the ECNV
Circle defined critical need as an extremely
important motivating force that compels
action for its satisfaction. Looking through
the lens of a deficit-oriented approach by
focusing solely on needs, however, lim-

its the conversation and excludes a more
appreciative focus (Cooperrider et al.,
2008) which encourages the exploration
of strengths and opportunities to build on
what is working well. For the purposes of
reflection upon how OD scholars and prac-
titioners can have the greatest impact on
the world, the Circle expanded the term
“critical needs” to encompass both critical
needs and opportunities.

The world, societies, organizations,
and individuals therein are evolving rap-
idly, creating a diverse range of critical
needs and opportunities upon which OD
scholars and practitioners can make a sig-
nificant impact. The following list is by no
means exhaustive, but instead represents
the needs and opportunities which were
most readily apparent to the ECNV Circle

members. The needs and opportunities are

listed below in order of their perceived pri-

ority (based on an anonymous survey of

Circle members, starting with the highest

priority or most important):

1. Maintaining or increasing health and
agility at all levels of system

2. Navigating the increasing rapidity of
change

3. Exploring, identifying, and living into
principles, values, and culture

4. Maintaining individual and/or group
identity amid change

5. Fostering knowledge management and
learning and development

6. Supporting and promoting
sustainability

7. Connecting with and adapting to
advances in technology

8. Adapting to and influencing shifting
power dynamics

9. Evolving and aligning operating
model(s)

10. Maintaining legal and regulatory
compliance

Through conversation in the Circle’s pro-
cess, the realization emerged that these
critical needs manifest at all levels of sys-
tem, from society (at a global or national
level) through the organization and group
levels to the two-person system, and finally,
the individual level. For example, “adapting
to and influencing shifting power dynam-
ics” could emerge at the societal level in
the form of perceived challenges to group
identity in relation to a larger context or
in transitions in political administrations.
At the organization level, mergers and
acquisitions or rapid growth or decline in
an organization might amplify and alter
existing power dynamics. At a group or a
two-person level, the need could manifest
during restructuring or consolidation or in
changing roles and responsibilities. Finally,
at the individual level, the need could occur
during any transition with perceived status
implications. (See Figure 2 for examples.)
Circle members also highlighted that
responses to these needs and opportunities
can include optimizing what already exists
and/or creating something entirely new
or different.
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Through examining how the critical
needs manifest at each level of system,
an unintended benefit of the Circle’s dis-
cussion was that OD scholars and practi-
tioners who operate at different levels of
the system—whether coaches who work
with individuals, scholars who study group
dynamics, or community developers who
tackle societal issues—all saw themselves
and their work manifest in the field of OD.
Some members described feeling more
connected to one another as a result.

Process

Leveraging the Wisdom of the Group
Throughout its process, the ECNV Circle of
Work relied upon the wisdom and experi-
ence of both its members and the broader
OD Gathering collective to guide its efforts.
For each topic, the Circle used the ideas,
concepts, and discussion from the 2018
OD Gathering as its foundation. The Cir-
cle, consisting of 20 members, then further
informed and refined these ideas as we
moved through the Circle’s process. Each
member brought varied perspectives. The
Circle included individuals from academia
and internal and external OD practitioners
with a range of years of experience. The
Circle leaders created numerous opportu-
nities for members to contribute their per-
spectives and engage with one another in
service of dialogue and contact.

Building on member recommenda-
tions, the Circle leaders used Gestalt theory
(e.g., the Cycle of Experience and the cre-
ation of a new, shared figure) as a guide for
the group’s process. That process included
a high degree of interaction and sharing
among people in the system to foster con-
tact and encourage curiosity about others’
thoughts and feelings regarding the topic
in question (Nevis, 2001). The Circle lead-
ers developed a highly interactive, partici-
pative process (see Figure 3) featuring a
mixture of synchronous and asynchronous
collaboration (Justice & Jamieson, 2012).
The Circle leaders applied this process to
each of the three topics, with each topic
representing a unit of work.

