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As we are living in trying and challenging 
times, we wish everyone safety, health and 
well-being. At the OD Review, we have also 
experienced many difficulties over the past 
six months. With our beloved John Vogel-
sang’s medical issues, the processes and 

submissions during the Fall of 2019 were 
interfered with, causing some delays and 
recent scrambling. 

Since taking over an interim role in 
October and the permanent role in January, 
as Editor, we have completed the 4th issue 
for 2019; collected, reviewed and revised 
the set of articles for this Special Issue on 
Use of Self; and have the second issue for 
2020 now in process. Thank you to all who 
have pitched in to help. 

Going forward, we will take further 
steps to renew our charter, identity, posi-
tioning within the OD/Change journal 
universe, submission guidelines, curation 
strategies, editorial structure, and operating 
processes, so that we can streamline how 

we work and elevate the journal in our field 
and beyond.

Thank you for your understanding and 
patience and feel free to communicate with 
me at: ODN Editor editor@odnetwork.org. 

Following this letter please take note 
of our honoring Peter Vaill following his 
recent passing. A critical thinker who 
shared with, taught many in and left a sig-
nificant legacy for the whole field.

Then please see the letter from Mee 
Yan Cheung-Judge and me, Special Issue 
Guest Editors, for more on this Special 
Issue and its contents. 

David W. Jamieson, PhD
Editor-in-Chief

From the Editor

Former Editors

Larry Porter 		  1973–1981
Raymond Weil 		  1982–1984
Don & Dixie Van Eynde 	 1985–1988
David Noer 		  1989–1992
Celeste Coruzzi		  1993–1995
David Nicoll		  1996–2000
Marilyn E. Blair		  2000–2008
John D. Vogelsang		  2009–2019

Invitation to  
Submit Articles
Please consider what you may be able to offer to our field(s) from your 
experiences. As a scholar-practitioner journal we welcome what you 
do in applying theory-in-practice, developing new insights from prac-
tice, models and frameworks you create or modify in your work and 
thought pieces that can help us all in tackling the new normal of con-
tinuous change, large scale transformations that are needed, global 
issues and implications of our inter-dependent industries and societ-
ies, and development of our practitioners and leaders for execution in 
an increasingly VUCA world. 

Additionally, please share and distribute around our field(s) for 
others who can write for the OD Review.

We have a history of priding ourselves on having a developmen-
tal orientation in our open peer review process. In our open peer 
review process, the authors information is known from the beginning 
throughout the process. The reviewers work directly with the author(s) 
to revise and improve their submission. 

In our double-blind review process the identification informa-
tion stays hidden only with the Editor during the review and revision 
process. This information can be found on the OD Network website 
(odnetwork.org) under “OD Review Submission.”

We also have a shorter article section called Practicing OD. The 
guidelines for this can also be found on the ODN website. 

We encourage you to write for others to learn from experience 
across our profession. Thank you.

David W. Jamieson
Editor-in-Chief
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It was with deep sadness that I learned 
recently of the passing of another giant in 
our field, Dr. Peter Vaill.

Peter was a teacher, author, scholar, 
and wiseman leading the field with con-
cepts, ideas, and metaphors that changed 
thousands of our lives in the field, and by 
extension through us and our work, those 
of millions of people.

Peter was best known as an author 
and for his metaphor of navigating orga-
nizational change as riding in white water, 
which he published as a recording called: 
Permanent White Water: The Realities, 
Myths, Paradoxes, and Dilemmas of Man-
aging Organizations (1992). His books 
included Learning as a Way of Being (1996), 
Spirited Leading and Learning: Process Wis-
dom for a New Age (1998), and Managing as 
a Performing Art (1989) and were required 

reading in management classes around 
the world.

Peter was also one of the famous “Four 
Horsepeople” who resurrected NTL from 
near bankruptcy in 1975. The member-
ship at the time was mostly scholars and 
professors, and overwhelmingly white 
men. Peter, along with Edie Seashore, Elsie 
Cross, and Barbara Bunker disbanded 
the membership and invited back about 
75 members in equal numbers of men 
and women, people of color and white, 
redirected NTL more squarely toward its 
social justice mission by creating an inten-
tional laboratory of equality and power 
sharing across race and gender.

Peter was a strong and vital man. 
However, the last 19 years have been a chal-
lenge for his health. In August 2001, Peter 
contracted spinal meningitis in surgery 

By Matt Minahan

Remembering Peter Vaill

In Honor of Peter Vaill  
(1936-2020)

With the recent passing of one of our greatest contributors, Peter Vaill, who was 
a scholar, teacher, author and wonderful human being, many of us want to honor 
him here. A few years ago, Jackie Milbrandt and I spent a lot of time with Peter, 
and learning about Peter, in order to write his chapter in the Palgrave Handbook of 
Change Thinkers (Szabla, D., Pasmore, W., Barnes, M. and Gipson, A., 2017). The 
chapter can be accessed on ResearchGate (https://www.researchgate.net/). He and his 
friend, Dave Fearon, had recently been capturing much of his recent thinking in 
podcasts on practice (https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/episode-17-lessons learned/
id1499423359?i=1000467837333).

Peter stands out as a role-model of living the values, mastering the concepts and 
skills and sharing widely his insights and brilliance, through teaching and writing. 
He was one of the original scholar-practitioners, who mixed theory-in-practice with 
clients, students and in publications. His core streams of thought, that he advanced 
so well, involved the relationships among organizational practice, theory and learn-
ing. Thank you, Peter, for your inspiration, legacy and humanness. 

 David W. Jamieson

With much gratitude, we also want to thank Matt Minahan for creating the following, 
touching, remembrance. 
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to correct an unsuccessful laminectomy 
which was to repair a blown disk as a con-
sequence of a too-early/too-long club train-
ing run for what would have been his 11th 
marathon. The result was a spinal cord 
injury, paraplegia, and wheelchair depen-
dence. Since then, he has lived indepen-
dently, and with wonderful help from the 
staff at Walker Place. Neuropathic pain, as 
a result of the damaged lumbar nerves, is a 
dominant aspect of his life now, and symp-
tom control a major occupation. (From 
Peter’s CaringBridge site.) 

Peter taught in the doctoral pro-
grams at UCLA, GW, St. Thomas, and 
Antioch University: https://web.archive.
org/web/20060902174605/http://www.phd.
antioch.edu/Pages/APhDWeb_Learning/
APhDWeb_CoreFaculty/pvaill

My first personal encounter with Peter 
was while he was director of the PhD pro-
gram here in DC at George Washington 
University. I had applied for the PhD pro-
gram there but was rejected. Peter sat me 
down in his office, and in the most direct 
and gentle way told me that I was too 
much of a practitioner and not enough 
of a scholar for their program. Angry and 
thankful, both, in the moment, I real-
ize now that Peter was exactly right. At 
GWU Peter worked closely with Jerry 
Harvey (The Abilene Paradox and Other 
Fables) and became a close collabora-
tor with one of his doctoral students, Eric 
Dent. Eric went on to create an endowed 
chair to honor Peter’s work as a teacher 
and scholar: https://web.archive.org/
web/20050313042903/http://www.uncp.edu/
news/2005/peter_vaill.htm.

Peter had a great gift of music, able to 
play almost any song ever recorded with-
out sheet music. He provided hours of 
sing along fun and entertainment at OD 
events during the 80s and 90s. We were 
both attendees at the OD Network’s Future 
Search in 1993. That conference brought 
together about 50 people to chart a new 
future for the Network, including its move 
from Portland where Sharon Thorne, 
one of the best OD consultants around, 
had been part time director, to New Jer-
sey run by a full-time association profes-
sional. Peter played for hours on end each 
of the three nights. He wasn’t a big and 

boisterous personality like some there, 
just a quiet, steady, thoughtful participant. 
When Peter spoke, everyone listened.

Peter attended several OD Network 
conferences. Here is an excerpt from my 
Daily Report from the Montreal Conference 
in 2002:” 

Peter Vaill arrived this evening, roll-
ing up in his wheelchair, and was 
greeted by Kathie Dannemiller, who 
rolled up in her wheelchair. It was a 
great sight to see these scions of our 
field, both looking well and fit, sit-
ting knee to knee in their respec-
tive wheelchairs! This is Peter’s first 
conference since his serious viral ill-
ness last fall, and it was GREAT to 
see him . . . When Peter and I first 
embraced this evening, his first ques-
tion to me was, “What time do the 
Men in OD meet tomorrow? Our Men 
session in New Orleans was the best 
session I’ve ever been to! We stayed 
for hours after it was finished; we just 
couldn’t leave!” https://cdn.ymaws.
com/www.odnetwork.org/resource/
resmgr/Matts_Dailies/2002.pdf

He also wrote several journal articles, many 
for the OD Practitioner. You can gather a 
lot from the titles of his works in the ODP, 
which can be searched and retrieved at 
www.odnetwork.org.
	» The Games Innovators Play
	» “Observing Events”: Towards a 

Behavioral Description of High-
Performing Systems

	» An Allegory on the Relationship of 
H.R.P. to Systems Objectives

	» Voices: Managerial Mayhem
	» Closure and Disclosure: A Meditation
	» The Inner Tailor
	» A Personal Statement 
	» The Moratorium
	» Essay: Reflections on Time and 

Leadership
	» The Author Writes . . .

The testimonials to Peter Vaill and his 
impact on us continue to pour in: 

Sharon Thorne said, “Peter was a giant 
among us. I loved him & hated know-
ing about his health struggles these last 

19 years. So hard for me to come to ease 
with suffering. I hope he rests easily now 
and his family too.”

Frances Baldwin said: “Peter Vaill was a 
special kind of thinker, teacher and writer. 
I have missed his presence over those 19 
years; he will be missed and remembered 
for his brilliance and that wide smile.”

John Adams writes: “Oh wow, how sad! 
Peter was a huge influence on my first 
15 years in the DC area early in my career. 
He was an intellectual beacon for almost 
everything that happened in OD and OT 
up until the meningitis.

“Upon receiving this news, my very 
first recollection had nothing to do with 
the field, however. When Peter came from 
UCLA to interview for the job at GW, 1972, 
I believe, he came and stayed with us in 
Fairfax, VA. Peter was an avid runner at 
that time – at least from my sedentary per-
spective, and so I pulled on some boating 
deck shoe (closest I had to anything resem-
bling athletic sneakers), and tagged along 
as far as I could. That got me started, and 
within two years I had gotten fit enough to 
start playing rugby at AU, where we at NTL 
were just beginning to test the possibility 
of a degree partnership. 

“Then about 8 years later, Peter was 
right in the middle of something Harrison 
Owen created, called the TWG Partnership 
– out of which grew the Open Space and 
Transformation movements. Our regular 
TWG dialogues around DC always could 
count on breakthrough insights from Peter.

“In a TWG meeting in about 1982, 
Harrison suggested creating an annual 
conference on Organizational Transfor-
mation, which soon became the Open 
Space movement, which Peter was deeply 
involved in from the beginning! I sug-
gested putting together a book written by 
all the people that were beginning to talk 
about transformational processes in organi-
zations, and again Peter was just about first 
up, offering to do a chapter. That became 
Transforming Work. He also was a powerful 
supporter of, and contributor to, the second 
anthology, Transforming Leadership.

“We could all always count on Peter 
to grasp and contextualize new ideas and 
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build on them for the good of the field and 
all of its practitioners. He was a giant in my 
eyes always!

“God bless you Peter! We’ll have to 
check in again later and reminisce further.”

Kurt Motamedi writes: “Peter Vaill is 
remembered as an outstanding scholar, 
practitioner, teacher, insightful observer, 
kind soul and true intellect. I met Peter in 
my first year of doctoral program at UCLA. 
I was intrigued by his depth of knowledge 
and philosophical perspective. I missed the 
opportunity to learn from him – he was 
denied tenure at UCLA. And then, his ten-
ure denial was reversed (an unusual event). 
He left UCLA regardless with positive 
determination. He said that it was meant 
for him to move on. I was puzzled by his 
decision to turn down the offer of tenure. 
A few years later, Craig Lundberg, another 

silent giant in our field, shared with me 
Peter’s six-page letter to him. A sentence 
in that letter startled me, “So much of 
the research in our field is about describ-
ing a car as a moving vehicle.” He could 
see through puffed up academic research 
empty of a meaningful sense of reality and 
real world.

“Yes, Peter shaped the organization 
development movement among many oth-
ers to be mindful of everyday experiences, 
reflection, learning and being in the world. 
He was a quiet giant who traversed among 
us always with a warm reflective smile 
– caring that all this will pass. Blessings 
bestowed, Peter.”

Judith Katz writes: “It is indeed sad to hear 
about Peter’s passing. He was such a gen-
erous spirit. Fred and I worked with him 
several times (along with Edie) and each 

time was inspirational. He brought so 
much as a human being as well as an OD 
Practitioner. He will be missed . . . but his 
ideas about permanent white water are 
even more true today.”

Fred Miller writes: “I join Judith’s com-
ments. Peter was a friend. As Judith indi-
cated starting in the 90’s Judith and I 
did several workshops with Peter includ-
ing an NTL Management Work Confer-
ence (using T-Group technology). As many 
times as I heard Peter present and share 
his thinking I could never get enough. I 
always wanted a front row seat (sometimes 
moving the participants out of the way). 
What a GIFT!! What a human being! What 
a thinker!!! So glad he shared his thinking 
and his being with so many people, and 
that his and my paths joined together so 
many times.”
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SPECIAL ISSUE: 
Use of Self in OD

We are very pleased to offer this special 
issue on Use of Self. It ended up over
lapping with our final analysis and writ-
ing of our Global Research Report, which 
like everything has also been impacted 
by the worldwide coronavirus pandemic. 
This issue has attracted a set of articles 
from a wider than usual global OD pop-
ulation. We have stayed as close to our 
ODR Guidelines as possible, while also 
acknowledging that some cultures use 
some different spellings in English and 
may use slightly different ways of refer-
encing sources. This may give us some 
insight into becoming a more global OD 
journal in the future.

This special issue adds more think-
ing and experiences to many previ-
ously published works in our journal 
(previously the OD Practitioner), the 
OD Journal (from ISODC) and others. 
We are pleased to bring together some 
people who have discussed this con-
cept before with some that are shar-
ing new thinking to help us progress in 
grounding and expanding our under-
standing of Use of Self. There are some 
pieces here from educational, clinical, 
process and personal experience per-
spectives, as well as mindfulness, love 
and self-inquiry.

In the opening article, Matt Mina-
han and Russ Forrester have developed 
a process model for use of self based 
on Arthur Young’s Theory of Process 
(Young, 1976). They walk us through var-
ious stages of freedom and restraint as 
we deal with ourselves while dealing with 
our world. This model helps us to under-
stand the many phases we go through 
throughout our lifetime and some stages 
we repeat in every situation we encoun-
ter. In the end we learn about ourselves 
and develop who we are in action. 

The next article takes us into self-
inquiry. Sharon Nash takes us on a 

journey across different cycles of inquiry 
covering identity, presence and meaning. 
She uses her own analysis in depicting 
how this informs our understanding of 
use of self and culminates in her version 
of use of self, based in these premises.

In the next article, Tong Yee, an 
entrepreneur and social activist from Sin-
gapore shares his journey through seri-
ous internal work in figuring out how 
his effectiveness was directly linked to 
cultural mindsets within the systems he 
was in and within himself. He makes a 
strong case for the connection between 
systems and use of self. 

Bena Long shares a short piece on 
how mindfulness belongs on our use of 
self radar. She suggests ways that mind-
fulness helps in focusing attention and 
expanding awareness, both inside and 
in the context around us. This work 
brings forward a way to make the ‘self’ 
more available.

Tom Kenward discusses his learn-
ings in designing and working within a 
participatory learning process in which 
learners can learn more about their use 
of self. He discusses how the process 
contains three elements that deepen self-
learning: learner-defined learning out-
comes; collaborative learning design; and 
facilitating self and peer assessment.

OD and love is the topic for the next 
article by Helena Clayton. She raises a 
strong challenge for the importance of 
including love in our work and our use 
of self. Following a research study on 
the topic, she shares her findings and 
implications for the field and our practi-
tioners. She discusses ways that love is 
radical, a core human need and almost 
depleted within organizations.

Kathy Holmes-Bonney highlights 
the importance of the deep unconscious 
web of communication that operates in 
groups. Staying present to what is ‘here 
and now’ in the group and managing 
one’s self to not be distracted or pulled in 
a way that reduces one’s ability to provide 

help to the group, is most critical. She 
further discusses the role of the OD per-
son holding their use of self in the right 
manner to enable the group to process 
and resolve its own issues.

Anton Shufutinsky provides a nice 
view into the importance of use of self 
in conducting qualitative research. 
He reviews the essence of qualitative 
research and how to make it most valid 
and useful. This can involve effective use 
of self to ensure credible interpretations 
of data, using rigorous methods, while 
simultaneously convincing readers that 
the conclusions are plausible, unbiased, 
defensible, and trustworthy.

Finally, two of our educators in use 
of self, share their key learnings in run-
ning the Use of Self course in the Ameri-
can University’s MSOD program. John 
Bennett and Heather Berthoud discuss 
some of the frameworks they use and 
experiences and learnings they have 
accumulated in helping others to learn 
about and begin their own use of self 
journey. The learnings are valuable for 
anyone developing themselves or others.

Mee Yan Cheung-Judge and David 
Jamieson, the Guest Editors, provide 
an overview of the work they generated 
with the Global Use of Self Research 
Study, which was recently launched as 
a report available to all at the end of 
the article.

Practicing OD 
In this issue’s Practicing OD section, 
our editors have garnered an article on 
employee involvement. Diana Vienne 
writes about how employee involve-
ment is key in commitment and success-
ful change. She introduces their Notion 
Engagement Continuum highlighting 
different stages employees go through. 

Please enjoy these latest contribu-
tions on Use of Self.

David W. Jamieson, PhD 
Mee Yan Cheung-Judge, PhD

From the Guest Editors
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By Matt Minahan and 
Russ Forrester

By now, OD circles have accepted “Use of 
Self” as having been delivered on the tab-
lets handed down by our forebears over 
the years in OD. It is taught about in OD 
graduate programs. It is written about in 
practitioners’ journals, student theses and 
reflection papers. 

We have a fairly long but thin body of 
knowledge about use of self. Most of the 
writing on the topic has been focused on 
the counseling and therapeutic worlds, 
starting in 1932 (Alexander, 1932). Since 
then, there has been approximately one 
journal article every decade (Goffman, 
1959), (Jung, 1964), (Weiner, 1978), (Nevis, 
1987), (D. Jamieson, 1991). By 2000, OD 
began to figure out how to apply these 
principles, developed in psychotherapy, 
to our work as consultants (Cooperrider, 
2000), (Cheung-Judge, 2001), (Seashore, 
Nash, Thompson, & Mattare, 2004), 
(Senge, Scharmer, Jaworski, & Flowers, 
2005), (Patwell & Seashore, 2006), (D. 
Jamieson, Auron, & Schectman, 2010), 
(Nash, 2014), (Rainey & Jones, 2014), 
(Forrester & Minahan, 2019), (Bennett 
& Berthoud, 2019), (D. W. Jamieson & 
Davidson, 2019).

The body of knowledge around use 
of self is still developing and has not yet 
become coherent. It mostly resembles the 
“prescience” stage, lacking a generally rec-
ognized central paradigm (Kuhn, 1962). 
After some time in prescience – a term 
that is notable for its similarity to prescient 
– an idea enters “normal science” which 
is defined by an agreed upon central para-
digm during which extremely productive 
“puzzle solving” research occurs. Kuhn 

goes on to describe the next period, when 
anomalous research findings build up to 
the point when a new paradigm emerges.

It is likely that our body of knowl-
edge about use of self is the result of a cou-
ple of post-paradigmatic shifts, one from 
the world of industrial engineering about 
effective change processes, and the other 
from the world of psychotherapy where the 
grounding paradigms of the 1950s–1980s 
were about which techniques of therapy 
(Adlerian, Rogerian, Gestalt, etc.) and 
which regimes of medication (daily, weekly, 
monthly, by mouth or injection, in combi-
nation with which drugs, etc.) were most 
effective. It is likely that the research in 
those two domains and possibly others 
from social psychology and other related 
fields exhausted itself, causing established 
paradigms to gradually reach the end of 
their natural lives in the 1980s and 90s, 
bringing forth the early stirrings of 21st 
century thought. 

Simultaneous paradigm shifts in lead-
ership, organization theory, business pro-
cess simplification, communications, and 
the social sciences may well have con-
tributed to this state of prescience for 
use of self. 

The evidence points to a body of 
knowledge and thought around use of self 
still in its infancy. There are few shared 
concepts. Each author brings a unique defi-
nition, perspective, and voice to what use of 
self means. Some have advice; some have 
models. There are no unifying theories or 
models or methods or even academic cita-
tions that create congruence across these 
few sources.

“The body of knowledge around use of self is still developing and has not yet become coherent. 
It mostly resembles the ‘prescience’ stage, lacking a generally recognized central paradigm . . .”

Exactly How Do You . . . 
Use Yourself?
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Despite the fragmentation of knowl-
edge in our field, there is substantial 
grounding in philosophy and psychology to 
guide our thinking. 

The very term “use of self” con-
notes reflection and interiority and self-
examination, making the self and its 
actions the object of our attention; we say 
as much in our model below.

However, we also believe that what-
ever actions the self takes in pursuit of its 
own development and insights are in fact 
actions and re-actions in inter-actions with 
others. “The I of . . . I-You appears as a per-
son and becomes conscious of itself as sub-
jectivity . . . Persons appear by entering into 
relation with other persons.” . . . “The I is 
actual through its participation in actuality. 
The more perfect the participation is, the 
more actual the I becomes” (Buber, 2012). 
It might seem a bit paradoxical, but the 
route to knowing our self and refining the 
way the self operates in the world is actu-
ally through relationships and communica-
tions with others. 

There are also insights from theo-
ries of adult development psychology that 
underpin the Use of Self Process Model. 
Jane Loevinger’s Ego Development (1976) 
follows the arc of maturation from con-
forming to self-awareness to conscientious 

to autonomous to integrated, as does 
our model.

Another developmental model that 
tracks though the Use of Self Process 
model (Sullivan, Grant, & Grant, 1957) is 
described in terms of successive levels of 
integrations, each of which has its own 
unique characteristics, as do the stages in 
our own model. 

In addition to the lack of coherence 
in our field, there is no common guidance 
about exactly what or how this use of self 
might occur in a given setting or period of 
life, or what use of self means in practice, 
and none have ways to determine how well 
you are using your self as an instrument. 
We are hoping to address that by the Use 
of Self Process Assessment, a link to which 
you will find at the end of this article. We 
invite you to answer the questions in the 
online self-assessment, which we will score 
confidentially and return the results to you 
via email.

The model itself is rooted in the revo-
lutionary theory about evolutionary pro-
cess of all living systems by Arthur M. 
Young (1976), who was a physicist and 
philosopher in the mid to late 20th cen-
tury. He wrote about the ways in which 
light, with the most potential freedom, 
over time becomes binding particles or 

substances with less freedom, taking on 
more form centering in atoms with another 
degree less of freedom, and then creating 
a formed substance in molecules, which 
have the least freedom. 

Over time, freedom increases as the 
inert molecules become organized, first 
into plants, and then animated as animals, 
and finally evolve into full being (Figure 1). 

In the field of OD, the most recogniz-
able application of Young’s process theory 
to teams is the Drexler-Sibbet Team Perfor-
mance Model. (See Figure 2, page 10.)

Our Use of Self model applies the 
same Arthur M. Young framework – 
increasing complexity and decreasing 
degrees of freedom over time, a pivot or 
commitment point, leading to decreasing 
constraint and increasing freedom. (See 
Figure 3, page 11.)

The Use of Self Process Model 
describes seven stages by which we 
engage with ourselves as we engage with 
the world. It is a reciprocal cycle. As we 
grow, learn more about ourselves, and 
become more in touch with our own inner 
thoughts and feelings, we are able better 
to relate to events and people in the out-
side world . . . while at the same time, if we 
are paying attention, our interactions with 
the outside world can be the ground on 
which we discover new depth and insights 
about ourselves.

In general, the stages are slow to 
evolve, and we work through them over a 
period of years and sometimes even longer, 
especially stages 1, 2, 6, and 7.

However, we note the three stages out-
lined in green function differently. These 
three stages are the Experience Cycle. We 
work through these stages with every client 
engagement we encounter. In stage 3, Self 
in Situ, we make a choice to attend to a sit-
uation. In stage 4, Self in (Inter)Action, we 
engage with the situation and take action. 
In stage 5, Reflective Self, we learn from 
what has happened. When we encounter a 
different situation, the cycle begins again. 
It is the continuous repetition of this cycle, 
and the lessons that we draw from it, that 
enable our growth into the sixth stage, 
Intentional Self.

Figure 1. 	 (Barr, 2006)

The evidence points to a body of knowledge and thought 
around use of self still in its infancy. There are few shared 
concepts. Each author brings a unique definition, perspective, 
and voice to what use of self means. Some have advice; some 
have models. There are no unifying theories or models or 
methods or even academic citations that create congruence 
across these few sources.
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The Presentable Self: The model begins 
with the most free, least constrained self 
we can imagine. This is the nascent, natu-
ral, default, not-deeply considered self. The 
superficial, socially acceptable self that we 
are readily willing to show to others and to 
see in ourselves – our “perfect” self, blind 
to our flaws or mistakes. 

And so it is really an imaginary self, a 
fiction created by the norms or expectations 
imposed by others and accepted by us with-
out questioning. This is not the true self 
that we will become, but it is who we are 
willing to accept and to present to others 

right now. We are living in our positive core 
of goodness in terms of personality, tem-
perament, preferences, aptitudes, talents, 
and virtues, not yet ready to confront the 
less positive aspects of ourselves.

One may spend a considerable period 
of time in the pretense of the Presentable 
self. This stage encompasses the charac-
teristics of three of the early stages defined 
by Loevinger: the “Impulsive” stage in 
which people are typically dependent and 
needy, pigeonholing others by how the oth-
ers meet their needs; the “Self-protective” 
stage, in which individuals recognize social 
rules and are guided by rewards and pun-
ishments; and the “Conformist” stage, 
wherein one’s actions are driven by social 
desirability and shaped by the avoidance 
of disapproval. 

Sullivan et al. also describe several 
stages of development that match up with 
life in our Presentable stage: Their Level 2 
is defined by constant demands, unaware 
of others’ feelings, and without regard for 
the consequences of their actions. At their 

Level 3, individuals, typically conformists, 
demand simple rules and absolute role def-
initions in order to know exactly what is 
expected of them. Our conception of the 
Presentable Stage coincides with these ear-
lier developmental models.

The Work of this stage is largely 
forming. At first, the incipient self shapes 
itself to fit the expectations of others, to 
please them and be accepted, to maintain 
the pretense that we are what we ought to 
be. By being blind to our own flaws and 
negative impulses, we don’t often recog-
nize our contributions to breakdowns in 
relationships. This is a relatively passive 
stage in which things are happening with-
out much reflection, self-awareness, or 
deliberate effort. 

We are ready to move on when we rec-
ognize in ourselves a feeling unfulfilled or 
stymied, or find ourselves seeking, desiring 
more substance in life.

Figure 2.   
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The Emergent Self: Over time, greater self-
awareness builds. Some degrees of free-
dom decrease as the self confronts more 
constraints, some in the outside world but 
mostly in the inner world of the self. There 
is an unfolding discovery process, in which 
we recognize and own the shadow or dark 
side, including unacceptable impulses, 
fears, anxieties, transferences, defenses, 
biases, egoism, and hooks. This is also a 
time for the self to realize and embrace the 
core of goodness within. Taking both the 
light and shadow sides together, the self 
is crystalizing a truer identity to own and 
stand up for, increasingly differentiated 
from others and more independent of their 
needs or expectations.

The central questions are about our 
true identity –values, beliefs, needs, virtues 

and flaws, the good, the bad and the ugly 
– all in the process of being recognized, 
accepted and expressed without judgment 
or pride or shame. 

Jung (1956) asserts that “ . . . develop-
ment of personality means fidelity to the 
law of one’s being . . . it really means trust, 
trustful loyalty . . . personality can never 
develop itself unless the individual chooses 
his own way consciously and with con-
scious moral decision . . . He has placed his 
law above all conventions.” This process 
of choice and development begins with 
the Emergent stage. It is the same process 
referred to by Loevinger in her “Self-aware” 
and “Conscientious” stages, which she sug-
gests is the modal level for adults in our 

society. In these stages, individuals move 
through increased self awareness, rela-
tional feelings and awareness of variations 
in social rules, to a level of self awareness 
that permits the emergence of conscience, 
clarifying goals and ideals, differentiated 
self-criticism, and a gradual shaping of an 
internal code of conduct. Level 4 of Sulli-
van et al. gets to the same dynamics, with 
the individual identifying oneself as dif-
ferent from the norm and from specific 
people. Their Level 5 brings with it insight 
into patterns of behavior, differentiated 
role conceptualization and a greater capac-
ity for empathy. Each of these models 
describes a breakthrough that enables fur-
ther development.

Figure 3.   

There is an unfolding discovery process, in which we recognize 
and own the shadow or dark side, including unacceptable 
impulses, fears, anxieties, transferences, defenses, biases, 
egoism, and hooks. This is also a time for the self to realize and 
embrace the core of goodness within. Taking both the light and 
shadow sides together, the self is crystalizing a truer identity 
to own and stand up for, increasingly differentiated from others 
and more independent of their needs or expectations.
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The Work of this stage is disrupting 
– breaking the veneer of our superficial 
selves and coming to grips with our true 
self. It is about removing the gloss of the 
supposed perfect self, and exploring more 
deeply those parts of the self that under-
mine the image projected by the Present-
able Self. This stage is about exploring and 
coming to grips with the “undesirable” 
parts of the self, those that are not socially 
acceptable or consistent with what I want 
to be known for. This is also about calling 
into question the default conceptions of the 
Presentable Self, embarking on a discovery 
mission to find the true self.

We are ready to move on when we can 
accept our light and dark sides as equally 
important and valuable sides of our selves. 

We may have a sense of disillusionment 
with the world we have constructed so 
far in life. We may feel tentative and even 
embarrassed about some of our past behav-
ior and actions, but that is often followed 
by a sense of resettling into a new normal 
that can help to establish a grounding that 
lasts a lifetime.

A Transition: Before moving on to the ele-
ments of the lower tier, we must recognize 
that the discoveries associated with the first 
two stages, the Presentable and Emergent 
Selves, do not necessarily occur discretely 
or chronologically. The key thing about 
making progress toward the Experience 
Cycle and then the Intentional Self is that 
we recognize and acknowledge all aspects 
of our personalities and how they contrib-
ute to the overall shape of the self.

Entering the Experience Cycle: The next 
three stages, together referred to as the 
“Experience Cycle” are substantially dif-
ferent from the first two and the last 
two, which are mostly about the self and 
its growing knowledge and awareness. 
When entering the Experience Cycle, the 
self is confronted with specific circum-
stances beyond itself that must be dealt 
with and acted upon. This cycle repeats 
itself multiple times as a person encoun-
ters the outside world and must make 
choices about if or how to engage with it. 
Each repetition of the Experience Cycle 
provides an opportunity for the self to try 
new behaviors, seek feedback, reflect upon 
the results, and make different or better 
choices next time.

Self in Situ: In this stage, something is 
happening that we can either engage in 
or ignore. This is the moment in which 
the self is aware of and makes a choice to 
attend to a person or event, to be present to 
the situation, and the possibilities of a posi-
tive or negative outcome, or not. We make 

an assessment of the situation and choose 
a course of action.

