DISCUSS THE ARGUEMENT THAT THE APPLICATION OF OD AROUND THE WORLD IS “CULTURAL IMPERIALISM”.

S

uch has been the historical conditioning of the third world countries that everything that comes from the west is automatically bracketed with ‘imperialism’. The first impression is invariably negative. Since OD also had its origins from the west, it also met the same fate.

The essay revolves around the question whether organisation devel​opment (OD) is or isn’t cultural imperialism. This question is discussed in the following manner: -

Definition of culture, OD and what is meant by cultural imperialism.

· Does OD have cultural values and if yes what are they?

· Does their enforcement lead to cultural imperialism?

· The success and failure rate of OD.

· Does OD have a universal culture? 

· OD: ideal and practice

· What should OD practitioner do?

· Conclusion.

DEFINITIONS:

Defining something is difficult but at the same time quite important. It is difficult since most of the terms are holistic in nature and encompass a whole range of meanings relevant to many disciplines (Mats, 1993). So they can be looked at from different perspectives. It is important because “ The answer is ‘yes’ or ‘no’ depending on the interpre​tation” (Einstein, 1950). Definition of some terms relevant to this essay is as under:

CULTURE:

“American Heritage Dictionary” (1976: 321) defines culture as:

the totality of socially transmitted behaviour patterns, arts, beliefs, institutions and all other products of human work and thought charac​teristics of a community or population; a style of social and artistic expression peculiar to a society or class.

Becker & Geer (1970: 134) define organisational culture as follows: -

Any social group, to the extent that it is a distinctive unit, will have to some degree a culture differing from that of other groups, a somewhat different set of common under​standings around which action is organised, and these differences will find expression in a language whose nuances are peculiar to that group...

The discussion above shows that culture is a “ way of life of a group of people” (Barnouw, 1963: 4). It constitutes “ a distinctive achieve​ment of human group including their embodiment in artefacts...” (Kroeber & Kluckhohn, 1952: 181). It is a “collective programming of the mind which distinguishes the members of one group from another...” (Hofstede, 1980: 25). It is “ a social force ... [that shapes] members’ cognition and perceptions of meanings and realities... and [identifies] who belongs and who does not” (Ott, 1989: 69). Siehl and Martin (1984: 227) interpret it as a “social glue” that holds an organi​sation together through sharing of similar patterns. Frost et al (1985) refer to one perspective of culture and associate it with “symbolism - rituals, myths, stories and legends - and about the interpretation of events, ideas and experiences.” They call it “shared assumptions, priorities, meanings and values.” Moore (1985) defines it as something that is not inherited genetically, but is passed on to the next generation through a social learning process. Discussion of culture provides following attributes:

Culture is something that is shared among a group but which is distinct from other groups,

Culture is not learned in a class room nor is it inherited genetically (Moore, 1985), but is passed on to the younger generation through a social learning process,

It shapes our behaviour and perceptions of the world and is likewise shaped by them.

There are different layers and dimensions of organisational culture that facilitates our understanding of the term. Schein (1981) and Dyer (1982) have identified four levels of organisational culture. These are:

Artefacts:
Tangible aspects of culture

Perspectives: Socially shared norms and rules applicable in a particular context,

Values:
Basis which is used for judging situations, acts, objects and people,

Assumptions:
Tacit beliefs that organisation’s members hold about themselves and others.

Hofstede (1995) identifies five dimensions of national cultural differences. These are:

Power Distance:
This is conceptually related to concen​tration of authority and signifies the extent to which power is distributed in institutions.

Individualism vs Collectivism:
Individualism refers to a social framework in which people care for themselves and their immediate families. Collectivism refers to the presence of a strong cohesive group in which group, clan or extended families protect their members.

Masculinity Vs Femininity:
Masculinity refers to assertive, aggressive and competitive role and femininity stands for modest and caringone. Manager’s role range from assertive to modest in different cultures.

