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OD matters 
 
For the past 16 years, I have run a network 
of senior OD practitioners, managers and 
academics concerned with all matters OD.  
That is, organization design, organization 
development and organizational dynamics. 
As with this year’s 20th Anniversary of the 
Henley Forum, June 2019 marked 20 years 
since the formation of the OD Innovation 
Network (ODiN).   
 
In celebration of the event, a special edition 
of the online journal e-Organisations and 
People (e-O&P) was published by the 
Association for Management Education and 
Development, AMED. This charts the history 
of the network and includes a series of 
articles by members under the title, “OD 
Matters”.  One of these was written by 
Henley Forum Director, Sharon Varney, who 
has been a long-standing member of ODiN. 
This special edition of e-O&P can be 
accessed via this link4.  
 
In introducing the journal, in my role as 
guest editor, I suggested that there were a 
number of common threads woven 
throughout the various articles, which 
“provide some useful provocations to 
stimulate further thinking and practice” (see 
Text Box).  In response to the challenge of 

Extract from the Editorial in the 
Spring 2019 edition of AMED Journal e-O&P 

OD Matters 

In reflecting on this tapestry of views on ‘matters OD’, it 
seems to me that there are a number of common threads 
woven throughout the various articles. These provide 
some useful provocations to stimulate further thinking and 
practice, including: 

• The centrality of human being and human interaction 
to leadership, performance and change. 

• The importance of enabling the voices and choices of 
everyone to emerge and be taken seriously, both in 
spoken and written form. 

• The challenge of recognising, valuing and seeking to 
integrate difference, without losing the challenge and 
creativity that difference brings. 

• The value of drawing insights from early thinkers and 
practitioners in the broad field of organisation and 
management practice, and translating these into the 
current context. 

• The significance of purpose – both individual and 
collective, espoused and actual – in shaping what 
happens. 

• The increasingly ubiquitous nature of technology and 
its potential effect on people’s participation, practice 
and performance – both positive and negative. 

• The continuing need to enable and exploit 
organisational ‘agility’, in the broadest sense of the 
word 

• The need for an ethical grounding to OD practice. 

• Recognition of the power-related nature of human 
interaction – and, hence, of organisation.  

• The need to take complexity seriously. 

Extract from Spring 2019 edition of AMED Journal e-O&P. 

Reflections on the Future 
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offering some “Reflections on the Future”, I think that these same 10 points serve that 
purpose well, both in relation to OD and to organization and management more generally. 
 
Taking this further, though, I want to focus on the last item on the list.  That is, the need for 
managers and other practitioners to take complexity seriously.  And, in doing so, to challenge 
the established discourse on how organization works and what this means for management 
practice1.  Without a fundamental shift in managers’ and others’ understanding of these 
dynamics, many of the intentionally progressive moves in the formal design and development 
of organization, and real-time delivery of organizational performance, will continue to rub up 
against the experienced realities of organizational life. Including what managers and others 
actually find themselves doing in practice.  
 
A wake-up call 
 
The coronavirus pandemic has brought into sharp focus our inability to predict and control 
what happens as a result of the self-organizing interactions of people across the world.  In 
popular discourse, this is viewed as a rare outlier of normal events. An aberration. It is 
important to recognize, though, that the process through which COVID-19 emerged as a 
pandemic is not extraordinary.  On the contrary, the direct and indirect transmission of the 
virus between people is a particularly vivid expression of the complex social process of 
everyday human interaction. A process that people are involved in continuously - albeit 
ordinarily involving conversation and related activity, rather than the exchange of 
contaminated airborne particles!  
 
Here, as ever, it is through the widespread interplay of people’s ongoing, local (i.e. small 
group and one-to-one) interactions that whatever happens, happens.  In this case, the 
infection of people with a potentially deadly virus, coupled with multiple and diverse changes 
in people’s behaviour, mental and physical states, social relationships, employment status 
and so on. This process is self-organizing and emergent; predictably unpredictable in terms of 
its effects; heavily context- and path-dependent; uncontrollable by any one individual or 
governing body; and affected by everyone’s in-the-moment actions, inactions and 
interactions.  
 
It is in this way that people are perpetually constructing the future together through their 
present interactions. This complex social process of human interaction is the very essence of 
organization. Indeed, of human life more generally. As such, making sense of the pandemic in 
ways that recognize and normalize these dynamics offers one of the most important shifts in 
understanding and practice that managers might make.  The early signs, though, are not 
encouraging.   
 
If you’re not in control, you’re not leading 
 
Despite this graphic illustration of the complex social dynamics of human interaction, the 
fundamental belief that those ‘in charge’ should be able to predict and control what happens 
appears to be as deeply ingrained as ever.  Drawing, again, on the pandemic; whilst there 
seems to be total unanimity amongst eager critics that those in charge have got it wrong, 
there is no unanimity at all as to what, when and how they should have done things 
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differently. All decisions are political (with a little ‘p’), in that they unavoidably require 
balances to be struck and trade-offs to be made between competing demands, in a situation 
that is continuously emerging and unknowable. The advice that decision-makers receive from 
their various scientific advisors and other experts is itself contested by others - whose own 
views are offered with little if any acknowledgment of the partiality and fallibility of their own 
comments.  
 
