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Out with the Old? A Critique of the OD Discourse 

This paper draws on critical discourse analysis to analyze the field of Organization 

Development (OD) as a discourse.  The authors argue that the OD discourse is 

characterized by the following: overwhelmingly psychological focus, construction of 

individuals as rational and bounded, and avoidance of sociological questions.  The 

authors argue that the failure of OD to humanize organizations highlighted by a number 

of OD writers does not result from the failings of particular OD practitioners, but rather, 

that it is rooted in the very discourse of OD, which renders the field incapable of 

navigating the socio-economic context in which organizations operate and are 

constituted.  The authors pick up on Marshak’s (2005) speculation about the emergence 

of a “new” OD to argue that the “old” OD has reached a dead end and that the discourse 

that is constitutive of OD should be revolutionized, if OD practitioners are serious about 

making organizations more humane.
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The field of organization development (OD) is no novice to controversy.  The debate 

about the relative importance of human needs versus the bottom line is as old as the field itself 

(Kahn, 1974; Stephenson, 1975).  Questions also have been raised about the extent to which OD 

should be seen as separate or different from the broader field of change management (Farias & 

Johnson, 2000; Worren, Ruddle, & Moore, 1999), as well as from management consulting (e.g., 

Schein, 1988).  Recently, Marshak (2005) wondered if a “new” OD was emerging, with an 

entirely new set of epistemological, political and methodological commitments – one less 

committed to empiricism and objectivism and more attuned to the processes of social 

construction and the realities of power.  We hope to take this point further.  We would like to 

make a provocative suggestion that not only should there be a new OD, but also that the “old” 

OD, with its neo-empiricism and psychological orientation has reached a dead end.  We argue 

that the traditional OD, due to its consistent privileging of managerial interests at the expense of 

other stakeholders as well as to its psychological orientation and a belief in bounded rational 

actors that have blinded it to issues of power and class, has rarely managed to live up to its stated 

objective of facilitating a humanistically oriented organizational change. 

 This paper differs from earlier critiques of OD (e.g., Cooke, 1999; Nirenberg, 1998; 

Nord, 1974; Woodworth, 1981; 1982), in that we treat OD as a discourse, rather than as a field.  

In this way we hope to analyze OD not as a reified and fixed entity but as a socio-historically 

produced set of discursive concepts that can be critically examined.  Thus, we intend to show 

that it is not particular theories in OD or specific OD practices that are responsible for OD’s 

frequent alliance with sectional managerial interests, but rather the very discourse of OD that 

contains the roots of this kind of managerialism.  Such an analysis is particularly needed, given 
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that OD has not yet been viewed through the lens of critical theory to the degree that 

management and organization theory have, both of which have been major theoretical 

developments (e.g., Alvesson & Willmott, 1992; Barker, 1993). 

This paper is organized as follows.  We first provide a brief overview of OD as it 

constructs itself.  We then introduce Critical Discourse Theory and the key concepts that we use 

as a heuristic to analyze OD.  Following that, we analyze a variety of OD topics and concepts to 

argue that OD discourse is overwhelmingly psychological, constructs individuals as bounded and 

rational and avoids exploring sociological context of OD interventions.  We conclude by 

emphasizing the importance of fundamentally changing the OD discourse to make it more 

attuned to the sociopolitical realities of organizational life by recognizing the importance of 

societal and economic structures that constitute organizations and within which organizations 

operate as well as by taking seriously the inevitably political nature both of organizational life 

and of OD interventions. 

Setting the Context 

 This section sets the context for the present paper by providing an overview of OD as it 

normatively constructs itself and by introducing the theoretical framework that will then be used 

to analyze OD. 

OD as It Constructs Itself 

OD is different from other forms of organizational consulting in several ways.  First is the 

dual importance placed on both people and organizational effectiveness, as opposed to the 

automatic privileging of financial markers.  Second, OD and its repertoire are informed by 

behavioral science.  Third, the consultant is expected to work jointly with the client to design and 

implement interventions. 
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According to Church, Waclawski, and Seigel (1999), “Organization development is a 

field based on values – promoting positive humanistically oriented large-system change in 

organizations – plain and simple” (p. 49).  In keeping with the humanistic values that underpin 

OD, commentators on the field commonly emphasize the dual concern for the well-being of 

organizations as well as the well-being of the people who work there (e.g., Argyris, 1957; Burke, 

1994; Waclawski & Church, 2002a).   

There is not always an agreement as to the relative importance of human needs as 

opposed to organizational performance.  In their seminal article on OD values, Tannenbaum and 

Davis (1969) observe the therapeutic nature of successful OD interventions.  They note that such 

interventions focus on breaking through inter-personal and organizational barriers that stifle 

human growth and keep people from realizing their potential.  On the other hand, Bennis (1969) 

is more focused on the coupling of the humanistic change with meeting the organization’s 

objectives, and Stephenson (1975) accuses OD of being focused on human development to the 

point of losing the focus on organization development.  Kahn (1974) cautions OD practitioners 

against excessive reliance on the process versus structure dichotomy, as this may lead them to 

overemphasize the process interventions and to ignore the needed structural interventions.  Pages 

(1971) even goes as far as suggesting that some OD interventions designed to overcome 

defensive routines can engender a different kind of defensive routines and submission to 

authority.  Nonetheless, in its attention to human needs, OD is distinct from those forms of 

consulting that focus exclusively on organizations’ financial performance. 

