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This is approximately the fourth phase of a conversation that has been happening 

for several years, and that we hope goes on forever.  This conversation has involved some 

of the most interesting, foundational thinkers in the field, and some fresh-faced new-to-

the-field practitioners as well.   

It’s the most important conversation our field can have: a conversation about who 

and what we are in OD, our purpose, and whom we serve.  It’s the fundamental 

conversation, the one that needs to involve everyone—from those who founded this field 

in the 1940s and 50s, to those who are taking the legacy of our field forward into practice 

well into the 21st century.   

And, like all OD projects, the process is as important as the content.  The 

conversation began with two people face-to-face, expanded to include hundreds of 

practitioners online, and then migrated then into book form in “Organization 

Development at Work: Conversations on the Values, Applications, and Future of OD,” 

followed by the all of the participants in the workshop at the 2005 OD Network Annual 

Conference in Minneapolis, the readers of these proceedings, and then who knows? 

The conversation began when one of the very first OD practitioners, Bob 

Tannenbaum sat in an easy chair near his home in Carmel, Calif. with one of the most 

powerful new thinkers in OD, Meg Wheatley.   

Bob and Meg brought two very different, and complementary perspectives to the 

conversation.  Bob was doing OD before there was a field of OD.  He was among a 

handful of people who first developed the methods of our work and articulated the values 

of our field.  And then he promulgated all of it; he mentored practitioners, he taught 

graduate school, and he staffed labs for NTL Institute.   

This conversation was extremely important to Bob.  He was willing to give his 

precious time and energy at a time when he was limiting his professional obligations to 

focus on family and friends, bringing closure to a long and productive career.  And, as if 

we need any further evidence of his commitment, Bob finished the final edit of his words 

for the book just days before he died, in March, 2003.  He saw this book as his “final 

gift” to the field of OD. 

Meg was one of the first thinkers to marry the hard sciences, and in particular, the 

study of complexity, with our practices in OD.  Her early thinking and writing challenged 

a field of experts in interpersonal process and communication to get better grounded in 

systems thinking and how the principles of science apply to complex organizational and 

global systems.  Her own work, and that of her organization, Berkana Institute, are 

committed to creating a better, more sustainable world, and she approaches it with gusto 

and zeal.   

Meg and Bob were a bit concerned that people wouldn’t find the conversation 

interesting – fat chance!  But, to assure high energy and good conversation, they enlisted 

the OD Network as a co-sponsor, issued invitations to experienced and new practitioners, 

developed a series of questions, and kicked off the conversation on The Meta Network, 

an online community of OD people and other change agents.  More than a hundred 



people participated in that second, online phase of these conversations.  They were 

thinking out loud, they were brainstorming, they were reflecting, they were citing 

references, they were responding to each other, they were building a jointly held version 

of the past in OD, and they were building some new knowledge about our field and its 

future.   

Participants were most generous in sharing the real life basis for their work.  

These conversations weren’t about text books and theory; they were about the theories 

and concepts that underlie the real work that OD practitioners are actually doing.  For 

those of us who participated, it was a lot like having a long conversation with our favorite 

mentors – the people who tell us what really works. 

When the conversation was closed – it had to be closed, because it would never be 

finished – Paula Griffin and Kristine Quade took all of the input, along with Bob and 

Meg’s Freeze Frame questions, and set to work compiling and editing what would 

become the third phase in this ongoing conversation.  It was the Jossey Bass 

Pfeiffer/Wiley book called “Organization Development at Work: Conversations on the 

Values, Applications, and Future of OD.”1 

The book is the third phase of the process.  It has stimulated countless 

conversations in classrooms and conference rooms, reflecting the collected wisdom of the 

field of OD about questions such as: 

• What is OD and what isn't, and does it matter? 

• OD values, my values, and the challenges to them 

• Models we use and how we adapt them 

• How does OD differ around the world, and how should it differ? 

• The future of OD – where are we going?  

These are the questions we are putting to the participants – in the fourth chapter of this 

conversation – at the OD Network Annual Conference in Minneapolis. 

 

The Process:  The World Café Methodology 
 Like Bob and Meg, we are also committed to the belief that process is important.  