Regardless of the popular rhetoric, nobody knows what would have happened if different 
choices had been made along the way.  Nobody knows, in the unique context and history of a 
particular country, how things might have turned out if apparently successful elements of the 
diverse approaches taken across the world had somehow been cobbled together into a 
supposedly ‘best practice’ strategy.  And nobody can say what the global impact of this will be 
in the end; if ever, and whenever, that end is reached.  
 
We’re all on the pitch, playing 
 
The big difference between the inevitably flawed efforts of those charged with making the 
decisions, and what the assembled masses of scorekeepers, commentators and others are 
engaged in, is that the former are immersed in the practical realities of dealing with the 
complex challenges of governing moment-to-moment.  Those who see themselves as 
reporters and commentators need to recognize that their own, post-event words and actions 
unavoidably contribute to the very factors and situations that they are reporting and 
commenting upon.  They, too, are active participants – and often very influential ones. They 
are on the pitch, playing’, so to speak, not ‘sitting in the stands’, as objective observers of 
other people’s actions. What they say, and how they say it, serves to clarify, reinforce or 
(more often than not, it seems) undermine official efforts to deal with the implications of the 
crisis.  
 
Furthermore, regardless of the formal rules, regulations and recommendations that are put in 
place, whatever happens in practice will depend on the ways in which people perceive, 
interpret, evaluate and take these up in their own, diverse interactions with others. This 
process is boundaryless.  That is to say, it does not respect the socially constructed 
boundaries that we think of as a particular nation state – any more than the complex social 
process of everyday human interaction respects the boundaries that we think of as defining 
“the organization”, “the team”, “the industry”, “society”, or whatever. 
 
Back to the future 
 
So, where does this leave us as regards our reflections on the future? In particular, as these 
relate to shifts in organization and management practice. To date, attention has focused 
almost exclusively on potential changes in the formal organization of work and on the 
perceived acceleration towards a more techno-human future. The latter is centred on the 
increasingly widespread application of Big Data, Artificial ‘Intelligence’, Robotics and the like. 
Crucially, though, all of these projected developments continue to be set within an 
unchanging – and largely unquestioned – view of how organization works, and what this 
means in practice for managers and others. One might glean from this that all that is required 
is for those involved in the design, development and delivery of organization to continue what 
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they’re already doing, but to do it better and get it right. Where “better” and “right” include 
perceived advances in technology, alongside ideological shifts in the nature, location and 
valuing of work. 
 
In contrast, whilst acknowledging the benefits that might accrue from many of the 
developments in these areas – as well as unintended consequences - I want to ‘pitch my tent’ 
somewhere else altogether. Over 60 years ago, Peter Drucker argued forcibly that any 
attempt to forecast what will happen in the future, or to mastermind what happens, is 
foolish.  He maintained that human beings can neither predict nor control the future.  
Instead, he called on managers to pay attention to those decisions – their own and others’ – 
that are taking place through interactions in the present2. As Ralph Stacey et al would similarly 
argue3, the future already exists in the present, in the form of anticipation, expectation and so 
on. The emphasis then shifts from managers and others focusing on how to make a choice in 
and about the future to focusing on the quality of their own and others’ participation in self-
organizing conversations from which such choices and the responses to them emerge.  
‘Hidden in plain sight’, then, is a critical insight that managers and others might draw from the 
spread of the pandemic, and from the various efforts that have been made to deal with its 
effects. That is, exposure of the fundamentally mistaken view of organizational dynamics that 
is embodied in the currently dominant discourse on organization and management practice. 
 
Real-world dynamics 
 
Since people are co-creating the future together, through their moment-to-moment 
interactions, it makes sense for managers and others to begin by reflecting on the nature of 
these dynamics and on their own contribution as participants in the process. To help frame 
this, the chart below sets out some of the main implications of viewing organization (i.e. the 
ongoing process of organiz-ing) as an expression of the complex social process of everyday 
human interaction (Table 1).  This suggests that everyone is continuously immersed in a world 
that doesn’t operate in anything like the do-this-and-you’ll-get-that way that conventional 
management suggests that it does.  
 

Table 1 – The Dynamics of Organization 

Organization is  
COMPLEX 

Organization is  
SOCIAL 

Organization is a PROCESS 

This means that… 

• There is no outside agent 
in control of the self-
organizing patterning of 
people’s inter-actions. 

• ‘Outcomes’ (including 
order and disorder) 
emerge through the 
widespread interplay of 
people’s ‘local’ (i.e. small-
group and one-to-one) 

This means that … 

• Individuals are 
interdependent, social 
beings - always operating 
in relationship with others 
(both co-operatively and 
competitively) and 
enabling and constraining 
each other through their 
actions, inactions and 
interactions. 