The central questions are about 
whether the situation warrants our atten-
tion, the quality and amount of attention 
that we pay to it, the care and thoughtful-
ness with which we assess it, the consid-
eration of our options for action, and our 
preparation to engage.

Since the Self in Situ stage depicts 
the sizing up that needs to be done in a 
particular situation rather then a general 
state of being, there is not a direct counter
part to the stages set forth by Loevinger or 
Sullivan, et al. However, there is a match 
between the behaviors we find in this stage 
and some of those described by the other 
authors, which are enabled by the pro-
gression through the stages. For example, 
Loevinger attributes the “appreciation of 
multiple possibilities in situations” and 
awareness of one’s own feelings such as 
embarrassment, confidence or self-con-
sciousness as manifestations of the tran-
sition from Conformist to Conscientious 
stages. Her Conscientious stage notes an 
expanding sense of responsibility for other 
people, and a recognition of the complexity 
of distinctions between ‘right’ and ‘wrong’. 
In the same vein, Sullivan et al. describe 
some typical Level 5 characteristics: rec-
ognition of behavioral patterns, a capacity 
for empathy, understanding other people 
more, and responding to them as com-
plex individuals. All of these features are 
needed to do the work of Self in Situ well.

The Work of this stage is readying the 
self for action. This requires an awareness 
of our own thoughts, feelings, intuitions, 
dispositions, and reactivity. It requires pay-
ing attention to others’ behaviors, appear-
ance, reactions, apparent states, and the 
impact of our behavior on them. It requires 
consideration not only of the current 
event, but preceding events, context, his-
tory, local culture, possibilities and limita-
tions. Attending to all of this and making 
sense of what is happening requires the 
self to be present, open, concentrated on 
the situation and the other person(s), will-
ing to take risks, and aware of possible dis-
comfort. It requires a choice to act or not, 
and if so, how. To do this well, we have to 

When entering the Experience Cycle, the self is confronted with 
specific circumstances beyond itself that must be dealt with and 
acted upon. This cycle repeats itself multiple times as a person 
encounters the outside world and must make choices about if or 
how to engage with it. Each repetition of the Experience Cycle 
provides an opportunity for the self to try new behaviors, seek 
feedback, reflect upon the results, and make different or better 
choices each time.
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acknowledge our own subjectivity, be in 
touch with our beliefs and values, and be 
curious about the people and situation.

We are ready to move on when we have 
taken in as much data about the situation 
as we can and are ready to take action. We 
may have an accurate assessment or not. 
We may be ready or not. We may be suc-
cessful or not. But we are in touch with 
ourselves, prepared to engage and poised 
to take deliberate action.

Self in (Inter)Action: Having assessed the 
situation and our ability to act in it, this is 
the moment in which we speak, or don’t. 
Both are an (Inter)Action. This is the 
moment in which the self takes action in 
the situation to achieve the desired result. 
This could be anything we do, or don’t do, 
to communicate, intervene, make contact, 
or influence things. This is the moment 
the self engages directly with the situation 
or person, with more or less skill, and with 
more or less success.

The central questions here revolve 
around how to intervene, with whom, with 
what data, with which approaches, when, 
etc. The focus in this stage is the quality 
and effect of the action taken or foregone. 
The quality of action is conditioned by the 
work not only of the preceding stages but 
the later ones, particularly Stage 6, inter-
grating. The same is true for the other 
models we have been tracking. For exam-
ple, Loevinger’s Individualistic stage refers 
to an increased ability to tolerate para-
dox and contradiction. Her Autonomous 
stage includes the capacity to acknowledge 
and cope with contradiction. For Sulli-
van et al., Level 5 includes the need to play 
roles that may be felt to be ambiguous or 
incompatible. Though these other models 
don’t contain a direct counterpart to Self 
in (Inter)Action, successful action in this 

stage is dependent on a comparable flow 
of development.

The Work of this stage is any action to 
communicate, be direct, reframe, express 
support or affection, challenge, confront 
difficult issues, address power dynamics, 
engage conflict, listen, inquire, experiment 
or take risks. In short, this is the full range 
of things the self can say or do, or not do, 
to show up in the situation. It requires risk 
taking, persistence, empathy, emotional 
availability, respect, positive regard, open-
ness, a willingness to self-disclose if appro-
priate, a willingness to be a force in the 
moment, and a wide behavioral repertoire. 
Once we take action, we are in the moment 
of least freedom and most constraint 
because we have acted, or refrained from 
acting, in a particular way. Once done, the 
action or inaction can’t be erased. It can be 
nullified by a later action, but in that partic-
ular moment what is done is done. There is 
no taking it back. 

We are ready to move on when we have 
completed the (Inter)Action. We will have 
engaged, made choices, and something has 
happened as a result. We are inquisitive 
about it and open to the full range of pos-
sibilities that might arise from our choices 
and the ways in which we have acted in 
that moment.

Self in Reflection: Having completed an 
(Inter)Action, we notice the immediate 
experience and are curious about what 
happened and why. We reflect on the 
meaning of the event. We explore the learn-
ings for the self, including what worked 
and what didn’t in the (Inter)Action, we 
notice and reflect on what happened to 
and with others, and we begin to incorpo-
rate those learnings into the body of our 
own experience.

The central questions here revolve 
around learning. We notice what happened 
in the event. We notice our own personal 
subjective experience of the event and our 
own role and behavior in the situation. We 
are curious about what might have moti-
vated our and others’ action. We notice the 
differences between intent and impact both 
for ourselves and others. We begin to con-
sider what might happen next. 

Neither Loevinger or Sullivan et al. 
have stages or levels that are explicitly 
about reflection and learning. However, the 
movement through their stages or levels 
implies a widening capacity for learning. 
Loevinger refers to “differentiated self-criti-
cism” and the inclination at the higher lev-
els to “evaluate and choose the rules for 
yourself.” She also notes the heightened 
sense of individuality that accompanies the 
Individualistic stage, a sense that has to be 
derived from learning and reflection. The 
seven levels defined by Sullivan et al. are 
each characterized by a specific problem to 
be solved, such as the integration of con-
tinuity and the integration of self-consis-
tency. Progressing through these problems 
implies the kind of reflection, learning and 
change posited in our Stage 5.

The Work here is self-examination and 
reflection. We revisit the event, choose the 
object(s) of our reflection, think about it, 
write about it, talk with someone else about 
it, and identify learnings about ourselves 
and others. This requires a large measure 
of openness, neutrality, humility, honesty, 
and responsibility. It also requires objec-
tivity, ironically, about our own subjective 
experience of the (Inter)Action. 

We are ready to move on when we 
encounter a new situation and restart the 
Experience Cycle all over again, armed with 
the lessons from this experience, start-
ing to see general patterns and tenden-
cies in ourselves and in others, which offer 
insights into our next trip through the 
Experience Cycle. 

Completing the Experience Cycle: As we 
grow and pay more attention to the self 
and the results achieved in the world, we 
improve our ability to make better assess-
ments when we are In Situ, in (Inter)
Action, and in Reflection. This Experience 
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Cycle represents the fundamental pro-
cess by which we learn, improve, and grow 
through our everyday interactions, assum-
ing we are paying attention and make our-
selves the object of our own reflection. 
We complete the Experience Cycle galva-
nized to act on our new insights and with 
a healthy balance in our assessment of our 
strengths, weaknesses, abilities to influ-
ence others, and how the use of our self 
can make those things happen. Multiple 
repetitions of the full Experience Cycle are 
indispensable to the insights needed to 
move on to Stage 6.

The Intentional Self: After multiple repeti-
tions of the Experience Cycle, we begin to 
see patterns emerge both in ourselves and 
in others. We begin to make better choices 
about what to do and when to do it. We 
become more skilled at intervening. We 
now see the whole self, both the positive 
core and the shadow, embraced and rec-
onciled in more stable and refined forms. 
We develop a world view and deep values 
that are reality based. We arrive at a more 
enduring clarity about our self and others. 
We are intentional about who we are and 
what we do in the world. This is about our 
maturing self.

The central questions here are about 
developing an approximately accurate self 
concept and an articulated world view that 
we can explain and justify. We grasp clear 
beliefs and values for our self and our 
work. We have clear goals about what we 
want to contribute to the world and how 
to serve it.

The substance of this stage is most like 
Loevinger’s Autonomous stage, which is 
defined by the capacity to acknowledge and 
cope with inner conflict; seeing reality as 
complex and multifaceted; recognizing the 
autonomy of others; and adopting self-ful-
fillment as a goal. Sullivan et al.’s Level 6 
speaks to a surer sense of self-consistency, 
independence from restricting roles, and 
formulation of long-term goals and rela-
tions with others. In each of these systems, 
the keynote is a settling and coalescing into 
a mature self.

The Work of the Intentional Self is inte-
grating, creating a whole from the many 
parts that have grown and been perfected 
over time. This represents the ongoing 
synthesis of both the Presentable Self and 
the Emergent Self, incorporating succes-
sive repetitions of the Experience Cycle, 
when reflected upon, continue to shape the 
self and its intentions. There are growing 
elements of self-knowledge, whole heart-
edness, patience with self and others, con-
stancy, steadiness, and right choices for 
the self. 

We are ready to move on when we 
develop, and are aware that we have devel-
oped, a sense of authenticity about who 
we are and what our core purpose is. We 
become more clearly focused on the few 
most essential elements of our life. We 

become more purposeful about who we 
are and how we want to spend our time. 
We have less patience and lose interest in 
superficial ideas, and yes, even people who 
do not deepen our lives and selves.

The Transcendent Self: Returning us to 
the top of the model, this is the moment of 
maximal growth and simultaneously, the 
moment of least constraint. It is the pas-
sage of time, the accumulation of experi-
ence, and the continuous effort to reflect 
and learn over decades that bring this 
moment of depth. This is the stage of per-
sonal mastery. The Transcendent Self 
grows an ever-deepening connection to 
its own inner core while at the same time 
undertakes an expansive effort to reach 
out and connect with something greater 
than itself.

Personal growth has now become a 
way of life for this self, which can show up 
as physical, mental, emotional, and spiri-
tual self-actualization. This can create an 
expanded behavioral repertoire, a healthy 
balance between constancy and change, a 
sense of being a part of something greater 
and unity with others that may well perme-
ate the hard boundaries of individual self-
identity. Freud’s “collective unconscious” 
becomes figural for the Transcendent Self 
(Freud, 2012).

Loevinger calls her highest stage “Inte-
grated”, which she deems “rare”. The Inte-
grated stage involves transcending the 
conflicts typical of the Autonomous stage, 
and the “consolidation of a sense of iden-
tity. For Sullivan et al., the highest level 
of development is about the integration 
of relativity, movement and change. This 
internal integration allows for a turning 
outward and attending to the growth of 
others. One feature of our Transcendent 

After multiple repetitions of the Experience Cycle, we begin to 
see patterns emerge both in ourselves and in others. We begin 
to make better choices about what to do and when to do it. We 
become more skilled at intervening. We now see the whole self, 
both the positive core and the shadow, embraced and reconciled 
in more stable and refined forms. We develop a world view and 
deep values that are reality based. We arrive at a more enduring 
clarity about our self and others. 
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stage that neither Loevinger or Sullivan et 
al. address explicitly is what Maslow calls 
the “mystic experience” or “oceanic feeling” 
that characterizes self-actualizing people, a 
relatively small population.

The Work of the Transcendent Self is 
about mastery and actualization. The prac-
tice of reflection, feedback, and self eval-
uation have become habituated and are 
seldom compromised. The commitment 
to growth and learning is continual. There 
is a sense of tranquility in this self, which, 
when combined with curiosity and open-
ness, make this person a wonderful role 
model and sought-after mentor for others.

Summary: We began our journey in a 
stage representing the highest degrees of 
freedom and a lack of external and inter-
nal constraint in the Presentable Self. We 
developed the capacity to see and accept 
a more nuanced, complex self concept, 
accepting the light and dark of our lives 
in the Emergent Self. We build our skills 
and refine our insights by the repetition of 
the Experience Cycle – by approaching a 
circumstance In Situ, engaging in (Inter)
Action, and learning in Reflection over and 
over again. Now seeing patterns and hab-
its in our selves and others, we sharpen 
the sense of who we are in the world in the 
Intentional Self, finally returning to the top 
of the model again, the moment of least 
constraint and most freedom in the Tran-
scendent Self.

The stages are not clearly marked. 
They are not crisply bounded. There is 
no bright line or assigned date or age for 
movement from one stage to another. 
We can be working on the material from 
more than one stage at the same time.

Finally, there is no right or wrong or 
timetable to reach a stage in the model.

But we believe there is integrity in the 
model, built on Arthur M. Young’s Theory 
of Process, and that there are insights that 
might add to your knowledge and skill in 
the Use of Your Self. 

Use of Self Process Assessment

Returning to the question in the title of 
this article, how do we know how or even 
if we are making good use of our self? 
Measuring effective use of self in practice 
is a tricky proposition. There are numer-

ous personal styles that play out differently 
in given situations, and almost unlimited 
ways of growing and embodying use of 
self. The principle of equifinality is hugely 
in play: there are a multitude of ways to be 
effective in deploying oneself, and at least 
as many ways to mess up. There are also an 
infinite number of combinations of quali-
ties, traits, behaviors, strengths and weak-
ness that might compose the state of use of 
self in any given individual.

Undaunted by the difficulty of measur-
ing use of self, we have developed a proto-
type instrument to do just that. It is based 
on the terms of our model and is titled 
the “Use of Self Process Assessment”. It 
is a 35-item inventory that individuals can 
use to compare themselves to the theoreti-
cal ideals of each of the seven stages of the 
model, and identify strength and gaps in 
their own use of self.

This is obviously a work in progress, 
but we invite you to take the assessment 
online. If you provide an email address 
as part of your response, we will send you 

the results and a brief interpretation. Your 
participation should shed some light on 
where you stand with respect to use of self, 
and will also provide us with an anony-
mous data base to continue to refine our 
own thinking about use of self and how to 
measure it. If you decide to complete the 
assessment, the online link is: https://www.
surveymonkey.com/r/NYNHLZC Thank you 
for considering it.

Use of self is central to our work in 
OD and it is critical to our lives outside of 
work. It is gratifying for us to be part of 
the thinking and development about use 
of self, and we look forward to the field 
advancing from prescience to a full-fledged 
body of knowledge.
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“Our best self is already here, not waiting 
to be discovered, but to be unveiled and 
liberated, through rigorous self-inquiry 
which helps us to change the conscious-
ness of ourselves and others, one leader 
at a time.”

How it all began

Never has the debate about the role of 
the OD profession been more prolific, as 
we stand in the midst of nearly a decade 
of global economic disruption, geopoliti-
cal fragmentation and digital transforma-
tion, and on the edges of an uncertain 
future where artificial intelligence is no 
longer just a futuristic idea. Otto Scharmer 
(2016) designates our current world as 
“moments of profound possibility and dis-
ruption which holds the seeds for a profound 
civilisational renewal.” Scharmer proposes 
that “now is the time to bend the beam back 
on ourselves and change the inner place from 
which we operate when we act, communicate, 
perceive or think, to see more clearly how we 
might be contributing to the systemic failures 
in organisations.” 

When I first came across this quote 
from Otto Scharmer, I was disturbed by 
the possibility that I might be a contribu-
tor to the frightful turmoil and dysfunc-
tional leadership which prevails in some 
organisations today. It made me reflect on 
my leadership repertoire and respond to 
the subtle signs that I needed to retract, 
re-examine and readjust. Have you ever 
experienced an accumulating feeling of 
fragmentation of and/or disenchantment 

with your practice? Or maybe at times 
you have struggled to bring the right pres-
ence to your client’s situation, despite your 
intentions, or simply felt that you were not 
doing your best work? These are some of 
the manifestations that brought me to the 
start of my journey into self-inquiry whilst 
undertaking an MSc at Roffey Park. 

Yet it was with some trepidation that 
I entered the world of self-inquiry. Who 
wants to expose their deepest flaws and 
admit they are not bringing their best 
selves to the real issues that need attend-
ing to in organisations? This article charts 
my personal journey into the world of self-
inquiry and explores some of the tensions 
and paradoxes associated with conducting 
research into one’s own practice, to surface 
and confront what obstructs or enables our 
best work. 

What is self-Inquiry?

The concept of self-inquiry has been con-
flated with first person inquiry, action 
inquiry, and autoethnography, to name a 
few. It is nested in the eminent OD ide-
ology of ‘use of self’, which is generally 
understood as being both a way of bringing 
one’s self to the work of OD and an intent 
to affect the systems within which we work. 

Judi Marshall (2018) describes inquiry 
as a process which has multiple textures, 
layers, and dimensions:

“inquiry is a continual weaving between 
inner and outer arcs of attention, seeking 
to notice ourselves perceiving, framing, 

By Sharon R. Nash

My Journey into Self-Inquiry

“Who wants to expose their deepest flaws and admit they are not bringing their 
best selves to the real issues that need attending to in organisations?”
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interpreting and making choices about 
action, acting and sensing outside our-
selves, and testing assumptions and 
interpretations with others.” 

As a methodology, self-inquiry is fraught 
with imperceptible boundaries as it has no 
discrete paradigm of its own. Based on my 
experience, I would define it as a process of 
profound self-curiosity and discovery which 
results in a deeply evolving conscious-
ness, cultivated over time, with no hard 
borders or containers. I therefore perceive 
self-inquiry to be the vehicle or channel 

for working towards optimum ‘use of self’, 
and in that regard, I see both concepts as 
being intimately and inextricably entwined. 

‘Use of Self’ in OD Literature

My research into self-inquiry and the wider 
concept of ‘use of self’ produced multiple 
notions of the self, the whole self, pres-
ence and a masterful use of self. For exam-
ple, Jamieson et al (2010), instituted a 
broad, multi-dimensional perspective and 
defined the use of self as “the conscious use 
of one’s whole being in the intentional execu-
tion of one’s role for effectiveness in whatever 
the current situation is presenting.” This def-
inition has ideologies of consciousness, 
wholeness, intent and adaptability and by 
intimation, a need for all aspects of the 
self to be aligned for maximum effective-
ness. Nevis (2001), promoted the Gestalt 
notion of ‘presence’ in the consulting pro-
cess, and emphasised the need for consul-
tants to amalgamate values, attitudes and 
skills in a way that evokes positive action 
from clients. Senge (2006), brought aware-
ness to a masterful use of self, denoted as 
“learning to expand our personal capacity to 
create the results we most desire.” The collec-
tive threads of effectiveness, positive action 

and expansion all weave a pattern of work-
ing to enhance the effectiveness of our-
selves and organisations, a key principle of 
OD practice. 

Disappointingly, the many concepts 
associated with ‘use of self’ have not been 
integrated into something that can be 
understood at a more practical level. Addi-
tionally, none of the theories that I explored 
sufficiently addressed the more funda-
mental question of how to attain intimate 
knowledge of one’s self in action. I believe 
that as a profession we need to do more 
work in this area. 

My practice within the wider field 
of OD has always had change at its core, 
rooted in diagnostic theories and systemic 
practice, and infused with more progres-
sive, possibility centred approaches as 
my practice has evolved. I have at times 
experienced a tension between work-
ing intuitively and adopting a more sys-
tematic approach to solving problems for 
my clients. I have also sensed and sup-
pressed a more intuitive style of leadership 
and became curious about my desire to 
move away from the more rational, linear 
approach which dominated change efforts. 

What I wanted to discover about my 
‘use of self’ also had many subtleties. I 
wanted to make sense of how I positioned, 
interjected, evoked, and challenged. I 
wanted to confront my own perceptions 
about how who I am shapes and contains 
my practice of OD. Judi Marshall (2016), 
describes this as ‘living life as inquiry’, 
being curious about what is happening in 
the moment, and the role that we might 
be playing in creating and sustaining help-
ful and unhelpful patterns of behaviour 
in organisations. My sense was that self-
inquiry was something uniquely personal 
and had to be experienced in its inimitabil-
ity to be understood.

How is self-inquiry relevant to current 
OD challenges?

Based on my experiences, my premise is 
that changing the way we think about our 
roles as OD practitioners starts with con-
fronting the legacies of our own leadership. 
By holding the mirror up to ourselves, it 
is conceivable that we will be better placed 
to see the blinds spots in our profession. 
We only have to ask ourselves ‘what effect 
are we having on leaders in organisations’, 
to see how self-inquiry might be helpful. 
Professor Dennis Tourish (2019) lays bare 
the stark reality of leadership in organisa-
tions today, which he perceives to be “rid-
dled with the ideology of heroic individual’s 
adept at transforming the attitudes, behav-
iours and emotions of more or less compliant 
followers.” He suggests that it is this obses-
sion with heroic leadership that has led 
to the hegemony of ‘leadership hubris and 
unbridled narcissism.’

What struck me about this narrative 
is that despite the undeniable evidence for 
a new leadership rhetoric, the obsession 
with disastrous leadership archetypes who 
are rewarded for failure continues to flour-
ish. How we bring ourselves to the leader-
ship challenge demands that we embrace 
the notion of ‘honing our instrumentality’ 
at its deepest level, and engage more pur-
posefully in soul-searching, self-disruptive 
inquiry ourselves. When was the last time 
that you considered your leadership reper-
tory and the inner place from which you 
operate? Are you actively keeping the light 
of your OD practice alive or are you futilely 
stoking its dying embers?

Consider for a moment why the per-
petual axiom as to whether OD is dead 
or dying continues to be reignited. I was 
struck by this recent quote by Matt Mina-
han; “unless we wake ourselves from this 
reverie, the field as we know it now will be 
irrelevant in 10 years and extinct in 20” 
(Minahan, 2019). This bold statement con-
tinues to fuel the debate about how we cre-
ate the agility that we need to continuously 
disrupt and adapt ourselves, help leaders 
to navigate uncertainty, and stay true to our 
foundational humanistic OD values. 

This is exactly what we expect of 
our clients, but are we doing enough 

Based on my experiences, my premise is that changing the 
way we think about our roles as OD practitioners starts with 
confronting the legacies of our own leadership. By holding 
the mirror up to ourselves, it is conceivable that we will be 
better placed to see the blinds spots in our profession. 
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to bring about that agility and commit-
ment to change in ourselves? There is a 
lot to be learnt from the start-up mind-
set which enables businesses to ask the 
tough questions about their very existence 
and allows them to pivot in an instant and 
readjust. That kind of agility requires me 
to confront any self-serving assumptions 
about how I need to show up as a leader, 
realign my practice to the current chal-
lenges in organisations, and remain rel-
evant through continuous reinvention. 
Here is how I did that.

A Practical Approach to Doing Self-Inquiry

My model of ‘use of self’ came to life by 
turning my burning questions about my 
practice into inquiries, i.e. who am I, how 
do I show up, and how do I know when I 
am working in harmony with my true pur-
pose? My research evolved into three cycles 
of self-inquiry, based on real life experi-
ences with clients. Each of my inquiries 
were conducted through both self-reflec-
tion and co-inquiring with others. Each 
subsequent cycle built on the previous one, 

and prompted me to look at identity, pres-
ence, purpose and meaning, as shown in 
Figure 1.

The data which emerged from my 
inquiries was both rich and nuanced, and 
attempting to synthesise some sense of 
coherent meaning from it, was undeniably 
a messy business. Working both intuitively 
and systematically, I noted that the first dis-
cernible theme appeared to have associa-
tions with identity and knowing who I am, 
with dimensions of the self, the whole self, 
limiting beliefs, self-doubt, and the shadow 
self. The second detectable theme aligned 
to a conscious and intentional use of self, 
and weaved together threads of presence, 
awareness, consciousness, power and 
intent. The final theme had components 
of authenticity, living on purpose, solu-
tion focus, expertise, and working within 
the boundaries of the client/practitioner 
relationship, all of which had an underly-
ing melody of purpose and meaning. The 
consolidated data from my inquiries is cap-
tured in Figure 2. 

Figure 1. Cycles of Self Inquiry

Figure 2. Consolidated Research Data
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On completing my analysis, I noted 
both synergies and separation between my 
experiences and what the OD literature 
contributed to the concepts of self-inquiry 
and ‘use of self’. I therefore conducted a 
deeper analysis from which I distilled my 
own model of ‘use of self’ (Figure 3).

In the section that follows I will 
explore my model in more detail to bring 
to life the transition I made from conduct-
ing my inquiries and discerning an emer-
gent model.

1. Know who you are; develop intimate 
knowledge of who you are and the lens 
through which you perceive the world

Whilst conducting my first inquiry, I was 
struck by a quote from the Greek philos-
opher George Gurdijeff: “If you want to 
understand your true nature, first you must 
attain your original substance.” I hadn’t fully 
appreciated the true meaning of Gurdijeff’s 
quote until I was half-way through my first 
inquiry into identity with my coach. The 
primary purpose of this inquiry was to 
come to a clearer understanding of my ‘true 
self’, by understanding how my formative 
upbringing has shaped who I am today. 

There were various threads which 
emerged, some of which were quite 
nuanced. Where I perceived my ethos to be 

about working with authenticity and help-
ing others to come to their awareness, I 
discovered that my actions were occasion-
ally driven by self-doubt and a need for con-
trol. My coach and mentor helped me to 
realise that this potentially stemmed from 
my childhood perceptions of being the infe-
rior sibling and an inherent desire to prove 
my abilities. This I discovered was also the 
source of my drive for perfection.

There are two streams of theory which 
resonate with my own experience of attain-
ing my original substance as described 
by Gurdieff. The first is from Kate Cowie, 
author of Finding Merlin (Cowie, 2012). 
She declared that “as we grow in our human 
development, we achieve greater and greater 
awareness which arises from a dynamic 

integration of many different developmental 
experiences.” Another helpful perspective 
drawn from the work of Karen Izod (2018), 
is that “our identities provide us with ‘inter-
pretive structures’ through which we can begin 
to make meaning.” Both Cowie’s and Izod’s 
philosophies advocate that we need to inte-
grate our experiences and associated perso-
nas as we develop to get clarity about who 
we really are. 

So, what did I conclude from this 
inquiry? That it is possible to hold multiple 
personas which can in turn create dispari-
ties between our intentions and actions. 
These disparities may exhibit as a paradox 
of behaviours, which may include:
1. Holding polarities of outward self-confi-

dence and inner self-doubt 

Figure 3. My Model of Use of Self

Where I perceived my ethos to be about working with 
authenticity and helping others to come to their awareness, 
I discovered that my actions were occasionally driven by 
self-doubt and a need for control. My coach and mentor 
helped me to realise that this potentially stemmed from my 
childhood perceptions of being the inferior sibling and an 
inherent desire to prove my abilities. This I discovered was 
also the source of my drive for perfection.
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2. Holding on tightly to perfectionism 
and control to prove that we are good 
enough

3. Not allowing ourselves to be vulnerable 
enough to make mistakes and learn 
from them

4. Suppressing intuition and defaulting 
to expert knowledge to validate our 
credibility

Do any of these behaviours resonate with 
you? Figure 4 lists a few simple but power-
ful questions to challenge your own percep-
tions about your identity:

My key lesson learnt from my inquiry 
is that past experiences cannot be isolated 
from current reality. My experiences have 
shaped my identity, which cannot be sin-
gularly defined. It is a blend of my social 
upbringing and its associated schemas and 
beliefs, how I see myself in terms of my 
purpose in the world, the working assump-
tions that I have made about how I need to 
show up as a leader, the intent that I bring 
to my work, the nature of my profession 
and the work that I do with clients, and the 
relationships that I have forged with oth-
ers. Attaining an intimate understanding of 
these complex and at times competing fac-
tors demands conscious intent, vigilance 
and a consistent mode of inquiry, reflexiv-
ity and adjustment. 

Some final thoughts on identity.
	» Whenever you experience a negative 

emotion about the effect you are having 

as a leader, enfold it as a legitimate trig-
ger for inquiry

	» Identify and confront the beliefs that 
keep you stuck

	» Work to integrate formative beliefs with 
who you are today

	» Embrace all of who you are with all 
your qualities and all your flaws

2. Be who you are; be mindful of 
the presence that you bring to the 
helping relationship and be clear 
about your intentions

My second inquiry was about the role I 
intended to play in a client leadership 
meeting with a business that was strug-
gling to get traction towards its strategy. 
My aim was to bring a quiet but purpose-
ful presence to the meeting, to listen and 
notice what needed to be attended to, 
and to evoke a deeper cconversation about 
what was keeping this business stuck. 

Instead I found myself assuming a 
leading role when the CEO failed to step 
into that space. Throughout the meeting I 
sensed my presence shifting between com-
peting modes, wanting to act and hold-
ing back, and noticing how that felt, like 
being stuck in an elevator between floors. 
Amy Cuddy (2018) describes presence as 
“momentary and fleeting, an ability to access 
your best skills, knowledge and expertise and 
bring them forth in your best moments. It 
is not a permanent, transcendent mode of 

being.” It struck me that the presence that I 
brought to that meeting had been less fleet-
ing and more fixed in my desire and intent 
for a pre-determined outcome. 

Seashore et al (2004), position ‘inten-
tionality’ as a key OD principle and contend 
that “use of self is putting action into our best 
intentions towards some desired new state of 
affairs.” My challenge to the notion of inten-
tionality comes from the founding father 
of gestalt therapy Fritz Perls, who ques-
tioned “how is it possible to be unattached to 
outcome, fully in the moment, and yet have 
an agenda.” I wanted to deliver a good out-
come for this client, however whilst fixated 
on that intent, there were wider issues of 
power playing out that went unnoticed, not 
least the subtle ways in which others might 
have silently acceded to me to be the one 
that challenges and coaxes into action. This 
experience reinforced for me that assum-
ing authority for others can have the effect 
of keeping them reliant on my intervention 
and subvert opportunities for learning. 

I concur with Perls that it is extremely 
difficult to adopt multiple stances of inten-
tionality, being both apart of and apart 
from the client system, whilst working 
to maintain a presence and awareness 
which enables me to perceive, under-
stand and attend to what is needed in the 
moment. The risk of internal filters get-
ting in the way of our intended presence 
can however be minimised, by bringing 
awareness to our unconscious thoughts 

Figure 4. Self Inquiry Questions – Identity

21My Journey into Self-Inquiry



and assumptions. Figure 5 lists some of 
the questions that I used to surface my 
own assumptions.

My experience has emphasised that 
my ability to bring the presence that is oth-
erwise missing from the client system is 
directly contingent upon my ability to be 
present in the moment. So, before you go 
into your next meeting: 
	» Be aware that your intent might detract 

from your conscious presence
	» Be alert to when a different mode of 

presence is needed
	» Be conscious of how your interventions 

might constrain others and collude in 
keeping them stuck

3. Grow & evolve; work to remove the 
filters between purpose and reality 
and pay attention to what wants to 
emerge in you

In my third inquiry, I had arranged to meet 
the MD of a mid-enterprise business to 
explore what was going on for him and 
his leadership team. As the meeting pro-
gressed it transpired into a deeper coaching 
conversation about the MD’s own credibil-
ity as a leader. I had subconsciously sensed 
an opportunity to go deeper and as the con-
versation became more personal, I noted 
the MD’s attempts to deflect the conversa-
tion from himself. I also noticed that the 
conversation was becoming uncomfortable 

for us both. At one point in the meeting the 
MD literally recoiled from the conversation 
pushing his chair back from the table and 
sat for several minutes in silence. It was at 
this point that my sense of purpose ignited 
with a compulsion to go deeper, but for rea-
sons that were unclear to me at the time, I 
was propelled into expert mode as I heard 
myself offering the MD a way out of his 
discomfort, or mine.

