
Export OD? 
By F R A N K MURRAY 

In the past few decades, 
American business organiza-
tions, and to a lesser extent 

the nonprofit sector, have turned 
increasingly to the use of 
organization development (OD) as 
one more management tool in its 
arsenal. OD "interventions" like 
team-building, intergroup conflict 
resolution, survey-feedback, job 
enrichment and quality circles, 
designed and guided by behavior-
al scientists, have earned accep-
tance as a normal part of organi-
zational life in many companies. 
How great has been the success 
and enthusiasm generated by 
these applications of the 
behavioral sciences, aimed at im-
proving business results and 
enhancing employee job satisfac-
tion? Enough for OD to have 
crossed frontiers to be exported 
outside of North America and 
the English-speaking world. 

Companies in Latin America 
particularly have welcomed OD 
in their effort to increase effec-
tiveness and become better com-
panies to work for. They have 
done so by bringing in exper-
ienced North Americans, some of 
them Spanish- or Portuguese-
speaking and some not, to guide 
the OD process. Latin American 
companies have also sent 
employees to the United States 
to learn about OD. These have 
returned home with their new 
knowledge and endeavored to in-
stall organization development in 
their own companies, sometimes 
with the help of experienced OD 
consultants. 

What is the track record of 
organization development in 
Latin America to date? Is it so 
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culture-bound that it has failed in 
the effort to cross the cultural 
threshold separating it from 
countries with a distinctive way 
of thinking, acting and manag-
ing? Apparently not. OD 
technology has succeeded in 
rooting itself in alien soils. 
American-based organization 
development consultants travel 
regularly to Latin America to 
serve clients. And the number of 

Some still insist that 
organization develop-
ment techniques are 

cul ture-bound and value 

laden. 

Latin American organization 
development practitioners, 
trained either in the United 
States or in their own countries, 
continues to grow. This year an' 
international organization 
development congress in Monter-
rey, Mexico attracted more than 
200 participants, most of them 
Latin American OD practitioners. 

Nonetheless, some still insist 
that organization development is 
culture-bound, assert its tech-
niques are value laden and warn 
it faces almost insurmountable 
obstacles when transferred to an 
alien cultural setting. Only after 
extensive research with local 
behavioral scientists, it is 
claimed, should any OD interven-
tion be essayed.1 

For other reasons, some Latin 

American OD practitioners—or 
would-be practitioners—claim the 
time has not come for organiza-
tion development in Latin 
America. They complain that 
their fellow Latin Americans, 
because they lack the maturity 
and sophistication required by 
OD, are not yet ready for it and 
need to pass through a 
preliminary educational phase 
before reaching the level of 
sophistication needed for 
organization development work. 

Two kinds of OD? 

Are we faced here with con-
tradictory perceptions of the 
same reality? I think not. The 
discrepancy in viewpoints stems 
from differing understandings of 
what organization development is. 

According to one school of 
thought, the OD consultant ar-
rives at the door of the client 
•with a pre-established agenda. 
He or she is driven by a sense of 
mission and eagerness to convert 
the client organization in short 
order to participative manage-
ment styles. Before determining 
whether the organization is ready 
or willing, this consultant moves 
quickly into unfreezing groups, 
equalizing power and promoting 
or provoking open confrontation 
of differences. For the consul-
tant, these are important near-
term goals, tried and proven 
remedies for the ailments of any 
client group or organization. This 
consultant possesses a clear no-
tion of the proper and better 
organization development way 
and is impatient to bestow its 
blessings on the clients. 

In another understanding of 
OD, the consultant recognizes the 
above as laudable and potentially 
beneficial goals, but is not con-
vinced that they can be real-
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ized in a short time. This consul-
tant, when working with clients 
both in his or her own as well as 
another culture, restricts himself 
or herself to providing data-
gathering and diagnostic 
mechanisms and to guiding group 
interactions. He or she does this 
in such a way that the client 
organization develops its own 
agenda, moves at the pace it 
chooses and works in accord with 
its own style toward the objec-
tives it has selected. The consul-
tant does not cast himself or 
herself in the role of teacher. 
Nor will he or she lecture on the 
desirability of shifting quickly 
toward a Theory Y or System 
Four management style, unless 
the client group manifests a need 
for this sort of theory input. Of 
course, this consultant, as a 
necessary condition for a mutual-
ly satisfactory client-consultant 
relationship, will require of his or 
her clients a desire to effect im-
provements and a minimal 
degree of respect for their fellow 
workers. But he or she will not 
prescribe the specific form of 
changes needed, nor hurry the 
clients toward decisions for 
which they do not yet feel ready. 

When practiced according to 
the first understanding outlined 
above, organization development 
obviously is cast in a form that is 
much more culture-bound than 
the second. Consequently, it is 
far more likely to stumble over 
serious obstacles if transferred to 
another culture. It can run into 
problems and arouse resistance 
even within the cultural world in 
which it was born, if it attempts 
to transfer what has worked in 
one type of company to another 
with different norms, procedures 
and traditions. What makes this 
type of OD less transferrable? It 
doesn't recognize, nor does it 
wait to learn, that participative 
management, equalization of 
organizational power and open 
confrontation of differences may 
be extremely alien or untimely in 
another culture and, because of 
the different context, it may con-
vey very different meanings and 
implications. 