Uncertainty Avoidance:
it deals with a society’s tolerance for uncertainty and ambiguity. It indicates how members of a group feel in novel, unknown and unstructured situations.

Long Term Versus Short Term Orientation:
This deals with the “Virtue regardless of Truth”. Values of long term orientation are thrift and perseverance and for short term orientation are respect for tradition, fulfilling social obliga​tions, and protecting ones’s ‘face’.

By using Hofstede’s criteria, we can see differences between national cultures.
Here, it is pertinent to determine the relationship between organisa​tional and national cultures. One forms the other and vice versa. Organ​isational culture cannot be understood without reference to the aspects of wider culture in which organisation exists. So we must understand societal level cultural forces that affect organisations (Feldman, 1988). It is not possible to change culture of an organisation without changing the culture of society as a whole. Any such change will not be acceptable to the society and will be undone (Golembiewski, 1991).

Organisations have sub-cultures that are at times incompatible with one another and may result in clash of interest and conflict within the organisation. These are a result of segmentation, importation through acquisition and mergers, technological innovation, ideological differ​entiation and contra-cultural movements etc. (van Mannen & Barley, 1985). These sub-cultures are best described in Kanter’s (1977) phrase “homosexual reproductions”.

Culture of one organisation is different from the other. This may be due to a number of reasons, like societal culture, personality of its founders or leaders, its technologies, markets and completion and the kind of activity it engages in.

The fact is that every organisation is like a living organism (Morgan, 1986); it is not homogenous and similar but is distinct and heterogeneous in nature.

Organisation Development (OD):

Organisation Development (OD) is a holistic discipline that derives its origins from different branches of social sciences like psychology, sociology, political science etc. It has been constructed from method​ologies invented for economic and social development (Cooke, 1996). It is hard to define because its boundaries are increasingly fuzzy (Fitzgerald, 1987). One survey in 1974 quotes as many as fifty different definitions of OD (ODC News, 1996). The fact is that there are as many definitions of OD as are its practitioners. French & Bell (1995: 30) give the analogy of “mangrove tree” to describe OD.

OD, adapted from Fowler et al (1992) is:

a task-related holistic activity that concen​trates on  a planned change in the culture of an organisation. It is an on-going learning process in a collaborative atmosphere - a sort of self-appraisal - that is meant to foster effec​tive relief and development.

“Relief and development” here are with reference to NGO activities.

Hanson & Lubin (1995: 30) provide a definition of OD that highlights its ideal attributes: -

In its broadest term any attempt to improve the organisation through involving the clients in identifying problems, planning ways to deal with these problems, evaluating what was done, and asserting the extent to which new behav​iours have been adapted and affect the culture is OD. OD is not therefore a one-shot inter​vention by an outside consultant, but an on-going, long term repetitive process in which management and others are trained to diag​nose organisation or work unit, plan ways to bring about needed change, and evaluate results.

However, the most comprehensive definition comes from French & Bell (1995: 28) that tries to encompass all possible characteristics of OD:

OD is a long term effort, led and supported by top management, to improve an organisation’s visioning, empowerment, learning, and prob​lem-solving processes, through an ongoing collaborative management of organisation culture - with special emphasis on the culture on intact work teams and other team configu​rations - utilising the consultant-facilitator role and the theory and technology of applied behavioural science, including action research.

What is Cultural Imperialism:

Imperialism in general refers to a situation when some dominant group tries to reinforce its practices and beliefs on a weak group. This is associated with the phenomenon of the West’s occupation of Asian and African countries. Cultural Imperialism stands for “ . . . the overwhelming cultural domination enjoyed by the West in virtue of its integration of science and technology with administration and production” (Caton, 1996)

With age of physical imperialism gone, weak nations are beset by the fear that economically strong western nations are trying to dominate them in more subtle ways. More importantly, they are trying to dominate through their culture, world vision and concepts of manage​ment and good governance. This fear has become all the more acute when western culture is beamed through satellite dish antennas right into the bedrooms of the people. This has set in a reaction that considers everything coming from the west as bad and a symbol of imperialism.