Hawkins and Smith (2006), denote 
that a key quality of the OD Practitioner 
is “having the ability to intervene to alter 
the emotional culture of a meeting in a way 
that changes or reframes the way that issues 
under discussion are perceived and addressed.” 
Through self-inquiry, I realised that I had 
retreated into expert mode before making 
the MD aware of his desire to deflect atten-
tion from himself. I had not yet established 
a relationship of trust with this client and 

I felt safe retreating to expert mode. As a 
result, I resisted the desire to work with my 
intuition and take the conversation even 
deeper. This experience brought to life 3 
key learnings;
1.	 That any conflict in ourselves needs 

to be resolved if we are to work 
authentically

2.	 That we truly cannot go deeper with 
others until we have done deep inner 
work on ourselves 

3.	 That a deeper relationship of trust 
needs to be established before we can 
do deep work with clients

What also transpired from this inquiry 
was a clear disconnect between my pur-
pose and my actions. Simon Sinek (2017) 
encourages us to find our compelling why, 
that place from which our inherent pur-
pose originates and “feeds the source of our 

Figure 5. Self Inquiry Questions – Presence

To rediscover my purpose, I needed to re-examine the extent 
to which clients’ expectations for quick results makes it easier 
to become stuck in a mode of safe and conventional practice. 
Ultimately, there is only one question; what am I here to do? If 
I am not disrupting the consciousness of leaders at some level 
and helping them to make better decisions, then what is my 
true purpose? 
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passion and inspiration.” To rediscover my 
purpose, I needed to re-examine the extent 
to which clients’ expectations for quick 
results makes it easier to become stuck 
in a mode of safe and conventional prac-
tice. Ultimately, there is only one ques-
tion; what am I here to do? If I am not 
disrupting the consciousness of lead-
ers at some level and helping them to 
make better decisions, then what is my 
true purpose? 

If any of this resonates, Figure 6 lists a 
few questions which might help to uncover 
any tensions in your practice and reconnect 
you to your true purpose.

So, my top tips from this inquiry are that 
whenever you are feeling conflicted:
	» Ask yourself, “what am I here to do”, 

to find the source of your energy and 
passion

	» Work to identify and align any dispari-
ties between your purpose, intent and 
your reality

	» Trust the voice of your intuition, pay 
attention to what it evokes in you, and 
let it be the place from which your 
expertise flows

Otto Scharmer (2016) suggests that “the 
universe has its way of suggesting to you what 
to do. Then you listen to it deeply and pay 

attention to what is emerging from your inner 
sources of knowing.” My experience has been 
that the universe’s way of suggesting what 
to do manifests as a persistent sense of 
being out of alignment with my core pur-
pose. I am responding to that by letting go 
of the kind of leader that I think I need to 
be and leading in a way that feels intuitively 
integral to who I am. My research has also 
taught me that even when we are at the top 
of our game, we are not immune to mak-
ing rookie mistakes. The trick is to con-
stantly bring a conscious awareness to the 
effect that we are having on others through 
self-inquiry.

It seems highly appropriate to bring 
together what I have learnt from self-
inquiry with a relevant quote from Jamie-
son et al. (2010):

“We may become victims of our own 
behaviour, routines or blinds spots, and 
under optimise what we ultimately do. 
So, part of the journey is a discovery of 
our different parts and selves. By identi-
fying, accepting and re-integrating parts 
of who we are, we bring awareness and 
voice to those various selves, which allows 
us to not only understand them, but also 
to choose more fully when they arise and 
how we want to use them.”

Conclusions

My journey into self-inquiry has been an 
overwhelmingly disquieting and visceral 
experience which has been felt on many 
levels. Through its generative quality, by 
which I mean the way that each thread of 
discovery sprouts voracious new shoots 
of further inquiry; through its destabilis-
ing quality, as the data reveals itself with 
an unequivocal discomfiture that cannot 
be negated. I started this article by shar-
ing some of the powerful triggers for my 
own journey into self-inquiry as a means 
of turning the beam of curiosity back onto 
my practice, to see how I might be keeping 
organisations stuck in a mode of institu-
tional failure and dysfunctional leadership. 
I have shared my own experiences of doing 
self-inquiry, and the critical lessons learnt 
about my own leadership repertory. 

What effect has self-inquiry had 
on my practice?

Doing self-inquiry means that you need 
to be prepared to change what no lon-
ger serves your practice well. Critically, by 
developing a healthier association with my 
own latent beliefs and unexplored perso-
nas, I have become more effective at bring-
ing awareness to potentially unresolved 

Figure 6. Self Inquiry Questions – Purpose & Meaning
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issues in others. By working to remove 
filters which get in the way of my effec-
tiveness as a leader, self-inquiry has also 
enabled me to be more open, creating a 
greater a sense of empathy and connect-
edness with my clients. I discovered that 
my work had inadvertently become more 
entrenched in sophisticated process meth-
odologies and perhaps less orientated 
towards solutions and results. As a result 
of my research, my map of OD now posi-
tions ‘use of self’ at its core, alongside my 
purpose and values. I have also been able 
to gain greater clarity about my purpose as 
a leader and renegotiate my relationships 
with existing clients. I am therefore an avid 

advocate of self-inquiry and believe that 
it can help us as OD Practitioners to have 
a greater impact on leaders, engineer our 
own reinvention and better equip us to nav-
igate the world of disruption that we live in. 

Is Self-Inquiry for You?

Self-inquiry can be profoundly difficult 
and comes with several health warnings. 
It requires the researcher to be teach-
able. It also requires boundless resilience 
to confront our deepest fears and come 
out the other side relatively unscathed. 
As a method of doing research which is 
believed to have no distinct paradigm, 
it has at times felt like hurtling towards 
a cliff edge on an out of control roller 
coaster. Nothing that I read in the litera-
ture prepared me for the levels of deeply 
disruptive and correspondingly unshack-
ling moments that I experienced. I have 
distilled below some critical insights and 
key considerations before embarking 
on self-inquiry.

1.	 Approach self-inquiry with great self-
care, kindness and compassion, partic-
ularly if doing this kind of deep work 
on yourself is completely uncharted 
territory. 

2.	 Start with a deep and unbounded curi-
osity into what enables and obstructs 
your best work and be ready to confront 
any illusions about your practice. 

3.	 Be prepared to set aside any pre-con-
ceptions of doing research, be open to 
what the data reveals, and get comfort-
able with ‘not knowing’. 

4.	 At times, being both the observed and 
observer in self-inquiry is like rewind-
ing a film reel, replaying it in slow 

motion, and seeing the bits that were 
edited out the first time around. You 
will need to patiently rewind your story 
until your reality becomes clearer. 

5.	 By its very nature, doing self-inquiry 
is fundamentally an introspective pro-
cess which can be both unsettling and 
disconfirming. Be prepared to work 
with a sense of sands shifting beneath 
your feet as you progress through your 
inquiries. Be ready to draw on your sup-
port network. 

6.	 Be aware of the boundaries between 
self-indulgence and deep self-aware-
ness. Aim to use at least two methods 
of inquiry to reduce the risk of subjec-
tivity in your data. Self-reflection on its 
own is insufficient. 

7.	 Be aware of any desire to protect your 
ego, to censor the parts of your story 
that you perceive as less favourable. 
Counter this by bringing any inclina-
tion to censor your findings out into the 
open, to heighten awareness of them as 
you proceed with your inquiry. 

8.	 Self-inquiry is not something that can 
be done in isolation or done once never 
to be revisited; the depth of knowledge 
sought needs to be acquired dynami-
cally, through continuous critical self-
reflection, actively seeking feedback 
from those with whom you work, and 
by co-inquiring with others to widen 
the beam on your performance. 

Final Reflections

As the business world grapples for answers 
to some of the most complex and disrup-
tive problems of our times, they look to the 
helping professions to step up and make 
a difference. I am left with an unassilaible 
conviction that if we are to do the kind of 
deep OD work with clients that is needed 
in an era where disruption is becoming the 
norm, it should be a prerequisite for any-
one who calls themselves an OD Practitio-
ner to regularly undertake some level of 
deep self-inquiry to be given a licence to do 
deep inner work with others. 

Martin Goldberg (2019), proposes that 
OD has two clear paths to follow; one in 
which OD Practitioners find themselves 
in a “blind alley where we are tempted by the 
formulaic,” and one in which there are still 
“glimmerings of the strategic promise of the 
field.” For me, that glimmering of strate-
gic promise requires me to step beyond my 
superficially and safely constructed notions 
of ‘developing self-awareness’ to something 
that enables me to become more intimately 
connected to who I am, what I bring, and 
what gets in the way of doing great work in 
service of others. Something that requires 
me to foster a deeply profound curiosity 
about the effect I am having on the world 
and those within it. That something is 
self-inquiry. 

As eminently quoted by Carl Jung:

“Your visions will become clear only 
when you can look into your own heart. 
Who looks outside, dreams; who looks 
inside, awakes.” So, are you awake, or 
are you just dreaming? How might you 
be contributing to the systemic failures of 
leaders in organisations?”

By working to remove filters which get in the way of my 
effectiveness as a leader, self-inquiry has also enabled me 
to be more open, creating a greater a sense of empathy and 
connectedness with my clients. I discovered that my work 
had inadvertently become more entrenched in sophisticated 
process methodologies and perhaps less orientated 
towards solutions and results.
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By Tong Yee Abstract:

A significant and personal journey of a 
leader in changing systems and society. He 
outlines critical issues with our systems, 
what they create in the people that work in 
them and how a scarcity mindset and living 
in “debt” drive patterns of dysfunctional 
behavior. This article further tells the use 
of self story of the leader who made signifi-
cant self-changes to become most effective 
in the types of change he was pursuing.

“Demanding provision from a system 
that is itself made up of depleted individ-
uals is likely a futile and hope-depleting 
endeavour. Wisdom would have it that 
we respond with not more demands, but 
more self-care; to replenish our own per-
sonal systems such that we do not incur 
more debt on behalf of the system.”

My Journey as a Social Entrepreneur 

Many of us – whether we call ourselves 
social activists or social entrepreneurs – 
often start our journey from a position of 
anger and discontentment with the society 
we live in. We are deeply bothered by wit-
nessing the many social issues that dehu-
manise people – whether it be domestic 
violence, lack of mental health care and 
support, lack of inclusion for disability, 
racial prejudice, gender inequality, etc. 
These “dysfunctional systems and patterns” 
often originate from a psyche of scar-
city, insecurity and a consequent despera-
tion for survival – “I need to look out for 

myself” or “there is not enough to share.” 
We begin to see that psyches of scarcity 
breed cultures and mentalities of scarcity. 
Because of the interconnected nature of 
systems, the shared social and environ-
mental issues we face as a society reinforce 
the same core psychological state – “never 
is there enough” and “I am not enough.” 

In a highly compressed society, instead 
of making time to connect people and 
build community, people often revert back 
to the more comfortable legitimacy of lack 
of time, patience, energy, or money. And 
when we felt there wasn’t enough, we 
fought even harder to survive. As a citi-
zen of the Singaporean State I have been 
critical of this scarcity mentality because 
growing up in this environment is to wit-
ness the premium value the nation put 
towards achievement and success – which 
has an unintended consequence of making 
both systems and individual citizens feel 
like we never have enough achievement 
nor success.

I wondered whether this was unique 
to Singapore. A tiny state in size, a highly 
tumultuous independence story and the 
reality of having no natural resources, did 
indeed imbue in us a psychological des-
peration to survive; and from it a constant 
sense that we lacked something or there 
was not enough for each of us. There is 
something about what we are witnessing 
in the world today that communicates the 
same root mindset and behaviour: there 
is simply not enough for everyone, and 
therein a solo stance becomes the default 
mode of operating. 

From Citizen to Change Activist—
Through the Concept of  
Use of Self

“There is something about what we are witnessing in the world today that communicates 
the same root mindset and behaviour: there is simply not enough for everyone, and therein 
a solo stance becomes the default mode of operating.”
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Shortly after 9/11, I encountered a 
description from a journalist who poi-
gnantly described the United States at 
that point, that “our pain would naturally 
breed self-absorption”. When our needs 
are unmet, our projection on others can 
become rife.

What drove my social entrepreneur 
engine was an increasing level of witness-
ing that the systems we live in are not 
working in the favour of citizens and peo-
ple. It unintentionally caused both dys-
functionality and disarray. The community 
I am in, knows that ignoring dissatisfac-
tion does not seem to be an option that we 
can accept. In fact the scale of anger within 
us has brought urgency, tempo and atten-
tion to all the issues that seem to be raised. 
Many of these old issues may have received 
some attention in the past, but not at the 
volume, speed and coherence that are 
needed. As a social entrepreneur, I realized 
that I have to wade into this complexity and 
arouse movement that will support the sys-
tem to shift. And I would admit that my 
first 10 years of work, although perceived 
to be successful, were a delusion that com-
plexity quickly exposed and tore apart. 

The reason my earlier work led to that 
is because during those early years, I was 
expecting someone else to suddenly step 
up and fix the systems that I was hurt by. 
I was too angry to facilitate the transfor-
mation and I knew I could not focus on 
the effort to bring about the change that I 
wanted to see without paying attention to 
my own resistance to change. I operated 
from scarcity – I had become the system 
that I wanted to deconstruct. By destroy-
ing the system I was a part of, I would 
destroy myself. 

How could I be fortunate enough to 
overcome resignation, indifference and 
cynicism when so many did not? And if 
all systems are essentially imperfect, then 
how are systems designed to manage and 
work with the inevitable anger and frustra-
tion that will emerge from them? Growing 
our own organisations, a social alternative 
to our current reality, revealed so much of 
this truth.

What I Have Done . . .  
Reflection and Lessons Learnt

In 2002, I had founded a small social 
enterprise in Singapore focused on the 
emotional and financial support of stu-
dents who did not perform well in a highly 
competitive Singaporean education system. 
The success we attained was a surprise 
and perhaps had come too easy. Although 
we were successful, the work was unfortu-
nately personality driven and the success 
was highly contextual to Singapore. 

Underneath our success, were sev-
eral unspoken phenomena happening for 
me personally. Over the years, I had grown 
resentful of my work and had built an 
almost victim mentality that had me feel 
obligated to stay in the work even though I 
was supposed to love it. I had begun devel-
oping increased fantasies of myself escap-
ing the work and responsibilities, being 
reckless with the reputation we had pains-
takingly built, and relieving myself of what-
ever shackles I perceived held me. I was 
also eating and sleeping poorly, gaining 
weight and getting increasingly introverted 
with a dislike for community or human 
contact. And the systems I led were pick-
ing up my resistances, and inevitably I was 
shaping the way the organisation grew and 
the habits they learned from me. 

Our team began working much later 
than usual hours, we spent unproduc-
tive hours resisting one another instead of 
getting work done, and most of all, many 
members in my team began feeling that 
they needed to rescue me. This contrib-
uted to all sorts of unhealthy relationships. 
It was only when I began my journey in 
OD, and the inevitable learning about Use 
of Self did I truly start to pay attention to 
what was happening in my person, and 
how that profoundly impacted the quality 
of my organisation.

This reflection showed me that emo-
tional debt can be cleared by no one other 
than ourselves. And until we did that work, 
we cannot journey with others to reach that 
same desired destination. Committing to 
and learning how to do intrapersonal work 
is a vital function of any system’s health. 

Without it, no system can hope to meet the 
granularity of the issues that appear for the 
diversity of the world’s people.

Shifting Focus –  
From Effective System to Self Work

The turning point for me was when we 
began to search for methods to scale in 
what we were doing, a search that led us to 
learn about processes and systems, a path 
that eventually brought us into the field of 
OD. This move began a journey that has 
been humbling and transformative. But 
most of all, it began a reflective practice to 
begin looking at how my own way of being 
was affecting my larger system, and how 
my own poor emotional health was con-
tributing to the lack of sustainability in my 
organisation. I emerged from this struggle 
with the realization that “Self work is the 
building block of an effective system” at 
least for a social entrepreneur.

In 2015, I attended the NTL OD certifi-
cate programme in Europe which opened 
my eyes about how interlinked system 
work is critically linked to group work, to 
self work, back to system work. The con-
cept of Use of Self is particularly revealing 
to me about why past social actions were 
deeply dissatisfying. 

In 2019, I went to UK to attend the 
Use of Self workshop in Roffey Park Busi-
ness school when we learnt of the research 
and work on Use of Self by Mee Yan 
Cheung-Judge. And it was in those few 
days working with over 30 experienced OD 
practitioners that everything began to come 
together for me. She had identified nine 
clusters of development that emerged from 
most of the literature that had been written 
on Use of Self (see Figure 1). It was over the 
course of the year that I studied and read 
more about what her research had found, 
and for myself, how this all made sense 
in the experience of what we were going 
through in Singapore. The result was a 
rearrangement and alternative presentation 
of her initial core research but in a way that 
we, as social activists and innovators in Sin-
gapore, could make sense of. 
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How Use of Self helped me to navigate 
from anger at imperfect systems to energy 
to build sustainable alternative systems. 

When I reflected back, my own journey as 
a social entrepreneur began with my per-
sonal experience of injustice and anger at 
the system I was a part of. Not doing well 
in school, I felt left behind by systems that 
were supposed to take care of me and my 
learning. I questioned why people were not 
given a second chance and I railed against 
all systems. My anger, however, was quiet 
and seething. I was a victim of the system 
and felt powerless to intervene.

Since the NTL OD certificate days, I 
found I am slowly maturing in my under-
standing that it was not the system that 
had brought my debilitating exclusion, but 
rather cultural expectation and a lot of per-
sonal guilt that I had brought upon myself. 
I shifted my focus to self work and healing 
and was able to grow into being an agent 
of awareness and change that actually did 
something. I began volunteering and men-
toring others. As my skills grew parallel to 

my healthier identity and sense of purpose, 
my anger was slowly being channeled into 
an ambition to create sustainable inter
ventions to address the gaps in my system. 

It became apparent to our part of the 
world that Use of Self was more practised 
than we had imagined. It was not some 
esoteric and alien concept that demanded 
15 years in isolation on a mountain; but 
rather something that is observable in any 
individual that effectively brings change in 
systems. We began to see that Use of Self 
involved three distinct bodies of work:

a)	 why we do our work, 
b)�	� how do we describe and diagnose 

the work before us, and 
c)	 how we execute and sustain it. 

In our own social sector, I began to study 
the few people who truly brought impactful 
and sustained change, and it suddenly all 
came together; they used themselves with 
intentionality, integrity, skill and resilience. 
They embodied abundance and, in many 
ways, were impervious to the debt that 

large systems have imposed on us. They 
notice their own human lack and scarcity, 
but intentionally moved and used them-
selves in a way that handled it, and not 
propagate it further. 

My interest in finding those who use 
themselves effectively propelled me to lis-
ten to the narratives of each person, what-
ever the seniority or designation, and I 
wanted to observe them to see how they 
used themselves. And more importantly, 
whether they showed up as people who are 
aware of their interior and their source of 
abundance from which they operate. Or 
whether they are embedded into systems 
of debt, and contexts where their systems 
owed them. 

I discovered, whenever there is a 
lack of focus on self, there will be a mani-
festation of low quality in their interper-
sonal relationships, the lack of thoughtful 
approaches to handle corporate mandate, 
or their preference to impose their view 
on others. When their emotional systems 
communicate rising debt, vs rising passion, 
then we know that will only lead to more 

Figure 1. Use of Self: The 9 Developmental Clusters
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entrenched unhealthy cultures. On the 
other hand, it is the leaders or practitioners 
that embody otherwise that seem to create 
discernible and sustained results. 

Demanding provision from a system 
that is itself made up of depleted individ-
uals is likely a futile and hope-depleting 
endeavour. Wisdom would have it that we 
respond with not more demands, but more 
self-care; to replenish our own personal 
systems such that we do not incur more 
debt on behalf of the system. And this I 
must say is surely an act of love; for after 
over 20 years of meeting the needs of peo-
ple in all levels of systems, I can tell you 
that this is a courageous and selfless act 
that is rare, and made even more difficult 
when our systems do not reciprocate. 

Wisdom and courage inspire self work. 
Discipline sustains it.

But the one thing that is in common, 
is that the leaders and individuals that 
have hope of navigating and healing sys-
tems, have an undoubtedly stable stance; 
they take care of themselves so that they 
can take care of others. It is only when 
we do that, that we can be increasingly 
assured that our interventions remain 
clean. Use of Self when not coupled with 
self-care can become a hazardous projec-
tion of our own baggage, except with even 
more sophisticated tools. 

Practical Suggestions

Practically, there are 3 domains of debt that 
we can incur and therein, 3 main domains 
that we need to pay special attention to 
in order to remain as abundant and serv-
ing interveners. The first is most appar-
ently, somatic debt. Sleep, diet, exercise 
and ritual cannot be understated as criti-
cal components of keeping our physical 
bodies healthy and able to give. It is a near 
certainty that lack of sleep, deprivation of 
food, and languishing energy create a felt 
scarcity that impacts a clean Use of Self in 
any situation. 

The second is to manage our emo-
tional debt. It must be said that the easi-
est way to deal with emotion is to adopt 
indifference, apathy and cynicism as 

temporary coping mechanisms. They are 
legitimate ways to deal with emotional 
pain and are starkly well-used mecha-
nisms in large systems especially when 
there is a strong need to survive or com-
pete. These are low-hanging fruit for indi-
viduals but when they become permanent, 
can very quickly bring barrenness to a sys-
tem. Apathy, indifference and cynicism do 
not restore our reserves, they merely stem 
emotional spending.

Emotional moods take away much of 
our adaptability as humans. They are at 
play when we no longer experience wide 
responsive emotions, but predictable pat-
terns of emotion whenever a similar situa-
tion arises. This lack of range demands that 
we pay attention to possible past trauma 
that affects and arguably even predicates 
how we see. They are also alleviated by 
declarative and habitual choices to forgive, 
trust and accept. This supports the reduc-
tion of strong moods of anger, fear and sad-
ness respectively.  

The third, and perhaps the most 
impactful, is to give attention to our lin-
guistic experience and how we describe 
and assess the world we reside in. Our 
descriptors of relationships, work, money 
or literally everything shapes our experi-
ence and indeed how much perceived debt 
we are in. Optimism or a belief in pronoia, 
are powerful linguistic interventions into 
our own psyche and sense of provision. 
Actively offering, requesting and declaring 
also can dramatically change our experi-
ence of abundance in the world. 

Do not understate these things. 
Indeed, our body, emotion and language 
form the very temple from which our work 
and contribution reside. An effective Use 
of Self demands that we accept the funda-
mental responsibility to take care of self. 
No larger system can do this indefinitely 
for us, and although it is a privilege to be 
part of a system that has our interests and 
care at heart, it is not an entitlement for 
any one human. Accepting that responsi-
bility is what I believe to be the single most 
courageous and loving act that we as practi-
tioners can adopt to ensure more abundant 
systems in our shared future.-
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He is sought after as a public 
speaker, trainer and thought 
leader. Starting out as a public 
school teacher, he later went on to 
co-found The Thought Collective, 
one of Singapore’s largest 
group of social enterprises. His 
focus is to build platforms that 
capacity build for social agencies. 
Due to the positive impact of 
this work, he has been asked 
to advise for several national 
committees in Singapore and 
extends his expertise into areas 
of media, family, defence, youth 
and education. His vision for work 
is to build and sustain Singapore’s 
future social, emotional and 
community infrastructure. With 
the amount of disruption that 
cities currently go through, he 
believes that the disciplines 
and principles of coaching, 
OD, experience design, place-
making and education must be 
amalgamated for more powerful 
social innovation and inter
vention. He can reached at yee@
thethoughtcollective.com.sg
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By Bena Long

“When it comes to our work, we must wade through the anxiety, confusion and emotions present 
to interpret and take action with calm clarity for the benefit of advancing the client’s work. This 
ability to direct, decide and act resides within our self. ”

Mindfulness and Use of Self 
Better Together

Introduction

Confused about the differences in Use of 
Self and Mindfulness? This article gives 
a background into both concepts, along 
with definitions, and how they practi-
cally support each other for the benefit of 
Organizational Development (OD) initia-
tives and Organizational Development 
practitioners (ODP). 

Use of Self (UoS) is essential in the 
roles and responsibilities for Organiza-
tional Development Professionals and 
helping professions as our presence and 
influence in circumstances of change 
impact and affect many people. Our skill 
at paying attention with expanded aware-
ness from a healthy psychological distance 
gives us a greater opportunity to effec-
tively manage ourselves for the highest 
net value of all involved. Our ability to be 
self-knowledgeable about our biases and to 
free ourselves from them as much as pos-
sible, to interpret and act from as great a 
place of equanimity as possible is foun-
dational to the concept of OD practice. 
When it comes to our work, we must wade 
through the anxiety, confusion and emo-
tions present to interpret and take action 
with calm clarity for the benefit of advanc-
ing the client’s work. This ability to direct, 
decide and act resides within our self. All 
of our education and theories, assessment 
tools, and information are ultimately only 
as effective as our ability to self-manage, to 
be so familiar with and effectively use the 
instrument of self. This self consists of the 
structures of our internal landscape, quali-
ties, values, characteristics, habit patterns, 

personality and more. Our ability to navi-
gate this self and utilize what we have is 
greatly benefited by skill of attention and 
awareness that long term Mindfulness can 
provide. The purposeful use of attention 
and awareness over the long term can aid 
in the development of interpersonal, social, 
emotional, and leadership skill. Ultimately 
providing access to the self and direct expe-
rience of the instrument within for greater 
effectiveness in the work we do, the lives 
we live and influence on others.

Background on Mindfulness

In the literature, mindfulness is referred to 
in two prominent and frequent ways 1) the 
use of attention and awareness to experi-
ence a quality-of-mind, or state-of-being; 
and 2) forms of practice that enables one to 
cultivate the quality and state (Hülsheger, 
Alberts, Feinholdt & Lang, 2013; Kabat-
Zinn, 2013; Purser & Milillo, 2015). While 
the former, a state of being mindful is avail-
able to anyone at any time, tapping into the 
experience is often haphazard or unpredict-
able. To experience this state with greater 
regularity and reliability, most people need 
to perform some mindfulness practice 
for further cultivation (Kabat-Zinn, 2013; 
Weick & Putnam, 2006). 

Its purposeful cultivation has taken 
many paths for thousands of years. Mind-
fulness is most often regarded as origi-
nating from Buddhism (500 B.C.E.), but 
its roots go back even farther to the tradi-
tions of the Indian subcontinent (Cousins, 
1996). Many practices used today include 
or have emerged to cultivate and enhance 
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the state of being mindful and have their 
origins in these ancient traditions. There 
are three overarching categories of tradi-
tions that offer practices to cultivate mind-
fulness and traditions that mindfulness 
is an outcome of practice, even though it 
is not the intended goal. These consist of 
Western mindfulness, Secular mindful-
ness, and Eastern mindfulness (Lykins & 
Baer, 2009). 

Individuals can be utilizing Western, 
secular, and/or Eastern forms of mindful-
ness. Each has its own history, methods, 
meaning, and purposes. A practitioner 
of Western mindfulness may have begun 
practice as an organizational interven-
tion and personally have goals for things 
such as improved task functioning (Weick 
& Sutcliffe, 2006). Another may have 
come to secular mindfulness by attend-
ing a seminar in stress management. The 
practitioner may be in search of mental 
peace, improved concentration, and/or 
greater emotional discipline (Kabat-Zinn, 
2013). Eastern mindfulness may include 
all the previous goals and add a dimen-
sion for those seeking the spiritual or even 
enlightenment and beyond (Lykins & Baer, 
2009). The search for mindfulness may be 
through Christian forms of contemplation 
and prayer, Buddhist meditation, or the 
mystical side of religious traditions such as 
Christian, Jewish, Muslim, or Hindu faiths. 
Practitioners may have spiritual goals of 
experiencing the sacred nature of the uni-
verse, and/or a deepening of empathy and 
compassion and/or the hope to end suf-
fering for themselves and others (Shapiro, 
2009; Goleman, 1988). The theories sur-
rounding each of these paths to practicing 
mindfulness is unique even if practitioners 
may share one similar intended or unin-
tended outcome of being mindful. Mind-
fulness is so widespread across religions 
and programs because it is about the use 
of attention and awareness that gets to the 
core of providing access to and a way in 
developing awareness of self for the better-
ment of the use of our self. 

Every human has the potential to 
be mindful irrespective of any particu-
lar training in mindfulness or medita-
tion. But to develop the skill takes practice. 
There are many ways to cultivate attention 

purposefully for experiencing the state 
of being mindful. While there are many 
ways, the most important will be the way 
each ODP chooses that instills a consistent 
engagement with the practice. 

Background on Use of Self

UoS shares a historical similarity to mind-
fulness in that it has origins in experience 
and practice (Jamieson, 2017; Cheung-
Judge, M., & Jamieson, D.W., 2018). As the 
experience of mindfulness is thousands of 
years old (Kabat-Zinn, J., 2003). It is just 
now taking hold as a valued concept within 
the workplace (Good, D.J., et al., 2016; 
Hülsheger, U., et al., 2013; Weick, K. E., & 
Putnam, T., 2006). Compared to Mindful-
ness, UoS is newer on the scene as it spans 
most directly within OD from the 1940s 
into today. While it is growing in the recog-
nition of its value as a central competency 
for OD practitioners (Jamieson, 2017), we 
need not wait so long for ODP to bring the 
practice of UoS into conceptual knowledge. 

The most current and insightful treat-
ment of the background on UoS can be 
found in the “Global Use of Self Research 
Report” by Mee Yan Cheung-Judge and 
David W. Jamieson (2018, 2020). This 
takes a comprehensive look at both the 
background and definition. Of note with 
regard to it’s background is the role of 
Gestalt Psychology and Psychotherapy in 
moving people through the cycle of experi-
ence and further documented by Cheung-
Judge (2019), in establishing the “central 
tenants behind the formulation of the UoS 
concept;” where “pulling ourselves together 
as an instrument to serve others (p.9)” is 
the basis of needing this concept as ODP.

Definition of Use of Self

Being dynamically human, UoS is a com-
plex concept that as ODPs endeavor to 
achieve positive impact on “ the current 
situation through providing service, help-
ing change, and assisting others”(Cheung-
Judge, M.Y. & Jamieson, D.W., p. 2018); a 
definition that incapsulates the complete-
ness of UoS can most succinctly stated be 
“the conscious use of one’s whole being in 
the intentional execution of one’s role for 

effectiveness in whatever the current situa-
tion is presenting” (Jamieson, et. al., 2010, 
p 9). Where it’s practice endeavors to know 
ourselves deeply enough so that we can 
most fully utilize who we are and our capa-
bilities to their fullest in service of others. 

Relationship of Use-of-Self 
with Mindfulness

When using practices to focus attention 
and expand awareness, there is a shift in 
perspective that Mindfulness creates. The 
subject of the mind becomes the object 
of your observation – witnessing aware-
ness (Kegan, 1982). For example, when 
the breath is attended to at the point where 
the nostrils meet the upper lip, there is a 
shift from being in one’s thought or men-
tal chatter to sensation of the coolness and 
warmth of the flow of the breath (Long, 
2013). At first, this takes all attention on 
the breath to the exclusion of all else and 
then with practice, there is a recognition 
of observation that differentiates you from 
the breath, the thought, etc. Moving atten-
tion from thought constructs to perceptual 
awareness with, in this case, breath prac-
tice enables the witnessing of sensations 
and thoughts and behaviors with a loosen-
ing of identifying with them (Long, 2019). 
Teasdale and Chaskalson (2011) suggested 
the mechanisms of mindfulness practice 
such as breath awareness reduce reactivity 
by creating psychological distance. 

