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Sorry AND Grateful About Ambivalence

By Matt Minahan

When I finished the last class in my MS OB program in 1982, I was proud of what I had accomplished, and

certain that I would accomplish even more.  I firmly believed that I would be helping people and organizations
to be better . . . what finer calling than that?  And, I've spent most of a fairly successful career believing that. 
But now, it's not so clear to me that what I've been doing all this time is right; it's not so clear to me that my

work has made work better for others.  As I grow older, I'm feeling a lot more ambivalent – a valence in either
direction! – about my work and its crash.

One of the great moments of ambivalence occurs in the musical, COMPANY.  Attractive and eligible bachelor

Bobby wonders aloud why he hasn't married, and asks his two married buddies if they're ever sorry they took
the plunge.  Stephen Sondheim serves up a masterful statement of ambivalence, in which I've amended one
word, to change it from being relationship oriented to being work oriented:

"You're always sorry

You're always grateful
 

You're always wondering what might have been

Then work walks in."

I don't know how this works for others in our field, but I'm becoming more and more happy doing less and
less.  I'm enjoying the long summer and winter breaks from client work, and the luscious opportunities to

journal, write, make music, have long lunches with colleagues and friends, go to ball games with my grown
kids, and worry about our democracy and the world.

And then the phone rings and work walks in.  And yes, I'm grateful for that.  And a bit sorry, too, as I wonder

where my mental meanderings might have taken me, and what might have been.

 "And still you're sorry      

And still you're grateful

 
And still you wonder and still you doubt

And work goes out."

So, the project begins, and all is good.  There are flip charts that need facilitating, and clients that need
coaching, and progress that needs to be planned.  But each day of success and progress is a day closer to
the project's end.  What a mixed blessing that is! 

All the questions come back about what I could have done better or differently; which confidences I've
managed to keep, and which I might have been sloppy enough to betray; which models I used out of habit
when I should have bought that new book on teams at the top; whom I chose to confront in public, and who

deserved to be confronted in private; to whom I sent emails, and to whom I sent cc's; when I chose to stifle a
resister and when I chose to allow a believer to rattle on; when I chose to call a break rather than publicly
observe that the group was going in circles and I didn't have a clue how to stop it; how I publicly invited the HR

staff to participate in the work, but privately hoped they'd be too busy, or better yet, too incompetent . . .

"Good things get better

Organization Development Network http://www.odnetwork.org/publications/seasonings/seasonin...

1 of 4 3/22/2011 11:13 PM



Bad get worse              

Wait, I think I meant that in reverse . . . ."

 . . . how I suspected the EVP was reading my script in public but badmouthing the project in private, but I

dodged the confrontation because I didn't have "the data;" how, as an outsider, the culture felt punitive to me
but I didn't have the self awareness to notice it and say something about it in real time; about the doubts I feel
when I call up the Word template to create yet another agenda for yet another meeting – the 1,000th?  The

2,000th? The 2,000,000th? 

Am I over-relying on a few ideas and techniques that I know work well, rather than constantly reaching out for
new ideas and new approaches to the work?  Have I gotten by without reading all of the pre-work documents

sent to me by the client?  And, did it make any difference?  And, did anybody notice?  And, if nobody noticed,
does it make a real difference?  Did I really do a thorough job of analyzing the data from that last round of
interviews, or did I just take the themes off the top of my head, dump them into Powerpoint, and call them "The

Truth?" 

Have I allowed myself to become too emotionally attached in this client system?  Have I crossed the boundary
and allowed a personal relationship to develop with someone with whom I need to keep some professional

distance?  Maybe with the client?  With her assistant?  Am I sharing too much information with the client's
boss, wanting to be helpful and to be seen to be helpful?  Shouldn't I be making sure the client is in
conversation with her boss about these matters?  Am I subverting the hard work that these two people need to

do together by getting in the middle?  I mean, triangulation isn't all it's cracked up to be!

"Everything's different

Nothing's changed

Only, maybe, slightly rearranged." 

This sense of ambivalence seems to be increasing as I get older.  I wish I could say it was making me a better

consultant as a result – however that's a stretch even for the-glass-is-always-half-full, rose-colored-glasses-
wearing me.

I really don't think I'm less effective than I was before I was ambivalent.  I really don't think I'm making more

"mistakes," – whatever they might be – than I was when I was more junior.  I really don't think I'm being less
ethical, or disciplined, or professional, or conscientious, or effective than I was 5 or 10 or 20 years ago in OD.  I
don't think the field has shifted out from under my knowledge or skill set during that period.

But something is different.  In fact, as the song says, everything is different, but nothing's changed.  I think that
what's gotten slightly rearranged for me – and what's behind this sense of ambivalence. 