OD is based on behavioral science research.  Burke (1994) credits humanist writers, such 

as Maslow, Herzberg, Lawler, Argyris, Bion, and Lewin for the intellectual underpinnings of 

OD.  The field has over the decades developed a great variety of techniques and interventions 
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based on research in behavioral sciences, including process consultation, group dynamics, survey 

feedback, large-scale interventions, and appreciative inquiry (see Waclawski & Church, 2002b 

and French & Bell, 1999 for recent discussions of OD’s repertoire).  One of the key stated 

premises of OD is that OD consultants should intervene at the level and be mindful of the whole 

system, rather than focusing purely on individuals and groups (Burke, 1994; Kahn, 1974; Katz & 

Kahn, 1966; 1978).  It needs to be noted, however, that the OD community has been under 

increased pressure to demonstrate the contribution of various interventions to the bottom line 

(Cady & Lewis, 2002; Church, Waclawski, & Berr, 2002), and the focus is, at least to some 

extent, shifting from human input to the business results (McLean & DeVogel, 2002).  This 

pressure is arguably shaping the repertoire, with certain “harder” and more quantitative 

approaches, such as survey feedback and multi-source feedback, becoming increasingly 

prominent, while the “softer” approaches, such as group dynamics, apparently losing some of 

their appeal (Schein, 1989). 

OD interventions are conceived as joint collaborations between consultants and clients 

(Bennis, 1969; Burke, 1994; Schein, 2001).  Unlike the forms of consultation in which 

consultants solve clients’ problems or offer them solutions without providing assistance with 

implementation, OD consultants are expected to work jointly with their clients throughout the 

process of diagnosing the “problem”, designing a solution, implementing it, and assessing its 

impact (Schein, 1988). 

Critical Discourse Theory 

Before we can discuss OD as a set of discursive practices as well as the power effects of 

those practices, it is necessary to briefly review the relevant critical discourse analysis literature 

and to define key concepts.   
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According to Mumby and Clair (1997), critical discourse analysis is concerned with 

exploring the “connection between everyday talk and the production of, maintenance of and 

resistance to systems of power, inequality, and injustice” (p. 183).  Discourses are defined as 

“sets of texts – statements, practices, etc. – which bring an object into being.  Thus, discursive 

analysis requires an examination of language, the production of texts and processes of 

communication, and the interactions between actors in organizational and institutional settings” 

(Grant et al., 1998, cited in Hardy, Palmer, & Phillips, 2000).  Texts do not have to be formal 

written texts but may involve a variety of forms, such as artifacts, spoken language, symbols and 

pictures (Grant, Michelson, Oswick, & Wailes, 2005; Phillips & Hardy, 2002). This perspective 

treats discourse as neither inherently malleable and controllable, nor as a force that exerts 

unidirectional control over social actors.  Instead, discourse is both socially constituted and 

socially constitutive (Grant, Keenoy, & Oswick, 2001; Hardy et al., 2000). 

As Chia (2000) writes, 

Social objects and phenomena such as ‘the organization’, ‘the economy’, ‘the market’ or 

even ‘stakeholders’ or ‘the weather’, do not have a straightforward and unproblematic 

existence independent of our discursively-shaped understandings.  Instead, they have to 

be forcibly carved out of the undifferentiated flux of raw experience and conceptually 

fixed and labeled so that they can become the common currency for communicational 

exchanges.  Modern social reality, with its all-too-familiar features, has to be continually 

constructed and sustained through such aggregative discursive acts of reality-

construction. (p. 513) 

The implication of such theorizing is not that the world is “made up” or that it is all in our 

heads.  Indeed, there is no perfect consensus in the literature as to the comparative importance 
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placed on the “objective world” as opposed to the “discursive world”.  We side with Tsoukas’ 

(2000), position that “social reality is causally independent of actors (hence realists have a point) 

and, at the same time, what social reality is depends on how it has been historically defined, the 

cultural meanings and distinctions which have made this reality as opposed to that reality (hence 

constructivists also have a point)” (p. 531). 

Discourses produce concepts, or categories and relationships between those categories 

that enable individuals to make sense of the world.  They produce identities for individuals and 

groups that then enable as well as constrain these individuals’ and groups’ actions and abilities to 

produce alternative discourses (Hardy et al., 2000; Oswick, Keenoy, & Grant, 1997; Wetherell & 

Potter, 1992). 

