
"IF YOU DESIRE TO PRACTICE IN THE FIELD OF OD YOU NEED TO BE 
AWARE OF THE KIND OF SKILLS AND COMPETENCIES 

THAT ARE REQUIRED TO SUCCEED." 

DEVELOPING 
OD COMPETENCIES 

BY GLENN H. 
VARNEY 

Organizational development has 
emerged within the last 20 years 
as a viable and important part of 
the human resource development 
field. Examples of the role that OD 
is now playing in organizations can 
be seen in the number of openings 
available for OD practitioners and 
the spiralling interest that training 
and development personnel and 
practicing managers have in the 
field. 

Training professionals, in partic-
ular, have migrated to organiza-
tion development. In ASTD alone, 
those interested in OD, as evi-
denced by the membership in the 
OD Division, exceeds 3,500 people. 
There are numerous other organi-
zat ions which a re f u r t h e r tes t i -
mony to the evolution of the field, 
including the Academy of Manage-
ment and OD Network. There are 
a variety of university programs 
that have developed throughout 
the country, including such schools 
as Peppe rd ine , Bowling Green 
State University, Case Western 
Reserve, Brigham Young, to men-

tion only a few. 
All th is ac t iv i ty leads us to 

several questions such as, what is 
an OD professional, what does he 
or she do, what kinds of skills and 
competencies are required to prac-
tice OD, and how do you go about 
acquir ing these? I bel ieve t h a t 
unless we answer these questions 
the development of OD profession-
als will be haphazard and inade-
quate. The purpose of this article 
is to attempt to define an approach 
to developing OD skills and compe-
tencies, and secondly, to offer an 
evaluation process for individuals 
interested in the field to assess 
their own talents and skills. 

A Brief History of OD 
Organization development grew 

out of the academic disciplines of 
psychology and sociology. As ap-
plied behavioral scientists desired 
to enter organizations to test their 
research concepts, they soon real-
ized that there was much more to 
applying their theories than simply 
handing them to managers to use. 
These practitioners were also in-
terested in studying how organiza-
t ions worked, and in pa r t i cu la r 

how they w e n t about changing 
their basic way of conducting busi-
ness. As time went on, some not-
so-well trained individuals were 
attracted to the "glory and splen-
dor" of the emerging OD profes-
sion. Many of these were from 
other academic fields or from per-
sonnel organizations and they be-
gan to label t hemse lves as OD 
consultants. Entry into the pro-
fession was relatively easy because 
no credentials were required. The 
field was developing out of a multi-
discipl inary se t of philosophies. 
This mean t t h a t var ied back-
grounds were encouraged. 

The field has also resisted legal 
guidelines for defining what an OD 
professional is or does. The Inter-
nat ional Associat ion of Applied 
Social Sc ien t i s t s ma in ta ins that 
statutory regulations such as li-
censing or certification by a state 
or national agency is inappropriate 
because of lack of reliability and 
valid standards; because of lack of 
knowledge about how to train 
effectively OD professionals; and 
because methods of measuring a 
practitioner's competencies do not 
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exist; and because t r a d i t i o n a l 
means of disciplinary enforcement 
have not proved very effective. 1 

Since entry into the OD field is 
relatively easy and because there 
was a pressing need for organiza-
tional development professionals, 
a rapidly increas ing number of 
individuals have proclaimed them-
selves OD professionals. Such indi-
viduals have been able to acquire 
quick schooling in OD through the 
various short workshops and sem-
inars that are offered around the 
country. With only a few excep-
tions do these programs begin to 
deal with the broader and more 
impor tant competencies needed 
for OD professional development, 
such as the skills in conceptualiza-
tion, ability to design change 
strategies and understanding of 
data collection. 

The result of all this is a loosely 
defined professional field that per-
mits and, pe rhaps unknowingly 
encourages, incompetency and 
antiprofessionalism. 

OD practitioners resist defining 
standards for entry and for sus-
tained involvement in OD because 
they don't want to discourage inno-
vation and the excitement of the 
field which often goes with main-
taining high profess ional s tan-
dards. 

Client organiza t ions a re not 
without some responsibility in this 
dilemma. Their own lack of under-
s tanding of organizat ion theo ry 
makes them vu lne rab le to the 
organizational "change artist" who 
has developed a flashy picture of 
how organizations should work and 
the three easy steps to get there. 

The danger to the field in not 
defining an approach to profes-
sional development is obvious. Ill-
trained practitioners increase the 
susceptibility of charlatanism and 
a quick treatment of organizational 
problems. This can cost us and the 
client a considerable amount of 
credibility within our own ranks as 
well as with o ther profess ional 
groups and organizations. People 
practicing in the field of OD should 
face up to the need to define a 
broad developmental framework. 
Such a framework need not elimin-
ate innovation but should enhance 
individual development while pre-

serving the uniqueness of the field. 
This leads to the conclusion that 

a complete examinat ion of the 
basic i ssues and developmental 
processes surrounding OD profes-
sionalism should explore the need 
for a methodology or process for 
helping those desiring to practice 
OD to tune themselves up to be-
come OD professionals. They need 
not go th rough a t icket of ad-
mission process, but certainly need 
to know what kinds of skills 
they're developing in order to be-
come a successful OD practitioner. 