This psychological distancing is an 
outcome of observing the flow of the mind 
and its contents. Its benefits for practitio-
ners of long-term Mindfulness demon-
strated a greater capacity to self-manage 
and filter their emotions and thoughts 
before acting on them (Lynkins & Baer, 
2009). The very act of observing the mind 
and its contents directly and systemati-
cally increases awareness but also the act 
of observing. This observing of mind is not 
a thinking process, but instead is being a 
witness to the thinking process. This loos-
ens the grip of identification and patterned 
behavior to allow for deeper personal expe-
rience as an observer of thoughts, emo-
tions, and sensations which may develop 
into a more neutral witnessing awareness 
(Long, 2019; Reb, Sim, Chintakananda, & 
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Bhave, 2015). Mindfulness meditation is 
a means to long-term development of the 
UoS, where self is more available as an 
instrument that can direct one’s actions 
consciously (Weick & Putnam, 2006). 
From Austin and Bartunek (2003) it is sug-
gested that in order to respond to chang-
ing conditions, one must develop new 
understandings in the moment. This in-
the-moment knowing, and understanding 
is akin to developing the ability to reflect 
while acting or said another way, reflection-
in-action. To do so, one needs an aware-
ness that transcends one’s own preferences 
enabling more holistic insights into pat-
terns for effective action.

As presented by Lyddy and Good 
(2017), in-the-moment awareness provides 
one the space to respond situationally with 
less need to act for personal motives. They 
call this in-the-moment while engaged in 
action “being while doing “(p.2). Consider 
going about your workday in action “doing” 
while in observation of yourself from a 
state of “being.” This personal shift in per-
spective goes by many names: “witnessing 
awareness, reperceiving awareness, decen-
tering, and de-automatization” (Shapiro 
et al., 2006; Brown & Ryan, 2003). Expe-
riencing such states of mindfulness can 
be beneficial for Organizational Develop-
ment Professionals in the development of 
Use-of-Self. 

A developed Use-of-Self, that includes 
the ability to maintain greater equanimity 

internally as a witness to one’s self and 
environment, enables greater access to 
attributes of the Self most advantageous for 
working and serving in the role of Orga-
nizational Development professional. The 
access to UoS is aided when there is wit-
nessing awareness and that awareness is 
sustained while in action going about work. 
Said another way, we aid in the develop-
ment of Self when ‘doing’ is accompanied 
by ‘being’. Where ‘being’ is the experience 
of the state of Mindfulness in service to the 
moment, the clients needs, and your high-
est purpose.

With the aid of being mindful, the 
insights into UoS determines the reactions 

or responses to our own and others feel-
ings, thoughts, and senses to satisfy the 
needs of and advance the work of the client 
(Rainey & Jones, 2014). With such impor-
tance placed on the development of Use-
of-Self, consideration for the experience 
of enhancing it can look to the positive 
outcomes in human functioning attrib-
uted to Mindfulness (Good et al., 2016). 
A desirable attribute of UoS is to experi-
ence improvement in everyday situational 
clarity with greater regularity. This type of 
outcome lends itself to skill development 
that is supported by long-term mindful-
ness practice. Current research shows ben-
efits to include access to enhanced clarity 
in perception and responsiveness allow-
ing for a reduction in reactivity to internal 
moods, emotions, thoughts and sensations. 

This can even develop into a type of reflec-
tion-in-action, or reflecting in the moment 
while engaged in work (Lyddy & Good, 
2017; Long, 2019).

Practitioners of long-term mindful-
ness can use mindfulness as a means to 
develop Use-of-Self. In doing practices over 
time, they become better listeners, handle 
difficult conversations, stay present, and 
maintain clarity in conflict-ridden meet-
ings, hearing all the voices and stakehold-
ers affected by their decisions (Long, 2019). 
Improvements from long-term mindful-
ness include recognizing the situational 
reality from which to take action, as well as 
self-regulation and self-observation, which 
improve clarity and objectivity (Shapiro, 
Carlson, Astin, & Freedman, 2006; Tsui & 
Ashford, 1994). Mindfulness is a potential 
source of practices that develop the individ-
ual’s capacity for the best action to benefit 
the individual, team, and organizations for 
which they are serving.

Steps to Access Greater Mastery of UoS 
with Mindfulness

Since most OD work is done within the 
moment sensing, mindfulness is uniquely 
positioned to aid us. If you are new to the 
practice of mindfulness, the simplest way 
to start is to informally pay attention, that 
is attention that is not on your thoughts, 
rather on sensations. The most common 
and always available point of focus is the 
breath. It is always with you and you can 
practice in nearly all circumstances with 
little outside awareness from others. There 
are 5 recommendations on implement-
ing Mindfulness practices: 1) Practice, 2) 
Patience, 3) Persistence, 4) Safe Experi-
ments, and 5) Have Fun.

1) Practice – Mindfulness with curiosity 
and inspiration. Begin a practice of mind-
fulness that suits you. There are many 
forms of ways that build attention and 
awareness in the moment. Mindfulness is 
not an emergency method. Its value is in 
the systematic long-term practice that helps 
you to access more and more of UoS which 
occurs as attention through concentration. 
This ability strengthens, expands aware-
ness, and deepens enabling you to be in the 

A developed Use-of-Self, that includes the ability to maintain 
greater equanimity internally as a witness to one’s self and 
environment, enables greater access to attributes of the Self 
most advantageous for working and serving in the role of 
Organizational Development professional. The access to UoS is 
aided when there is witnessing awareness and that awareness 
is sustained while in action going about work. Said another way, 
we aid in the development of Self when ‘doing’ is accompanied 
by ‘being’. Where ‘being’ is the experience of the state of 
Mindfulness in service to the moment, the clients needs, and 
your highest purpose
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moment and access your UoS with greater 
ease and facility.

2) Patience – patience with oneself, as this 
has both immediate results and long-term 
benefits, for developing skill with consis-
tency. We have different and unique inter-
ests and abilities. The best practice is one 
you enjoy doing and can implement on a 
daily basis.

3) Persistence – the need to recognize and 
reconcile when a particular Mindfulness 
method does not seem to be working, it is 
necessary to tweak the approach, so you are 
inspired to continue with it or resolved/
encouraged to try another technique. There 
are many ways to developing attention and 
awareness and it can start with either the 
mind or body. In some cases, this is rec-
ognized through stress management such 
as, Hatha yoga or Tai Chi, while others pre-
fer seated practices. The best practice is the 
one that you can maintain and be consis-
tent with.

4) Safe Experiments – This is the applica-
tion of mindfulness into UoS. Get curious. 
How does focus on the sensation of breath, 
a process of perceptual awareness training, 
impact what you hear when someone is 
talking to you? What does it do to the expe-
rience of walking into a large-scale change 
with a full room of people? What data does 
it reveal about the coaching client sitting 
next to you? When mindfulness is new, do 
not use it in critical situations like a client 
meeting. It is always best to experiment in 
non-critical situations. So, practice on your 
friends and family!

5) Have Fun – making a difference by show-
ing up, as you are, with awareness and 
intentions of making the best Use of your 
Self. You are one of a kind and your pres-
ence is needed wherever you are; because 
wherever you go, that is where you are! 

Conclusion 

UoS is proving to be an essential compe-
tency of OD practitioners. In the quest 
for levels of mastery over Self, mindful-
ness is a beneficial companion. It is a “root 

construct” for creating a positive impact 
on values, thoughts, feelings, human func-
tioning, and it does so in all social domains 
inclusive of workplace outcomes and orga-
nizational settings (Good et al., 2016). The 
expansion of awareness created by mind-
fulness has the potential to increase clar-
ity and objectivity in the present moment 
by creating a healthy psychological distanc-
ing that gives in-the-moment capacity (Sha-
piro, Carlson, Astin, & Freedman, 2006). 
This capacity is like a pause without paus-
ing, a space-in-between that some long-
term Mindfulness practitioners call “being 
while doing.” This experience can bring out 
more then you ever realized about yourself 
and the ability to be present in the many 
dimensions that need attention to perform 
the best work. 
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By Tom Kenward

“. . . the marginal ‘outsider’ position occupied by OD practitioners provides a potential challenge 
to business as usual. However, to be active and useful in providing that challenge requires 
practitioners to educate themselves radically . . .”

Radical Times, Radical Selves, 
Radical Learning
Facilitating the Self to Own Learning and 
Build Stronger Practice

Introduction

As I encounter the present world of work, 
I think OD practitioners and OD educa-
tors have an opportunity to play a more 
influential role. Both are well placed to 
inspire and equip people to make a power-
ful difference. 

While more progressive, participa-
tory, educational practices may be reaching 
some UK universities (albeit six decades 
after the open classroom movement and 
centuries after other wisdom traditions), 
I see this being demanded by a hypercon-
nected generation of learners, rather than 
volunteered by enlightened academics. 
Truly participatory educational options for 
OD practitioners and theory development 
exist, but options are perhaps shrinking, in 
the UK at least (Tosey and Marshall, 2017). 
I describe here examples of experience as a 
participant and as an educator in one such 
approach, to illustrate what these meth-
ods can achieve for OD practitioners and 
the Use of Self – UoS – (Cheung-Judge & 
Jamieson, 2018) in particular. While exam-
ples are partly of academic nature, the 
outcomes are practical and the principles 
apply beyond academic learning. 

Radical times require radical selves

Now more than ever, a more radical stance 
to OD work seems useful in our rapidly 
changing, unstable world of work (Cheung-
Judge, 2017). Biodiversity collapse and pol-
lution, climate change, changing politics, 
erosion of privacy and free will, automation 
of work and global failures of capitalism 

are some of the issues that organisations 
struggle to navigate today. In these pres-
sures, the deeper good intent so often pres-
ent in an OD project is susceptible to being 
lost. While practitioners must work with 
presenting context, I think there is scope 
for more radical work. I do not see it as 
OD’s place to preach a view of the world or 
to expect clients to share similar values, but 
the marginal ‘outsider’ position occupied 
by OD practitioners provides a potential 
challenge to business as usual. However, 
to be active and useful in providing that 
challenge requires practitioners to educate 
themselves radically, I suggest. Particularly 
in relation to developing how we use our 
primary instrument – ourselves. Thanks 
to the recent review of material from many 
fields on UoS (Cheung-Judge & Jamieson, 
2018), there is now a foundation to its con-
cept and practices. Aside from whether 
OD has a brand and positioning problem 
(Minahan, 2019), I believe OD educators 
are well placed to refresh OD practice, its 
education and to strengthen UoS. 

How do participatory learning approaches 
deepen development in UoS?

My experiences as a student and facilita-
tor in participatory education methods 
give me some insights into this question. 
I focus on three learning methods and 
look particularly at how I have seen these 
impact two aspects of instrumentality that 
link to the UoS clusters Cheung-Judge 
and Jamieson identify, namely agency and 
dialogue. The three methods, summarised 
in Figure 1 are:
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1.	 Supporting learner-defined outcome 
development 

2.	 Facilitating collaborative learning 
design

3.	 Structuring self and peer assessment 
processes

I discuss each method in turn, exploring 
personal experiences and benefits (that I 
have also seen for other students), particu-
larly as they relate to development of UoS. 
I will also connect benefits between the 
educating process and doing effective OD 
work as I believe there is much to gain for 
student, educator and OD practitioner in 
these methods.

1. Learner-defined learning outcomes

Some years ago, I undertook an MSc in 
People and OD. The learner defined their 
own learning goals then led the process 
of attaining them. After nine months of 
mainly self managed exploration, with an 
outline curriculum guiding inquiry, I had 
to choose what to commit my time and 
energy to for the remainder of the course. I 
found it a difficult task – there were many 
possibilities, and in choosing I would close 
off most. Through negotiation with myself 
and my peer learning group, I eventually 
realised that the topics I chose were less 
important than the learning process I was 
grasping – to learn how to learn. I’ve since 
applied these skills to other subjects I could 
not cover then. In taking responsibility for 
this process I also came to feel the tensions 
of these choices and the value in making 
my own clear judgements. 

The experience helped me become 
more aware of my own decision mak-
ing and, in the process, my agency to act. 
I realised how, in keeping options open 
for too long, for fear of missing opportu-
nities, the opportunity to do good work 
might start to close. Building awareness of 
agency in myself and others is something 
I now see as a core capability in my prac-
tice. That experience has helped me spot 
fateful moments – where a piece of work 
(or learning) could be about to start losing 
the intent it began with, for the client and 
stakeholders’ interests – and to act.

In summary, as well as creating owner-
ship, relevance and creativity in the learn-
ing process, setting one’s own learning 
goals also identifies parallels between the 
learning process and personal strengths 
and weaknesses in OD work. If a curricu-
lum had been fed to me, an opportunity to 
see my process of choice would have been 
missed. In any case, fixed curricula seem 
to struggle today to find relevance to work-
places and the world, let alone to connect 
with the diverse needs of the individual 
learner. This contributes to more leader-
ship of self and in turn, more capable, con-
fident and impactful practice – part of the 
core of UoS. To me this merits OD edu-
cators designing in more scope for the 
learner to identify and develop their own 
learning outcomes. 

2. Collaborative learning design

Alongside developing one’s own learning 
outcomes, perhaps an even more power-
ful way to take greater agency in the edu-
cating process is for the learner to actively 
curate the content and process of learn-
ing to achieve their goals. A LinkedIn post 
(https://bit.ly/2kYJDbA) of mine on this 
topic generated conversations that pro-
gressed my own views about the role of 
educators and learners in design and deliv-
ery. In summary: some challenged whether 
any educator can ever leave content 

knowledge at the door and whether pre-
tending to do so masks an inevitable edu-
cator-learner power differential; others 
asked whether attempting to do so may 
leave the learner unhelpfully confused and 
frustrated, or deprived of valuable perspec-
tive; others raised the issue of client value, 
questioning whether focusing mainly on 
a container and process for learning rep-
resented sufficient value. I still recognise 
great value in anyone who advances the-
ory and practice sharing their insights, but 
I also see the role of curator migrating – 
from the educator toward the learner. But 
if the learner is to chart and curate more of 
their journey, learners might ask “how do I 
know what I don’t know?”. In other words, 
how and to what degree can the learner 
guide themselves with a limited map? I 
offer one answer next. 

My active involvement in such pro-
cesses through my MSc was both valu-
able and uncomfortable. While I could still 
seek the help of ‘experts’ to help navigate 
the unknown unknowns, I and other par-
ticipants mapped our collective knowledge 
together in the design process of the pro-
gramme, iteratively developing a tailored 
route through a maze of options. This hap-
pened both at the level of designing resi-
dentials for the whole cohort throughout 
the programme, but also at the individual 
level of reading, writing and other inquiry 
with the help of a peer learning group. 

Figure 1. Learning Methods
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Here I focus mainly on the former, being 
the part that is most distinct from common 
educational experiences. 

During the programme, design con-
versations were held between residentials 
with representatives of the cohort who 
identified learning outcomes for the next 
one and designed this together, drawing on 
their experiences, knowledge, networks and 
preferences. It wasn’t always comfortable. I 
recall disagreements with peers and faculty 
about what we wanted to learn and how we 
would create an experience together that 
achieved that. I saw how these disagree-

ments were coloured both by my particular 
motivations for what I wanted, but also by 
how I saw and valued my own view along-
side other people’s views. I came to see that 
one’s own assumptions both limit and per-
mit the bounds of our capacity to hold true 
dialogue with others. I think these create 
similar dynamics for many people, in both 
the learning process and in OD work, as 
described by Reitz and Higgins (2019), and 
outlined below. And it was also inspiring. 
To discover that the collective knowledge 
and insight of a diverse range of practitio-
ners was richer than any one or two faculty 
members could ever be, transformed my 
belief in collective wisdom and knowledge 
and the power of working participatively 
and democratically. Today a core value in 
my work is to support leaders to check 
their own assumptions about what they 
know and what they need to ask others. 
There is still a crucial role for a facilitator 
with expertise, just as there is for the OD 
practitioner and leader in a mature client 

system. However, the work is more as a 
process consultant than as a content expert 
(Schein, 1999), supporting the group to 
find and manage its own boundaries of 
expectations, authority and understand-
ing, for example. Then the group can lead 
itself while making appropriate requests of 
a facilitator and faculty member with par-
ticular authorities and powers: what budget 
is available to spend; when does a decision 
have to be made by; what previous exam-
ples might help; how can this conflict be 
well navigated; and only relatively occasion-
ally a request for content.

Through engaging in my own learn-
ing design process, I also came to relate 
to knowledge itself differently, challeng-
ing the authority of knowledge, whilst 
still respecting rigour of thought. Until I 
undertook the programme, I hadn’t appre-
ciated the degree to which much knowl-
edge and knowing in developmental and 
behavioural sciences is a function of the 
knowledge holder’s context. As such, the 
value of knowledge to others in other con-
texts requires particular scrutiny and exam-
ination. For example, as I sat listening to 
a professor talk about complexity theory, 
while I found it usefully challenging, the 
way it was presented meant that I could 
not make sense of much of the message 
in a way I was able to do anything with in 
my organisational leadership context at the 
time. However, by immediately having the 
opportunity to connect it to my own con-
text through group conversations and com-
parisons, (because that is how we, not the 
professor, had determined we wanted to 

run the next part of the session), I found 
deeper more practical learning in the chal-
lenge. Experiences like this led me to a dif-
ferent approach to supporting individuals 
and groups in their development. I realised 
that attempting to impart large quantities 
of knowledge from other places may be less 
useful, or useful less often, than I’d previ-
ously considered. More autonomous, emer-
gent styles of facilitation (Heron, 2010), 
action research and learning link closely 
here, supporting the learner and practitio-
ner to find their own meaning and motiva-
tions by connecting ideas to their practical 
situations. Beyond the educator role, the 
same principles have filtered through to 
my OD and leadership work. I have under-
stood more fully how easy it is to create 
dependency patterns with clients, even 
when I mean to be helpful. For example, 
through offering a useful model or theory, 
a message the client may take is “you need 
another theory – you can’t progress without 
something that you don’t possess but I do”. 
We may like to work with models we know 
well sometimes, but how can we do so in 
ways that still leave space for the knowl-
edge and wisdom of the learner and client?

Another key skill in OD practice 
today (perhaps always), seems to me to be 
a capacity to improvise from the spot we 
find ourselves – to sense into context and 
respond accordingly. Through feeling the 
fear, excitement and fulfilment of playing 
an active part in designing my own learn-
ing, I shifted my assumptions not just 
about the authority of the educator but also 
about my ethics as a practitioner, devel-
oper and collaborator. Some key questions 
remain with me, that affect how I work 
with what arises in the moment. To what 
extent if at all should I shield participants 
from discomfort, even indignity, in work-
ing things out for themselves, if that pro-
cess helps them learn important things 
about themselves? How long do I leave a 
conflict in a group discussion before inter-
vening? Might I intervene too soon in 
order to stop my own discomfort, to alle-
viate my fear of being blamed, judged or 
attacked by the group, rather than in order 
to truly help the group learn? These expe-
riences have led me to see OD work more 
as a negotiated, shared role than I used to. 

Another key skill in OD practice today (perhaps always), 
seems to me to be a capacity to improvise from the spot we 
find ourselves – to sense into context and respond accordingly. 
Through feeling the fear, excitement and fulfilment of playing 
an active part in designing my own learning, I shifted my 
assumptions not just about the authority of the educator 
but also about my ethics as a practitioner, developer and 
collaborator. Some key questions remain with me, that affect 
how I work with what arises in the moment.
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The relative lab safety of one’s own devel-
opment process has proved a powerful 
space for many students I’ve worked with, 
in which to experiment with these sorts of 
negotiations and dialogues.

Bringing learners into the learning 
design process is also an opportunity to 
live the participatory, democratic values 
of OD work within the educating process 
and to give the learner a felt experience of 
the tensions and benefits of leading with 
these values, deepening many UoS capaci-
ties in the process. Power dynamics come 
into tension amongst these values as par-
ticipants and facilitators confront different 
agendas, needs and styles. These experi-
ences encourage participants to see how 
they behave when they engage with what 
they care about, that then helps them 
become more influential in other con-
texts. For example, considering the advo-
cacy and inquiry axes of David Kantor’s 
dialogue roles (Kantor, 2012), I still have 
to work hard to remain inquiring of anoth-
er’s position, particularly when I am con-
vinced of my rightness and determined 
to get my way. In my work with others, I 
observe many people beyond me appear-
ing to believe, perhaps unconsciously, that 
advocacy ultimately wins out. Yet, time and 
time again I see the ‘winning’ of a debate 
in a meeting rarely yielding any endur-
ing commitment to action. Extending our 
awareness of ourselves in these situations 
is important if we are interested in either 
OD education or OD practice, I suggest.

The more day to day self-led learn-
ing process of study in the MSc described 
continues around and between the more 
formally negotiated and designed collec-
tive processes for residentials, with a simi-
lar and different set of dialogic processes 
to navigate as one interacts with a subset 
of the cohort every month to oversee study. 
This is explored in the next section.

In summary, involving learners in the 
design of the learning process, not just 
the definition of their goals, opens up a 
rich field of social processes, so relevant to 
doing OD work. The power dynamics and 
dialogue processes of negotiating different 
agendas to satisfactory ends for a diverse 
group of learners is equally applicable to 
the field of OD work as it is to the learning 

process of a practitioner. So again, the par-
allels between participatory learning and 
effective OD work intertwine.

3. Facilitating self and peer assessment

A third way to deepen participation in the 
learning process is via the assessment 
of work and learning. This provides rich 
learning opportunities for everyone. The 
programme I undertook required me to 
assess my own work and receive feedback 
and assessment, from faculty but also from 
a subset of learners in my cohort. We had 
to reach our own judgements about our 
own and each others’ work, then we had 
to give and receive those views in respect-
ful, direct and supportive ways, in writing 
and verbally. This continued throughout 
the two years of study, meeting in the same 
peer group twenty times. I and other stu-
dents have reported finding a truer voice 
and heard others’ voices more fully in this 
process, particularly when views differ. It 
develops a deep appreciation of the subjec-
tivity of one’s own experience, and a greater 
respect for others’ perspectives – essen-
tial to developing capacity for true dialogue 
(Reitz & Higgins, 2019). 

The intensity of meeting like this 
pushed me to question previously unseen 
beliefs: what does it mean to support oth-
ers to learn? What am I responsible for in 
another’s learning process? How much 
is enough challenge? When should I con-
tinue to invite challenge for myself? What 
do I do with challenge when I can’t take 
it? How forcefully can I disagree while still 
maintaining relationship? Having also 
held these processes as a facilitator, I see 
other students grapple with similar ques-
tions. Issues of power described in pre-
vious sections exist here too – how will 
things unfold when everyone knows that 
power over each others’ fate – to pass or 
fail work – is held together. Will judge-
ments be offered cleanly, even though 
much is at stake? I find similar tensions 
live in OD work.

In summary, while many training pro-
cesses can develop strong dialogue skills, 
I have experienced the skills being learnt 
most deeply when embedded repetitively 
in a development process with high stakes, 

such as that described here. I therefore 
encourage anyone in OD education work to 
look for creative ways to use self and peer 
assessment and feedback structures in the 
development process, in ways that iterate 
and deepen over time. 

Implications for practice, at every step

Taken together, the three processes of 
learning outcome definition, collaborative 
learning design and self and peer assess-
ment combine to develop core skills in the 
UoS. All three processes return iteratively 
to issues of awareness, influence, dialogue, 
inclusion, power and other dynamics at 
the heart of OD work. These educating 
approaches require a particular approach to 
design, delivery and more, raising complex 
questions about the nature of learning and 
the roles and responsibilities of learners 
and educators. 

Firstly, an emergent programme with 
less predetermined content can appear to 
the buyer to be less packed with ‘value’, at 
first. However, if the experience and the 
benefits are illustrated, prospective stu-
dents see the freedom and control this 
gives them and become excited, if they 
are ready to author their own learning. 
Regarding programme design, it cannot 
be fully predetermined, given the central 
role that each unique cohort of individuals 
play in shaping their programme. There-
fore, design resource should be allocated 
throughout a programme and done in col-
laboration with the learner. Overall this 
tends to take more time (so costs need to 
be priced in). In my experience, partici-
pants see that the value returned pays back 
the investment. 

Regarding collaborative design, this is 
not a free-for-all of an educating process; 
there is still structure. In setting learning 
goals, students complete detailed learning 
contracts, setting out what is to be learnt, 
how and what evidence will be gathered to 
demonstrate learning. Students sometimes 
mistake emergence for not making up their 
mind or being clear in their commitments, 
so the process of developing goals needs 
scrutiny and support on the part of fac-
ulty and students. The same is true as the 
learner embarks on the reading and written 
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work, contained by the assessment process 
described. Regarding the design process for 
residential modules, while it is shaped and 
often led by participants, this is overseen by 
experienced faculty who are looking out for 
costly mistakes, guiding the overall process 
where needed to ensure quality and focus 
on learning is maintained and that individ-
uals are learning about their own process 
in parallel.

The same is true in the assessment 
processes – while the approach is highly 

participatory, this does not equate to aca-
demic standards being left to chance. In 
order for this approach to be recognised by 
education institutions and by professional 
bodies, high standards of practice and qual-
ity are important. Therefore, learning out-
comes and academic standards overall 
should be mapped against theory and prac-
tice that is recognised and benchmarked 
nationally and internationally. Self and peer 
assessment should be overseen by qualified 
faculty; standards and overall learning out-
comes should be moderated. Some initially 
see this assessment route as a soft option 
but external examiners for the programme 
I undertook, regularly concluded that the 
standard of work they reviewed was supe-
rior to other master’s programmes. 

Tensions exist between many polari-
ties that need managing (Johnson, 2014) 
across all three methods, such as: control 
vs autonomy; structure vs flexibility; task 
vs relationship; breadth vs focus. Leader-
ship and management are therefore part of 
this process throughout. So, there is much 
to get right, as well as much to experiment 
and innovate in. 

Finally, it is perhaps already obvious, 
but with so much personal motivation and 
responsibility on the line, people encoun-
ter moments of conflict and dissonance, 
within themselves and with each other. The 
awareness and capacity of faculty to spot 
these moments of risk and opportunity and 
navigate them carefully (not by rescuing, 
avoiding, persecuting or any other power 
play), are often reported later by students 
as crucial sources of rich learning, for the 
peer learning groups and for individuals. 

Conclusion

In these methods, a lot relies on the facili-
tators and faculty, yet they must avoid fall-
ing into dependency patterns with the 
group. The same is true of the students – 
it is not for everyone. There is a tension in 
offering advice to conclude a piece on par-
ticipatory learning. However, if as an OD 
educator you want to hand more power 
to learners, or as a developing practitio-
ner you want to have more agency in your 
learning, I think some principles help:
	» Hold knowledge and expertise lightly. 

Always ask: “is this really what is 
needed or wanted? Do I know? Have I 
asked? How will we discover the truth 
of this from each other?”

	» Trust at least as much in process as in 
content knowledge. Create strong struc-
tures in which to identify and talk about 
lived experience, knowledge and expec-
tations, particularly where there are 
differences. At the heart of generating 
creative energy in participatory learning 
is well designed, yet lightly facilitated 
approaches, that help individuals and 

groups find their authority and confi-
dence. For example, clear group tasks, 
simple instructions and methods that 
work without a lot of management all 
tend to help.

	» Trust that ambiguity, while uncom-
fortable for most, may lead to more 
learning about personal reactions and 
blindspots than anything else. Find 
ways to hold and be in group processes 
so that everyone can occasionally feel 
lost and make mistakes without losing 
dignity or power.

	» Talk less and listen more. Ask ques-
tions that encourage open inquiry 
and challenge assumptions. Look out 
for a balance of voices in every group 
exchange and consider issues of power 
and inclusion constantly. Again, these 
dynamics are at the heart of a group 
learning well together. 

	» Work with imagery and body based 
(Kenward, 2018) forms of knowing, not 
just linguistic forms, in order to con-
nect with intuitive capacities and differ-
ent voices in the group.

	» And finally, as someone once said to 
me, “remember that nobody is as clever 
as everybody”. Welcome all voices who 
wish to participate.

As ever, learning methods should evolve 
to our changing world and to new ques-
tions; for example, today, how educators 
can retain the integrity and power of social 
learning. Participants in their twenties still 
report that they prefer the peer learning 
group sessions face to face, even though 
they are adept in virtual spaces. But with 
social learning across timezones, virtual 
platforms are an important part of the mix, 
so how can we find the best of both? And 
where will learner-led curation go next, as 
knowledge creation and exchange continue 
to increase in speed and connectivity?

While there is complexity in these 
methods, it may encourage you to remem-
ber that there is a double benefit in this 
investment. For many I’ve spoken to, this 
shift in educating approach brings big ben-
efits to one’s own OD practice, develop-
ing the UoS in the educator as much as in 
the student. For example, when I encoun-
ter someone in a group today, struggling 

. . . with so much personal motivation and responsibility on the 
line, people encounter moments of conflict and dissonance, 
within themselves and with each other. The awareness 
and capacity of faculty to spot these moments of risk and 
opportunity and navigate them carefully (not by rescuing, 
avoiding, persecuting or any other power play), are often 
reported later by students as crucial sources of rich learning, for 
the peer learning groups and for individuals.
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with what they perceive to be a lack of 
clear structure to a task, my own educa-
tion and educating experiences mean that 
I empathise with them better: I feel their 
anxiety or frustration but can trust that if 
they can stay with it, they may see some-
thing new. In allowing them their experi-
ence, they come to see a little more of their 
own perceptions, comfort zones, limita-
tions and talents. The world needs our best 
selves doing good OD work, I believe. Edu-
cating ourselves and each other in more 
radical, participatory ways may prove a use-
ful part of that endeavour. 
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By Helena Clayton

“The ways in which industries have dramatically speeded up create emotional 
estrangement . . . and risks us becoming disconnected from ourselves and from 
other people and cauterised from our feelings.”

OD and Love

Why research love?

While some organisations are building 
extraordinary communities with purpose 
and passion and humanity at their heart 
even more appear to be becoming less 
human and less connected. As an execu-
tive coach and designing and running lead-
ership development programmes across 
all UK sectors, I see up close and personal 
the price people are paying for this way of 
working. Anxiety and depression, numbing 
out, stress and burnout, people shut down 
and cut off from their feelings, anger and 
withdrawal . . . and the physical symptoms 
that go along with those. One organisa-
tion I worked with has a culture described 
as savage and brutal; another had a policy 
that allowed no compassionate leave for the 
death of a sister, only a parent; an engineer-
ing firm that was said to look after their 
machines more than they do their people; 
and the myriad examples of managers and 
leaders who treat their teams as if they 
were ‘bad robots’ and not fully human. 

We hear about these practices at some 
of our major UK retailers or in the ‘gig 
economy’ which have been described as the 
new satanic mills of our generation (Lyons, 
2019, Bloodworth, 2019) and we see the 
impact on the warehouse floor as well as 
in senior leadership. Corporate austerity 
policies ask us to do more with less and we 
pay a high price in levels of stress, mental 
health and wellbeing. In the search for ever 
greater rationality, efficiency, productiv-
ity and competitive advantage we appear to 
squeeze out our humanity. 

Kahane (2010) feels that many of our 
organisations have become overly focused 
on power and a drive for realisation that 
can produce furiously commercial and 
competitive growth and creativity. That 
drive is vitally important, but it appears 
to be at the expense of emotion, our full 
humanity and our hearts. The ways in 
which industries have dramatically speeded 
up create emotional estrangement (Hoch-
schild, 1985) and risks us becoming dis-
connected from ourselves and from other 
people and cauterised from our feelings. It 
seems that the way we are working today 
has created a tacit pact to have little space 
for emotional connection, which is some-
thing we seem willing to sacrifice in order 
to get the job done (hooks, 2000). Could 
it be that lovelessness is now the norm 
(hooks, 2000) and that work for many 
people is no longer a source of pride and 
fulfilment but instead is relentless, dehu-
manising and an assault on their dignity? 
(Bloodworth, 2018)

Beyond work, in the UK we know that 
the suicide rate is rising again (Samaritans, 
2019), mental health problems are increas-
ing and that self-harm in young girls is on 
the increase (McManus, 2019). We are also 
facing a global pandemic with coronavirus, 
a climate crisis with potentially significant 
societal fall-out, a fractured and unstable 
political situation and an increasingly rup-
tured and disconnected world. The fears 
about the rise of technology at work and 
what it means for our jobs and our identity 
are also very real. So, it seems both timely 
and urgent to seek ways to counterbalance 
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this with intention and purpose and 
explore ways of working that can put our 
humanity front and centre in our organisa-
tions. Where might we look for answers?