A specific example of critical discourse analysis at work is the social construction of 

refugee identities (Hardy & Phillips, 1999; Phillips & Hardy, 1997).  The notion of “refugee” is 

not an objective or fixed one.  Establishing a person’s identity as a refugee involves an elaborate 

process of managing meanings.  Agencies go through a variety of discursive practices to 

legitimize someone as a refugee, such as distinguishing between “political refugees” and 

“economic migrants”.  These identities, in turn give the individuals labeled this way some rights 

and privileges while taking away others.  Furthermore, there are affiliated discursive categories, 

such as “client”, that can be evoked and intertwined with that of “refugee”.  Another example is 

the case of an NGO operating in the Palestinian Territories that attempted to shift its identity 

from “international” to “Palestinian” (Hardy et al., 2000) in order to be perceived as being more 

legitimate among the local populace.  When the new identity resulted in unforeseen and 

undesirable outcomes for the NGO (e.g., harassment and intimidation of the personnel by the 

local police), it sought to reconstitute its “international” identity.  This case illustrates that the 
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discursive production of particular identities facilitates certain actions while disabling others.  

While, the “Palestinian” identity made some of NGOs work easier by making it appear more 

legitimate, it resulted in the loss of protection that the “international” identity had conferred upon 

it. 

Analyzing OD as a discourse allows us to examine the various writings as texts that 

constitute OD discourse.  This discourse creates particular identities for organizations, managers, 

employees, OD practitioners, and so on (Holvino, 1996; Oswick et al, 1997).  Any discourse 

highlights certain things while masking others and legitimizes certain actions while 

delegitimizing others.  Interrogating OD as a discourse, then, allows us to examine what aspects 

of organizational life it highlights as well as what aspects it masks or renders invisible.  We 

should note, however, that we use critical discourse theory here in a more-or-less heuristic way.  

Instead of engaging in rigorous discourse analyses of particular texts (e.g., Holvino, 1996), we 

look at a variety of OD writings as manifestations of the OD discourse. 

OD as a Discourse 

We now apply the insight from critical discourse theory to the field of OD, re-

conceptualizing the field as a discourse.  We argue that the OD discourse is overwhelmingly 

psychological in nature.  It constitutes individuals as bounded and as exercising free will.  It 

largely avoids the broader (sociological) questions of social structure, power and domination, 

and so on.  This section tackles each of those three aspects, one by one, and examines specific 

concepts of interest to prominent OD writers as manifestations of OD discourse. 

The “Psychologism” of the OD Discourse 

 We argue that OD discourse is an overwhelmingly psychological one.  This is not 

surprising, given the psychological training of many of OD’s founding figures and OD’s heavy 
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borrowing of theories from various sub-fields of psychology.  In his review of OD’s theoretical 

roots, Burke (1994, 2002) credits primarily psychological theories, including need theory, 

expectancy theory, job satisfaction, the group unconscious, the group as a family, and so on.  A 

similar overview is offered by French & Bell (1999).  Although OD writers tend to draw on open 

systems (e.g., Burke, 1994; Katz & Kahn, 1978) and more recently on dynamic systems theory 

(e.g., Burke, 2002), as we argue below, those appear to be marginal discourses that do not impact 

the dominant psychological discourse of the field.  Along with theories, OD has also heavily 

borrowed its methods from psychology.  Thus, its hallmark techniques, such as process 

consultation, surveys, multi-rater feedback, are rooted in psychology and are infused with 

psychology’s strong preference for empiricism, pursuit of objective truth, and conceptualization 

of organizational phenomena in terms of health and sickness.  Like its cousin psychology, and 

unlike the more remote fields of sociology and management, OD has not welcomed the newer 

theoretical and epistemological perspectives, such as interpretivism, symbolic interactionism, 

and linguistic analyses (Grieves, 2003). 

 In order to highlight the psychologism of the OD discourse, we discuss several specific 

OD concepts: organizational health, assessment/diagnosing, intervention, and resistance. 

 Organizational health.  The conceptualization of organizational health dominating the 

OD discourse is a psychological one.  This is apparent in the very notion of “organizational 

health” itself.  Schein’s (2002) model of health, for instance, is that of coping process: being able 

to sense changes in the external environment, to get the information to the relevant sub-systems, 

to change in response to those demands, to externalize the changes, and to reflect on the 

consequences of the organization’s actions (see also Beckhard, 2006).  Thus, this is a process of 

transferring the individual-level model of psychological health to the organizational level.  Such 
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notions of organizational health conceive of organizations as removed from the broader socio-

economic structures (Nord, 1974; 1977) that fall outside of its psychological discourse. 

Assessment/Diagnosing.  The predominantly psychological nature of OD discourse is 

also evident in its approach to diagnosing and assessing organizations.  There is a great deal of 

emphasis on valid and scientific (in empiricist sense) measures, such as surveys (e.g., Falletta & 

Combs, 2002), personality assessment (e.g., Burke & Noumair, 2002), and multisource feedback 

(e.g., Church, Walker, & Brockner, 2002).  This drive to create standardized and generalizable 

measures has even caused some prominent OD practitioners to be alarmed.  Schein (1989; 

2002a, b) has consistently voiced his concerns about this drive toward greater empiricism.  