In the synchronous conversations

Level of System
Society (Global, |

National)
[ ]
Organization °
[ ]
Group °
[ ]
Two-person o
System
Individual o

Principles, Values & Culture

Evolving predominant beliefs
around societal issues (e.g.,
civil rights, religion)

Dissonance between lived
and espoused values at a
societal level

Developing and adhering to
a set of principles and values
of the organization and to
guide behavior

Promoting and maintaining
accountability for behaviors
which collectively

define an organizational
culture supportive of the
organization’s mission

Defining group cultures and
norms to guide behavior,
foster effectiveness and miti-
gate interpersonal conflict

Aligning the group with
the larger system and the
individual members

Reflecting on one’s own
personal values and those
of the other person to create
a relationship that benefits
both individuals, is healthy,
and can sustain external
demands

Reflecting on one’s own
values and ensuring integrity
between those principles
and values and individual
actions

Shifting Power Dynamics

Shifting global power
dynamics (e.g., rising
influence of China relative to
the U.S. and Europe)

Perceived challenges to group
identity in relation to the
larger context

New political administrations

Globalization and nationalist
reactions to it

Shifting internal power
dynamics (e.g., new leaders)

Maintaining and adapting
a sense of organizational
identity

Mergers and acquisitions

or, alternately, divestitures

or shrinkage in response to
contextual demands (e.g., the
competitive landscape)

Group restructuring,
consolidation, or shake-up

New leaders

Managing change in roles,
responsibilities, and work
identities between two
individuals

Identifying and working
through biases and power
dynamics in interpersonal
interactions

Promotions, transitions to
leadership roles, or other
changs in status

Maintaining a sense of identity
in evolving circumstances

Evolving demands of
leadership development

NOTE. This figure shows how critical needs can be applied to all levels of a system.

Figure 2: Manifestations of Critical Needs & Opportunities at
Different Levels of System

opportunities for members to evaluate the
statements and draft outputs contributed
asynchronously into a shared Google Docu-
ment. Circle members examined the draft
content based on how well those state-

academic roles within OD; whether the
statements were written in clear, concise
language from a variety of perspectives;
and finally whether the statements gen-

(e.g., the Refining Call, the Brainstorming
Call), intentional reflection provided

erated feelings of enthusiasm and excite-

ments represented both practitioner and ment for members to motivate, energize,
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Figure 3: ECNV Circle of Work Process. NOTE: This figure shows the ECNV Circle of Work’s timeline and process.

or inspire them. Each call inspired robust
exchanges among members in response to
the brainstormed ideas and to new insights
generated through the dialogue in the call
itself. The Circle leaders documented the
key outputs, decisions, and revised lan-
guage, especially in the Refining Call, and
captured the new, synthesized figure as

it emerged from the group’s engagement
with each other.

Once the units of work for all three
topics were complete, the Circle leaders led
one further engagement with the Circle
members. The ECNV Circle of Work came
together to step back and look at all three
areas to ensure that the outputs for each
topic aligned with one another as originally
envisioned in the conceptual framework.
No significant edits were made as a result
of this process; however, the Circle mem-
bers identified additional relationships
among the topics beyond what had previ-
ously been envisioned.

The ECNV Circle of Work leaders pre-
sented the group’s work at the 2019 OD
Gathering. The presentation included a
review of the extensive process/steps used
to complete the work over the last year,
recognition of Circle members, and the
unveiling of the “final” output. A brief
discussion/Q&A followed with attendees
offering both support and general feed-
back on the content. The ECNV Circle

reconvened in-person while at the 2019
OD Gathering to discuss the feedback and
engage in a detailed fine-tuning of the Cir-
cle’s work. Modifications were made only
with full support of the Circle members.

Applications of ECNV
Circle of Work Outputs

The first benefit or application of the ECNV
work relates to the Circle’s illustration of
the essence of OD. The detailed explana-
tion of the essence developed by both OD
scholars and practitioners contributes to
the establishment of a shared understand-
ing of the field’s intrinsic core—its soul.

A second application relates to the
question, “What are the most critical needs
and opportunities in the world which OD
can help address?” Having clarity around
the critical needs and opportunities for
which OD can offer support provides a
powerful imperative for individuals work-
ing in and studying OD. Clarity about the
needs and opportunities, specifically as
they exist at each level of a system, provides
people who work in OD with a more defin-
able target and/or a picture of what we are
striving to improve.

As a third application, OD profession-
als can use the identified critical needs and
opportunities as a foundation for monitor-
ing needs and opportunities in the future.

The critical needs and opportunities will
continue to evolve. In a volatile, uncertain,
complex, and ambiguous (VUCA) world,
some needs will remain consistent, but
others will ebb and flow.

It is our hope that the application of
the ECNV Circle of Work outputs will ener-
gize and inspire OD professionals, and
confirm how valuable and meaningful OD
can be at all levels of system. In coming
together to develop a shared understanding
of our intent, delineating a shared purpose,
and moving towards coordinated action,
we give ourselves not only meaning, but
we give ourselves power (McGoff, 2011).
Through conversation, engagement, and
contact around these outputs, we hope that
both current professionals and future gen-
erations may align around the concept that
we are guided by the same north star as we
all strive, each in our unique way, and con-
tribute toward the achievement of a unified
vision for the world, societies, organiza-
tions, and the individuals within them.