This means that … 

• There is no-thing ‘outside’ 
the continuous and 
indivisible process of 
organiz-ing. 

• Organization is being 
continuously (re)enacted 
through people’s ongoing 
interactions. It is a 
temporal phenomenon. 

• What happens is heavily 
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interactions. 

• The organizing dynamics 
are non-linear, with the 
links between cause and 
effect being untraceable. 

• Everyone is participating 
in this, whether 
knowingly or otherwise. 

• No individual or group is 
able to predict or control 
what will emerge overall. 

 

• Human characteristics are 
always in play, such as 
differing - and potentially 
conflicting - interests, 
intentions, inter-
pretations, ideologies, 
identities, idiosyncrasies, 
etc., as well as diverse 
emotions, levels of energy 
and engagement, etc. 

• Everyone is perpetually 
co-creating the future 
together through their 
current interactions (every 
conversation is a co-
creation forum). 
 

context- and path-
dependent. 

• The ‘legitimate’ (as-
designed) aspects and the 
hidden, messy and 
informal (shadow) themes 
are .intimately 
interwoven. 

• These interactional 
dynamics are 
boundaryless. 

 

Complex + Social  

Means that … 

• The ways in which these dynamics will 
play out in particular situations are 
ultimately unknowable. 

Complex + Process 

Means that… 

• Organization is non-linear, pattern-
forming, pattern-using and paradoxical. 

Social + Process 

Means that… 

• The interactional process is always partial, 
power-related and political. 

Complex + Social + Process 

Means that… 

• Organization is fundamentally 
conversational - and improvisational in 
the moment of people’s interactions. 

Overall, this means that what we think of as ‘the’ organization… 

• Is an imaginary construct, not a tangible entity. 

• Continuously (re)emerges in the widespread interplay of people’s 
local interactions: i.e. organization is conversation. 

And, as such… 

• There are no separate and distinct ‘levels’ of organization, on 
which managers and others can operate. Organization is 
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continuously formed and re-formed in the same conversations in 
which individuals find their identities. 

• ‘Organizations’ don’t ‘do’ things – interdependent people do. 

© Chris Rodgers Consulting Ltd. 

 
The above dynamics describe an organizational world that is far removed from the one that 
currently dominates mainstream thinking and established practice. In my terms, it’s a wiggly 
world. And managers and other participants have no option but to muddle through the 
multiplicity of demands that this brings. They can, though, strive to do so with purpose, 
courage and skill.  If they understand these dynamics (and, therefore, pay attention 
differently to their experience), they might act differently. And different outcomes might 
emerge than if they and others sleepwalk into a future based upon flawed understandings, 
and false expectations of their ability to plan, organize and control outcomes with certainty 
and precision. 
 
Crucially too, if meaningful progress is to be made, it will not only be important for managers 
to acknowledge and work with these dynamics. It will also require those who make the rules,  
keep score and comment on the outcomes to modify their understanding and approach. 
Otherwise, managers will still find themselves having to deal with the practical realities of 
these dynamics whilst continuing to be constrained by rules, regulations and reporting 
practices based on the current misunderstandings. And, given the complex, power-related 
and political dynamics mentioned earlier, we should not then be surprised if managers were 
to continue to succumb to the pressures to account for their practice in ways that reinforced 
the myths of order, predictability and control. 
 
Facing the future 
 
Whatever might happen in the future, in relation to the nature of organization and 
management practice and its effects on society more generally, this is being seeded and 
taking root today. It is happening through the widespread interplay of the multitude of 
interactions that are taking place in the present moment, coupled with the imprints of past 
conversations that continue to affect people’s understanding and action. Importantly, and 
without exception, we are all walking case studies of these dynamics in action. As such, 
reflecting on our own and others’ everyday lived experience is the best way of recognizing 
and engaging consciously with these complex social dynamics. And, in the process, seeking to 
shift the patterning of our own and others’ interactions.   
 

© Chris Rodgers Consulting Ltd 
 

1  As I’m using it here, the term “management practice” includes the acts associated with both 
leading and managing. I’m deliberately not distinguishing here between leadership and 
management, in the Orwellian ‘four legs good, two legs bad’ way that has increasingly become the 
norm in recent years. As I said in Informal Coalitions (Palgrave, 2007), in relation to those in formal 
managerial positions (from CEO to the front line) leading and managing are complementary aspects 
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of the management role. Two sides of the same coin. Kevin Flinn articulates this well in his book, 
Leadership Development (Routledge, 2018). 

 
2  Drucker  P. (1970) Long Range Planning. Pan. 
 

3  See, for example, Stacey, R. D. and Mowles, C. (2016) Strategic Management and Organisational 
Dynamics. Pearson. 

 
4    OD Matters: Celebrating OdiN at 20 

https://st2.ning.com/topology/rest/1.0/file/get/2364694766?profile=original  
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