However, while he may be skeptical about OD’s increasing reliance on standardized quantitative 

methods, he still advocates the clinical method and emphasizes the therapeutic nature of the 

consultant client relationship.  Nor does he abandon the empiricist drive to get to the “truth” – 

just the quantitative methodology. 

 Intervention.  This notion is also conceptualized in psychological terms.  According to 

Burke (1994), “taking a step is making an intervention into the routine way in which 

organization operates” (p. 8, italics in original).  This evokes the image of a “problem” individual 

or group, such as an alcoholic or a dysfunctional family (Levinson, 1972), that requires the 

interruption of the dysfunctional routines and a forcible move in a new direction.  The change 

process itself – unfreeze-change-refreeze – is derived from research in personality change (Nord, 

1976).  The objective is to generate a motivation to change (Nord, 1976) or to foster anxiety 

and/or shame about not changing or learning something new (Schein, 1993).  This is followed by 

providing a safe space for learning and experimentation, to help the individuals cope with fear of 

the unknown.  Once the changes have been made, efforts are undertaken to reinforce the “new” 
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routines.  There are variations on these change processes (e.g., Burke, 1994; Kotter, 1995), but 

there are more similarities than differences.  Armed with an almost exclusively psychological 

understanding of intervention/change management leaves OD poorly prepared to cope with 

issues of systemic power (e.g., Hardy, 1994; Palmer & Dunford, 1996) and discourse (Tsoukas, 

2005) that are often important in organizational change efforts. 

 Resistance.  OD has tended to conceive of resistance as something to be overcome.  It is 

sometimes conceived as relatively benign – as fear of the unknown or of losing something 

valuable or as blind resistance and as ideological resistance (Burke, 2002).  Regardless of the 

characterization, resistance is almost inevitably conceptualized in psychological terms.  

According to Nord and Jermier (1994),  

The concern with overcoming resistance appears to be linked to a pejorative view of 

“resistance” and resisters – a view apparently derived from the use of “resistance” by 

Freud.  In psychoanalytic theory, resistance is often seen as a process that keeps neurotic 

individuals distant from reality and from suggestions of their therapists. (p. 398) 

Such a psychological construction of resistance positions it as irrational and in opposition 

to change, which is unambiguously good (Nord & Jermier, 1994; Schein, 1999).  Having 

constructed resistance in psychological terms, suggested solutions are also constructed as akin to 

therapeutic interventions.  For example, Burke (2002) advocates activities designed to achieve 

closure, such as a symbolic funeral for the way things used to be.  However, rare is the 

acknowledgement of resistance as rational and legitimate (Barker, 1999; Fleming, 2005; Nord, 

1977; Nord & Jermier, 1994). 

In summary, we argue that OD discourse constructs the subject matter of OD – 

organizational ideal state, the process of assessing organizations, intervening in organizations, 
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and resistance to the interventions – as fundamentally psychological.  Running throughout is a 

discourse of pathology in which individuals need to be “diagnosed” and “interventions” designed 

and performed on them by expert and enlightened OD professionals using all manner of 

scientific “instruments” and “tools” and “techniques” in order to “fix”, “rid” or “cure” 

individuals of behaviors that are undermining the organization’s success as defined by the ethos 

and measurement criteria of a market-centric economic logic.  At the same time, however, this 

pathology orientation is rationalized as assisting individuals with self-actualization, professional 

development, personal growth, etc. – albeit always in service to the effectiveness of the 

organization and its definition of success regardless of impact and consequences for individuals 

or the larger community and society. 

OD Discourse and the Construction of Bounded Individuals 

In the “Preface” to the sixth edition of Organization Development, French and Bell 

(1999) describe organization development as “the applied behavioral science discipline dedicated 

to improving organizations and the people in them through the use of the theory and practice of 

planned change” (xiii).  The emphasis is on change - changing organizations through changing 

the people in them - and privileges the goals, needs and demands of the organization over the 

goals, needs and general well-being of the people who work there.  In the process, OD is 

positioned as the solution-provider and OD-facilitated change as good for both individuals and 

the organization despite its managerialist ties, dependencies and constraints.  In these change-

oriented intervention practices, while the espoused focus might be on the organization, a closer 

analysis of OD discourse reveals an emphasis is on the smallest – and most vulnerable and 

powerless – unit of influence, i.e. the individual.   Three particular areas in which this plays out 

are the following: 
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1. The pervasive – and invasive – use of personality testing such as the Myers-Briggs Type 

Indicator (MBTI) 

2. The proliferation in the use of multi-rater assessment and feedback 

3.  The emphasis on the training and “development” of individuals as the means of 

achieving organizational “effectiveness” and “growth” (aka “profitability” and 

“shareholder value”).   