Alongside my corporate OD and lead-
ership development work, I have been 
involved in the personal growth movement 
for an equal amount of time. As a way 
of understanding, healing and overcom-
ing my own past personal trauma and dif-
ficulties, I have been involved in a range 
of therapeutic and leading- edge personal 
growth workshops from various traditions. 
In these spaces I have come to see that 
for myself but also for countless others no 
matter what the difficulty, trauma or stress, 
there is both healing and transformation 
when love is present and when these psy-
chological wounds are met with love. 

So, if our organisations and our ways 
of working feel loveless, then could love 
play a part in creating regenerative organ-
isations that heal instead of harm? Despite 
these two worlds – corporate and personal 
growth – being very different could the 
philosophy and actions of love from one 
world translate into the other? Could what I 
was seeing so clearly in one part of my life 
be brought into the other part of my life? 
Could one world help to heal another?

Maybe. Although if so, I suspect we 
need to separate love from its over-connec-
tion with religion, romance and sex and 
find new ways of seeing and talking about 
love so it can be welcomed as a robust, 
pragmatic and accessible source of support 
for us as we navigate tough times in our 
organisations and also beyond. 

What are the links between leader-
ship, organisations and love? This was the 
inquiry that shaped a new piece of research 
(Clayton, 2019) I undertook, and which 
forms the basis for this article. 

Researching love

The research was conducted over the 
autumn of 2018 and took the form of an 
online survey. There were 76 respondents:
	» 15% Board Director and 42% Director 

or senior Manager
	» 37% from organisations employing over 

5,000 people

	» 40% from the private sector and 23% 
public sector

Based on six in-depth interviews with 
senior leaders in a range of organisations 
to ‘map the field’, I asked the following 
questions:
	» How comfortable do you feel talking 

about love at work? And why do you say 
that?

	» How important is love in the work-
place? And why do you say that?

	» How do you define love at work and 
what leadership behaviours demon-
strate love?

	» Have you ever worked anywhere where 
the leaders ‘led from love?’ How did 
this feel? 

	» What enables you to lead from love? 
What blocks you from leading from 
love at work?

Key findings

From this research, I have selected three 
key areas to explore for their relevance to 
the field of OD, OD practice, and a practi-
tioner’s Use of Self.

1. Love matters

94% of respondents felt that love at work 
was either very important (47%) or impor-
tant (47%) They said that ‘humans work 
best in a loving environment – love is 
a core human need’ and that ‘if love is 
important in life, why wouldn’t it also be 
important in the workplace’. Respondents 
said with more love they could ‘shine more 
brightly’ and be ‘the best version of them-
selves’. It helped them to feel safe, and 
that feeling safe meant they could take 
more risks. Connections with other peo-
ple would be much stronger and more 
open. They also felt that we needed love to 
help us ‘counterbalance the Victorian work 
approach of making money, the focus on 
processes and systems and the scientific 
underpinning of work that requires us to 
be emotionless’. Most people felt they had 
never experienced leadership that was lov-
ing but when they had it had been a stand-
out experience. 

So there seems to be a clear recogni-
tion in the data that love is core human 
need and one we should acknowledge 
when work has become increasingly 
focused on rationality, efficiency, productiv-
ity and competitive advantage. This might 
indicate that if love is a core human need 
and is central to who we are as humans 
beings, then organisations can’t be loveless, 
but rather that we are not creating the con-
ditions for love to be more present.

2. Love matters, but it’s problematic

Despite the strong support for love, 30% 
of respondents said that they found love 
uncomfortable or very uncomfortable to 
talk about at work. Given the self-selecting 
nature of my respondents – they elected to 
take part in a survey about love – I would 
imagine that the number across a general 
organisational population would be signifi-
cantly higher than that.

With connotations of either romance 
or religion, this response might be under-
standable to some extent. But that’s not 
what people were uncomfortable about. 
Instead they felt talking about love ‘would 
make me appear weak because generally 
love is perceived as weakness and weak-
ness doesn’t belong in the workplace’. It 
felt ‘flaky and unprofessional’ and ‘too per-
sonal to be acceptable in the workplace’. 
People felt that ‘others will be dismissive’ 
and ‘the place for love is firmly at home 
and not work’.

It seems that love is ‘taboo’ and has 
gone underground (Marshak, 2006) and 
this may reflect several things. It could be 
that work is seen as refuge from our com-
plex and often messy personal lives and 
that the lack of emotion in the workplace is 
considered welcome. It could also be that 
we have been encouraged to subjugate our 
emotions for so long that it feels too diffi-
cult to integrate them now. Or maybe we 
can see through the myriad policies that 
purport to make our working lives feel bet-
ter as the instrumental actions that they so 
often are – ways to make sure we are pro-
ductive and efficient for the organisation – 
and so we are mistrustful. We also need to 
consider that if the culture of our organisa-
tion is, in some part, shaped by the culture 
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of our leaders, then we should look at the 
impact of a small group of people, who are 
disproportionately represented at leader-
ship levels in many of our organisations. 
These are people, mostly men, who went to 
boarding school as early as 8yrs and suffer 
from Boarding School Survivor Syndrome 
(Shaverein, 2015) as a result of shutting 
down feelings – especially those feelings 
that require a connection with vulnerability 
and intimacy – as means to survive the sev-
ering of parental attachment. 

Whatever the issue might be, it will be 
vital to understand why love is problematic 
if we are to consider it as a force for good 
and for change in our organisations. 

3. How we describe love matters

For the research, I intentionally didn’t 
offer a definition of love, preferring to take 
a grounded theory approach and build a 
picture from the responses. My research 
asked how people defined love at work and 
what leadership behaviours demonstrated 
love. Potentially, that focus led respondents 
to consider not love itself, but what a ‘work 
acceptable’ version of love might be. This 
feels fitting given my personal experience 
of talking to colleagues and clients about 
exploring love and many people assuming 
I mean empathy, compassion or kindness. 
In fact, I sense that people would prefer me 
to talk about those things and not love – 
and I often find myself needing to hold fast 
and explain that it’s love that I am research-
ing. This seems to match the response of 

some of my respondents who find that 
love is a problematic subject to explore for 
the workplace. In this regard, this piece of 
work should be considered as a precursor 
to a more in-depth exploration of the lit-
erature to more clearly define what love is 
both for the workplace and beyond. 

From my respondents, love in the 
workplace, was primarily represented by 
the word care which appeared many times. 
Listening came a close second, giving peo-
ple undivided attention and putting aside 
your own agenda. This isn’t leadership as 
a performance art but as genuine inter-
est in others. Another theme was empa-
thy and compassion and the ability to see 

something through someone else’s eyes 
and experiences – even ‘hyper empathy’ 
for one respondent. Equally strong was 
the theme of accepting people for who they 
are, warts and all, no matter what. The 
final theme was setting high standards both 
in terms of holding yourself accountable 
first and holding high expectations of oth-
ers and having the courage to hold them to 
that and having the difficult conversations 
when necessary. 

This is a useful list in that it helps us 
to understand how we might see ‘love in 
action’. Yet I would argue love is also some-
thing more – something ‘other’, something 
mysterious, something that we can’t neces-
sarily deconstruct in order to understand. 
At this stage of the research I am reluctant 
to define love too closely and risk simplify-
ing or reducing.

Nevertheless, I have a current working 
definition which allows us to make a mean-
ingful connection between love and our 
organisational life and to the field and prac-
tice. This is love as ‘radical acceptance’. 

Acceptance is such a powerful theme 
in the much research and literature from 
humanistic traditions (Rogers, 1967, 
Heron, 1980). How, in our organisations, 
in ourselves and our practice can we accept 
everything someone is and not reject it, 
or them? How, as in the world of impro-
visation, can we treat everything as if it’s 
an offer and find a way to say ‘yes, and’ 
instead of ‘yes, but’ (Johnstone, 1981). How 
can we create the conditions in our teams 
and beyond to make everything welcome? 

 But it’s more than acceptance. For 
something to be considered love we need 
to include radical. Radical comes from root/
origin and there is something so core and 
fundamental about our need for love that 
we cannot ignore it in our working rela-
tionships and in the world more widely. 
Radical also means extreme and it seems 
to me that love demands that we really put 
ourselves out, dig deep, and sacrifice some-
thing. We have to overcome something in 
ourselves in order to love those who are 
not like us, who are not our family, who 
we disagree with, or who may have hurt us 
or even those who we have been randomly 
assigned to work with. Radical also implies 
exponential difference and this allows us 
to consider love as a form of power, as 
political and as in service of revolutionary 
change. After all, all great movements for 
social justice have strongly emphasised a 
love ethic (hooks, 2004, Kaur, 2018) and 
so love needs to be part of the necessary 
change that’s needed now both for organ-
isations and society. In OD we have the 
concept of the ‘tempered radical’ (Meyer-
son, 2001) where although we might tem-
per our approach to ensure that we are not 
too dissonant within our organisation, we 
also hold a radical, bold and countercul-
tural vision for what we want to achieve. 
So radical lays down an invitation for us 
to be bold and take risks because love is 
bold and risky and revolutionary – and that 
is exactly what’s needed for the human 
future of our work. Tough times call for 
radical approaches.

My research asked how people defined love at work and what 
leadership behaviours demonstrated love. Potentially, that 
focus led respondents to consider not love itself, but what a 
‘work acceptable’ version of love might be. This feels fitting 
given my personal experience of talking to colleagues and 
clients about exploring love and many people assuming I mean 
empathy, compassion or kindness. In fact, I sense that people 
would prefer me to talk about those things and not love – and I 
often find myself needing to hold fast and explain that it’s love 
that I am researching.
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There is one more aspect of love which 
did not appear in the primary research and 
yet I believe is a critical dimension. It is 
aligned to the idea of love as being essen-
tial to revolutionary change mentioned 
above, and this is love as righteous anger. 
This aspect of love sees and identifies what 
is not acceptable for us and for others and 
allows us to respond with ‘this is not ok’, 
always clearly and sometimes very strongly. 
This is the aspect of love that allows for 
a passionate conviction that some things 
are worth fighting for and protecting, the 
aspect of love that sets clear boundaries in 
terms of what is right and wrong.

So, from this short research project, 
it seems that the desire for love is strong 
and the rewards of leading from love are 
clearly there, for both people and organisa-
tions and yet it’s clearly problematic, takes 
conscious choice and involves risk as well 
as reward. Love is care, empathy, compas-
sion and deep listening, as well as, radical 
acceptance and righteous anger.

There are many implications of this 
research for the discipline of OD itself, for 
organisations, for OD practice, and for the 
practitioner’s use of self.

The field of OD

If love matters, then how might it matter 
for the field of OD? OD is one of the few 
disciplines to have a set of underpinning 
values (Cheung-Judge and Holbeche, 2011) 
generally considered to include democ-
racy, human growth and flourishing, inclu-
sion and participation, that are made clear 
in most core OD training and education. 
These need to be kept relevant, enough, as 
well as, necessary and, I suggest we need to 
add love to this list. 

Consider first that ‘one has to bear 
in mind the backdrop against which OD 
entered Western society, where racism, the 
aftermath of Nazi Germany, the massa-
cre of Jews and the breakup of community 
all played a major role in organisation and 
community’ (Cheung Judge and Holbeche 
2011, p224).

What equally significant and threat-
ening events does OD need to wake up 
to today? Perhaps the rise of populism 
and the possibility of fascism; the climate 

emergency and the prospect of societal col-
lapse; and the increasing fragmentation 
and separation that we have from each 
other. 

If we are facing exponential, wide-
spread and possibly frightening changes 
to our world then these changes will have 
major impacts on the structure and culture 
of our organisations, as well as, the men-
tal health of the people within them. In 
this scenario, many people (Bendell, 2019, 
Wheatley, 2017, Macy, 2012) believe that we 
will need an intentional and specific focus 
on the human qualities of hope and love if 
we are to adapt.

If we accept that ‘we can’t allow cul-
tural codes to emerge by accident’ (Ander-
son, 2019, p54) and if, in conjunction with 
the leadership, OD has an explicit respon-
sibility to focus on the human flourishing 
of people in organisations then this implies 
that we need to develop the field of OD to 
be a discipline with love at its heart. Given 
our origin story, OD needs to fully own its 
social and global responsibility and more 
strongly claim its aim to help create a bet-
ter world. 

If love matters, then now might the 
time for OD to take a stand for love and 
become a vocal and explicit advocate for 
love being at the heart of our workplaces. 
Organisations are becoming more and 
more techno-rational and run by algo-
rithms (Leonhard, 2016) and our role in 
OD is to strengthen the human dimen-
sions of organisations as a counterbal-
ance. There is nothing more deeply and 
uniquely human as our capacity to love and 
so I would argue for love being firmly at 
the heart of the field of OD. And, if we can 
allow that love is also righteous anger, then 
that gives the field of OD permission to 
take a stronger stance of advocacy that this 
is the right thing to do.

Shaping our organisational practice

If love were a core value of OD, what 
might that mean for our organisational 
systems? There are two actions that we 
might consider, one specific and the 
second more general. 

The first, more specific action, is that 
a more loving organisation, with care and 

nurture at its heart, will actively design 
in practices to acknowledge and create 
space for people’s grief, trauma and loss, 
emotions that are usually not acceptable 
in organisational life. In addition to the 
reported rise in mental health issues in 
the UK, two things feel especially relevant. 
First, we are learning more about the ways 
that early years trauma, often described 
as Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE), 
is much more prevalent than we ever 
thought (Association of Directors or Pub-
lic Health, 2019). ACEs can be as ‘normal’ 
as economic hardship or parental divorce 
but can also include physical and sexual 
abuse. Through this work, we are start-
ing to understand that many more adults 
than we might have imaged are carrying 
the wounds of childhood trauma, and these 
inevitably find ways to play out in organ-
isations as this trauma gets retriggered in 
the stress of organisational change (Stu-
art, 1996). Also, we are seeing a new and 
growing eco-grief and despair, that is being 
reported via the therapeutic community 
(Cunsolo, 2018), as people struggle to find 
ways to respond to the escalating climate 
emergency. In a society that has a tendency 
to be grief-averse, it seems that we may be 
slowly acknowledging the presence of grief 
as an essential part of change and tran-
sition (Macy, 2012) and so this shift also 
needs to be reflected in more loving and 
compassionate ways of working with peo-
ple within our organisations. 

Secondly, and more generally, if love 
is a core value, we would need to consider 
all our OD interventions through a lens of 
love. We would take each model, frame-
work and intervention and ask ourselves 
‘where is the opportunity for love here?’ or 
‘how can we make this piece of work more 
loving?’ or ‘what would be a more loving 
version of this policy’? I would argue that 
most of our underpinning models and 
frameworks are based on mechanistic and 
instrumental assumptions and don’t nat-
urally allow space for emotions like love. 
We therefore need to be intentional about 
bringing love into our work.

Perhaps if our systems and processes 
are intentionally and purposefully rede-
signed for greater love – more compas-
sion, kindness and acceptance – then our 

ORGANIZATION DEVELOPMENT REVIEW  Vol. 52 No. 1  202044



organisations become places of greater psy-
chological safety and even places where 
healing can take place.

The practitioners use of self

Finally, what does this mean for the indi-
vidual practitioner and their Use of Self, 
arguably the most important instrument at 
our disposal? I see three key implications.

In part, the role of the OD practitioner 
is to bring and be difference, to take a lim-
inal role and observe or ‘feel into’ what is 
lacking or deficient in a system, find ways 

to raise that in the organisation’s aware-
ness, and then bring the system more of 
what it needs. One way we do that is to 
bring in new ways of working. Another way 
is that as practitioners we model that dif-
ference ourselves. This is no small under-
taking. We are asked to find the balance 
between being different enough, yet not 
too different that we risk rejection. As prac-
titioners, this means we must find a way 
to be fundamentally different from, and 
possibly at odds with the dominant cul-
ture of our organization, even to the point 
of being an outsider within our organisa-
tion. This requires a great deal of courage 
for us as individuals, to remain on the edge 
of a group, and to intentionally behave dif-
ferently from normative behaviour (Meyer-
son, 2001). So if we can accept the idea that 
organisations are lacking love, and we also 
accept that the role of OD and OD prac-
titioners is to hold the organisation to its 
highest moral purpose, then we each need 
to ask ourselves if we are willing to take a 
stand for love – which will include being 
more loving – and risk being too different.

Secondly, the way we practice OD is 
directly influenced by our own personal 
social history. We might all be introduced 
to the same tool or framework or have com-
pleted the same OD programmes with a 
shared set of values and assumptions, but 
the way that we use that theory in practice 
is wholly dependent on our own episte-
mology and how we see and interpret the 
world. Our epistemology is primarily based 
on the family and the culture in which we 
grew up. We have a responsibility as a prac-
titioner to understand this ground we stand 
on, which includes understanding the role 

love plays in our own lives. Therefore, in 
service of bringing more love into our OD 
practice, we may have to consider where 
we first learned about love, from whom, 
and what love looked and felt like in our 
childhood. We would do well to know how 
we experience and express love now, what 
enables us to feel connected to love, what 
blocks us from a connection with love and 
what the implications are for the ways that 
we practice OD.

The third dimension of love that is rel-
evant to the practitioners use of self is self-
love. Many of us in the field of OD might 
categorise ourselves as being part of the 
‘helping professions’, either being on the 
fringes or at the core. The helping profes-
sions are typically defined as those where 
a great deal of emotional investment is 
required in order to respond to the human 
needs they are dealing with (Skvokholt, 
2016). OD practitioners may therefore 
need to pay attention to their own physical 
and psychological resilience and well-being 
as they extend themselves to support oth-
ers. The OD literature often refers to the 

importance of self-care, but if we are willing 
to consider the term self-love as a compe-
tence for practitioners, then we are invited 
to ask if we can give to ourselves those 
behaviours and attitudes that we consider 
appropriate for our organisations and their 
people. For example, can we extend radical 
acceptance to ourselves? Can we find what 
matters to us enough that we will fight for 
it and hold firm boundaries around it?

Conclusion

It is clear from this research that if love is 
considered an essential element for our 
lives then it could equally be so for our 
working lives. Therefore, I would argue 
that love needs to take equal place along-
side purpose, meaning, inclusion and 
human flourishing, as we in OD consider 
how to design and support organisations, 
their cultures and their people to face the 
future. This invites us to consider the role 
of OD itself and not only ask ‘what is OD 
for’ but ‘what should OD be for?’ given the 
changing external context we are facing.

It is also clear that introducing love 
to organisations is problematic and not 
straightforward. It comes with the require-
ment that we understand much more 
about what makes love feel taboo in organ-
isations, as well as what conditions might 
enable love to be more present and the role 
OD can play in that.

Finally, both these things require indi-
vidual practitioners to consider their own 
relationship with love and their own appe-
tite for taking a stand for something that 
can feel radical and different.

If love matters, then it matters for OD 
and we would do well as a field to consider 
this more deeply.

This research project should be considered as 
a pilot study for further inquiry which could 
include: further work to define what love 
means for an organisational context including 
in countries and cultures other than the UK; 
a deeper understanding of what blocks and 
enables us to talk openly and explicitly about 
love; and examples of what love-in-practice 
means for us in organisations.

The OD literature often refers to the importance of self-care, but 
if we are willing to consider the term self-love as a competence 
for practitioners, then we are invited to ask if we can give to 
ourselves those behaviours and attitudes that we consider 
appropriate for our organisations and their people. For example, 
can we extend radical acceptance to ourselves? Can we find 
what matters to us enough that we will fight for it and hold firm 
boundaries around it?
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By Kathy Holmes-Bonney

“. . . the basic human dynamic remains challenged by the same primitive collective unconscious forces, 
whichever group the individual finds themselves in. By opening ourselves up psychologically to 
experiencing these forces, we can best harness the potential of the OD intervention.”

Tackling the OD Iceberg 
Understanding the Unconscious Life of Groups and 
Teams and Its Relevance for the OD Professional

In this article I hope to bring to life the 
deep value brought to the OD world by 
some pioneers of group analysis. The place 
that primitive unconscious forces play 
when individuals join together in groups. 

In the 1920’s, a number of psycho-
analytic thinkers turned their attention to 
the unconscious communications of indi-
viduals when placed in therapeutic groups. 
Sigmund Freud was amongst the first to 
begin exploring some of these traditional 
psychoanalytic concepts in the context of 
the group situation. 

SH Foulkes, one of the founders of 
the school of group analytic thinking, 
called that unconscious web of commu-
nication that operates in the group situa-
tion, the group matrix (1957,1965,29). The 
group matrix he believed, is the combina-
tion of three main things, the emotional 
expectation to being in that place at that 
moment, the individual’s previous experi-
ences of being in similar situations and the 
level of anxiety the individual feels about 
being there.

Foulkes believed that the “here and 
now” is the analytic medium for working 
with therapeutic groups and future think-
ers, me included, believe that this can also 
be applied to working with teams. 

When working in this team space as 
an OD Professional, it is essential to keep 
the focus on what is in the “here and now” 
unconscious space. To not allow yourself 
to be distracted by what is being actually 
talked about, although accepting that at 
times this can also be a metaphor for what 
is being felt. 

A case study 

I am in my second team development ses-
sion with a particularly challenging peri-
natal mental health team. The genesis of 
the work is an unsuccessful merger of 
two previous teams. This session begins 
apparently well as we reflect on what we 
had agreed at the last session and begin to 
unpack what has gone well and what has 
not since then.

Suddenly the room erupts, the charge 
as it felt, is led by Jacob who begins to talk 
in a very loud and aggressive manner. I had 
suspected when we had last met that Jacob 
acts as the team’s unconscious receptacle 
of all that is consciously unpalatable. The 
first outburst is a significant attack on three 
colleagues who are members of his origi-
nal team. Jacob believes these colleagues 
have driven another member of the team to 
leave. His descriptions are always graphic. 
I had reflected back to him at the previous 
team development session, that whilst he 
has something important to say, it is hard 
to listen to him. 

On this occasion I make a conscious 
effort to listen despite how hard I find it 
to do so. He talks of “you three witches 
cooking up trouble” and “I wish that I 
could stab you all and watch you bleed”. 
My feeling at this point is a fear of being 
out of control and of wanting to run away. 
Jacob then turns his anger on Katy the 
most senior member of his original team 
and he starts shouting at her that she is 
never there. She begins to shout back but 
becomes tearful and leaves the room. We 
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wait in quiet awkwardness and then Katy 
returns still visibly upset. 

On her return I attempt to unlock the 
situation by reflecting back to the team 
what I have observed and felt during the 
last 15 minutes. Jacob, I tell them is I 
feel, used by the rest of the whole team to 
express how others are feeling. I say that 
my observation is that deep down it feels 
really bad to be a member of this original 
part of the new team. I say to them that it 
feels a risky place to be right now and that 
Jacob needs all their help to stay safe. 

I talk about my feeling of a sense of 
desperation but also deprivation in the 
one half of the team. I talk to them about 
the fact, that in the other half of the team 
at the beginning of the session, there was 
talk about love and biscuits.

Melanie Klein pops into my head, 
I remember the psychological defence 
of splitting, I share with them this good 
breast, bad breast picture. There is silence 
and a sense of calm comes over the room, I 
ask them what they are going to do to make 
this a nicer place to be.

I consciously remind myself that it 
is important at this delicate stage to keep 
the focus on what is in the room. To not 
let them look for someone else, including 
me, to solve their problem. I think of Wil-
fred Bion who talks about a series of group 
defences and the “coming of the messiah”. 
He talks of the group’s search for a “group 
deity”. (1961; 148). I tell them my thoughts. 

I wait in difficult silence, when after 
some time, one of the team asks me to tell 
them how to move things forward. I am 
ready for this and thus resist the urge to 
save them. Instead I tell them again what 
has popped into my head firstly I repeat 

Bion’s thinking and also say I am reminded 
of a story retold by Irvin Yalom concern-
ing two rooms. (1931,1985,13) which I 
tell them.

In this story, each room has a table 
with a pot of stew and long handled spoons 
on it and people sitting around it. The 
length of the spoon handle makes it impos-
sible to feed yourself. In one room the peo-
ple are starving and miserable and in the 
other they are well fed and happy. The dif-
ference is in the second room people have 
learnt to feed each other.

I finish the story and wait, once again 
resisting the considerable pressure to fill 
the silence, I am acutely aware of a sense 
of them again desperately looking for the 
solution outside of themselves, instead of 
seeing themselves as a solution. 

After this next excruciating silence, 
one of the team members Barbara, previ-
ously branded by Jacob as a “witch” says to 
him, it must be very difficult to feel as you 
do, Jacob replies yes and thank you. I sense 
this as the opening of a door, and I reflect 
this back to the group.

The use of self and bearing the silence 
in this whole scenario was absolutely cru-
cial. This is a group made up of consultant 
psychiatrists; psychologists; psychothera-
pists; mental health nurses. While it would 
have made intellectual sense to share group 
theories with them, it would never have 
got to the bottom of things. The use of self 
enabled a collective sense of understand-
ing in the “here and now” for those present 
and they began to help each other.

The extent to which their plight was 
born out of their own collective uncon-
scious (Jung, 1968) or it was being driven 
by unresolved patient transference (Freud, 

1955) is not clear. But by sitting with the 
silence and calling out into the conscious 
the unconscious processes at play, it 
allowed the team to recognise them. 

What was planned as a regular team 
development session become a deep and 
emotional experience for them and for me. 
But intentional use of self, and silence, 
despite how dangerous it felt at times, 
made it possible for them to move forward. 

We returned at this point in the ses-
sion to our original agenda of action 
planning for improvement. It was no sur-
prise that one solution was to plan on 
regular lunch together and biscuits at 
team meetings. 

Since this day the team have contin-
ued to work to improve things, with Jacob 
entering some psychological sessions to 
understand the role he plays for others 
and the risks that brings for him person-
ally and professionally. Katy and Jacob have 
entered into mediation and now are able 
to work together and the rest of the team 
have returned to more professional work-
ing relationships. 

As an OD Practitioner you may enter 
a room upbeat and ready to make things 
happen but whilst in the room, begin to 
feel like you are carrying a heavy burden. 
Having the space in a team development 
session to call out these “use of self” expe-
riences is often critical to building a high 
performing team but absolutely essen-
tial in teams where relationships have 
become disrupted. 

A modern-day application of this 
thinking can be applied in the context of 
sports psychology. Rialto and Eriksson 
(2001, 31), talk about the football team 
and the team’s performance cage. This 
metaphor depicts how some teams collec-
tively and unconsciously limit their suc-
cess because of a belief that together they 
cannot win. Such teams will look outside 
of themselves for the solution, playing the 
game at home or away, a favourite charm, 
a lucky pair of boots or a team ritual, or 
they will rely on one team member to res-
cue them. 

This placing of what we call their 
“locus of control” outside themselves is a 
modern day take on Bion’s messiah and 
leads them only to an even greater distance 

As an OD Practitioner you may enter a room upbeat and ready 
to make things happen but whilst in the room, begin to feel 
like you are carrying a heavy burden. Having the space in 
a team development session to call out these “use of self” 
experiences is often critical to building a high performing team 
but absolutely essential in teams where relationships have 
become disrupted.
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from the truth. The truth is in fact, that 
their success is locked in their very being 
and amongst them as a team. Their success 
in OD terms, actually exists in the uncon-
sciously present group matrix.

As OD professionals, our role in all of 
these scenarios is to call out what we can 
see but they cannot, by using our own self 
to experience what is happening and then 
be able to describe it in a meaningful way 
to others. 

In her article entitled Exploring the 
OD Concept of Use of Self (UoS) Mee-Yan 
Cheung-Judge (2001) offered several defi-
nitions but the ones that sum it up best for 
me are

“To be able to be relevant in the here 
and now takes a person who is cen-
tred, sensitive, flexible, who has toler-
ance for ambiguity and who can stay 
with the immediate situation and help 
those with whom s/he is working to 
flow once again with the river.”

—Tannenbaum (1979)

“Use of self consists of intentional, 
conscious and deliberate choices 
which result in action/behaviours 
taken to bring about change.” 

—Seashore, Shawver, Thompson 
and Mattare (2004)

Mee-Yan talks in her article about a term 
called the ‘BIG I intervention’ which she 
says means “the deliberate deployment 
of self, regardless of who the others or 
the environment are, in the here and now 
moment, to create the impact the system 
requires”. As OD professionals we must be 
able to be open to our immediate environ-
ment, how it feels, what it is saying to us 
and be able to feed that back in a language 
that others understand. 

An eclectic set of understandings 
allows for this meaningful dialogue. For 
example, using the concept of a perfor-
mance cage or that of debilitating per-
formance anxiety, rather than collective 
unconscious or group anxiety, allows for 
these complex unconscious processes to be 
accessible for use in different fields.

This is of course always with the 
knowledge, that the basic human dynamic 
remains challenged by the same primitive 
collective unconscious forces, whichever 
group the individual finds themselves in. 
By opening ourselves up psychologically to 
experiencing these forces, we can best har-
ness the potential of the OD intervention. 
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By Anton Shufutinsky

“. . . use-of-self includes a capacity for reflection, feedback, and mindful consideration regarding what occurs 
when we attempt to influence problems, people, or situations, and that resulting level of awareness of presence 
is key to driving solutions and action in diverse scenarios and roles, including in organizational research.”

The field of organization development 
(OD) often utilizes scholar-practitioners 
who rely, at least partially, on evolving 
research-based interventions in order to 
help drive effective organizational change 
(Bartunek, 2011; Marshak & Grant, 2008). 
Organizational research methods are 
performed by researchers and scholar-
practitioners for the purposes of gener-
ating knowledge, testing application of 
knowledge, and conducting organizational 
action research. Organizational research 
may warrant various methodologies to 
investigate interesting and important ques-
tions relative to management, change, 
leadership, and culture in organizations. 
Depending on the research needs, a range 
of research approaches may be employed, 
including quantitative, qualitative, and 
mixed-methods. 

While quantitative research meth-
ods traditionally answer questions from 
a functionalistic approach, many orga-
nizational studies seek answers regard-
ing rich accounts from organizational 
members, depicting stories from experi-
ences that provide the specificity neces-
sary for understanding the dynamics that 
exist among and between groups and 
individuals, including leaders, employ-
ees, shareholders, and other stakeholders. 
This line of inquiry lends itself to qualita-
tive research methods. Qualitative meth-
ods, however, continue to receive criticism, 
often surrounding a general misunder-
standing or lack of clarity of research pur-
pose, rigor, validity, and transparency in 
research design, and this scrutiny is par-
ticularly present with regard to interpretive 

analyses used in qualitative inquiry (Gioia, 
Corley, & Hamilton, 2012). The organiza-
tional dynamics, as explored with quali-
tative methods, may be more effectively 
executed through the effectual deployment 
of, and transparency around, use-of-self 
methods and tools. This paper presents 
and describes methods of use-of-self that 
can be used in qualitative inquiry during 
scholarly and action research in order to 
increase transparency, rigor, credibility, and 
trustworthiness of the research processes 
and the data presented and described.