So, we’ve chosen the World Café method for managing the conversation at the 

conference.   

Through this method, participants are able to move through several conversations, 

connecting to others around topics of interest to them, and jotting graphic notes on a table 

paper much as they might on placemats in a café.  At the facilitator’s signal, participants 

at a table move on to other tables, leaving one of their number to host the next group and 

to orient them to the notes on the tablecloth and the discussions that fostered them before 

carrying the conversation forward. 

It’s an exciting methodology, one that is useful when: 

• you want to share knowledge, stimulate creativity, build community, and 

explore possibilities around real life issues and questions; 

• you want to explore important challenges and opportunities in depth; 

• you have people who are meeting for the first time, and you want to engage 

them in authentic conversation; 

• you have people in an existing group, and you want to deep relationships and 

mutual ownership of outcomes; 

• you want to create a meaningful interaction between a speaker and audience; 



• you have a group that is larger than 12, and you want each person to have a 

meaningful interaction and make a contribution.   

The World Café is especially brings the power and intimacy of small group 

conversation to the fun and excitement of larger-group participation and learning.2   

 

The Content: Bob and Meg’s Five Questions 
 The conference session will invite participants to use the World Café 

methodology to address the five core topics that Bob Tanennbaum and Meg Wheatley 

developed for the first chapter – online on The Meta Network -- in this conversation.  

These five core topics get right at the heart of our field, where we’ve been, and where we 

go into the future. 

 Topic 1 deals with questions about our identity as a field, and asks participants to 

begin by reflecting on their own OD practice.  The conversation is about the definitions 

and boundaries of the field of OD: where does our field begin and end, and what other 

fields does it touch on the boundaries?  What energizes our work, and, whom do we 

really serve?  In the online conversation and in the book, the answers were clearly aligned 

at a values level, but there was divergence beyond that, which helps to explain why 

identity questions continue to recur. 

 Topic 2 deals with the principles in action in our work, and how those principles 

connect with our individual practices. In a values-based field like OD, the principles are 

central to our work, and yet they differ from person to person, which helps explain why 

what we do differs so much from person to person as well. 

 Topic 3 is about the models and methods of our practice.  In the online 

conversation and the book, old and new practitioners shared the foundational theories of 

their practices and the models that have made a difference for them and their clients.  We 

discovered that few models are applied in the abstract, and that many practitioners nip 

here, and tuck there to make the models relevant to their client settings. 

 Topic 4 is about the global practice of OD.  It is huge challenge to take a values-

based field of practice and study, founded principally in the US and UK, and export it 

effectively to other countries and cultures, where core OD values, such as equality and 

empowerment, are antithetical to local practice.  The complexity of global OD demands 

additional insight and self-awareness to prevent the misapplication of Western society’s 

principles and values in cultures where that’s inappropriate.  This is a critical 

conversation for the field, and the world, particularly as globalization expands into the 

21st century. 

 And Topic 5 is about the future of the field.  This conversation has been both 

serious and business minded, and it’s been about the wishes and dreams we have for 

ourselves and our field. 

 Our goal is to extend the conversation beyond the foundational thinkers, and the 

online participants on The Meta Network, and the thousands who have read the book 

“Organization Development at Work: Conversations on the Values, Applications, and 

Future of OD,” and discussed it in classrooms and with colleagues, into ever expanding 

and deepening spiral of dialogue and understanding.  This session at the OD Network’s 

Annual Conference is the next step in that process. 

 

Who We Are 



Paula Yardley Griffin has an MSOD from Pepperdine, and more than twenty 

years experience consulting with financial services, high tech and nonprofit 

organizations. Paula teaches consulting skills at the graduate level, is a 

coauthor/editor of the popular book Organization Development at Work, and 

has been managing editor of Consulting Today since 1997.   She can be 

reached at pygriffin@aol.com 

 

Matt Minahan, Ed. D. is president of MM & Associates, specializing in strategic 

planning, organization design and development, and leadership development, 

implementing enterprise-wide change programs, including business strategy, mission, 

business process simplification, new structures, and communications.  He is a member of 

NTL Institute, and teaches in the business school at Johns Hopkins University.  He can be 

reached at matt@minahangroup.com 
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