Lost in all of this, are the very real and complex organizational influences and constraints 

on individuals (including groups/teams) and larger societal influences and constraints on 

organizations (Nord, 1974; 1977). 

Personality inventories.  The use of personality inventories and personality assessment in 

OD has spread over the years (Burke & Noumair, 2002).  Since the length and scope of this 

paper does not allow for an in-depth analysis and discussion of the multitude of instruments that 

fall into these various categories, we will focus on the MBTI, the most popular of these tools.  

But, first, a slight detour to discuss two terms that are intimately/intricately intertwined with 

these processes of evaluation.  The two terms are “instruments” and “inventory”.  Virtually all 

“assessment tools” are known and referred in the field and practice of OD as “instruments”, 

which can be defined as “devices for indicating, measuring, controlling, etc.” (Webster’s New 

World Dictionary, 2003, 337).  Those whose results are categorized into predefined diagnostic 

scales or typologies are referred to as “inventories” or itemized lists of attributes, characteristics, 

etc.  All of this is in the name of “science” defined in terms of measurement and quantification 

and extended to “behavioral science” designed to reduce the human to numbers and scales and to 

corral individuals into collectives/aggregates (referred to as “profiles”) of neat, simplistic 

categories for descriptive, evaluative and corrective purposes. 
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Developed in the 1940s by mother and daughter team of Katharine Briggs and Isabel 

Briggs Myers, according to Annie Murphy Paul’s The Cult of Personality Testing (2004), the 

MBTI is now given to 2.5 million people annually and is used by 89 of the Fortune 100 

companies (xiii).  Murphy goes on to observe that the MBTI has also been embraced by a 

multitude of individuals whose enthusiasm persists “despite research showing that as many as 

three-quarters of test takers achieve a different personality type when tested again, and that the 

sixteen distinctive types described by Myers-Briggs have no scientific basis whatsoever” (xiii).    

      Not only do these last facts not deter individuals and organizations from their enthusiastic 

embrace, but the MBTI and other personality, temperament, style, etc. assessment instruments 

are the cornerstone of much of OD practice.  As such, it is a core that is hyper-psychologistic in 

nature and focus and gives the false comfort of scientific measurement stemming from its 

positivistic roots.  And, despite the warning by French and Bell (1999, p. 249) against some of 

the “dysfunctional consequences” of its use, such dysfunctions are rampant and may be more the 

norm than the exception.  Three of the most common and egregious are the following: 1) Using 

results to label and stereotype others, 2) Focusing on analysis of individual behaviors rather than 

on addressing more fundamental issues facing the group, team or organization, and 3) Focusing 

on individuals rather than on addressing more systemic and structural issues facing the 

organization, industry/sector and larger social system. 

 Burke and Noumair (2002) justify their fondness for MBTI by noting that their “clients 

find it easy to understand, [it is] reasonably accurate as far as they are concerned, and fun and 

interesting.  Also as psychologists, we are partial to MBTI because of its grounding in Jungian 

theory and the instrument’s unique evolution” (p. 56).  Thus, the face validity of the instrument, 

in light of its easy fit within the broader psychological discourse of OD and is entertainment 
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value appear to be the main selling points of MBTI in the context of OD interventions.  

However, as Lawler (2006) cautions, personality and individual difference traits are very 

difficult to change through OD interventions, and “it is unclear that training can significantly 

influence people’s personalities” (p. 654).  Thus, on the one hand, the OD discourse appears to 

seek to use MBTI as a rough but entertaining tool, not to be taken especially seriously.  On the 

other hand, it constructs personality as stable and difficult (if not impossible) to change.  We 

would argue that the presence of these two conflicting assumptions within the OD discourse 

makes it easy for the discourse to enable and facilitate the egregious abuses of MBTI that French 

and Bell (1999) caution against.  

Multi-rater feedback. Though a more recent instrument in the OD “toolkit”, multi-rater 

(and its popular variation 360°) feedback, has grown rapidly in popular use among OD 

consultants (Church, Waclawski, & Burke, 2001; Church, Walker, & Brockner, 2002).  Unlike 

the MBTI and other personality inventories, multi-rater feedback is generally reserved 

exclusively for those in managerial positions and marketed on its “developmental” merits.  The 

process involves the independent and confidential/anonymous rating of an individual on a list of 

predetermined categories and measures of performance, behavior and abilities by others that 

might include that individual’s supervisor, colleagues, staff and clients/customers and oneself.  

The results are compiled and assessed by the OD professional who then provides “feedback” to 

the individual being rated.  Consulting engagements might also include “coaching” for the 

individual and/or the individual might be paired with a “mentor” within the organization to help 

facilitate the individual’s on-going developmental process.  