Reasons for, and Benefits of, 
Qualitative Inquiry

Qualitative research methods vary broadly, 
and include narrative inquiry, phenom-
enology, grounded theory, ethnography, 
case study, process research, and action 
research, all of which potentially yield valu-
able information for OD practice. One 
argued benefit of qualitative inquiry is 
the ability to build theory, as data doesn’t 
result in theory on its own, but requires the 
researcher to employ data to build theory 
(Mintzberg, 1979). In order to build theory, 
richness of data is necessary, often accom-
plished through rich descriptions of expe-
riences through the anecdotes of study 
participants (Boje, 2019; Mintzberg, 1979). 
It is the evaluation of these rich data that 
provide the understanding of complex phe-
nomena from the perspectives of those liv-
ing them (Fusch & Ness, 2015; Miles & 
Huberman, 1994: Shah & Corley, 2006). 
Contrasted with theory generated merely 
by logical deduction or a priori assumption, 

Employing Use of Self for Transparency, 
Rigor, Trustworthiness, and Credibility 
in Qualitative Organizational 
Research Methods
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as often seen in quantitative functionalism, 
sound qualitative theory-building methods, 
such as grounded theory, arrive at theory 
through inductive and abductive processes 
from systematically obtained, reviewed, 
and analyzed data (Boje, 2019; Charmaz, 
2014; El Hussein et al., 2014; Glaser & 
Strauss, 1967). 

Qualitative methods allow the 
researcher to discover the inter-related 
dynamics, new variables, and relation-
ships of these experiences and to illus-
trate the influences of their social contexts 
(Creswell, 2013; Gioia, Corley, & Hamil-
ton, 2012; Shah & Corley, 2006). However, 
this is rooted in interpretivism, and inter-
pretive research also means that data and 
outcomes will vary depending on the par-
ticipants and researchers (Shah & Corley, 
2006). Every researcher conducting a study 
will have a unique perspective regarding 
the data and a potentially varying interpre-
tation of results (Labianca, Gray, & Brass, 
2000). As such, the data analyses cannot 
be judged on study repeatability and rep-
licability, such as in quantitative research, 
but rather on the ability to provide plausi-
ble insight from a deepened understanding 
of the phenomena, which is only possi-
ble through interpretation of phenomena 
through data collected from those experi-
encing them (Shah & Corley, 2006). 

One of the critical underpinnings of 
qualitative research is that participants’ 
narratives of their experiences are not flat, 
linear, and fixed. Boje explains that organi-
zational research is about storytelling pro-
cesses and that organizational narratives 
are complex (Boje, 2019), are dynamic and 
multi-dimensional, and affect the way expe-
riences are lived, explained, and under-
stood. Boje (2019) defines these dynamics 
as antenarrative, explaining that they exist 
in states of multiplicity of spaces, times, 
and materialisms. Essentially, Boje pos-
its that narrative stories are incomplete or 
inaccurate without the antenarrative, which 
is the process of sensemaking of stories 
that includes the exploration of that which 
is hidden from the surface of narratives 
during interviews, and thus not observed. 
This includes what occurred before the nar-
rative interviews, between interviews, what 
exists in the underlying stories beneath the 

current narrative, during the process of 
becoming the narrative, and the bets made 
on what lies in the future (Boje, 2019). All 
of these antenarrative aspects affect the liv-
ing and breathing story (Boje, 2019). 

The concept of antenarrative is simi-
lar to Connelly and Clandinin’s (2006) 
conceptual framework of narratives exist-
ing as constructions of space, temporality, 
and sociality, meaning that they are lived 
and experienced in time and transition, 
space, and social and sociological geogra-
phy of the individual, and thus cannot be 
identical for any two individuals (Connelly 
& Clandinin, 2006). Experiences are thus 
determined and affected by many factors 
including the location of interviews, shifts 
in mood, past and present experiences, 
emotions, beliefs, hopes, desires, and social 
interactions between the researcher and the 
participant (Boje, 2019; Connelly & Clan-
dinin, 2006; Shufutinsky, 2019). In quali-
tative inquiry, the unit of measurement is 
directly affected by social situations and 
relies heavily on the reflexive interpretation 
of the researcher. Thus, due to non-stan-
dardization and differentiation in method-
ological processes, qualitative research has 
been scrutinized as being inherently biased 
and lacking analytical discipline, rigor, 
credibility, and transparency (Charmaz, 
2014; Gioia, Corley, & Hamilton, 2012).

Criticism of, and Concerns Regarding, 
Qualitative Research

Because qualitative inquiry is particularly 
constructivist-interpretive and is depen-
dent heavily on the interpretation of the 
researcher, personal perspectives driven 
by cultural upbringing, life experiences, 
values, prior knowledge, and situational 
beliefs are bound to be introduced into the 
data during analysis and theory generation 
(Labianca, Gray, & Brass, 2000; Shah & 
Corley, 2006). Thus, despite analyses and 
theory generation being data-driven rather 
than logico-deductive personal ideation or 
assumption (Boje, 2019; Charmaz, 2014; 
El Hussein et al., 2014; Glaser & Strauss, 
1967), qualitative methods are often still 
strongly interpretive, and antenarrative arti-
fact creep – the hidden temporal, spatial, 
and social aspects surrounding narrative 

stories – is inherent where the researcher 
is the instrument of the research. Thus, 
there are considerable questions and con-
cerns regarding the potential for confir-
mation bias and other biases to take root 
(Shufutinsky, 2019). Therefore, despite 
all its richness and potential for discovery, 
qualitative inquiry methods have been cri-
tiqued as invalid and too often lacking in 
analytical discipline and scholarly rigor 
(Bryman, 1988; Campbell, 1975; Campbell 
& Stanley, 1963; Gioia et al., 2012). 

A critical question regarding the valid-
ity of qualitative research has to do with 
establishing how inductive researchers can 
apply systematic conceptual and analytical 
discipline that leads to credible interpre-
tations of data while simultaneously con-
vincing readers that the conclusions are 
plausible, unbiased, defensible, and trust-
worthy (Bryman, 2016; Gioia et al., 2012; 
Shah & Corley, 2006). The answer to this 
question is not a simple one, but it is evi-
dent through practice that, in addition to 
developed structural methods, the answer 
lies at least partially in effective use-of-self. 

Use-of-Self

Among a variety of definitions regarding 
use-of-self, one that is generally accepted 
and referenced is that use-of-self is “ . . . the 
conscious use of one’s whole being in the 
intentional execution of one’s role for effec-
tiveness in whatever the current situation 
is presenting” (Jamieson, Auron, & Shech-
tman, 2010). It is about using one’s being 
and what one knows about it, intentionally, 
to positively impact the situations at hand 
(Jamieson & Davidson, 2019).

Use-of-self enables the engagement 
of emotional, physical, psychological, and 
spiritual factors in the moment and in 
a diversity of situations (Jamieson et al., 
2010; Shufutinsky & Long, 2017), and the 
term encompasses numerous aspects of 
self and behavior, including self-aware-
ness, situational awareness, mindfulness, 
self-knowledge, self-monitoring (Hueb-
ner, 2019), identity, and agency. Use-of-self 
serves as a link between our internal, indi-
vidual potential and the world of change, 
and it is a connecting fabric of the concepts 
of self-awareness, choices, and actions as 
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fundamental infrastructures of our capaci-
ties to be effective agents in organizational 
processes (Seashore, Shawver, Thompson, 
& Mattare, 2004). Being vital for many 
impactful professions and positions, use-of-
self includes a capacity for reflection, feed-
back, and mindful consideration regarding 
what occurs when we attempt to influence 
problems, people, or situations (Jamie-
son et al., 2010; Seashore et al., 2004), and 
that resulting level of awareness of pres-
ence is key to driving solutions and action 
in diverse scenarios and roles, including in 
organizational research.

Need for Use of Self in  
Qualitative Inquiry

Qualitative research is generally rooted 
in interpretivism, and the constructivist-
interpretivist philosophies veer from tradi-
tionally positivist research underpinnings 
and instead suggest that social situations 
form units of analysis. Thus, qualitative 
inquiry often relies on the reflexivity of 
the researcher and emphasizes that expe-
riences and data exist in multiple reali-
ties, including those of the researcher, and 
that data interpretation and theory devel-
opment therefore lie at least partially with 
the researcher’s perspectives in the embed-
ded situations (Bryman, 2016; Charmaz, 
2014; Shufutinsky, 2019). The researcher 
is responsible for much of the data and 
the manner in which the data is managed 
during collection, analysis, and report-
ing. Thus, the researcher is generally the 
main instrument of the research, collect-
ing, analyzing, interpreting, and reporting 
the study findings. This is why use-of-self 
by the researcher is vital to the validity and 
credibility of qualitative research. 

Means of Use of Self in 
Qualitative Research

Use of self is critical in qualitative inquiry 
because it is a method of addressing the 
potential biases associated with the main 
research instrument. The author being the 
main instrument of the research is one of 
the major criticisms regarding qualitative 
research methodologies, claiming that the 
process is less systematic and increases the 

likelihood of biases based on researcher 
knowledge, experiences, ideas, beliefs, val-
ues, and pre-suppositions (Creswell, 2013; 
Moustakas, 1994). However, this is often 
a result of misunderstanding and igno-
rance regarding methods that researchers 
can and do often use for minimization of 
biases in the qualitative research process. 
These tools, used for minimization of con-
firmation and other biases, are a collec-
tion of instruments that are categorized as 
bracketing and epoche methods, and their 
purpose is to utilize techniques to bracket 
or set aside previous knowledge and pre-
suppositions regarding the phenomena 
identified during research data collection, 
analysis, and interpretation. 

Bracketing and Epoche. In order to limit 
confirmation and other biases in qualita-
tive research, especially but not exclusively 
in transcendental, non-interpretive narra-
tive and phenomenology methods, epoche 
and bracketing must be achieved (Butler, 
2016; Creswell, 2013; Giorgi, 2009). Brack-
eting methods are methods intended to 
mitigate the potentially deleterious effects 
of preconceptions and presuppositions that 
could taint the research being performed 
(Tufford & Newman, 2012). Epoche prac-
tices are those practices that allow the 
active suspension of pre-supposed under-
standings in a reflective way, cultivat-
ing curiosity (Creswell, 2013; LeVasseur, 
2003). Bracketing and epoche are often 
used interchangeably in practice (Butler, 
2016). These practices can include enter-
ing a place of internal consciousness with 
the readiness to embrace and understand 
the self, aware and present in the experi-
ence of life and the state of being of the self 
(Moustakas, 1994). The process of quali-
tative research, such as narrative and phe-
nomenology, begins with the self (Butler, 
2016) because the researcher, as the main 
instrument of the research, must be con-
stantly conscious of and understand his or 
her internal ideas, perceptions, values, pre-
judgments, and connections of the topic 
under study to one’s own past (Butler, 
2016; Creswell, 2013). 

However, despite overwhelming 
agreement that the need for bracketing 
in qualitative inquiry exists, there is little 

agreement on methodologies to achieve 
it, and often no mention in peer-reviewed 
articles and dissertations describing how 
it is met during study, discussing only 
that it is performed (Shufutinsky, 2019). 
The extant literature regarding qualitative 
methods and studies that use them is sim-
ply not forthcoming in describing the use 
of epoche and bracketing (Bednall, 2006), 
thus leaving readers and novice researchers 
wondering and guessing how epoche and 
bracketing are carried out, and simultane-
ously instigating the disqualification and 
criticism of qualitative work by critics who 
decry likelihood of bias, lack of rigor, and 
invalidity (Chan, Fung, & Chien, 2013; Shu-
futinsky, 2019). 

Epoche and bracketing are instinc-
tive practices in using self, affording the 
researcher the ability to perceive the world 
around as well as the internal world of the 
individual (Seashore et al., 2004). In order 
to effectively set aside past knowledge and 
understanding, individuals must be self-
aware and have the ability to be in the 
moment during the research process (Shu-
futinsky, 2019). Therefore, it is vital to use 
specific methodologies to achieve epoche 
and bracketing needs, including use-of-
self through a diversity of self-related prac-
tices for self- and situational- awareness 
and reflexivity (Hasson, 2013; Jamieson et 
al., 2010; Moustakas, 1994; Seashore et al., 
2004) for effective, trustworthy, and cred-
ible qualitative research.

Although epoche is a tool used to 
aid in deriving new knowledge through 
research, it is also viewed by many 
researchers as an experience in itself 
(Moustakas, 1994), one through which 
there is considerable dialogue with the 
self. Research exists on the use of mind-
fulness throughout various professions 
including psychology, management, lead-
ership, health care, and safety, among oth-
ers (Rosenberg, 2010; Shufutinsky & Long, 
2017), and is likewise applicable in pro-
fessional academic and organizational 
research. The literature shows an increase 
in effectiveness and an enhancement of 
work when reflective practice is undertaken 
because reflection pushes mindfulness and 
opens individuals to understanding their 
interaction with others and with the world 
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(Rosenberg, 2010; Shufutinsky & Long, 
2017), allowing them to identify poten-
tial biases and to block them or use them 
transparently in order to derive accurate 
research knowledge. 

Employing Bracketing and Epoche. A com-
bination of use-of-self related methods can 
be used to achieve and display bracketing 
and epoche in qualitative research, thus 
enhancing rigor, validity, credibility, and 
trustworthiness. These approaches, used in 
order to prevent to the highest degree pos-
sible any personal influences from biasing 
data collection and analysis, include the use 
of (a) ecliptic self-bracketing, (b) preven-
tion, (c) self-transparency, (d) mindfulness, 
meditation, presencing, and self-reflection, 
(e) purposeful self-exclusion, and 
(f) reflexivity.

Ecliptic Self-Bracketing. Ecliptic self-brack-
eting is not a methodology in and of itself, 
but is rather a methodological timeline in 
which the bracketing of presuppositions 
and current beliefs, regardless of which 
method of use-of-self is used to achieve it, is 
performed throughout the entire research 
process from topic selection, to literature 
review and method design, to data collec-
tion, analysis, and reporting, as displayed 
in Figure 1. (Shufutinsky, 2019). Histori-
cally, bracketing in qualitative methods, 
particularly in phenomenological research, 
is established in the analysis stage. How-
ever, this leaves a potential for previous 
experience, knowledge, and assumptions 
to take root and create presupposition in 
the early stages of the research, including 
in the design of the study. Understanding 
personal views and positions relative to the 
study at hand, and reflecting on those, is 
critical at every step of the research in order 
to be certain that biases are identified and 
minimized, or at least made transparent, 
throughout the research cycle.

Prevention. One of the more effective 
means of dealing with biases that arise 
in organizational research is preventing 
their development as much as possible, as 
experiences, values, beliefs, and thoughts 
that affect perspectives already existing 
in all people. One means of doing this is 

by postponing the comprehensive litera-
ture review until after data collection. This 
is counter-intuitive to most traditional 
research, because most literature reviews 
are performed in order to identify current 
knowledge from previous research to aid 
in hypothesis development and testing. 
In fact, it is required under some qualita-
tive methods, often in both phenomenol-
ogy and grounded theory, not to begin 
literature review until after data collection. 
This limits the amount of the research-
er’s knowledge on existing outcomes, thus 
limiting theoretical knowledge and pre-
suppositions and curbing bias in method 
development, question development, and 
conduct of interviews and other data collec-
tion (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).

Self-Transparency. Whether perform-
ing a quantitative or a qualitative study, 
one of the most important attributes 
of a study is transparency. The reader 
should be able to understand what the 
researcher and writer did during the con-
duct of the research in order to yield the 
results that are presented in the find-
ings. This not only allows other research-
ers to repeat or test a study, it also permits 

readers and stakeholders to understand 
the steps that were taken, and any limi-
tations and strengths that existed during 
the performance of the research. Addi-
tionally, it aids future research by provid-
ing an open account of the methodologies 
for the entire research study so that fol-
low-on research can be targeted at expand-
ing study regarding interesting findings or 
making method modifications for testing 
resulting theory, among other things. This 
transparency should exist not only with 
regards to the methods and procedures, 
but also in reference to the researcher per-
forming the qualitative inquiry, so as to 
understand the state of mind, experiences, 
aims, goals, and beliefs of the researcher, 
and the direction of the research, and how 
they affect or are affected by one another. 
The researcher can be transparent about 
the self to the audience, but also can find 
means of continuous self-transparency to 
aid the rigor, unbiases, and trustworthiness 
throughout the research cycle. This can be 
accomplished through methods such as 
autoethnographic narrative reporting, jour-
naling, and memo writing (Creswell, 2013).

Auto-ethnography. People often 
undertake research because they have a 

Figure 1. Ecliptic Bracketing.
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connection to the topic, and thus the self is 
inherently involved in the study (Creswell, 
2013). Autoethnographic narratives are 
one means of using self in research, pro-
viding self-transparency relative to the topic 
of the research and the experiences of the 
researcher. Autoethnography requires the 
practice of self-reflexivity and self-observa-
tion (Butler, 2009) because the practice of 
self as instrument and mindfulness con-
nects the conscious with the unconscious, 
and opens the door to self-awareness and 
presence in the moment (Jamieson et al., 
2010; Senge, Scharmer, Jaworski, & Flow-
ers, 2004; Shufutinsky & Long, 2017), dur-

ing the research. An autoethnographic 
approach affords the the ability to cross 
the boundary between the researcher and 
research participant and to intersect those 
experiences. Further, autoethnography pro-
vides the researcher with the facility to 
engage directly in the power and agency 
of contribution to the qualitative repre-
sentation of a marginalized group (Davila, 
2014) while also garnering transparency 
to reduce biases by allowing the reader to 
see the connections of the researcher to 
the research (Shufutinsky, 2019). Thus, the 
researcher reveals personal experiences, 
stories, emotions, beliefs, and thoughts on 
the topic, pressing the need to be mind-
fully, intentionally, and purposefully aware 
of these experiences (Creswell, 2013) and 
how they may affect the conduct of the 

remainder of the research, while also offer-
ing transparency to the audience regarding 
the researcher’s experience, history, and 
investment regarding the topic. 

Memoing and Journaling. During qual-
itative inquiry, researchers use multiple 
tools involving the self in order to consider 
ideas and thoughts, record them, and save 
them for later analysis. Two of the com-
mon methods for accomplishing this are 
journaling and memo-writing (Creswell, 
2013). They are similar, and potentially 
accomplish some overlap, but have differ-
ent purposes.

Journaling can be used to provide 

a data set of the researcher’s reflections 
on the act of performing the research. 
Researchers can record their thoughts, 
ideas, beliefs, and their responses or feel-
ings with regard to the interviews, inter-
view responses, researcher-participant 
interactions, and any emotional toll that the 
research may be having (Janesick, 1999; 
Shufutinsky, 2019). Likewise, journals can 
be used by study participants, depending 
on the type of study, to reflect on their self, 
possibly refining their feelings, thoughts, 
perceptions, ideas, and their responses 
to the study (Janesick, 1999; Malacrida, 
2007). Journal entries can take place dur-
ing the conduct of the live interviews, but 
can also be performed periodically dur-
ing the entire research process, at any time 
when the researcher, or the participant, has 

a thought or an emotional spark related to 
the research. Some researchers choose to 
have a regular journaling periodicity, using 
their self in reflection at the beginning and 
end of each day, for example (Shufutinsky, 
2019), to record their current antenarra-
tive each day for a thorough understanding 
of their mental and emotional state dur-
ing the deeper analytical process. These 
journal entries can be used for bracketing, 
to remove or to make these self responses 
transparent. When the researcher is per-
forming transcription, review, or analysis, 
the journal entries can be useful to return 
the researcher into the setting, emotion, 
tone, and understanding of the data as it 
was at the time the interview or observation 
transpired. Furthermore, entries may offer 
additional opportunity for data triangula-
tion, potentially including the comparison 
of the researcher interpretations to those of 
the participants where journals were kept 
by both (Janesick, 1999). 

Likewise, memoing is performed dur-
ing the course of the research interac-
tions, during which the researcher’s self is 
used for logistical purposes to document 
any thoughts, ideas, questions, concerns, 
or needs for expansion or follow-on ques-
tions that arise during the observation or 
the interview, as well as to identify any 
potential themes arising from participants’ 
statements (Creswell, 2013; Shufutinsky, 
2019). In memos, the researchers use the 
self by writing notes to their selves or to co-
researchers regarding concepts and themes 
that arise in thought during the interview 
or observations process (Bryman, 2016). 
Also, similar to journaling, memoing 
serves as a means of bracketing, ensuring 
that any thoughts or ideas that may have, 
in the moment of the research interactions, 
been assumptions or presuppositions dur-
ing interviews are denoted and recorded 
for later analysis and reflection. Memos 
are thereafter read and reflected upon 
for the purpose of accuracy, idea discov-
ery, further exploration, and setting aside 
of self-perceptions and pre-suppositions 
(Shufutinsky, 2019). Thus, although both 
journaling and memoing are performed 
for related but different purposes, they are 
undoubtedly complementary methods of 
use-of-self. 

. . . autoethnography provides the researcher with the facility 
to engage directly in the power and agency of contribution to 
the qualitative representation of a marginalized group while 
also garnering transparency to reduce biases by allowing the 
reader to see the connections of the researcher to the research. 
Thus, the researcher reveals personal experiences, stories, 
emotions, beliefs, and thoughts on the topic, pressing the 
need to be mindfully, intentionally, and purposefully aware of 
these experiences and how they may affect the conduct of the 
remainder of the research, while also offering transparency to 
the audience regarding the researcher’s experience, history, 
and investment regarding the topic.
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Self-Exclusion. A vital practice in use-of-self 
is knowing when to withdraw or exclude 
oneself from conversation or participation. 
Having a thorough understanding of how 
one’s own experience can affect the pro-
cess of work or interactional dynamics can 
be critical to achieving objectives. This is 
the case in research as well, and although 
self-transparency provides the researcher 
and the audience the opportunity to under-
stand the researcher’s position and to 
evaluate potential effects on the research 
methods or outcomes, the use of self for 
exclusion of self from the data may contrib-
ute to transparency and trustworthiness. 
In qualitative inquiry, this can be done by 
removing the researcher’s voice from the 
data, focusing on the essence of the expe-
riences of research participants. Examples 
of this include using transcendental, non-
interpretive approaches to data reporting 
(Creswell, 2013; Moustakas, 1994).

In order to be as thorough with the 
essential accounts of the participants, and 
exclude the self from the participants’ sto-
ries, the author can use transcendental 
phenomenology over hermeneutic or other 
interpretive methods, meant to provide the 
comprehensive lived experiences of the 
study population, excluding interpretation 
(Giorgi, 2009; Moustakas, 1994). Further-
more, a transcendental approach can be 
taken in narrative research through verba-
tim restorying. 

Verbatim restorying provides partici-
pants’ narratives re-told using their own 
words. An example of this is the Terryan 
approach (Shufutinsky, 2019; Terry, 1984) 
in which the participants’ collected narra-
tive data are edited for thematic chronology, 
clarity, and relevance, but are told from the 
perspectives of the research participants, 
in their exact words, with no interpretive 
commentary or researcher voice in the nar-
rative manuscript (Shufutinsky, 2019). 
This approach captures the phenomena of 
research study participants as close to their 
personal experiences as possible. 

Self-exclusion is used to ensure accu-
rate reporting of the essence of lived expe-
riences of the study populations. These 
methods can thereafter be combined 
with interpretive methods, in a triangu-
lated research approach, to benefit from 

theoretical methods while simultaneously 
ensuring transparency of the researcher’s 
interpretation (Shufutinsky, 2019).

Reflexivity in Research. Reflexivity is a 
philosophically-driven methodology of 
self-reflection and introspection with criti-
cal examination of one’s own beliefs and 
assumptions and how they are constitutive 
of the social world in which one is located, 
including the manner in which that affects 
interactions and relationships with the 
people and content under study (Bryman, 
2016; Lynch, 2000). Reflexivity in research 
can be practiced through mindfulness, 
meditation, presencing, and self-reflection 
techniques (Nagata, 2006).

Mindfulness is a present-focused 
awareness, attentive and open toward ongo-
ing events and experiences (Bishop, Lau, 
Shapiro, Carlson, Anderson, Carmody, et 
al., 2004), and one’s own interaction with 
them. Evidence shows positive influences 
of mindfulness on broad psychological 
functions, including cognitive flexibil-
ity and improved attention (Brown, Ryan, 
& Creswell, 2007; Moore & Malinowski, 
2009). Mindfulness presents itself as a 
way to enable individuals to respond to 
their external environments more effec-
tively (Weick & Sutcliffe, 2001), allowing 
researchers to have better sustained aware-
ness of their research, their participants, 
and their own involvement. Being present 
as a self-aware person means being able to 
reflect on and learn from personal behav-
iors, thoughts, and actions, and to be able 
to monitor one’s own behaviors in real-
time, almost like observing the self in the 
current moment from above. Consciously 
monitoring and reacting to one’s own 
moment-to-moment being is referred to as 
presencing (Senge et al., 2004). Using self 
in this form can be important to practically 
any professional role, and can be used not 
only for focus, but also for diagnostic pur-
poses (Jamieson et al., 2010; McCormick & 
White, 2000), including diagnosing inter-
nal emotional reactions, initial perceptions, 
and understanding own biases. Because 
the researcher must be constantly aware 
of and understand internal perceptions 
and potential biases, mindfulness, pres-
ence, and paying attention on purpose to 

self-interaction in the present moment are 
critical as they drive conscious intentional-
ity to execute whatever task is presented. 

Self-reflection methods can be used at 
varying periodicities, such as prior to and 
post data collection and analysis, while 
re-reading data and interpretations, and 
during writing and reporting, thus sub-
merging honestly into the self to under-
stand personal beliefs, ideas, and values 
with reference to the research work done 
during that particular period, and acting 
intentionally, with conscious presence, to 
distinguish between essence and interpre-
tation, and whether disparity exists (Jamie-
son et al., 2010; Lemon, 2017; Louchakova, 
2005; Shufutinsky, 2019). Another way 
of arriving at a state of self-reflection is 
through meditation. Meditation can be 
used as a means of clearing the mind, plac-
ing the researcher in deeper self-reflection 
and allowing the use of the whole being 
for mindfulness and reflexivity (Puente & 
Bender, 2015). 

Partnering and Mirroring. Another way 
that researchers can use self to prevent con-
firmation bias is through partnering. This 
methodology requires recruiting the use 
of partners, such as faculty members, co-
researchers, and other colleagues to serve 
as code checkers, enrolling them as objec-
tive sets of eyes and minds in order to sec-
ondarily analyze and code the raw data 
(Poggenpoel & Myburgh, 2005). This inde-
pendent coding, separate from one another, 
explores differences in perception and 
interpretation. Furthermore, the practice 
of mirroring can be used in this process 
of data analysis, enlisting other research-
ers and professionals to check the cod-
ing that has been performed by the study 
researchers and to provide feedback regard-
ing how they externally perceive the coding 
and sorting performed by the researchers, 
and potentially provide alternate mean-
ings and authentic observations regarding 
researcher interaction with the data, provid-
ing the researchers with options for reviews 
of their initial coding and opportunities 
to re-code data as necessary (Cho & Trent, 
2006). This provides the perceptions, per-
spectives, and understandings, by exter-
nal sources, that can surface any potential 
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concerns or issues of presupposition-
driven biases. Furthermore, these individu-
als will have varying antenarratives, thus 
offering a possibility for triangulation of 
the potential meanings from the different 
parties. This means that, in trying to final-
ize the analyses of the data, the interpre-
tations by different individuals, including 
all of the researchers, regarding informant 
terms and passages, can be addressed 
through mutual engagement and discus-
sion between researchers and partners, 
developing understandings of differing and 
consensual interpretations and reconciling 
the coded data (Gioia et al., 2012).

Nevertheless, researchers are still the 
main instruments in the study and inap-
propriate interpretation can still skew 
research outcomes. Therefore, outcome 
verification and validation are important, 
and outcome validation sessions can be 
held with research participants in order 
to verify the accuracy of the depictions of 
the narratives or experiential phenom-
ena reported. Validation and verification 
can be coupled with reflective verifica-
tion methods, such as the tabular reflec-
tion and analysis of alternate meanings 
(TRAAM) method.

TRAAM. The tabular reflection and anal-
ysis of alternate meanings is a method 
of data verification designed in order to 
deeply examine potential misinterpreta-
tions of interview statements with the 
emphasis on comparing interpretations to 
potential meanings and validating them. It 
is not a trivial exercise to disassociate the 
mind from previously held assumptions 
and experiences and withhold decisions 
about the validity of the new phenomena 

(Butler, 2016) until verified by study par-
ticipants. Therefore, the researcher’s expe-
riences, emotions, and thoughts cannot be 
completely removed from the study, and in 
many cases should not, as certain types of 
qualitative studies are also focused on the 
interactions with and interpretations of the 
researchers. However, personal experiences 
can be purposefully identified and set aside 
so that the experiences of the research par-
ticipants are at the center of the phenom-
ena or process illustrations (Creswell, 2013; 
Giorgi, 2009; Husserl, 1943, 1970). 

Because it is not uncommon for 
researchers to bring presuppositions into 
their qualitative research, it is critical that 
they are able to recognize those potentials 
for bias and take steps to abate or mini-
mize interpretive biases. Thus, interpretive 
methods should be supplemented by some 
form of logistic self-separation, establish-
ing boundaries, even if figurative, between 
self and research data. TRAAM is a novel 
method that can be used in order to aid 
the researcher in organizing the bracket-
ing process for data analysis and interpre-
tation, also adding rigor to the qualitative 
research and providing an increased trans-
parency of data analytics, furthering the 
exhibition of qualitative study validity (Shu-
futinsky, 2019). This method creates a sys-
tem for personal variation, and analysis of 
variation (Figure 2) for the researcher, driv-
ing the collected research data towards vali-
dation through study subject verification. 
In this methodology, the researcher uses 
critical thought and self-analysis to iden-
tify vital and meaningful statements in the 
participant responses or narratives, post 
data collection. The statements are applied 
in a TRAAM table for the researcher’s 

reflective analysis. In order to make sense 
and ensure that the correct context is being 
analyzed and reported, the author uses con-
secutive columns in a table, drawn from 
the process in Figure 2, to consider poten-
tial alternate meanings for the statements, 
adding alternate meanings in the subse-
quent columns. The meanings of the state-
ments are verified with the participants 
during follow-on interviews as part of the 
interview framework. Thus, this method 
is applied to aid the researcher in validat-
ing the essence of the statements, making 
better sense of the accounts by ensuring 
the intended nature of interview responses 
and minimizing self-driven biases in the 
coding, conceptualizing, and theming pro-
cesses (Shufutinsky, 2019). 

Conclusion

Organizational research is conducted by 
OD scholar-practitioners for a variety of 
reasons, including completing academic 
degrees, for peer-reviewed publications, 
or during action research as internal or 
external consultants, ultimately generat-
ing knowledge or action. These social and 
behavioral science organizational studies 
often employ qualitative research methods 
in order to collect rich data. Nonetheless, 
qualitative research continues to receive 
criticism that questions methodological 
validity, trustworthiness, rigor, and cred-
ibility, much of it due to the interpretiv-
ist nature of the bulk of qualitative inquiry 
methods, and the perception of rampant 
research bias. There have been qualita-
tive inquiry methodologies, data analy-
sis structures, and models developed over 
several decades that have served to bolster 

Figure 2. TRAAM Method Model (Shufutinsky, 2019).
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the rigor of qualitative inquiry. This article 
describes supplements to these models by 
detailing use-of-self tools and instruments 
which permit the conscious holistic use 
of the whole person and consciousness 
to intentionally and purposefully impact 
researchers’ awareness and bracketing 
when undertaking organizational research 
studies. These tools, such as (a) eclip-
tic self-bracketing, (b) self-transparency, 
(c) self-exclusion, and (d) reflexivity, among 
others, are epoche approaches that, when 
used effectively, promote the abatement 
of confirmation bias. Additionally, meth-
ods such as code-checking, mirroring, and 
TRAAM are described as practical use-of-self 
tools for data and outcomes validation and 
verification. The additive or comprehen-
sive uses of these tools and instruments 
can foster increased rigor and transpar-
ency around the research, increasing con-
fidence, trustworthiness, and credibility 
surrounding research design, data collec-
tion, data analysis, findings, and qualitative 
interpretations. OD scholar-practitioner 
researchers should become adept at using 
these use-of-self techniques to improve 
research outcomes and their credibility as 
practitioners and researchers. 
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Every day we use our “self”. How did we 
learn to do this consciously? And, how 
can we teach others to be more aware of 
their “self” and be more intentional and 
effective in their Use of Self? For several 
decades we have both been exploring these 
questions in our own lives, through our 
work as coaches, consultants, facilitators, 
teachers, family members, friends, and 
community members. 