The client organization may ap-
preciate participative manage-

ment, may want to adopt 
bottoms-up MBO and may recog-
nize the benefits in equalizing 
organizational power. But for its 
own reasons—well grounded in 
reality or not—it may decide that 
the time has not yet come, that 
an abrupt changeover of this 
type will trigger a chain reaction 
with disastrous results. There-
fore, it will resist when a consul-
tant imposes his or her own 
agenda and needs, especially if 
the consultant is a native of 
another country. 

Customized OD 
In the second understanding of 

organization development, the 
consultant does not appear at the 
client organization with a 
blueprint for change already 
drawn. Instead, this consultant 
will modestly propose a method 
of gathering and analyzing data 
and making decisions that ap-
pears to fit the client's situation, 
needs and objectives. Jointly, 
client and consultant will make 
adjustments in the proposed 
method on the basis of the 
client's reactions to it. In every 
facet of his or her work with the 
organization, the OD consultant 
views himself or herself as a 
helper of change, not the prin-
cipal agent of it. He or she will 
gently steer and not push clients 
toward facing key issues and 
making needed decisions. 

This consultant's operating 
style is tentative and flexible. He 
or she takes care not to impose 
what has worked with the people 
"back home." Instead, he or she 
will shape techniques, mechan-
isms and interactions that can 
successfully guide the process of 
organizational change because 
they focus on issues considered 
important by the client. Free 
from the presumption that the 
consultant knows or is responsi-
ble for deciding what is best for 
the client organization, this con-
sultant makes neither prescrip-
tions nor recommendations and is 
therefore not seriously handi-
capped by not doing previous 
research in the client organiza-
tion or culture. More pertinent to 
the consultant's role is involving 
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and guiding the client organiza-
tion through a process and 
odyssey of research that results 
in enhanced capability to make 
better and more timely decisions, 
congruent with their own values. 
This outcome flows from the 
sharing of insights, experience 
and expectations of organiza-
tional members that is the heart 
and essence of successful 
organizational development. 

When OD is practiced accor-
ding to the second understanding 
described above, it is easy to see 
that it will encounter fa r fewer 
obstacles when transferred to 
Latin America or any other 
culture. Nonetheless, organiza-
tion development would be 
pretentious in guaranteeing to 
produce results in any and all 
situations. There are societies 
and companies, which at certain 
times in their history at least, 
resist change. In such cir-
cumstances, OD, an instrument 

of change, will not be welcomed. 
Moreover, there are companies 
determined to effect changes of a 
kind or in a way not consonant 
with the humanistic values of 
organizational development. But 
companies, societies and cultures 
are not monoliths. And to deter-
mine which organizations or 
segments in a society represent 
insurmountable obstacles to OD 
is not a judgment to make 
lightly. 

How much validity can be 
ascribed to the claim, made by 
some Latin Americans, that 
managers in their countries have 
not yet reached a degree of 
sophistication that permits them 
to be viable subjects of OD activi-
ty? Facts don't support the 
claim. A substantial number of 
organization development in-
terventions of various kinds have 
been successfully carried out in 
Latin American countries, some 
of them with first-line super-

visors who rarely are college 
graduates. Such supervisors tend 
to be more set in their ways and 
less open to new ideas than 
higher level managers. Frequent-
ly, first-line supervisors exhibit 
wariness when first given the op-
portunity to participate in struc-
tured problem-solving sessions. 
These may strike them as alien 
to anything that has occurred in 
their many years with the com-
pany. But experience shows that, 
once given the chance to express 
their needs and ideas and see 
these translated into actions that 
remove obstacles to getting the 
job done, they soon turn into en-
thusiastic advocates of the 
organization development 
process—in Latin America as 
well as in the United States. 

For organization development 
to succeed in other cultures, par-
ticipants are not required to have 
a broad education, attend in-
terpersonal skills labs or have ex-
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posure to recent trends in 
American management styles. An 
OD intervention should not be 
made into a vehicle for the in-
troduction of different ideas. 
Rather, it must present itself in 
the form of a mechanism flexible 
enough to promote a structured 
dialogue between organizational 
members geared to spill over into 
improved work procedures and 
greater interunit and interper-
sonal collaboration. 

Culture bound vs. 
culture born 

The issue of whether or not 
organization development is ex-
portable boils down to: the kind 
of OD, what OD is, what its 
values and its methodology are 
and what exactly the role of an 
OD consultant is. One kind of 
organization development— 
culture-bound—runs into con-
siderable obstacles when ex-
ported. It creates these by going 
overseas as a normative package 
of what is valued, accepted and 
proven to work in the United 
States. It doesn't permit access 
to the expression of another 
culture's traditions and work 
style and its way and pace of 
dealing with problems. 