     It is an interesting feature/aspect of this assessment and feedback model that it is often 

cast as a “leadership development” mechanism and process whereby the individual has been 
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identified as a candidate for potential advancement within the organization and the espoused 

purpose of the multi-rater feedback is to help the individual – and the organization – identify 

strengths to be enhanced and weaknesses to be overcome.  Although the process is cast as a 

scientific and relatively objective way of “discovering” the individuals’ strengths and 

weaknesses, it can be argued that like other OD and HR techniques, multi-source feedback 

creates and fixes the individuals’ traits, rather than merely describing them (Townley, 1993).  

Masked under the clout of scientific discovery, the multi-source feedback process gets 

intertwined with other modes of concertive control (e.g., Barker, 1993) to discipline and control 

the individuals. 

Training and development. In the world of OD, training and development is the 

intervention of choice.  The theory being that if we just train enough people how to behave, then 

the organization will automatically be a better place to work as well as being profitable and able 

to sustain its existence in an increasingly unpredictable and competitive marketplace.  

Everything else is a precursor to training and development.  All the assessments and feedback 

sessions serve the purpose of building the case and establishing the need for training and 

development (Grieves, 2003).  Here again, while vast numbers within organizations are put 

through various training and development workshops, courses, programs, initiatives, etc., the 

focus is on individuals - either individually or as parts of “teams” – rather than the organization 

as a whole or systemic, institutional issues.  And, in many cases, the “development” part is the 

most psychologistic of all.   

     This individualistic and psychologistic focus can be directly traced back to the T-

groups (training groups) of early OD and central to the practice of one of the preeminent OD 

institutions, National Training Laboratory (NTL) in Bethel, Maine.  As designed and practiced 
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these T-group sessions are a form of “group therapy” in which the individual is encouraged to 

bare her/his soul before perfect strangers in a “safe” environment for personal exploration and 

discovery as the foundation for developmental change in order to go back and fit into and 

contribute more effectively to the sponsoring organization who has sent them to and paid for 

them to attend the session (Burke, 1994).  The objective of T-groups was to allow people to gain 

a greater self-awareness and understanding of “choices” they subconsciously made in their 

behavior (Bennis, 1964).  Little care and attention is given to what the individuals will face when 

they return to their respective offices – or other areas of their lives for that matter.  The charge is 

to go forth and develop and change or make changes such as opting out of the system if 

individual and system are not a good “fit”.   

In response to the potential charge that the excessive focus on individuals is merely a 

failing of individual practitioners, we argue that the foundation of this focus on individuals is in 

the discourse itself.  Note Maslow’s and Herzberg’s theories of motivation that underpin training 

and development approaches.  These and other theories of motivation and satisfaction construct 

individuals as actors ultimately seeking individualistic attainment (Nord, 1977).  It is also 

important to note the close relationship between the growth of psychology and the onset of the 

Cold War, with psychologists receiving a great deal of funding from the US military (Cooke, 

Mills, & Kelley, 2005; Herman, 1995).  Maslow, for instance, viewed the student activists of the 

1960s as belonging to the “spit-on-Daddy Club” (Herman, 1995) and as someone allowing for a 

hierarchy of societies, from least to most self-actualized, it is apparent that Maslow was very 

much pro status quo.  Thus, the psychological theories of motivation and satisfaction that are an 

intrinsic part of the OD discourse are hardly a basis for radical or significant reformist action.  

Rather, they help to explain the origins of the pro-status quo nature of OD discourse. 
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In summary, an examination of the prominent role given to personality inventories, multi-

rater feedback and training and development initiatives leads us to argue that OD discourse 

constructs individuals as bounded and rational actors, discounting organizational and societal 

influences on individuals’ actions. 

OD Discourse and the Avoidance of Sociological Questions 

 Although OD writers regularly credit sociology as a discipline that has influenced the 

development of OD (e.g., Burke, 1994), it does not appear as though the discourse of OD has 

taken in the insights of sociology.  To be sure OD writers grounded in sociology (e.g., Lawrence  

& Lorsch, 1969) have contributed important insights that are a part of the OD discourse, but the 

insights from sociology have been functionalist in nature and devoid of any critical examination 

of the relationship between organizations and society.  Specifically, OD writers have shown little 

interest in the relationship between organizations and the socio-economic structure of the society 

(Nord, 1974), have paid limited attention to the role of power and politics in organizations 

(Marshak, 2001; Woodworth, 1981, 1982) and have assumed the universality of managerial 

interests (Collins, 1997; Nirinberg, 1998; Nord, 1974, 1977). 

 OD’s inattention to the socio-economic structure of society. OD discourse takes the 

capitalist socio-economic logic and the existing system of gender and ethnic relations as a given.  

The categories, such as “managers”, “employees”, “men”, “women”, “Whites”, “minorities”, and 

so on are treated as objective, rather than socio-historically constructed (Holvino, 1996).  OD 

discourse does not seek to inquire how such categories have been produced, but rather, accepts 

them as given.  Thus, OD discourse conceives of appropriate interventions as ones that improve 

people’s work life and wellbeing within existing societal structures and does not leave itself open 

to the exploration of the extent to which social structures themselves need to be re-examined in 
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order to accomplish the very changes that OD discourse defines as desirable.  For example, there 

is little examination in OD discourse of the extent to which the managerial control imperative 

(Deetz, 1995; Nord, 1977; Seo, 2003) may contradict some of the participatory management 

initiatives that OD seeks.   