What Is an OD Professional? 
We have not systematically de-

fined what an OD professional is or 
does. Edgar Huse notes that "al-
though many au thor s have de-
scribed the personal qualities of 
change agen ts , l i t t le empirical 
r e sea rch has been done on OD 
p r a c t i t i o n e r s . O D practitioners 
may describe their experiences, 
con jec tu re wha t t he t r a i t s of a 
successful OD professional are and 
even define the appropriate styles 
individuals should use in varying 

s i tuat ions . But t h e r e ex is t s no 
detailed empirically based analysis 
of the skills and competencies 
needed to succeed as an OD practi-
tioner. The limited documentation 
of OD competencies falls largely 
into the category of defining do 
and don't practices, specific traits 
or talents, and various rules of 
thumb for change agents (Shepard, 
1975). In the absence of empirically 
based data we must rely on the 
judgments and opinions of experi-
enced practitioners as our starting 
point. 

Huse, for example, identifies the 
following eight personal styles and 
philosophies as important charac-
teristics for an OD professional: (1) 
ability to assess themselves accur-
ately; (2) objectivity; (3) imagina-
tion; (4) flexibility; (5) honesty; (6) 
consistency; (7) t r u s t ; and (8) 
stable and secure self-image. Cot-
ton, Brown and Golembiewski 
identify neutrality, openminded-
ness and flexibility of processing 
information as the personal quali-
ties necessary to practice OD suc-
cessfully. 

Managers Have Style— 
and Styles 
Need Managing! 
When Should 
Managers Be: 

authoritative directive pace-setting 

coaching democratic affiliative 

The McBer Managerial Style Questionnaire is a self-scoring test that helps 
managers assess which styles they presently use and how these styles affect 
other people. Trainers can easily integrate this instrument into management 
development courses or programs. Using feedback from this questionnaire, 
managers can: 

know when to change their 
style to fit a new situation 

make their style broaden their 
more effective range of styles 
and appropriate 

For the MSQ Test and Profile Sheet, Interpretation Notes, and Technical 
Manual, write: Tests and Scoring Division, M c B e r a n d C o m p a n y 
137 Newbury Street, Boston, MA 02116 
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Partin identifies the following 
seven skill areas as essential for a 
change agent: (1) assessment of 
personal motivation and relation-
ships to the changee; (2) helping 
the changee become aware of the 
need for change and for the diag-
nostic process ; (3) diagnosis by 
changer and changee in collabora-
tion concerning the situation, be-
havior, understanding, and feeling 
for deciding upon the problem; (4) 
involving o the r s in the decision 
planning and implementa t ion of 
action; (5) carrying out the plan 
successfully and productively; (6) 
evaluat ion and a s s e s s m e n t of 
changee 's p rogress , me thods of 
working, and human relations; and 
(7) ensur ing cont inui ty spread , 
maintenance, and transfer infor-
mation. 

Margulies and Wallace suggest 
several aspects of the OD consul-
tant's behavior important to suc-
cessful OD practice. These include: 
(1) faci l i ta t ing the diagnosis of 
problems; (2) assisting the clear 
statement and communication of 
problems; (3) pointing out those 
things not seen or said by the 
client; (4) facilitating the formula-
tion of change plans; (5) acting as 
an integrator; and (6) providing 
internal continuity. 

A distillation of various perspec-
tives of what an OD practitioner 
does and of the skills and compe-
tencies necessary sugges t s two 
types of definition for a competent 
OD profess ional . F i r s t , we can 
define such a person by identifying 
the t r a i t s — charac te r i s t i cs — 
he/she should possess, and second, 
by defining the activities he/she 
needs to know. Based on the 
failure of the trait approach to pre-
dict successful behavior in other 
fields I believe it cannot succeed in 
defining or distinguishing compe-
tent performances in OD. 

The definition of activities and 
knowledge holds more promise. A 
distillation of the literature yields 
the following list: 

Self-Awareness and Personal 
Impact Awareness — Ability to 
sense organizat ional needs and 
generate organizational and indi-
vidual awareness of need for 
change. 

Conceptual, Analytical and Re-

SELF 
AND 

IMPACT 
AWARENESS 

Figure 1. 

Conceptual, Analytical 
& Research Skills 

OLD 
ORG. 