Our goal is to share some of the expe-
riences and lessons learned in our jour-
ney to help others gain awareness, develop 
capacities, apply, and continue to develop 
their Use of Self in the context of their pro-
fessional work. Many of our insights are 
drawn from experiences teaching graduate 
courses in the Use of Self in professional 
practice as well as interpersonal and group 
dynamics. We will explore three key frame-
works that we use to teach Use of Self 
and the process we use to manage aware-
ness and capacities at multiple levels of 
systems—individual, interpersonal, group 
member, and group as a whole. We recog-
nize that learning and development do not 
end when an educational program ends, 
and we offer our methods to encourage an 
appetite for ongoing development. We con-
clude with challenges and opportunities for 
the work ahead.

Miller (1976), referring to the dis-
tinctions William James made “knowing 
about” and “knowing of acquaintance”, 
notes that “knowing about” is about the 
acquisition of readily existing knowledge 
and involves intellectual or cognitive pro-
cesses whereas, “knowing of acquaintance” 
is learning from experience starting with 

oneself. As a prerequisite for knowing 
more about the roles and relationships in 
which one is involved and about manag-
ing oneself in them, one must learn more 
about oneself. Philosophies and wisdom 
traditions through the ages and across con-
tinents have been built on describing the 
animating force that universally and partic-
ularly describes human beings. 

Saint Augustine discovered interior-
ity as a philosophical principle through his 
reading of books by Platonist disciples in 
which the quest to “know thy self” were 
so prominent. With “know thyself”, Aris-
totle recognized a distinction between 
action and the motivating forces of the 
actor. Whether through reason and/or will, 
people can direct their actions by devel-
oping consciousness of their intentions, 
motivations, and capacity. Similarly, Asian 
wisdom examines interiority through con-
templative practices, which map self-devel-
opment to discover the causes of human 
behavior and collective social conditions. 
Critically, all traditions are centered on the 
ability of the individual to be effective in 
the social circumstances of the age. That 
is, Use-of-Self is not a mere indulgence; 
it is an understanding of self, so that self 
can be deployed most effectively in con-
texts, whether interpersonal, group, or 
organizational.

 “ . . . Use of Self is knowing and 
deploying all aspects of our personhood 
(cognitive, emotional, behavioral, and spiri-
tual) and applying that knowledge. Expand-
ing Use of Self comes from self-awareness, 
reflection, continuous learning, and feed-
back, all of which serve to hone and expand 

By John L. Bennett and 
Heather Berthoud

If We Had Only Known
Experiences from Use of Self Educators

“Self exists in, affects, and responds to all levels of system—individual, interpersonal, group 
member, and group as a whole—so as teachers we must also be aware of all levels in order to 
support student awareness and development.”
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our mastery” (Berthoud and Bennett, 
2020). An expanded and fluid Self that 
sees, feels, knows, and can act appropri-
ately in a given situation is what makes us 
effective in multiple contexts (Jamieson, 
Auron, and Shechtman, 2010). When talk-
ing about Self as an instrument, Tannen-
baum and Hanna (1985) described Use of 
Self as social sensitivity and action flexibil-
ity. More than a mere technique, Use of 
Self is an approach to the practice of OD 
and leadership that emanates from, and 
is rooted in, the core of the person. This 
assertion suggests that the OD profession-
als and OD-oriented leaders and managers 
must be grounded in a mature and realistic 
sense of Self in order to appropriately judge 
a situation and their response to it. Use of 
Self manifests in several ways: 
	» how we look, talk, and present 

ourselves;
	» the invisible parts of ourselves and our 

personalities, such as attitudes, values, 
motivations, biases, fears, assumptions, 
anxieties, feelings, habits, self-esteem, 
intuition, and hidden selves; 

	» the actions we take;
	» the decisions we make;
	» the choices we pursue; our styles and 

preferences; and 
	» the strengths, experiences, intelli-

gences, knowledge, and skills we bring 
to each situation. 

Use of Self is further influenced by many 
factors, including social identities (e.g., age, 
ethnicity, gender, national culture, sexual-
ity, etc.), life and family histories, inten-
tions, personal agency, self-efficacy, and 
levels of consciousness, self-awareness, 
and defensiveness (Jamieson, Auron, and 
Shechtman, 2010). Therefore, as Leary 
(2004) suggests, “the self is at once our 
greatest ally and our fiercest enemy, and 
many of the biggest struggles that peo-
ple face in life are directly or indirectly the 
doing of the self” (p. 186). For OD practi-
tioners, Use of Self means being aware of 
Self, attentive to the needs of others, mind-
ful of context, and in service of mutual 
good. And, Use of Self for leaders is essen-
tial for deploying a full range of capacities 
and achieving desired results in a particu-
lar role.

Use of Self is particular and all encom-
passing. Mastery of it creates a paradox, 
because it calls for awareness and knowl-
edge of a Self that is infinite in its possi-
bilities, while finite in its realization. To 
realize individual potential, we must rec-
ognize the role the Self plays in fulfill-
ing it. The expanding ability to see Self 
and to make choices is the ongoing work 
of the OD practitioner and leader. There-
fore, “. . . by paying close attention to what 
is going on inside us and clearly perceiv-
ing the limitless world beyond our Self, we 
can substantially increase our own capac-
ity to contribute to the common good while 
engaging in the process of individuation 
and self-differentiation—the unfolding of 
our unique Selves over the course of our 
lifetime” (Seashore, Mattare, Shawver, and 
Thompson, 2004, p. 56).

Evolving Frameworks for 
Teaching Use of Self

Kolb and Kolb (2005) assert that human 
development is substantially determined 
by learning and how individuals learn 
directs their personal development. Fen-
wick (2003) writes about the nature of 
experience and learning from and through 
experience. She notes different dimen-
sions of experience, including those in 
which there is an immediate encounter 
in the here-and-now, whether planned or 
unplanned, those in which one learns by 
listening to and reading about the experi-
ences of others and imagines themselves 
in that encounter. Other types of experi-
ences are simulated, relived, experiences 
recalled, collaborative experience, and 
introspective experience. In our teaching, 
we rely on all of these modes of experi-
ence in addition to kinesthetic engage-
men such as dance or other embodied 
action. Because Self is necessarily about 
interiority, each student’s response is 
unique, to the experience and whether it 
is even registered as experience, and then 
to the meaning that is derived from expe-
rience. Furthermore, Self exists in, affects, 
and responds to all levels of system—
individual, interpersonal, group mem-
ber, and group as a whole—so as teachers 
we must also be aware of all levels in 

order to support student awareness 
and development. 

At the same time, because teaching 
Use of Self is necessarily done experien-
tially, and is about bringing into aware-
ness what is out of awareness, participants 
can be surprised, sometimes uncomfort-
ably, when confronted by their unknown 
and/or disowned aspects of self. Yet such 
work is essential to expand the affec-
tive and behavioral range and develop 
the agility needed for varied situations 
(Jamieson, Auron, and Shechtman, 2010; 
Rainey and Jones, 2014; Seashore, et al., 
2004). Without such exploration and 
discovery, practitioners and leaders are 
limited to their myopic view of circum-
stances and possible responses. Further-
more, they are less likely to understand the 
potential range of perspectives and, there-
fore, responses available to them. With-
out knowing their own animating forces 
and fears as such, they may not even know 
that they are acting out of circumscribed 
understanding.

One challenge for the student, and for 
us as teachers, initially, was the seemingly 
random nature of experience and available 
lessons. Over time, we have evolved to rely 
on a few foundational models that guide 
both students and instructors through ever 
expanding application of Use of Self. Using 
those basic models, we can provide oppor-
tunities for students to experience and 
become aware of self at simple to complex 
levels of systems, i.e. individual to group 
while drawing on many frameworks, mod-
els, theories, and concepts that help illumi-
nate the foundational models. 

Many theories, models and frame-
works related to human development, con-
flict, emotional intelligence, interpersonal 
and group dynamics explain the develop-
ment and use of Self and are resources we 
draw on. As a way to organize learning of 
such a vast field, in our teaching, we use 
three specific models to frame the learn-
ing and development experience 1) Choice 
Awareness (Patwell and Seashore, 2006), 
2) Change Mastery (Bennett and Bush, 
2014), and 3) Reflective Practices (Brook-
field, 1995; Johns, 2009; Schon, 1983, 
1987). They form a base upon which all 
else can be built.
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Choice Awareness Matrix
Patwell and Seashore (2006) define a 
framework for attribution of choices which 
they call the Choice Awareness Matrix. 
Individuals may attribute their choices for 
action, decision, inaction, and even emo-
tion to themselves or others. These choices 
may be conscious or unconscious (aware 
or unware). Choice attributed to others that 
is unaware, is called socialization, such as 
following the norms of a group, organiza-
tion, or social culture. Automatic choices 
are attributed to the oneself without inten-
tionality. Automatic actions include habit, 
routine, rote behavior without conscious 
decision or consideration of alternatives. 
Choices one is aware of and attributes to 
others are blame or praise, a giving over 
of responsibility for the action and its out-
come. Accountability occurs when a person 
makes a conscious choice and attributes 
that choice to themselves. Through facil-
itated, experiential learning, we seek to 
help students move choices into the mode 
of accountability by helping them notice 
their attribution and consider their options, 
choices and impacts on themselves, others, 
and the group.

Change Mastery Model
Regardless of the capacity a student wishes 
to develop, such as face conflict with com-
petence, listen effectively, present self with 
confidence, the change mastery model 
offers a map they can locate themselves on 
(Bennett and Bush, 2014). In order to make 
any change, one must first be aware of the 
behavior or habit of mind. Once awareness 
is raised, then the crucial step of accepting 
the desirability of change can occur. With-
out acceptance, there is no move towards 
adopting new behaviors, trying on new 
ways of being, seeing, or thinking. It is crit-
ical here that the person has support for 
what is usually an awkward stage of nov-
ice behavior. Despite a tendency to want 
to get things correct right-away, most peo-
ple take time to integrate the new behav-
ior into a more conscious competence. 
With continued practice and feedback,—
adopted behavior is effortless and the per-
son can be creative in its application—that 
is, mastery occurs.

Reflective Practices
Drawing on the work of Aristotle in Nico-
manchean Ethics, William James suggested 
“that there is a fundamental difference 
between knowing about, the product 
of reflection and abstract thought, and 
knowledge of acquittance, which drives 
from the direct experience of situations” 
(Stein, 2004, p. 21). Learning and experi-
ence are interconnected. And, later, Kolb 
and Kolb (2005), among others, noted 
that learning is a cyclical and iterative pro-
cess beginning with concrete experiences, 
observations and reflection on those experi-
ences, development of a theory about those 
observations and reflections, and active 
experimentation focused on the practical 
implications of learning. 

We see reflective practices like journ-
aling, meditation, and discussion as essen-
tial for learning. By reflecting on internal 
experience and external events, includ-
ing one’s impact, students learn to notice 
what is happening as it is happening and 
to notice their relationship to those events. 
They begin to notice their own patterns 
of response, and in a group setting, can 
see that others have different patterned 
responses to similar events. Continued 
curiosity allows for reflection on how those 
patterns develop, whether conditioned by 
social context and identity e.g. immigrant 
status, age, sexual identity, race, etc. or 
biography. And, once patterns and the pur-
poses they serve are discovered, students 
can make conscious choices about the 
actions and thoughts they make next.

Our Integrated Approach

Each of these foundational models and 
practices is used to build students’ effec-
tiveness at multiple levels of each system. 
We intentionally build opportunities for 
students to examine each level of system in 
turn and recursively. We know that higher 
levels of systems are harder for people to 
discern, especially when they are partici-
pants in them. By creating tight focus on 
a level of system for any given experience, 
we help direct students’ reflection. For 
example, a given experience, e.g. a conver-
sation, structured activity, serendipitous 

occurrence, can be reviewed using ques-
tions that focus on distinct levels of system 
such as:
	» Self

•	What do I notice about my physical 
sensations as I witnessed . . . ? 

•	Under what circumstances am 
I likely to make similar choices? 
What other choices might exist? 
What would it take for me to make 
them? 

	» Interpersonal
•	How do I interact with a person 

with a different style preference?
•	When am I attracted to/pulled back 

from someone else? 
•	What is the dynamic between these 

two people? How does it come 
about? 

	» Group member
•	When I did X, what impact did it 

have on the group?
•	What role do I play in the group? 

How is it useful? Not useful?
	» Group as a whole

•	What matters to the group as a 
whole?

•	How do you characterize the tem-
perament of the group?

•	What behaviors would support 
improved group decision-making?

Critically, these reflections on the experi-
ence in the classroom, are examined as typ-
ical dynamics of organizational life. The 
thoughts, feelings, and behaviors that stu-
dents experience in the classroom are not 
unique to that setting. Rather, they typify 
how these students in particular, and peo-
ple in general, can present themselves in 
work and other settings. The interpersonal 
dynamics, group member roles and group 
culture are reflections of and proxies for 
groups and organizations participants con-
tribute to and witness outside the course. 

Encouraging Ongoing Learning

Though we teach Use of Self, we are clear 
that course completion does not signify 
mastery. In fact, it may only signify aware-
ness or acceptance in some cases. We 
begin by establishing the courses and class 
sessions as moments in a lifetime. The 
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purpose of the moment is to set a direction, 
make the existence of a path known, to 
advance along the path, and whet the appe-
tite for the journey of continued learning 
and development. Through descriptions of 
our own learning journeys and those of our 
mentors, we establish examples of life-long 
learning. Through recognizing even small 
changes in behavior, as in a well-timed 
or directly worded statement, a joining 
instead of ignoring a comment or per-
son, we encourage the celebration of small 
victories, and the possibility of expanded 
and sustained success. The reflection of 
what will be done in the future, in the next 
encounter within the course and the next 
weeks, months, years, after the course, 
students are invited into a process that 
unfolds over decades, not just in the con-
fines of a program.

We typically close courses and work-
shops on Use of Self with a reflection of 
where the students understand themselves 
1) to have been when they entered the 
course, 2) where they are now, and 3) what 
they will do in the future. The construct 

of the reflection is intended to reinforce 
the idea of a journey already begun, and 
that can evolve. We also reinforce all lev-
els of system by asking for reflection at all 
levels. In Table 1, we provide examples of 
responses we have heard. 

Challenges and Opportunities 
for the Future

As more attention is focused on develop-
ing Use of Self, the opportunities to learn 
and develop a body of knowledge abound. 
We have simply shared our experiences 
and learning. We encourage others to con-
tinue the work to document, research, and 
share ways to teach and learn about the 
use of one’s self. This work has decades, 
if not centuries, of historical experience, 
using various tools and ways of teaching 
aspects of the work, and a growing body of 
knowledge about the theory of Use of Self. 
Relatively little has been written to share 
best practices and learning about how to 
teach it. While there may never be—or 
should be—a single theoretical or practical 

framework for Use of Self, it would be use-
ful to see the work of scholars evolve into a 
set of theories of teaching approaches that 
can be studied, taught and practiced. Those 
engaging the development of Use of Self 
need an andragogy. This will allow those 
who are engaged in teaching—formally 
and informally—to identify, share and 
evolve a body of knowledge that extends 
beyond the “what” of Use of Self to the 
“how to teach” Use of Self. This will sup-
port best practices and evaluation of those 
practices for efficacy. 

We need animators, as Boud and 
Miller (1996) refer to those who help 
people learn without formal teaching. 
Brookfield (1995) argues that learners’ 
experiences constitute a rich resource for 
problem-solving and suggests that a criti-
cal task for animators is to develop learn-
ers’ confidence in the usefulness of these 
experiences. This is contradictory to com-
mon expectations of learners, which is usu-
ally that the expert will teach them. Just 
as coaches and mentors can be developed, 
so can animators. And, finally, we must 

Table 1: Examples of Responses

I Was I Am  I Will

Self •	 Blaming others

•	 Unaware of my own power

•	 Aware of my reactions, not my 
assumptions

•	 Testing assumptions

•	 Beginning to see my power

•	 See my assumptions and how 
they drive my automatic

•	 Continue noticing when I “leave”

•	 See it without relying on others 
to show it to me. Own it.

•	 Continue to explore

Self and 
Other

•	 Not sharing my reasoning and 
intent

•	 Make sure all is presented well

•	 Fear of emotion

•	 Aware of my behaviors

•	 Engaging at a deeper level; 
explore my faults

•	 Seeing that conflict allows 
relationship to grow

•	 Tell others my goal for sharing 
reasoning and intent and asking 
for feedback

•	 Engage feelings; work with my 
feelings

•	 Know when to jump in

Self in 
Group

•	 Want to be seen as mysterious. 

•	 Assume the group won’t/can’t 
accept me

•	 Unclear about my impact

•	 Make mistakes and still included

•	 Want to be in without losing self

•	 Ways I act not always productive; 
lost in my need

•	 Be OK with making mistakes, 
and not sacrifice authenticity

•	 Ask for and give support

•	 Get clear about my needs and 
sense of the group

Group •	  Unaware

•	 Thought the group was the sum 
of the people

•	 Thought I was on my own

•	 Beginning to see

•	 Can name (some) system level 
dynamics

•	 The group can hold space for me

•	 Act with the full group in mind

•	 I can help us build a spider web 
of relationships
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develop ways assess learning and develop-
ment of those who participate in educa-
tional experiences related to Use of Self.

Conclusion

Developing Use of Self as OD practitio-
ners and leaders is an extensive undertak-
ing, because it involves understanding and 
effectively using all aspects of ourselves to 
serve change in others, whether as indi-
viduals or larger systems. As practitioners 
and leaders, it is important not to focus on 
merely wielding techniques but to pres-
ent the fullness of one’s being in support 
of the continued development and use of 
Self. It is through that fullness of being 
that one has resonance with clients and 
colleagues to engender the confidence and 
trust needed to receive the techniques, and 
to learn, and recover should things not go 
according to plan. The more we can see 
the essence of our Self and understand our 
Self, the more we can support others in 
seeing their Selves. The greater our mas-
tery of Use of Self, the greater the potential 
impact on the systems we are in. Regard-
less of how we view Self, there are multiple 
and overlapping ways to develop it towards 
mastery, provided we are intentional and 
diligent. Only then are we able to have the 
desired impact with individuals, groups, 
organizations, and even larger systems, if 
we choose.

References

Bennett, J. L., & Bush, M. W. (2014). Coach-
ing for change. New York, NY: Routledge.

Berthoud, H., & Bennett, J. L. (2020). Use 
of self: What it is? Why it matters? & 
Why you need more of it? In S. H. 
Cady, C. K. Gorelick, & C. T. Stiegler 
(Eds.), The collaborative change library: 
Global guide to transforming organiza-
tion, revitalizing communities, and devel-
oping human potential. Perrysburg, OH: 
NEXUS4change.

Brookfield, S. (1995). Becoming a criti-
cally reflective. San Francisco, CA: 
Jossey-Bass.

Boud, D., & Miller, N. (1996). Synthesis-
ing traditions and identifying themes in 

learning from experience. In D. Boud 
& N. Miller (Eds.), Working with expe-
rience: Animating learning (pp. 14–24). 
London: Routledge.

Fenwick, T. J. (2003). Learning through expe-
rience: Troubling orthodoxies and inter-
secting questions. Malabar, FL: Krieger 
Publishing.

Jamieson, D. W., Auron, M., & Shecht-
man, D. (2010). Managing use of self 
for masterful professional practice. OD 
Practitioner, 22(3), 4–11. 

 Johns, C. (2009). Becoming a reflective 
practitioner (Third ed.). West Sussex: 
Wiley-Blackwell.

Kolb, A. Y., & Kolb, D. A. (2005). Learning 
styles and learning spaces: Enhancing 
experiential learning in higher educa-
tion. Academy of Management Learning 
& Education, 4(2), 193–212. 

Leary, M. R. (2004). The curse of the self: 
Self-awareness, egotism, and the quality of 
human life. Oxford: Oxford Press.

Miller, E. J. (1976). Task and organisation. 
London: John Wiley. 

Patwell, B., & Seashore, E. W. (2006). Triple 
impact coaching: Use-of-self in the coach-
ing process. Columbia, MD: Bingham 
House Books.

Rainey, M. A., & Jones, B. B. (2014). Use 
of self as an OD practitioner. In B. M. 
Jones & M. Brazzel (Eds.), The NTL 
handbook of organization development 
and change: Principles, practices, and per-
spectives (Second ed., pp. 105–126). San 
Francisco, CA: Wiley.

Schon, D. A. (1983). The reflective practitio-
ner: How professionals think in action. 
New York: Basic Books.

Schon, D. A. (1987). Educating the reflective 
practitioner. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Seashore, C. N., Mattare, M., Shawver, M. 
N., & Thompson, G. (2004). Doing 
good by knowing who you are: The 
instrumental self as an agent of change. 
OD Practitioner, 36(3). 

Stein, M. (2004). Theories of experiential 
learning and the unconscious. In L. J. 
Gould, L. F. Stapley, & M. Stein (Eds.), 
Experiential learning in organizations: 
Applications of the Tavistock Group Rela-
tions Approach (pp. 19–36). London: 
Routledge.

Tannenbaum, R. T., & Hanna, R. W. (1985). 
Holding on, letting go, and moving on: 
Understanding a neglected perspec-
tive on change. In R. T. Tannenbaum, 
N. Margulies, and F. Massarik (Eds.) 
Human systems development. San Fran-
cisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.

John L. Bennett, PhD, is a profes-
sor of business and behavioral 
science at the McColl School of 
Business at Queens University 
of Charlotte where he serves as 
director of graduate programs 
and holds the Wayland H. Cato, Jr. 
Chair of Leadership. In addition, 
he is an adjunct professor in the 
Master of Science in Organization 
Development (MSOD) program 
at American University. He is an 
educator, researcher, executive 
coach, consultant, and co-author 
of Coaching for Change (Rout-
ledge). He earned his doctorate in 
human and organizational systems 
from Fielding Graduate University. 
He can be reached at bennettj@
queens.edu.

Heather Berthoud, MSOD, leads 
Berthoud Consulting, LLC, an orga-
nization development practice that 
encourages organizations to expe-
rience, understand, and self-direct 
enterprises that are life-affirming 
in their means and ends. She is 
an adjunct professorial lecturer in 
the MSOD program at American 
University, and a member of NTL 
Institute, a professional associate 
of the Gestalt International Study 
Center. Her published articles 
focus on diversity, equity, and 
inclusion. She earned a Master of 
Science in Organization Develop-
ment from American University. 
She can be reached at heather@
berthoudconsulting.com.

63If We Had Only Known: Experiences from Use of Self Educators

Copyright © 2020 by the Organization Development Network, Inc. All rights reserved.



Introduction

Since 2017 until early 2020, we have been 
engaged in developing, executing, analyz-
ing and writing about this, first ever, global 
study of UoS. In this article, we wish to 
share a summary of the report and what 
we found. There will be many more details 
available in the report which can be down-
loaded at the end of this summary. This 
UoS research report was launched in 
March, 2020.

Background

This research report is the result of over 
2 years of effort. We started planning the 
research project in the summer of 2017 
and launched the data collection in June of 
2018 with the following intentions: 
	» To ground the Use of Self theory/

practice within research data so to 
move away from the vagueness and 
abstraction currently associated 
with the concept.

	» To learn about how global community 
of OD Practitioners think and act on 
this concept in their day to day practice. 

	» To learn about what supports and hin-
ders the practitioners’ optimal use of 
themselves, and their perception on 
what are the strengths, weaknesses, and 
areas of further development within 
Use of Self 

	» To explore what are developmental 
opportunities and pathways to support 
OD Practitioners to make better ‘use of 
themselves’. 

	» Inform the developers and educa-
tors around the globe about targeted 
learning processes that could be intro-
duced and used to support the devel-
opment of the next generation of 
OD professionals.

Demographics 

A detailed description about how we dis-
tribute the questionnaire can be found in 
pages 12–13. The research data came from 
a total 704 respondents from 45 countries. 
The largest number of respondents came 
from the US with 236, followed by the UK 
with 200. The rest came from Singapore, 
China, Canada, South Africa, India, Neth-
erlands, Philippines, and Australia, and 
other countries with single-digit numbers. 
(p. 14–15) 

The respondent population was 62.4% 
female (430), 36% male (248), and 1.6% 
other (11). 15 answers were left blank, there-
fore removed, leaving us with the total 
number used in gender analysis of 689.

The racial/ethnicity answers by 
respondents revealed 54 unique identities.

Notably, the research population shows 
over half of the respondents have under 
20 years of experience, with the rest having 
20+ years of practice.

The educational data showed us that 
close to 60% of respondents have limited 
formal OD education (p. 18). There can 
be diverse factors affecting this, but one 
explanation is the limited formal education 
options outside of the United States (for 
the past 40 years) and the pattern of people 

By Mee Yan Cheung-Judge 
and David W. Jamieson

“OD Practitioners need to pay attention simultaneously to different levels of system—intrapersonal, 
interpersonal, group, inter-group, sub system, and whole systems. This discipline and practice are 
mentally, psychologically, emotionally, and cognitively demanding, difficult and taxing.”

Summary of the Global Use of 
Self (UoS) Research Report
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joining the field of OD from other profes-
sions first (therefore not engaging in exten-
sive formal OD training). OD has always 
been both a professional and personal field, 
which draws people interested in continu-
ous development in the organizations they 
serve, as well as, their own growth. 

The Research Instrument 
Development Summary 

The questionnaire was constructed after a 
thorough literature search—from which we 
have derived 119 items which were orga-
nized into five sections for coherency. The 
five sections are: 
1.	 Characteristics and Values (about you); 
2.	 Continuous self-work (inner work, self-

management habits, self-care); 
3.	 Practice skills, abilities and competen-

cies (cognitive, affiliative/emotional 
use, skills and execution competencies); 

4.	 Life-Long Development Practices 
(intentional efforts to continuously 
improve areas listed about and the field 
of OD knowledge); 

5.	 Experience of Use of self (impact on 
self and others when use of self is in 
optimal form). 

We used a 5-point Likert scale to mea-
sure how well, how much or how often 
items within the survey were true for 
each respondent. 

Qualitatively, we included seven open-
ended questions, one of these questions 
invited the respondents to share their defi-
nition of Use of Self. While the remaining 
6 questions explored deeper intricacies of 
the Use of Self concept and practices. The 
description of the structure of the survey 
can be found on p 12. 

Summary of Quantitative Data

We performed an exploratory factor analy-
sis to determine possible structures and 
correlations within the large amount of 
data. Further details describing the meth-
odology are in the report (p. 20–21) We 
started with 119 scaled items and through 
our analysis, scaled down to 95 used in the 

final factors. Table 1 highlights our nam-
ing and descriptions of the five factors and 
their explanation. The five factors high-
light the significant factors that affect how 
we show up in our work, while outlining 
what development work we may want to do 
to prepare ourselves for this type of com-
plex systemic and interpersonal work. They 
reveal how Use of Self has both a front 
stage (how people experience our Use of 
Self) and a backstage (how we self-manage 
ourselves in various situations). 

Factor 1 details the observations of those 
who see and experience our work, and 
therefore experience the results of our Use 
of Self in action. It outlines a mixture of 
knowledge, skills, discipline and courage 
needed to work in dynamic systems. 

When ODPs focus on how they, 
through their competency and behavior 
turn their internal resources to serve the 
client in a way that can be seen, witnessed, 
and experienced by the system, effective 
results are more probable. The items in 
Factor 1 highlight the use of: 

Table 1. The Five Factors

Factor 
Number

Name Description

1 Using Cognitive 
and Emotional 
Skills with 
Courage to Serve 
Dynamic Systems 

This factor captures most of what “others” see in ODP in a number of areas in their Use of Self. 
It highlights how respondents realize that when they use their cognitive abilities, in-depth 
knowledge of the trade, and skills through helping to provide understanding of the system; 
knowing how to position themselves; be adaptable in responses; seeing self, other, and an 
affiliative context, especially in interacting; and courageously using self to disrupt, stimulate, 
and challenge the system, others will then see Use of Self in action. 

2 Attention to 
Relationship- 
Centric Values & 
Behavior

This factor focusses on how important interpersonal relationships are as part of our ODP work: 
having affiliative capabilities, demonstrating collaborative/partnering behaviors, proactively 
making emotional connections, and showing concern for the other’s well-being and being very 
conscious on how they show up. 

3 Self-Management 
in Emerging 
Situations

This factor emphasizes the importance of self- management in the “here and now” moments, 
for example - maintaining boundaries, managing emotions, staying grounded and confident, 
keeping one’s own energies and focus sharp,  believe in one’s abilities, being choiceful and 
intentional–all in service of the client.

4 Continuous 
Development 
of Self & Other 
Awareness

This factor captures the work and motivations involved with deepening our inner work, gaining 
awareness of self and others, working on unresolved issues, exploring less developed and 
shadow aspects of self, creating regular reflective practices, and finding ways to take care of 
one’s self.

5 Experiences of 
Best UoS Impact

This factor collects the types of experiences, feelings, and passions that are seen and felt within 
the practitioners when they are optimally using themselves, and by others around that are 
involved and being impacted.
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	» cognitive and emotional skills 
	» thinking processes that help under-

standing and sense-making in dynamic 
systems 

	» courageous choices with behavioral 
flexibility

Factor 2 describes how OD Practitioners 
often “earn the right” to help by putting 
themselves on the line to serve clients’ 
needs. When OD Practitioners possess 
client-focus attitudes, they enact behav-
iours that predispose them to treat their 
clients in a relationship centric way, dem-
onstrating developing and supporting rela-
tionships as their top priority in their work.  
Through this approach, clients will experi-
ence their Use of Self in a personal way.

Factor 3 highlights the importance of 
self-management in the ‘here and now,’ 
especially in uncertain, dynamic and chal-
lenging situations. OD Practitioners 
understand they do not control how ‘liv-
ing systems will react and behave when 
they begin intervening, hence, they never 
know what may emerge and whether any 
of the processes planned will work out as 
expected. So being able to practice pres-
ence, regardless of the emerging situation, 
through managing our emotions, especially 
anxiety and fear, and holding back our 
judgement while continuing to stick to the 
path is an important aspect in an OD Prac-
titioners work. 

Factor 4 emphasizes the importance of 
motivation to continuously deepen our 
inner-work, grow our self-awareness, 
understand the self-other-context in sys-
tems, and develop ourselves to execute 
masterfully. 

Factor 5 details how the impact and out-
comes of Use of Self are understood, both 
as experienced by OD Practitioners them-
selves, as well as, experienced by those 
being impacted by the ODP. This Fac-
tor begins to show what types of self-
reported impacts an optimal Use of Self 
may produce.

The story was told by the 5 factors

Collectively the 5 Factors provide a way to 
assess one’s Use of Self, defining areas that 
are both relatively strong and areas of less 
development. An important note about the 
connectivity among the 5 Factors is that the 
first four factors support the ‘backstage’ 
work of practitioners in ensuring their opti-
mal use of self is in action, which in turn 
produce what people in the systems and 
experience in OD. 