Does OD Have Cultural values?

Golembiewski calls OD a “a value-laden technology” and this view is reinforced by the definitions of OD as well. Values, according to Davis & Rasool (1995: 39-40) is “abstract ideal, positive or negative, tied to any specific object or situation, representing a person’s beliefs about mode of conduct and ideal terminal modes . . .” Keeping in view this definition, some values of OD are given below: -

· OD is not limited to structure (tangibles) only but also focuses on culture (intangibles),

· OD believes in openness, and in a collaborative, participative and democratic effort,

· OD takes organisation not as a machine but as an organic and complex social system. It emphasise social and human sides of an organisation,

· OD emphasises the importance of organisation as well as individual in the organisation. It focuses on feelings and emotions as well as idea and concepts,

· OD believes in planned total system change through a process of self-analysis and self-appraisal,

· OD believes in an interactive learning process (Golembiewski, 1991) in which norms and values are analysed, shaped and reshaped in a spirit of ‘action research’ and ‘process consultation’.

· OD is about “here and now”. It is about present and observable issues and problems.

· OD is a long term and ongoing process, its success relying on its acceptance and ‘ownership’ by the client.

Is OD Cultural Imperialism?

OD primarily deals with organisations. However, organ​isational culture cannot be understood without reference to the aspects of wider culture in which organisations exist. To understand an organisation, we must first understand the culture of society as a whole (Feldman, 1988). So the question above can be answered if we compare the cultural values of OD not only with those of other organisations but also with national cultures in which they exist. If they are similar and universal, the question of imperi​alism does not arise, but if they are not compatible, we will have to see whether OD practitioners are imposing their cultural values on others? If the answer is yes, then this is tantamount to imperialism. The success rate of such OD applications will also determine the extent of success of imperialist policies.
Do Organisations Have a Universal Culture?

Some critics have used the criterion of universality of culture to see whether OD is or isn’t cultural imperialism. If a universal culture does not exist, their conclusion is that OD is cultural imperialism.

OD had its origins in the west and it is the western values of openness, collaboration and expression of feelings that it portrays and represents. However, “closeness of fit” between OD and society depending on Hofstede’s (1995) typology of national culture differences exists more in egalitarian societies of Scandinavian countries than even in America where it originated (Golembiewski, (1991) & Sorenson et al, (1995)). However, there may be a distal fit where OD and societal values are poles apart. Barring a few exceptions (Hicksons et al, 1974, 1979), that try to prove that organisational forms vary and not the culture, there is an almost general consensus that cultures vary from place to place. This can be seen by looking at the artefacts, perspectives, values and assumptions on which a society is based (Schein, 1981 & Dyer, 1982). Hofstede (1980, 1995) by using four dimensions of national culture differences has made an extensive study of national cultures across different continents and has tried to prove that cultural differ​ences exist in nations. Srinivas (1995) has cited from scores of studies across Asia, Africa, the Middle East, Latin America, the Caribbean and the Pacific to prove that organisational scene is different from country to country and from culture to culture. Golembiewski (1991) also subscribes to this viewpoint. The example of Sentosa Engineering (Yong,?) and discussion of different cultural patterns of the French (Eggers, 1993) the Japanese and Americans (Schein, 1993), the Americans, Japanese, South Koreans, Australians and Indians (Davis & Rasool, 1995), the English and Indians (Tayeb, 1988) and the Chinese & western nations (Kirkbride & Tang, 1993) also prove the diversity of cultural settings in nations. These examples and studies prove that there is no single universal national culture. OD, (Blunt & Jones, 1992: 11), is therefore more difficult to implement because most third world national cultures “are characterised by high power distance and high uncertainty avoidance. Clearly these values are strongly opposed to many of these underlying process consulting [or OD].” 