Conclusion

As the ECNV Circle of Work completes
its responsibility towards the OD Gather-
ing’s collective work, we look forward to
continuing to explore the extent to which
this content resonates with OD scholars
and practitioners who represent diverse
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cultures and perspectives. We are excited to
see how this work grows and touches the
lives of our fellow OD professionals and
how it authentically impacts organizations,
individuals, and communities which we
are humbled to serve.

Acknowledgements

It is important to highlight that this work
was only possible due to the generous
contributions of experience, insight, and
wisdom from the ECNV Circle of Work
members: Dina Abercrombie, Emily Axel-
rod, Olga Blouch*, David Bright, Holly
Brittingham, John Carter, Christopher
Cotten*, Elena Feliz, Bernardo Ferdman,
Erica Freedman, Jen Freeman, Jenny Hea-
ton, Greg Jenkins, Peter Kalmar, Dave
Kloak, Karen Mack, Melissa Nufiez, Donna

Pearce, Sarah Rawes, and Corrie Voss.
*Denotes Circle Leaders

References

Cooperrider, D. L., Whitney, D., & Stav-
ros, J. M. (2008). Appreciative inquiry
handbook: For leaders of change (2nd
ed.). Crown Custom Publishing, Inc.;
Berrett-Koehler Publishers.

Fourie, M. (2014). Spirituality in the Work-
place: An introductory overview. In
Die Skriflig/In Luce Verbi, 48(1), pp.1-8.
doi:10.4102/ids.v48il.1769

Justice, T., & Jamieson, D. W. (2012). The
facilitator’s fieldbook (Third Edition).
AMACOM.

McGoft, C. (2011). The primes: How any
group can solve any problem. Victory
Publishers.

Miles, M. B., Huberman, A. M., & Saldafia,
J. (2014). Qualitative data analysis: A
methods sourcebook. Sage.

Nevis, E. C. (2001). Organizational consult-
ing: A Gestalt approach (Third Printing).
GestaltPress.

Oxford University Press. (n.d.). Essence. In
Oxford English dictionary. Retrieved Jan-
uary 14, 2019, from https://www.lexico.
com/definition fessence.

Olga ). Blouch is an organization development consultant with a passion

for training and human capital. As a respected leader, Olga builds highly
motivated teams promoting each member’s strengths, encouraging individu-
als to develop skills in leadership, teamwork, and compassion to improve
performance and achieve organization goals. Miss Blouch’s background and
experience include organization development, consulting, project manage-
ment, training, and group facilitation/team development across multiple
industries in both the for-profit and not-for-profit sector. Olga is passionate
about building healthy organization cultures that promote employee whole
self at work resulting in engaged employees reaching their full potential, and
organizations attaining their strategic goals and mission. As a PhD Candidate
(ABD) in the Workforce Development and Education program at Pennsylva-
nia State University, with an emphasis in Human Resource Development and
Organization Development, Olga is currently working on her dissertation:
Identifying Practices in Organization Culture that Promote Employee Whole
Self at Work. Her experience includes serving as Senior Consultant at REI
Systems, Education Program Associate at Penn State Harrisburg, Executive
Director of the Mental Health Association of Lebanon County. Her background
also includes Training & Development Consultant for PA Blue Shield, Training
Coordinator at KHP Services, and Project Manager for Capital Blue Cross. Olga
holds a bachelor’s degree in Psychology from Lebanon Valley College and a
Master’s Degree in Education, Major in Training and Development from Penn

State Harrisburg. She can be reached at ojb105@psu.edu.

Christopher Cotten is an experienced OD consultant, facilitator, project
manager and grant manager with a history of supporting client OD initiatives
in a wide variety of countries and contexts. In his 13+ years of experience, he
has worked in nearly every inhabited continent; spearheaded global research
initiatives; developed and reviewed strategic plans; and used his communica-
tion, analysis and synthesis skills in the service of non-profit, corporate, and
government entities at the state, local, federal, and international level. He
currently works as a Senior Consultant at The Clearing, Inc., a management
consulting firm based in Washington, DC. Through his work at The Clearing, he
is currently assisting Federal clients navigate change and transformation asso-
ciated with IT modernization and physical workspace relocation initiatives.

He also previously supported strategic planning and leadership development
efforts. Prior to his role at The Clearing, Christopher spent 10 years working

in the International Services Department at the American Red Cross, sup-
porting OD initiatives with the American Red Cross’s international partners

as well as a range of disaster management and health programs.