In all, Nord’s (1974) Marxian critique of applied behavioral science is pertinent to our 

critique of the OD discourse, in that the OD discourse appears to remain abstracted from the 

broader societal structures. 

 OD’s lack of attention to power and politics. Marshak (2001) notes the frequent 

“ambivalence or even antagonism toward power” on the part of many OD consultants (p. 35).  

This, however, we would argue, is not merely a failing of individual OD practitioners.  Instead, 

the avoidance of power appears to be but one manifestation of OD a-sociological discourse.  For 

evidence of this one may examine French and Bell’s (1999) influential text on OD.  The authors 

acknowledge the accusation that OD often fails to take power into account but claim that that 

criticism “was essentially correct for many years although it is less valid today” (p. 282).  They 

argue that recent years had seen an “outpouring” of research on power, from which OD 

practitioners derived implications for OD practice.  A review of French and Bell’s references 

indicates that the only work on power they review spans 1959 to 1988.  No work from 1990’s is 

deemed relevant for inclusion – including such frequently cited articles from top management 

journals, as Alvesson and Willmott (1992) and Barker (1993).  Even the work from the period 

that could potentially raise questions about the supposedly politically neutral nature of 

organization development, such as Nord’s (1974, 1977) or Woodworth’s (1981, 1982) is not 

discussed (Nord, 1974 is cited in the notes section, but his argument is not discussed or even 

mentioned in the text).  The literature reviewed is limited to the writers like McLelland, Dahl, 
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French and Raven, Mintzberg, and Pfeffer, who emphasize the overt, purposeful and measurable 

nature of power, rather than those who highlight the nature of power as embedded into the taken-

for-granted organizational practices and connected to broader societal arrangements.  Not 

surprisingly, French and Bell’s (1999) advice to OD practitioners for navigating the political 

terrain errs on the side of voluntarism and choice in regard to positioning oneself and one’s 

intervention within the political arrangements in organizations, with the ultimate aim of avoiding 

and downplaying politics as much as possible. 

 OD’s alignment with managerial interests.  Schein (1999) compares organizational 

culture change to brainwashing.  Woodworth (1981) compared OD practitioners to CIA agents 

infiltrating organizations on behalf of managerial interests, and Baritz (1960) refers to industrial 

psychologists (close cousins of OD) as “servants of power”.  We argue that this – perhaps 

excessive – alignment between OD and managerial interests is also rooted in the very OD 

discourse, which constructs organizations as unitary, with the assumption that one super-ordinate 

goal is shared by all organizational factions.  The oft emphasized dual objective of OD to 

improve organizations’ financial performance and the life of the employees is a specific 

manifestation of such unitary construction.  The dual objective is only possible if employee well-

being and the profitability of an organization are either positively linked or at least, not 

contradictory.  However, the reality on the ground for most organizational members appears to 

be that their objectives are in fact contradictory (Nord, 1977).  For example, there is a real 

financial incentive for managers to keep the employees’ wages as low as possible, and as much 

as employees might like to see their employer organizations thrive and prosper, it is hardly 

satisfying if that happens while they see no increased wages or the company stock jumps, just as 

their peers are laid off.   
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The practical contradiction between profitability and employee well-being should, in 

theory, force OD practitioners to choose sides between serving managerial interests and those of 

the employees.  Yet, the OD discourse conveniently masks this contradiction, allowing OD 

practitioners to serve managerial interests and to directly work against employees’ interests, such 

as by participating in anti-union initiatives (Voronov, Johnson, Kaufman, Woodworth, Zickar, & 

Nord, 2006), without having to acknowledge their political roles. 

We argue that a related contribution of the OD discourse to the cooptation of OD 

interventions by managerial interests is the insistence that OD interventions be managed from the 

top (e.g., Beckhard, 2006).  This principle, in itself, privileges the managerial interests and 

legitimizes OD practitioners’ doing the top executives’ bidding with little regard to the impact of 

their intervention on the employees. 

In summary, we argue that the a-sociological nature of OD discourse is manifest in its 

extremely limited attention to power and politics and in implicit alliance with sectional 

managerial interests.  Having critiqued the dominant OD discourse, we conclude this paper by 

advocating major changes in OD discourse. 