However, there is another perspective to this discussion. Though most of the African countries have been and some still are under autocratic military rule, Mbigi (1995: 110) thinks that their traditional approaches to bring about change are: “collective ceremonies and rituals, story tellers, dancing and music as well as facilitation by an outside soothsayer and sangoma.” This shows openness, collaboration and expression of feelings that are the basis of OD. This prompted ODC News (1997) to prove that African OD exists. However, there is a snag here. This analysis may be true in case of “tribal” social organisations but not for formal urbanised organisations where OD consultant is more likely to be engaged. This is evident from Srinivas (1995) who laments that despite his best efforts he could only obtain very few cases of OD interventions outside urban settings.

The discussion proves that there is no universal culture. However, Golembiewski (1991) thinks that cultural diversity does not hinder the application of OD or is not tantamount to imperial​ism. He refers to the fact that cultural homogeneity exists neither on national level nor between organisations. Rather van Mannen & Barley (1985) have tried to prove that clash of interest and conflict are not uncommon within organisational units. These cultural variances are prevalent all over the world and are not limited to developing countries alone. Wherever, OD practitioner has to work, he will face cultural diversity (Golembiewski, 1991). Since organisations are like organisms and complex social systems, they cannot be alike. So the question of closeness of fit or distal fit is relative only.

The Success and Failure Rate of OD:

Success and failure of OD in other cultural settings is measure of its applicability. If success rate is greater than the failure, it can be said that OD and culture have a close fit. A large number of studies have been done for this purpose and have not been limited to developing countries alone. Some researchers have found that even countries like Britain and France do not support OD interventions (Srinivas, 1995). Conclusion has not been much different in case of developing coun​tries as well; either the outcome varied widely or the results were inclusive. Srinivas’ (1995) own review of OD interventions in 106 cases gives 44% success rate across 35 countries. In his own words, “[this] casts a shadow of doubt on the applicability of OD...” How​ever, he admits that the judgement can be inferential and subjective. This is true since Golembiewski (1991), in his review of same 100 OD applications finds that the success rate is 72%. However, the success rate of OD was 89% in case of western countries. What this proves is that OD has closer fit in case of western countries than non-western developing countries. The reason he gives for this success rate is that OD is by nature generic and it facilitates adaptation to the peculiar characteristic of organisations.

The discussion above proves that no conclusive results can be drawn on the basis of these studies. The question of interpreting what ‘success’ and ‘failure’ is, is too complex to warrant a definite answer.

OD:  Ideal and Practice: -

“There is a close relationship between theory and practice. Practice is always based on theory . . . and theory is corrected by practice, in a continuing circular relationship” (Fitzgerald, 1987).

Notwithstanding its history and origins that reinforce using OD meth​odologies for societal change, community development and reducing racial prejudice and class differences (see French & Bell, 1995, Cooke, 1996 & Holvino, 1996), its very nature and character present it as a model of humanistic, democratic and collaborative values. Thus “more than any other of the ‘management disciplines’, OD can claim a tradition of attending to social issues” (Holvino, 1996: 520). Its emphasis on self-analysis and self-appraisal and its parallel learning structures and methodolo​gies like “ team-building, survey feedback, action research and process consultation” mean that the model of relationship between client and consultant is that of a facilitator. This shows that it does not force its values and norms on to different cultures; it has a shared learning spirit.

Two primary tools used in OD are action research and process consultation. “Action Research” is a cyclical model for change in which the principal job of a consultant is to show people what they really look like. It is a kind of “organisational mirroring”. Action research consists of “diagnosis, data gathering, feedback to the client group, data discussion and work by the client group, action planning and action” in a cyclical sequence (French & Bell, 1995: 138). In process consultation” the relationship between the client and the consultant is not that of “purchase of expertise . . .” or “doctor-patient . . .” but is that of a “process consultation . . .” (Schein, 1988: 5-11). Process consultation has been defined by him (p. 34) as a set of activities that “ help the client to perceive, understand and act upon the process event that occur in the clients’ environment”. OD consultant is an expert on “process”. Process approaches focus on the social and psychological environment of the individuals and institu​tions. Process model believes in the role of consultant not as an expert but as a facilitator.  It provides free and informed choices with the understanding that decisions and actions will be owned by the clients. It takes organisation as a microcosm of society and fully accepts others for who they are, a crucial element in cross-cultural work (Murrell, 1994). This is what Bailey et al (1993) call “inter-velopment” which stands for generating “interconnected action ... [facilitating] a shared consciousness of global interbeing” (Italics in original)”. What they advocate is an “holistic, interrelated and interdependent focus.” Accord​ing to the authors, this approach “obviates the mechanistic “fixer” or “helper” identities of the problem-solving OD and interna​tional practitioner.”