ORG. i 

Organizational Change 
& Influence Skills 

search Skills — Ability to link sci-
entific and organizational informa-
tion; ability to research and diag-
nose problems within the organiza-
tion; ability to evaluate with the 
client the results of the change 
process. 

Change and Influence Skills — 
Stimulation of the organization to 
change; facilitating and assisting 
the organization to change; follow-
ing up and providing continuity of 
direction. 

Development 
of an OD Professional 

The three categories cited in the 
p r e c e d i n g s e c t i o n r e p r e s e n t a 
s t a r t i ng point for def ining the 
major developmental areas for an 
OD professional. We now can ask 
what conten t should each a rea 
cover, and how do we organize a 
learning sequence that provides a 
sys temat ic a c q u i s i t i o n of b o t h 
knowledge and skills. We can 
organize the three areas as illus-
trated in Figure 1. 

This diagram attempts to de-
scribe the three areas in relation-
ship to the individual practitioner 
and the client organization involv-
ed. Let us define the three areas in 
more detail. 

• Self and Impact Awareness 
The skills which appear to fall 

into the self and impact awareness 
category are listed below. 

Self-Awareness: Self-awareness 
refers to being aware of one's own 
set of values, beliefs, ideas, gen-
eral emotional state, intellect and 
all those things that make up the 
total person, being aware of how 
these things interact within the in-
dividual as well as how they are 
stimulated from outside a person. 

Self-Awareness and Others: This 

skill area has to do with the impact 
an individual has on others and 
being aware of the other person's 
reaction to you. 

Other Awareness and Interper-
sonal Awareness: This set of skills 
has to do with the awareness of 
transactions and associated conse-
quences growing out of interper-
sonal relationships. 

Personality Theory: Being know-
ledgeable about personality models 
and how personality theories can 
be useful in understanding human 
behavior. 

Group Theory: Being know-
ledgeable of how groups of people 
work together and what group dy-
namics can contribute to OD prac-
tice. 

Organizational Theory: Organi-
zational theory attempts to inte-
grate various behavioral theories. 
The OD practitioner needs to de-
velop an awareness of theoretical 
organizational constructs already 
developed. 

• Conceptual, Analytical and Re-
search Skills 

The general category of concep-
tual, analytical and research skills 
involves the following basic skills 
and competencies. 

Theory Building: OD practi-
tioners need to be able to theorize 
about what's happening in organi-
zations. Such theories help practi-
tioners make predictions about the 
organization. 

Theoretical Mapping: Assuming 
that the OD practitioner has know-
ledge about organization, group 
and personality theories, theoreti-
cal mapping simply t a k e s that 
theory and applies it to the organi-
zation, describing the organization 
in terms of known theories. 
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Concept Model Building: This 
skill involves the ability to concep-
tualize and design mental as well 
as graphic models of what an or-
ganization is like and in particular 
ways in which the organization can 
be conceptualized differently from 
what it is today. 

System Analysis and Organiza-
tional Diagnosis: As the t i t le 
implies, this involves being able to 
analyze the interaction between 
systems such as the technical and 
social systems and to be able to 
design methodologies and proced-
ures for collecting informat ion 
about the organization. 

Data Processing: Here an OD 
practitioner needs to be able to 
assemble data which has been col-
lected and apply statistical tech-
niques to t e s t hypo theses , t hus 
assuring valid and meaningful in-
formation about the organization. 

Feedback and Presentation: This 
skill has to do with the ability that 
a person has to develop approaches 
to feedback information to the or-
ganization. 

• Organizational Change and In-

fluence Skills 
Finally, the basic organizational 

change and influence skills are as 
follows. 

Change Strategy Design: This 
skill involves the ability to design 
basic s t r a t eg i e s for helping the 
organization change. This is to be 
differentiated from the actual use 
of specific interventions such as 
team-building, confrontation meet-
ings, etc. 

Intervention Design: In this skill 
a rea we are r e f e r r i n g to the 
specific act ivi t ies which an OD 
practitioner uses to help the organ-
ization learn about itself and about 
the impact of change. This includes 
the full spectrum of experience-
based exercises. 

Persuasion/Power: OD practi-
tioners need to develop skills as 
well as being able to know how to 
use the power of a consul tant , 
either internal or external, to help 
the organization or to influence the 
organization to change. 

Facilitation / Process Skills: 
These skills are commonly thought 
of when one thinks about an OD 

practitioner. The ability to "help" 
the organization and to facilitate 
changes. This is commonly re-
ferred to as "process skills." 

Intervention Styles: This is be-
ing aware of the different styles 
which can be used to interact with 
the organization and the adaptabil-
ity of the OD practitioner to the 
particular needs of the organiza-
tion. 

Teaching and Educative Skills: 
These skills have to do with the 
ability to conduct "stand up" teach-
ing. both cognitively or exper i -
entially. 

Although we have no doubt left 
out some areas which may be im-
portant to the well-rounded de-
velopment of an OD practitioner, 
we have tried to cover the most 
important areas. 