Conclusion: Toward a “New” OD 

Marshak (2005) suggested that a “new” OD appeared to be emerging, alongside a more 

traditional OD.  The new version appeared to be characterized by a weakened orthodoxy of the 

neo-empiricist epistemology, a greater attention to the social construction of reality, and an 

increased awareness of issues of power and domination.  The present paper examines the 

traditional OD as a discourse and seeks to demonstrate that any failings on the part of OD to 

humanize organizations should not be attributable merely to the failings of particular 

practitioners or to the refusal of managers to embrace OD’s teachings.  Instead, we argue that the 
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very discourse of OD, with its overwhelming psychologism, the construction of bounded and 

rational individuals and the refusal to explore sociological concerns has laid the foundations for 

the failures of OD practice.  In this section we argue that any meaningful changes in OD practice 

can only be accomplished if the discourse of the field changes.  Thus, we outline some of the 

changes that the discourse must undergo. 

OD Must Take Power and Politics Seriously 

OD discourse must move beyond the present lip service to systems thinking and its partly 

sociological roots.  A genuine acceptance of sociological insights would necessitate the 

acknowledgement that OD interventions cannot be assumed to happen in truly democratic and 

just systems.  Every organization faces power struggles among managers and between managers 

and other stakeholders (employees, community groups, etc.) as well as among the various 

stakeholder groups.  These power struggles must be taken seriously, and the interests of all 

stakeholders must be acknowledged as legitimate (Marshak, 2006).  Thus, the pejorative view of 

resistance (Nord & Jermier, 1994) and the general implicit alignment between OD and 

managerial interests should have no place in the “new” OD discourse. 

The term “resistance”, in particular, needs to be rethought.  Instead of borrowing the 

psychologists’ tendency to see it as something to be overcome, OD practitioners might take a 

page from the playbook of critical management studies and conceive of resistance as inevitable 

part of organizational functioning (e.g., Fleming, 2005) that can be used as data for unearthing 

the multitude of voices, agendas and interests that are inevitable in any organization (Marshak, 

2006; Voronov, 2005). 

More fundamentally, however, the OD discourse needs to embrace frameworks of power 

that emphasize that power is not something that one actor does to another, but is embedded into 



Out with the Old? 24 

the taken-for-granted routines of organizations and is connected to the broader social structures 

within which organizations operate (e.g., Voronov, 2005; Woodworth, 1982). 

OD Must Overcome the Myopic Focus on Process 

 Chris Argyris wrote in his volume of the Addison-Wesley OD Series that an OD 

consultant can work with an organization like the Ku Klux Klan and still maintain one’s integrity 

(1970).  For him, as well as for Bennis (1969) and others, OD was a neutral process of helping 

organizations improve and become more effective.  This myopic focus on the process causes OD 

to obfuscate the moral and ethical considerations implicit in OD practice.  It facilitates the 

pursuit of “empowerment” as a feeling (Boje & Rosile, 2001) rather than actual practice.  It 

silences those practitioners who see OD as a potential vehicle for social transformation and the 

pursuit of social justice.  It turns OD practitioners into the henchmen and henchwomen of the 

managers (Woodworth, 1981, 1982) instead of impartial professionals working to facilitate a 

genuine and mutually beneficial partnership between managers and other stakeholders 

(Woodworth & Meek, 1996). 

Thus, a “new” OD discourse must be both process and content focused, with a clear 

conceptualization of what effective, humane and just organizations must look like.  In other 

words, instead of focusing on the “soft” issues of morale and feelings, OD must be focused on 

the hard issues of how organizations should actually be structured and how wealth and profits 

should be distributed (Woodworth & Meek, 1996). 

OD practitioners would also benefit from a dialogue with critical management studies 

scholars (Voronov, 2005).  This conversation is likely to add a sociological dimension that OD 

discourse sorely needs, and would help critical scholars to more effectively impact 

organizational practice.  For OD consultants, accepting some insights from critical theory would 
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require them “to envision and advance the development of discourses and practices that can 

facilitate the development of ‘management’ from a divisive technology of control into a 

collective means of emancipation” (Willmott, 1997, p. 175). 

Conclusion: OD Must Reclaim Its Radical Roots 

The previous two points connect to OD the “old” OD discourse having been cleansed of 

the leftist radical tendencies that characterized the foundations of the field (Cooke, 1999).  

Placing the OD discourse within the socio-historical context of Cold War and McCarthyism, 

Cooke (1999) has shown how OD’s history has gradually been cleansed of its leftist and fairly 

radical roots.  Grieves (2003) shows the parallels between the concerns of OD throughout the 

20th Century and the socio-political climate, with OD functioning essentially as a tool of social 

control and a cure against anomie.  We argue that our call for a new OD discourse is not so much 

an attempt to radicalize and politicize OD or to introduce elements that were not there.  Our 

attempt, rather, is to bring OD back to its radical roots and to make it more aligned with the 

normative views first articulated by Lewin but not taken seriously by OD writers that have 

followed him.  Schein (1989) deliberates whether OD is science, technology or philosophy.  He 

concludes by suggesting that the commercialization and proliferation of technologies in the field 

threatens its philosophical and scientific pursuits.  We argue that a new discourse is what is 

needed to reconnect OD to its humanistic philosophy anchored by scientific pursuits. 
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