Another kind of organization 
development, flexible and willing 
to be grafted, eschews all but a 
minimum of values and norms as 
an operating principle. What is 
this minimum? Basically, recogni-
tion by the client group of a core 
of integrity and competence in 
their fellow workers; a desire to 
become a more productive and 
satisfied work group; and a will-
ingness to accept the cost of 
change. 

This kind of organization 
development strives to cast off 
its cultural baggage and reincar-
nate itself in the values and 
norms of the client organization. 
Therefore, though culture born, 
it succeeds when exported 
because the insights expressed 
and the decisions made don't 
come from a foreign consultant 
or a foreign-born OD technology. 
They flow organically from and 
build on the ideology, work style 
and organization history of the 
client company. These will not be 
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pure and perfect. However, if 
organizational members want to 
run the risk involved in decon-
taminating these impurities, 
organization development can 
be shaped to serve this purpose. 

Other things equal, a local OD 
consultant at home or in his or 
her own language and culture, 
will do a better job than an out-

sider. When working in another 
culture, a seasoned organization 
development consultant will be 
conscious of his or her limita-
tions. For example, agenda-
setting questions posed by a 
foreign consultant, though ar-
ticulated correctly and easily 
understandable, may be inter-
preted as recommendations or 
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even prescriptions. An astute 
consultant will be circumspect, 
read the group searchingly and 
at times state categorically: 
"What I 've just done is put a 
question to you, a real question, 
which only you can answer; I 'm 
not using a question to make a 
recommendation or to politely 
tell you what I think you should 
do." 

My experience in working in 
other languages has taught me 
how difficult it is to "hear" what 
is not said. Rarely, if ever, will I 
say directly to a non-American 
group: "Several times you have 
come close to dealing with the 
issue of Juan's membership in 
this group, but have backed away 
from it each time. Since you have 
indicated it's an important issue, 
can we find a way to overcome 
your reluctance?" Instead, I will 
soften my statement: "Am I cor-
rect in sensing that you want to 
deal with the issue of someone's 
membership, but that you're find-
ing it awkward?" The latter ap-
proach, which puts less pressure 
on participants, is advisable 
because of the consultant's lack 
of mastery of all the subtleties of 
the other culture. 

Despite such limitations, new 
clients can be surprised by the 
rapidity with which an organiza-
tion development consultant, 
though working in a foreign 
tongue, progresses in a new com-
pany or industry. How is this 
possible? It is because organiza-
tion development operates not in 
the directive, decisional, content-
expert mode, which requires in-
timate knowledge of a company 
or industry. Rather, it works in a 
facilitating, adjunct, complemen-
tary role, restricting itself to the 
people aspect of the business. It 
is this complementary, subor-
dinate role of the OD consultant 
that keeps organization 
development—unlike T-groups 
and interpersonal labs—from be-
ing culture-bound. The operating 
mode of OD—called process 
consultation—facilitates and 
catalyzes the interactions and 
decisions of the client organiza-
tion. It remains in control of the 
content and decides what, how, 
how much and how fast to 
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change. Mechanisms and tech-
niques supplied by the OD consul-
tant create a climate and focus 
that make it easier for the client 
organization to do this. 

The paucity of qualified 
organization development con-
sultants in many countries is not 
the only reason why overseas 
organizations import American 
consultants to work with them. 
At times they hesitate to adopt a 
style as yet untried in their coun-
try. A U.S. consultant with a 
style he or she wants to test can 
alert them to the potential 
benefits and pitfalls of the con-
templated change. 

The popularity recently won by 
quality circles in American in-
dustry is a striking instance of 
organization development tech-
nology transfer in reverse. Quali-
ty circles, a typical, participative 
OD intervention with a history 
under other names, date back 
many years. Now, af ter Japan 
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has used them on a massive scale 
with factory workers to enhance 
productivity, quality circles have 
begun to proliferate in the 
United States. 

Where lies the irony in 
American industry's enthusiastic 
adoption of Japanese-inspired 
quality circles? Quality circles are 
a vehicle of participative manage-
ment. Yet, quality circles have 
flourished—as have their Chinese 
equivalent, "group think"—in a 
Japan and China whose social 
organization has been stereo-
typed as authoritarian and rigid, 
whereas in a supposedly 
egalitarian and adaptable United 
States, the introduction of quali-
ty circles is frequently resisted 
by autocratic supervisors. 

Technology transfer, like other 
forms of communication between 
cultures, brings many mutual 
benefits. Can organization 
development be numbered among 
the technologies that have been 

transferred successfully? Though 
the transfer has not yet reached 
extensive proportions, there is 
enough evidence available to 
demonstrate that OD need not be 
culture-bound. Technology, pro-
vided it is adjusted to differing 
cultural conditions, is transfer-
Table. Organization development, 
provided it is not misused by 
misguided practitioners, is 
transferrable and should be 
transferred. In enriching com-
munication between people and 
across cultures, it makes its 
modest contribution toward a 
better world. 
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