However, the practice of OD practitioners has been quite different. Following the colonial tradition of carrying “the white man’s burden” to civilise mankind referred to in Joseph Conrad’s classic “The Heart of Darkness”, there is still a penchant for outright implementation of western ideals which Bailey et al (1993: 50) call “Western Expert Imperi​alism”. Flying on the wings provided by world financial institu​tions (like World Bank and IMF), these western “helpers” are a global authority on the way people should live. They impose “an outward order” on the developing people. This form of relationship is what Freire(1970: 149) calls “cultural invasion ... an anti-dialogical imposi​tion” that induces a relationship of dependence. The reason Bailey et al (1993) give for this emerging dependency syndrome is not that the developing countries have no indigenous cultures and traditions of their own but because the so called western experts do not bother to recognise their presence.

Discussion above shows that OD is an ideal and generic theory appealing to basic common human traits. It appeals to human spirit of particpativeness, collaboration, and democracy. Though these have been suppressed at some places, but are always present in some form or the other. Events of Tiananmen Square in China and its aftermath are an ample proof of that. Traditional methods to bring about change (ODC News, 1997) also manifest that. Though Bourgeois & Boltvinik (1981) talk about the limitations of OD stemming from cultural variances, structural rigidities, technological backwardness and inhibitions of the clients as well as cultural training, stereotyped views and ethnocentrism of the western consultant, these may be true in case of ‘international’ experts whose brief and limited visit does not allow him to understand indigenous problems. Nor is the conclusion of Schein (1993: 41) universally acceptable when he refers to the Not only the managers are human and children of their culture but the people who practice OD are also human and constrained by the cultural environments in which they grew up and which they know. Both think and conceive in their particular cultural contexts. culturally over-trained, who not only think in terms of certain “consen​sually validated categories” but also withhold information threatening the current “social order.”  This statement is also partially true, as would appear from two examples of OD interventions in Pakistan.

However, cross-cultural consultants act as typical ideologues. They try to apply their beliefs and values without analysing the efficacy and appropriateness of their application in a different cultural setting. Acting like Mr. Bounderby and Mr. Gradgrind in Dickens’ “Hard Times”, they take these subject organisations as pitchers who are to be filled with knowledge. It is not surprising that “the experi​ment” fails. Bounded by their cultural values and norms, clients react to the “foreign invasion” and there is at times clash and conflict between organi​sation and the consultant.

What Should OD Practitioner Do?

One of the problems faced by the OD practitioner is lack of informa​tion about the local culture. Citing from Funches (1989: 159), Bour​geois & Boltvinik (1981) refer to one special gift that every OD prac​titioner must have to avoid being an expert imperialist. This he calls:

“the ability to attune and connect oneself to the system in which one is working.” 

This shall enable the OD practitioner to understand the cultural nuances of developing countries and be a true OD practitio​ner. This means that the OD practitioner should not only accept the presence of values contradictory to his own but should also try to understand and imbibe them through extensive research about other cultures. Brown & Covey (1987) and ODC News (1997) take it a step further when they advocate the expression of OD ideologies and concepts in local comprehensible terms. ODC News explicitly states that it is not the values and principles that are foreign but the techniques and methods, which should be given a local touch. Srinivas (1995) also takes the same stand when he says that consultant should be familiar with the cultural norms and values of the developing countries. If this is not so, local value system may seem hostile to a foreign consultant. He refers to successful use of traditional Hindi Kirtan and ancient images of banyan and Ashoka trees in OD practices. The same is true in other cultural settings as well. Kiggundu (1986) wants OD practitioner to intervene at informal level - about life outside working environment, because it is at informal level that reflects the community’s social and cultural values. Blunt (1993 & 1995) wants the form of consultancy to conform to that cultural context where consultancy is being employed. This proves that OD can be successful if the OD consultant spends considerable time in understanding local culture. If he does not do so, OD practices may not have a deep and long lasting effect on the organisa​tion. In other words, that intervention will fail as an OD effort, since its self-perpetuation is one of its essential ingredients. 