I am absolutely convinced that our field at its best, and my work done well, makes a huge difference for the
better for a lot of people.  The world needs people with expertise in strategy, planning, leadership
development, organization design, business process engineering, interpersonal process, group dynamics, and

team development.  Our clients need someone to talk to, someone with whom to reflect, someone with an
outsider's perspective, and most of us in OD do most of that very well.  Not equally well, of course . . .  but all
of my friends and colleagues in the field, and most of the people I know in the field, are conscientious and

thorough and effective at the work that they – we – do.

So, if it's not about the field, and it's not about my colleagues in the field, it must be about me, this sense of
ambivalence, right?  I must confess that it is.  So, what's up? 

I believe I'm seeing our work from a more whole-istic perspective, and am gradually awakening to a more
nuanced view of organizational systems, our field, and my work.

I'm gradually becoming more and more aware that, even in the best of systems and with the best of intentions,

systems have a natural tendency to exploit and oppress.  This is a radical, and reluctant awareness for me. 
Coming at the world as a cockeyed optimist all of my life, I've always seen my work with clients as making
things better for the organization and its people. 

The story that I've always told myself is that client systems are after efficiency and effectiveness, and I can help
them be more human.  Client systems want to work on strategies and structures, and that I can help them
refocus on the culture, which is where the big payoffs in organization development are.  Client systems want to
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reposition themselves to take on new and different external challenges, but it's my job to help them focus on
their internal challenges as well.  Client systems worry about having the right leaders at the top of the
organization chart, but my job is to help them focus on leadership throughout their system.  Client systems

want help with the formal communication channels, but I can orient them toward the informal communication
channels as well.

It's a pretty good story, I tell myself.  However, I'm pretty good at telling myself stories about myself and my

work.  I can make the world be anything I want it to be.  I can make myself be any character in the story that I
want to be.  I can make myself the hero, or the villain.  And, I think I've spent the first half of my career in OD
making myself the hero.  "OD Man to the rescue!"  Deep voice, commanding presence, gray flecked beard,

theories and models at a moment's notice, markers to the ready -- everything except the cape and tights
because that would be too awful a thing to behold!

It is awe inspiring to behold my own ability to delude myself, and to create a reality that suits my own

purposes.  I can easily spend days and months in the "OD Man" persona, seeing only the positive outcomes of
what I do.

There's a wonderful image in Persuasion, in which Herb Simons writes:

The story goes that three umpires disagreed about the task of calling balls and strikes.  The first
one said, "I calls them as they is."  The second one says, "I calls them as I sees them."  The third

and cleverest umpire said, "They ain't nothing till I calls them

Once I get myself past the sheer grandiosity of the clever umpire, I realize that he's right, of course.  The world
is made up of balls and strikes, and I'm the umpire of my own life.  I get to decide if the day is ball, or a strike. 

Or the meeting is a success or not.  Or if the coaching relationship is working or not.

Of course, others get to be the umpires of their own lives and call their own balls and strikes as well, so we
have an incalculable number of ball games going on.  But this isn't just about the subjective nature of reality. 

At some point, two sets of impressions or subjective reality must intersect in order for action to happen.  The
best evidence that I'm not just making up my own success, and that others share at least a portion of it, is that,
over the years, there have been a fairly large number of clients who have been willing to spend a lot of their

money supporting me and the delusion of my own success.

But there is an even darker underside to this.  Borrowing from Will Schutz's 1958 HBR piece, The Interpersonal

Underworld, we are a complicated mess of often conflicting urges and motivations.  We can always count on a
series of covert, unconscious drives that may cause us to oppose, delay, fail to support, or sabotage each

other.  We all suffer from communication problems that are overt and covert; we suffer from swings in our
motivation to work on a task or project; we have very creative and subtle ways of opposing people and ideas;
we construct operational problems in the ways groups work together by appointing incompetent people to

leadership roles and unfairly assigning tasks; and, our own personal egos and need to impress others distorts
what should be the best "group oriented" behaviors.

I'd love to say that I'm so self aware that I'm not subject to these kinds of issues.  And if I said that, I'd be the

third umpire.

So, my ambivalence has grown over time.  I've become increasingly ambivalent about my own consulting
practices.  I'm increasingly ambivalent that my own natural optimism colludes to deny the oppressive nature of

organizations and large systems that Paolo Friere described so vividly in Pedagogy of the Oppressed. 

I used to be positively buoyant over Robert Carkhuff's premise that we stand about a 95% chance of
accomplishing any human purpose when we have introduced interpersonal skills at high levels.

"Interpersonally skilled people understanding each other accurately, can succeed at any reasonable human
endeavor." (Carkhuff, 1983.)

But now, that doesn't seem enough.  Just being a good communicator and modeling the desired skills of

listening and empathy isn't enough.  Being sorry and grateful every time the phone rings makes this work a
much more complicated transaction than it's been in the first half of my OD career.

You're sorry grateful,

Regretful happy

Why look for answers where none occur

You always are what you always were
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