OD Assessment and Planning 
Having discussed the basic skills 

that appear to be important to the 
development of an OD pract i -
tioner, the question logically fol-
lows, how do I know where I stand 
in my own self-development? For 
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Figure 2. 
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the convenience of the reader, we 
have included a developmental-
skill-assessment scale in Figure 2 
in the same manner as in Figure 3. 

Caution should be used since you 
may mis judge your own skill 
levels. Thus it is suggested that 
those who are interested in a clear-
er picture of the level to which 
they are developing OD compe-
tencies and skills should invite 
comments f rom o the r s who ob-
serve them in practice. In this way 
you will develop a broader per-
spective and develop a clearer pic-
t u r e of your level of OD skill 
development. 

The skill-assessment scale also 
offers space for jotting down com-
ments and suggestions on how you 
might develop your skills and com-
petenc ies . The re a re t h r e e as-
sumptions that typically underlie 
most individual development and 
these need to be questioned. These 
might be termed the traditional set 
of assumptions. They are as fol-
lows: 

1. The most popular program is 
the best program to attempt. By 
this we mean attending the pro-
gram which most people in the 
field attend. 

2. It 's good to say, "I've been 
there." What we mean is that it's 
nice to be able to associate with 
other OD practitioners and say, for 
example, "That I've been to the 
University Associates program 
on. . . 

3. All training is good and help-
ful r e g a r d l e s s of w h e t h e r it 's 
directly on target or not. 

4. Programmatic training is the 
main resource and should be uti-
lized fully. 

These assumpt ions lead to a 
rather fragmented developmental 
process which may be good for the 
practitioner in terms of his or her 
associat ion w i t h o t h e r p r a c t i -
tioners, but tends to be weak and 
insufficient when it comes to pro-
fess ional deve lopment . For this 
reason I would like to pose another 
set of a s sumpt ions which seem 
realistic in terms of our day-to-day 
world. 

1. Profess iona l d e v e l o p m e n t 
comes through a variety of differ-
ent kinds of experiences. They are 
not limited to just programmatic 
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kinds of experiences. 
2. Professional development in-

volves a variety of different things. 
Individuals desiring to learn how 
to be more effective OD practi-
tioners need to develop themselves 
through a variety of different ap-
proaches taking full advantage of 
all types of different ways of in-
creasing one's competencies and 
skills. 

3. Professional development in-
volves skills and behaviors specific 
to the activities where the skill and 
behavior is going to be applied. 
What we mean by this is that it is 
of little value to develop a set of 
skills which will never be used. It 
would be like learning how to 
speak Spanish and never having 
the opportunity to use it. 

Whatever skills you decide to 
develop, should be developed in an 
environment where they can be 
applied. 

OD may or may not become a 
profession in the same sense as 
psychology, sociology, medicine, 
and so forth. However, it has the 
potential of becoming a highly 

useful practice in organizations 
which have a high level of need for 
systematic change. Whether or not 
the field of OD survives may 
largely depend on the kinds of 
people who practice in the field and 
the ability they have to influence 
and successfully assist organiza-
tions in changing. What all this 
amounts to is that if you desire to 
practice in the field of organization 
development you need to be aware 
of the kind of skills and compe-
tencies that are required to suc-
ceed. Not only will you be doing 
yourself a favor, but you'll also be 
aiding your own organization or 
client organizations in the long 
run. I believe that organization de-
velopment is here to stay whether 
it is conducted by people who call 
themselves organizational devel-
opment practitioners or by some 
other professional field under some 
other label. 
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Television: Today's most powerful training tool. 
The coming decade presents a challenge to anyone concerned with training 
or educating others. In any environment, work, school, or home, television 
is the medium of today. That makes videotape a very powerful learning 

tool. 

In just three years the success of Morris Massey's fascinating programs on 
values and why people behave as they do, has given us the opportunity to 
grow and provide you with more uniaue educational programming. 

Not only "The Massey Tapes," but Your Erroneous Zones, Type Z 
Management, Blueprint for Financial Independence. Bill Burrud's Wildlife 
and Evolution Series, The Making of Star Wars and Herb Cohen's Every-
one's A Negotiator are now available. We also have programs on investing 
to fight inflation, a revolutionary look at life insurance, authentic newsreels 
covering historical figures and events from our past, and Massey's sequel. 

So whether you're a trainer in business or industry, an HRD professional, 
or an educator. The Magnetic Video Library is growing to meet your needs. 
Call us today to learn more about video tape as a powerful training tool 
and our unique educational programming. 

Free Videocassette 
Reference Guide 
313-476-1920 

The Magnetic Video Library 
A Unique Source of Quality Educational 
Programming 
23705 Industrial Park Drive 
Farmington Hills, Michigan 48024 