Taking this discussion further, the ideal would be a situation where OD practitioner is someone from the same socio-cultural milieu. This will preclude all chances of alienation that OD consultant and more particularly a client has to encounter. Two specific examples, Agha Khan Rural Support Project (AKRSP) and Orangi Pilot Project (OPP), will help illustrate the point: -

AKRSP was started in 1982 in the northern areas of Pakistan. The programme’s broad purpose is to support the commercialisation of subsistence villages, by creating village organisations, building productive physical infrastructure, establishing deposits to facilitate credit, and by providing production and marketing support systems and training (Donaldson, 1987). Its role is to build local problem solving capabilities and later permitting them to function independently. The programme is so designed that its structure contributes to open communication (WB, 1987). Village organisation (VO) is the main body that takes decisions; is responsible for the selection and execution of small projects and is accountable to its members. The role of AKRSP is that of facilitation, which is done through 17 social organisers all of whom are from northern areas. They speak the same dialect, understand local customs, wear the same dress and even have the same colour of the skin. In a meeting, they sit on the ground with the local people as if in cognito and hardly “speak,” leaving the discussion and decisions to the villagers themselves. Their “intervention” is not short term, but rather spans over a number of years (Donaldon, 1987). It is not surprising that the programme has been a tremendous success and is being replicated in other parts of the country.

The other project (Khan, 1991 & Ghafoor, 1987) “Orangi Pilot Project” (OPP) was started in Karachi. Orangi is one of the largest shantytowns in Asia and is typical in terms of failure of the state for providing basic amenities like clean water, sanitation and sewerage. In Orangi, the biggest menace was sewerage. OPP has applied participatory Research and Extension technique to evolve a model of low cost sanitation and sewerage. It has not organised people, but rather motivated them to organise themselves. OPP has no regulatory powers. There has been no central supervision and controlling agency to oversee the work. OPP team trained line managers and gave technical advice. It simplified designs, surveyed and mapped the area, and prepared modules for the training of the people. This approach has given people a sense of ownership for the project, which a public sector project can never give. Since people worked on self-help basis and middlemen were excluded, as compared with an ordinary project, cost was reduced by almost eight times. This is a self-inspired, self-built, self-financed, self-managed and self-maintained model of sanitation. 

In the both examples above, some inspired group of people, who were from the area, made the intervention. People were suspicious initially, but the major factor for success was that they were trying to solve a problem, which they thought was a menace. They contributed in terms of money and mostly labour, since they owned and managed it. The “consultants” were successful, since they facilitated the work and used techniques that were consistent with local values and traditions. Besides cultural conditioning, major handicap of an international consultant is that his intervention is too brief to be effective and sustainable. He cannot understand the cross-currents and undercurrents of a society. Only a local consultant is fully capable of that.

Apart from familiarising himself with local cultural settings, the OD practitioner should differentiate between types of values or norms that society has. In this respect, two types of values can be identified. In the first category come those norms that are fundamental and essential in the society. The norms can be those who are peripheral. He should try to conform OD values to the first category of values, since any clash or conflict them will result in failure of OD intervention. However, it is the second category that he should facilitate to change.

In the like manner, the planned change for the organisation should not be incompatible with the strategic objectives of the organisation. In that case, any change will not be acceptable, unless with the consent of top leadership, he plans a total rehash of the organisation.
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