The summaries below are statistically 
created based on the pattern of item-answers 
across all the respondents. Given the large 
number and the context of our respondent’s 
demographics (years in the field, various 
countries and educational endeavors, espe-
cially), the overall mean score for our sam-
ple (704) was 3.85 out of 5.00 which gave 
us confidence of both the significance and 
relationship between the 5 factors:

Factor 1 (Using Cognitive and Emotional 
Skills with Courage to Serve Dynamic 
Systems) 3.80

Factor 2 (Attention to Relationship - Centric 
Values & Behaviours) 4.07

Factor 3 (Self-Management in Emerging 
Situations) 3.75

Factor 4 (Continuous Development of Self 
& Other Awareness) 3.85

Factor 5 (Experiences of Best UoS Impact) 
3.68 

It is also important to point out that the 
most significant factor is factor 2, it is our 
willingness to put relationship as our top 
work that will enable us to use our opti-
mal self for results. This is followed by our 
commitment to continuously develop our 
self and other awareness that will support 
our relationship centric approach. This is 
followed closely by our trade knowledge as 
well as our emotional skills to serve the cli-
ent within an ever-changing environment. 
All the above needs to be supported by our 
ability to have self-discipline and effective 
self-management habits to stay within the 
here and now regardless how challeng-
ing the context we are in. At the end, the 
research data show us that it’s unlikely to 
see the high impacts of factor 5 if all the 
other 4 factors are not high themselves. 

These 5 significant factors describe 
what are the factors that marked the char-
acteristics, behaviors and practices of those 
who are using their best self with impacts 
which practitioners experienced and wit-
nessed among those whom they serve. 

This type of data, especially the detail 
items that formulate each factor (p. 23–30) 
can be used by the individual OD practitio-
ner to self-assess themselves as to what are 
the foundational strengths they possess, 
and what other aspects from this set of data 
they may need to take a closer look to or 
undertake some developmental actions. 

Summary of Qualitative Data

As mentioned, there are 7 open ended 
questions in the survey instrument, and 
one of them asked the respondents to share 
their own definition of Use of Self, which 
by itself generates even more interesting 
definitions (see p. 38–42 and Appendix E). 
As for the other six qualitative questions, 
8,232 data items were generated resulting 
in some of the most interesting data on the 
Use of Self which has ever been captured.

The six questions are: 

Q 132	 What impacts do you personally 
feel your best use of self creates 
for others?

Q 133	 What barriers (from yourself) 
are most common in hindering 
your best use of self?

Q 134	 What barriers (from others or 
the situation) are most com-
mon in hindering your best 
use of self?

Q 135	 What top priorities you have in 
developing the effectiveness in 
your Use of self? and what type 
of development activities you 
deem as appropriate to support 
you in doing so?

Q 136	 What are some of the more reg-
ular activities you do to improve 
your use of self?

Q 137	 What self-care habits have you 
developed that help you to 
maintain your energy, focus 
and sharpness?
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The analysis of the qualitative data was a 
labor-intensive process with all questions, 
except Q 137, analyzed by two separate 
individuals—to ensure that the data results 
presented in this report were compared 
and collated, with two perspectives, prior to 
being reported. Appendix D contains details 
of the methods used in this process. 

We will briefly summarize the key 
themes that emerged from each of the 
6 questions, with all the detail analysis in 
the report However we will give our inte-
grated analysis at the end of this paper. 

(Q 133) What barriers (from yourself) do 
you think are most common in hindering 
your best use of self? There are total 863 
data points from respondents, and they are 
organized in 7 themes.
1.	 “Lack of self-confidence, self-doubt, and 

fear” (269 items)
2.	 “Personality and style” (151 items) 
3.	 “My “SELF” in the way” (130 items)
4.	 “Overcommitment and lack of self-care; 

lack of time for reflection and develop-
ment” (114 items)

5.	 “Practice issues that stop my use of self 
being effective” (106 items)

6.	 “External situation that bring out the 
worst in me” (44 items)

7.	 Data items related to internal consul-
tants. (20 items)

(Q 134) What external barriers (situational 
from others and the context) do you think 
are most common in hindering your best 
Use of Self? Respondents gave 811 answer 
items and they are organized into six 
themes.
1.	 Data items counted as relating to “self” 

that are barriers to Use of Self (238 
items)

2.	 Data items counted as “others”—people 
(clients, colleagues, partners) attributes 
and behavior that are barriers to one’s 
own Use of Self. (237 items)

3.	 Date items counted the “environment” 
(the context in which they work) pro-
duce barriers to their best Use of Self. 
(196 items)

4.	 Data items counted as “misalignment 
of focus and expectations between prac-
titioners and organizations” (57 items)

5.	 Data items counted as the “challenges 
about being an internal practitioner” 
(44 items)

6.	 30 statements on “my best Use of Self 
should not have been affected by exter-
nal barriers”

7.	 Unassigned items (9). 

(Q 135): What are the top priorities you 
have in developing the effectiveness in 
your Use of self? And, what type of devel-
opment activities may be appropriate to 
support you in doing so? This question 
generated a total of 1479 items, but in the 
data analysis we separate the question 
into two parts: (1) what are their top priori-
ties; and (2) what appropriate developmen-
tal activities to support them in delivering 
their priorities. 

Part 1: we focus first on the listing of the 
respondents’ “top priorities”. From the 577 
items, eight priorities were extracted.
1.	 Deepening my self-awareness (under-

standing of self, values and vision work) 
(156 items) 

2.	 Deepening my understanding of self, 
others, relating in specific context 
(working on unconscious bias, increase 
understanding of diversity, being hum-
bler and learning to build trust and rela-
tionship (103 items) 

3.	 Developing better self-management—
more patience, match pace to others, 
less judgmental (95 items)

4.	 Improving self-care (work life balance, 
not too many projects, more re-energiz-
ing activities, have more self-compas-
sion and self-forgiveness (66 items)

5.	 Needing to work on my unresolved 
issues (57 items)

6.	 Needing to increase my confidence, 
greater courage in intervening, greater 
sense of groundedness (40 items) 

7.	 Doing more to improve physical and 
emotional wellbeing (yoga, Alexander 
technique, music and dance, physical 
exercise) (35 items)

8.	 Getting to know the context I work in 
(23 items) 

Part II of Q135: What type of development 
activities may be appropriate to support you 

in doing so? 8 themes are extracted from a 
total of 902 items.
1.	 Engaging in reflective practice (journal-

ing, reflective practice, reflection before 
and after intervention . . . ) (170 items) 

2.	 Receiving coaching, supervision and 
peer support (group supervision, men-
toring, peer support and exchange) 
(123 items)

3.	 Seeking feedback (from clients, col-
leagues) (110 items) 

4.	 Finding opportunities to have more 
practice and more experimentation 
to increase confidence in my practice 
(108 items)

5.	 Continuous learning to develop myself 
(reading, develop better skills, up to 
date with latest research . . . ) (102 items)

6.	 Spiritual Practice (go on retreat, more 
meditation, mindfulness reflection and 
journaling, and other spiritual practice) 
(101 items) 

7.	 Attending more formal developmental 
program and workshops (getting Mas-
ter and PhD, and other workshops that 
will sharpen my practices (66 items)

8.	 Attending conferences and other net-
works that support me (learn theo-
ries and tools, and specific technique) 
(65 items) 

9.	 Unassigned items (57)

(Q 136) What are some of the more regu-
lar activities you do to improve your use of 
self? (14 themes are extracted from 1767 
items) 
1.	 Reflective Activities (326 items) 
2.	 Debriefing/Feedback/Reflection with 

others (230 items) 
3.	 Attending Workshops, developmental 

events, conferences to engage in contin-
uous learning (222 items)

4.	 Continuous learning (212 items)
5.	 Spiritual Practice/Mindfulness/Medita-

tion (182 items) 
6.	 Action Learning/coaching/supervision 

(145 items) 
7.	 Self-care (physical, emotional, and gen-

eral wellbeing) (123 items)
8.	 Doing re-energizing/nourishing things 

to re-charge (74 items)
9.	 Practicing Intentionality (65 items)
10.	Extending scope/challenging self to 

take (46 items) 
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11.	Therapy (40 items) 
12.	Practice, Practice, and Practice 

(34 items) 
13.	Networking (28 items) 
14.	Never thought about this Question 

(16 items)
15.	Unassigned items (24)

There is a summary table (p.58, table 24)—
pulling all the different types of develop-
mental practices/activities together from 
Q135 and 136 which shows the top 5 types 
of developmental activities the respondents 
to this questionnaire engage in, which has 
both coaching, mentoring and self-develop-
ment implications. 

(Q 137) What self-care habits have you 
developed that help you to maintain your 
energy, focus and sharpness? 2499 items 
are extracted from the answers to this ques-
tion which are clustered into nine themes. 
Due to the vast number of the items, the 
reporting of this question was different. 
See p. 59–63.
1.	 Put priorities to maintain my physical 

wellbeing
2.	 Leading a more contemplative and 

reflective life
3.	 Recreation - Doing fun and energizing 

things
4.	 Take more time to engage in social time 

and connection with others
5.	 Be “Time-Rich” to restore and enrich 

self
6.	 Planning/structuring my approach to 

work—proactively prevent stress
7.	 Keep learning and growing
8.	 Building positivity
9.	 Connection with community
10.	Others

(Q 132): What impacts do you personally 
feel your best use of self creates for others? 
This question generated 813 items which 
are organized into 9 themes. 

It is important to note that it is not 
easy to organize the data from this question 
because conceptually the items are very 
similar, and it is difficult to make clear dis-
tinction. Also, the labelling of the themes is 
prone to more subjectivity than any of the 
other 5 questions. Finally, 120 items are the 

respondents’ own definition of use of self 
when they see themselves in action.
1.	 Provide Safety and Spaciousness for 

others to do their work (148 items) 
2.	 People become bigger and have more 

confidence (135 items) 
3.	 People become more self-aware and 

become more open (64 items) 
4.	 Understanding of self and others were 

improved with better relationship and 
conversation outcome. (84 items)

5.	 People are able to see better, generate 
new perspectives, and increase hope 
(98 items)

6.	 People are able to take action to shift 
self/others/environment (89 items)

7.	 The work is able to impact the system 
(49 items)

8.	 Respondents reflect their definition of 
Use of Self when in action (120 items)

9.	 How does “Use of Self” impact the 
practitioners (14 items)

10.	Unassigned (12 items) 

Summary of the Qualitative Analysis 

The qualitative data offers multiple insights 
about Use of Self. 
1.	 Firstly, it shows that even an articu-

late and clear understanding of the Use 
of Self concept does not automatically 
translate into one’s optimal Use of Self. 

2.	 The data reveals the challenges OD 
Practitioners face when trying to be 
their best Use of Self are both inter-
nal and external. Tensions of want-
ing to do one’s best to serve the clients 
when working in environments that 
are complex and changing all the time 
is difficult to navigate. The data about 
external barriers to Use of Self prac-
tice confirms that the workplace, for 
most of the respondents, is often a 
very stressful environment with lead-
ers and colleagues working out their 
stress on each other and to those who 
are supposed to support them. On top 
of that, the combination of misalign-
ment between what needs to happen, 
and what leaders perceive needs to hap-
pen often puts OD Practitioners in a 
hard place, e.g. the difficulties of reach-
ing leaders for clear commissions, the 
challenges of colleagues who are losing 

part of their relational civility, and their 
reluctance to working collaboratively. 

3.	 64% of the data shows us the key inter-
nal barriers are lack of confidence, 
fear, uncertainty about how to leverage 
one’s personality, and how to manage 
one’s default orientation towards peo-
ple. Many admit that they are holding 
certain attitude towards people which 
make them ineffective in their practice. 
The combination of—even occasional—
senses of shame, stuckness, fatigue, 
and inability to rise above these bar-
riers—are not good for our long-term 
well-being. So, we need to encourage 
each other to work through these barri-
ers to stay potent in our work.

4.	 Also, respondents are aware that a lack 
of self- care and lack of time for reflec-
tion cuts into their sharpness in prac-
tice. When they are not in top form, 
they often succumb to those external 
situations and types of challenging peo-
ple who trigger them. If such triggers 
and sensations are not managed prop-
erly, it prevents OD Practitioners from 
being their optimal self.

Having said that, should OD Practitioners, 
who are called to support a living system, 
be more robust and confident about who 
they are, freeing up more capacity to focus 
on the support work at hand? The purist 
answer is YES. But what do they need to 
do to find that confidence and become the 
sharpest tool and support instrument? The 
qualitative data offers some advice. 

As we end the qualitative data analysis, 
we were struck by the level of honesty and 
dissatisfaction practitioners have shared in 
answering these questions—there are real 
struggles, wanting to be the best for the cli-
ents, yet the nature of OD work constantly 
demands them to know what they should 
do, yet because of being human, such work 
is not really doable, at least not all the time. 
The sense of shame and guilt seeped out 
from the data. 

We notice that respondents to Q135 
and Q136 clearly identified the develop-
mental priorities they want to have. Devel-
oping their self-awareness was the top 
priority, followed by developing a deeper 
understanding of people (others) while 
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building tolerance and trust among those 
they serve. The third priority is to increase 
self-management to navigate the ever-chal-
lenging world while developing greater 
acceptance, tolerance, patience, all with 
less judgment of others. The interaction 
of these three priorities will definitely 
help OD Practitioners overcome a range 
of their internal and external barriers. Pri-
oritizing one’s development, coupled with 
being willing to work on unresolved issues, 
improving self-care habits and taking 
strides to improve self-confidence, is criti-
cal to optimizing one’s Use of Self. 

It is heartwarming and encouraging to 
see the long list of developmental activities 
the respondents said they are currently (or 
aspire to) doing to keep themselves sharp. 
If receiving coaching, supervision, peer 
support, and seeking feedback were col-
lated into a category, that category would 
rank as the top developmental activity. The 
next priority is engaging in reflective prac-
tice. We are pleased to see spiritual and 
contemplative practices also ranking high 
in this data. The remainder of data points 
include seeking more practice experience 
and more formal and informal develop-
mental activities. If OD Practitioners can 
link their priorities of development with 
the right type of developmental activities, 
we will all be operating at the edge with 
much less burn out. 

This leads us to the question 
about self-care which received close to 
2,500 statements. From the large num-
ber of responses, we can safely assume 

respondents are beginning to take self-care 
more seriously as they realize doing this 
type of OD work requires regular refueling, 
re-energizing, and replenishing. 

As we have said, OD work by nature 
is challenging. In order to use one’s self 

to constantly capture data, observe what 
is going on at multiple levels of a system, 
make intentional choices as to what to do, 
and not have the certainty about the out-
come of any intervention, we will need to 
be savvy with an applied behavioral science 
lens, a brave heart, and self confidence that, 
regardless of the challenges of external 
environment, there are sufficient resources 
in our inner being to enable us to function 
well in these contexts. Hence self-care is no 
longer a luxurious option. 

The final data set about the impact on 
Use of Self was very inspiring to analyze. 
Respondents know when their self shows 
up and they do a great piece of work—
using their instrumentality to affect the 
system, they can see that people feel safe 
and they become bigger, more confident, 
more self-aware, and become more open 
to collaborate with others. Conversation 
becomes more generative and new perspec-
tives emerge. Respondents also reported 

people feel more ready to take action to 
shift the situation they are stuck in and feel 
they can create more impact within the sys-
tem. When practitioners see the fruits of 
them “selves” working well, they become 
contented, satisfied, and happy, knowing 
that they can partake in these human situa-
tions with positive impact. 

It is through this last question on 
impact that we begin to develop a sense of 
causality between the best use of oneself 
and the impact on the system and the peo-
ple within it. 

The qualitative data generated a lot 
of food for thought. We want to encour-
age developers, educators, supervisors, and 
mentors to think about the implications for 
what they have to offer to OD Practitioners 
themselves. As for ODP’s, the data shows 
that it is worthwhile for us to continue 
to pursue a life-long journey of sharpen-
ing our instrumentality and have a deeper 
understanding of who we are in service 
of the clients? By perfecting ourselves we 
become more than a helper, we become 
ambassadors for relational civility in the 
workplace, community, and society? And 
to sustain situations that will continue to 
support human potential to do well? As we 
do this work, we are asked to do our own 
work. No other profession will grant such 
luxurious opportunities and outcomes. 

Conclusion

This piece of research and the report has 
been the result of 2.5 years, amid serious 
illness and other types of obstacles. But we 
feel incredible privilege and grateful for 
being given life to finish this report and get 
it into your hands. We believe the results 
have enough data for the readers to draw 
their own conclusions about the role of Use 
of Self in our practice. For us, the picture 
presented by the data gives a coherent path-
way for all of us, as scholar-practitioners 

The full report can be downloaded in any of the following three links.

https://www.quality-equality.com/uosreport

https://drive.google.com/file/d/19sn50RMYaeHbK5fgLyY95DYobHNCpT7R/
view?usp=sharing

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1m1Cl2DA4zISKLcezoSfTy2hQClERPQif/
view?usp=sharing

OD work by nature is challenging. In order to use one’s self 
to constantly capture data, observe what is going on at 
multiple levels of a system, make intentional choices as to 
what to do, and not have the certainty about the outcome of 
any intervention, we will need to be savvy with an applied 
behavioral science lens, a brave heart, and self confidence 
that, regardless of the challenges of external environment, 
there are sufficient resources in our inner being to enable 
us to function well in these contexts. Hence self-care is no 
longer a luxurious option. 
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to build our optimal use of ourselves more 
effectively and help others develop this 
essential mind- and skillset.

We like to sum up the implica-
tions that OD practitioners may want to 
consider: 

a.	 Understand how core Use of Self is 
for all we do in our work and lives

b.	 Dedicate more time to learning. 
Especially, filling in any gaps in 
knowledge or skills, practice as a 
development tool, pursue and use 
feedback, participate in personal 
coaching, individual supervision, 
group supervision, and use a per-
sonal social system to have support, 
challenge, and caring.

c.	 Understand our own strengths and 
less developed areas. What do we 
accept about ourselves and what do 
we deny? What are the responses 
telling us about us? 

d.	 Change our self-messaging. We all 
have narratives we have learned and 
tell ourselves regularly, even when 
they are not accurate. Change our 
self-talk to guide new narratives.

e.	 Pay attention to those internal bar-
riers—whatever they are, as well 
as personal triggers and hooks 
that generate our reactive selves? 
Observe in what ways do we lose 
our control or emotional stability? 
We know we can always do more 
work to understand, manage and/
or eliminate these aspects of our 
behaviour.

f.	 Use the 9 clusters from the lit-
erature search to reflect on your 
development.

There are other key messages for those 
who educate and develop OD Practitio-
ners which can be found in the Report 
(p. 72–73). 

May we thank the respondents again 
for your effort, and the readers for you to 
take interest in this subject. All the best 
to all of you.
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By Robert Tannenbaum

This article originally appeared in  
OD Practitioner, Vol. 11, No. 1, 
March, 1979

This is an excerpt from the edited  
version of the keynote address before 
the OD Network Meeting, Portland, 
 Oregon, October, 1978.—Ed. 

“As each of us plays his/her own small role in this profession, I say once again—
as I’ve said often in speaking and in writing—that the principle instrument that 
we have to use in this field is ourselves.”

 
As one of a few key founders in OD 
who advocated, taught and mentored 
the rest of us in use of self think-
ing and practices, Bob Tannnbaum 
would be very happy with where we 
are today in writing, research, and 
understanding of use of self and a 
special issue like this one.

My next theme is again one which troubles 
me considerably in our field: the strong 
lure to many of us of techniques and 
methods. 

As the years have been passing, and 
particularly during the past few years, 
the trend has been in the direction of an 
increasing emphasis on techniques and 
methods in OD. As do many of you, I fre-
quently work with interns—people new 
to the field. While doing so, I often find 
it difficult to deal with anything central 
in the field before I am confronted with 
the question, “Do you know a technique 
for implementing that? What method will 
work here?” 

Individuals are constantly reaching 
out for “tool kits,” rather than for some-
thing more basic. Now, tool kits are essen-
tial. I don’t want to imply by what I say 
that a practitioner in our field should not 
know of and be skillful with a wide spec-
trum of techniques and methods. But to 
me the issue is when and how and with 
whom we choose to apply these tech-
niques and methods. The narrow adher-
ence to the tool kit by many in our field 
does trouble me deeply, for it is dehuman-
izing OD. If I were to characterize OD at 

present, I would say that it is less human-
istic than it was a few years ago; and I am 
concerned that the trend is in the direc-
tion of even less humanism. People are 
becoming less important to us, less cen-
tral than issues such as, “Can I run this 
kind of an exercise?” or “What is the latest 
method being used?” As practitioners, we 
are often so afraid of being ourselves that 
we need techniques, methods, and a handy 
tool kit to fall back on to give us some 
security and support so that we don’t have 
to face ourselves as professionals and as 
human beings. 

A few months ago I received a ques-
tionnaire from a group of researchers 
who were looking at OD in a certain class 
of organization (for example, education, 
industry, health.—I’m going to be a bit 
ambiguous in talking about this in order to 
provide anonymity.) The research used the 
Delphi technique, which involves a series 
of questionnaires through time where the 
data from one questionnaire is used in 
the second, and the data from the second 
in the third. 

For the first questionnaire, 50 respon-
dents were chosen—25 well-known OD 
specialists in the country and 25 well-
known internal OD people in this particu-
lar class of organization. The people were 
asked to indicate from a long list of OD 
techniques and methods which ones they 
would use if they were to do an OD proj-
ect in a unit in this particular field. I am 
told by the researchers—and I’ve had a 
couple of phone conversations with one of 
them—that many of the 25 out of 50 who 
responded did indicate what techniques or 
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methods they would use. And on the sec-
ond round, where the questionnaire went 
to the 25 who first responded, a prioritized 
list of effective techniques and methods 
derived from responses to the question-
naire was presented. Respondents were 
asked, “Please prioritize the list of strate-
gies based on the frequency with which you 
would use them.” Twenty-three of the origi-
nal 25 respondents replied. 

Now tell me, what sense does that 
make?—to say in advance what technique 
or method you would use if you were 
going to do an OD project in a given set-

ting where in advance all you knew were 
some generalities of that particular area, 
say education, without being on the spot, 
sensing the people, sensing the organiza-
tion, the unfolding issues, and so on. And 
yet 25 top consultants, internal and exter-
nal, responded to this. What does that tell 
us about our field? 

A number of years ago, Phillip Lopate 
(not an OD practitioner) was assigned to a 
public school in New York City as an art-
ist-in-residence, a writer, to bring a range 
of artistic inputs to the school system. He 
has written a book, Being with Children, 
about his experience. In one part of the 
book, he writes: “. . . Too often, it seems to 
me, studies about how to work with chil-
dren in creative subjects concentrate exclu-
sively on the exercises or techniques of 
stimulation, making the techniques appear 
an end in themselves, segregated from the 
local political, ethnic, and economic con-
ditions in which the teaching will have to 
take place. . . . It seems to me that the tasks 
which one sets for oneself and the children 
to accomplish, in poetry, drama, film mak-
ing, painting, or whatever, grow directly out 
of the unique local situation in which the 
teacher finds himself and out of the unique 

personalities of the children—as well as, 
of course, the national and global cur-
rents affecting the society at large. There 
is no such thing as a ‘creative curriculum’ 
divorced from personalities and social con-
text. For me, this is especially so, because 
I see teaching as a sympathetic exchange 
which takes place through the medium of 
personal relationships. . . . “ 

To be able to be relevant in the here 
and—now takes a person who is centered, 
who is sensitive, who is flexible, who has 
tolerance for ambiguity, and who can stay 
with the immediate situation and help 

those with whom he or she is working to 
flow once again with the river. 

Let me return once again to the con-
ference theme, “Making OD Operational”. 
I thought, originally, of dealing with the 
topic, “What is OD?”. Marv Weisberg spoke 
most stimulatingly to this question at the 
last OD meeting in the east, and it’s been 
dealt with by many other persons in vari-
ous ways. We all seem to have our own 
notions of what OD is, and I certainly have 
mine. I’m sure OD encompasses many 
different attributes, but to me it centrally 
includes the following: First, a body of 
humanistic values—values that say some-
thing about human beings, about us as 
practitioners, and about the people with 
whom we work in ongoing systems. Sec-
ond, personal, interpersonal, organiza-
tional, and inter-organizational processes 
deeply rooted in such values. And third, the 
possibility of growth (development. unfold-
ing) of individuals and of all other social 
entities toward ends widely and poignantly 
yearned for by the individuals with each 
entity. 

I think that we try, with our values 
and with our processes, to help those 
with whom we work to make explicit (to 

consciousness-raise) the objectives and 
purposes that are central to them and to 
work with them to help these unfold. As I 
think of words that are related to this con-
ception of OD, the following come to mind, 
and they cut across the three central atti-
rubtes of OD that I have mentioned: com-
mon purpose, community, peace, hope, 
trust, compassion, caring, love, involve-
ment, a sense of competence and of worth, 
development, fulfillment. 

Out of the years of close work I’ve 
had with many of you and people like 
you, I deeply believe that most, if not all 
of us have been primarily attracted to OD 
because of these attributes and because 
we have felt that our presence might make 
a difference with individuals, groups and 
organizations and the purposes they hold 
in common. If I were to ask you, “Why did 
you move into OD, and why do you stay 
in OD?”, you might give some kind of off-
the-cuff surface-level answer. But I think 
if I could watch you as you function and 
talk with you of your feelings as you face 
the agony that we often face in our work, 
the possibilities of burn-out, the tiredness 
and the discouragement, I would clearly 
sense that which keeps you centered in this 
work is a real adherence to these aspects 
of OD and your deep belief that in some 
small way you can make a difference about 
things that really matter to you in this life. 

You are not alone. As each of us plays 
his/her own small role in this profession, 
I say once again—as I’ve said often in 
speaking and in writing—that the princi-
ple instrument that we have to use in this 
field is ourselves. We do have the tool kit, 
but the effective use of that tool kit depends 
upon us—the sensitivity, the flexibility, the 
tolerance of ambiguity, the caring for the 
humanistic values, the setting of a model 
of what a human being can be. Very much 
depends upon us and who we are. 

Abe Maslow, in his last public session 
(at UCLA), said: “. . . helping in the first 
place is a very, very hard job and the helper 
can be a clumsy fool—the helper can be 
a hurter. Very frequently it would be best 
to be Taoistic about helping; to keep your 
damn’ hands off is frequently the best way 
to help. To know when to be available and 
when not is to think of the helper as being 

If I were to characterize OD at present, I would say that it 
is less humanistic than it was a few years ago; and I am 
concerned that the trend is in the direction of even less 
humanism. People are becoming less important to us, 
less central than issues such as, “Can I run this kind of 
exercise?” or “What is the latest method being used?”
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available, being a consultant, rather than 
being the manipulator, controller, inter-
ferer, giving orders and telling people what 
to do. . . . The helper is very frequently 
just a plain god-damn nuisance—as, for 
instance, anybody in the ghettos can tell 
you. Why should it be that the social work-
ers, who want to help, who devote their 
lives to helping, should be so frequently 
despised and hated? I’ve suggested that the 
Bodhisattvic kind of helping is a reliance 
on the self-choice of the person, with you 
the helper being available at the wish of 
the other, rather than you the helper taking 
control of the situation and telling people 

what to do. This implies a kind of humil-
ity, also, because in effect what I’m asking 
here is that the helper become a very per-
fect person. What is implied, therefore, is 
that one of the paths to being a helper is 
to become a better and better person . . . , 
in the sense of maturing, evolving, becom-
ing more fully human . . . . If you want to 
help other people best, improve yourself. 
Cure yourself . . . .”

Perhaps the first step in making OD 
operational is to see that we are operational 
ourselves. 

Robert Tannenbaum 
Ed Note: At the time this article 
was originally published, Bob 
Tannenbaum was Professor 
of the Development of Human 
Systems (Faculty Early Retire-
ment Program), Graduate School 
of Business, UCLA. He lived in 
Carmel, CA. 
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By Diana Vienne We know that long-lasting behavior and 
mindset shifts take sustained effort, sig-
nificant investment, and deep organiza-
tional commitment. But implementing 
real change is only possible when leaders 
can recognize and unlock the potential of 
pivotal moments along the engagement 
continuum—shifting employees from 
passive involvement to true leadership 
and advocacy.

The Engagement Journey 

Engaging hearts and minds is a long pro-
cess, which requires progressively increas-
ing levels of employee involvement. In our 
experience, the engagement journey moves 
through the following stages along a con-
tinuum (see Figure 1):
1.	 The journey begins with awareness: 

employees have knowledge of the 
change they will be embarking on.

2.	 Once employees are informed about 
upcoming changes, they can begin to 
understand why the changes need to 
be made. They develop a deeper under-
standing that will lay the foundation for 
further engagement.

3.	 If change is handled well and employ-
ees continue to engage, they can 

progress from understanding the 
“what” and the “why” to a new level: 
commitment. As leaders reinforce ben-
efits and address resistance and road-
blocks, employees can begin to believe 
in the change and are willing to be a 
part of the process leading to the new 
vision. 

4.	 When leaders believe the vision will 
have positive outcomes, employees 
begin to take action: they accelerate 
change by making the shifts necessary 
in their day-to-day activities to bring the 
vision to life. 

5.	 Once the commitment and action 
stages have been navigated success-
fully, employees will become advocates 
for the change and influence others to 
commit to take action with them. 

Figure 1 shows the key stages of the engage-
ment journey and the level of active 
involvement required. This model builds 
on the industry’s recognized stages on the 
employee engagement spectrum by adding 
a critical final stage—the proactive champi-
oning of change.

Employee Involvement
The Key To Commitment and Successful Change

“To shift hearts and minds, employees must be fully integrated into the key levers of the 
organization’s success and have a voice in decision-making, continuous improvement, 
and change initiatives.”

75Employee Involvement: The Key To Commitment and Successful Change



Commitment: The Pivot Point from 
Passive to Active Behaviors

Each stage of this process requires atten-
tion because the stages build upon each 
other. An employee will not move from 
awareness to advocacy without the interim 
stages of understanding, commitment and 
action. Commitment is the most critical 
stage in a person's engagement.

Commitment comes after awareness 
(“I have heard”) and understanding (“I 
know”). It’s where the heart comes into 
play. This is the point where an employee 
or manager can say “this is the right thing 
to do, I am ready to take voluntary action” 
(“I believe”). Only after moving through the 
feeling of commitment will an individual 
begin to embrace and activate the change—
because they see the value and positive 
impact in doing so. They move from being 
a passive participant to actively bringing 
the change to life.

To ensure commitment to change and 
to continue to push their people along the 
path to action, leaders must involve their 
people in the change process. Involvement is 
more than simply attending meetings or 
participating in events. To shift hearts and 
minds, employees must be fully integrated 
into the key levers of the organization’s 
success and have a voice in decision-
making, continuous improvement, and 
change initiatives.

Involvement is Critical for Commitment:  
A Case Example

Recently, we worked with a business unit of 
a global pharmaceutical company that was 
looking to gauge how well their new orga-
nizational priorities were being adopted 
and understood by their people. 

Their goals were to: 
	» Activate strategic priorities in their 

employees’ day-to-day work, 
	» Accelerate change adoption, 
	» Target solutions that overcome bar-

riers, and 
	» Engage key audiences.

To understand the current landscape, we 
conducted a listening tour, which included 

interviews with their executive team, and 
virtual focus groups with the executives’ 
respective employee teams. We asked for 
feedback on their adoption of new com-
pany priorities. We gathered data on 
communication, the level of change 
required, and the ideas individuals had 
on increasing effectiveness.

As a result of the findings, execu-
tives realized they had not moved the nee-
dle in a meaningful way. They realized 
that to drive adoption, they would need 
to get more involved and engaged. The 
leader of the business asked each execu-
tive to volunteer to lead the workstreams 
that were most interesting to them. Work-
streams were defined as initiatives that 
addressed priorities—specifically, bar-
riers to success in their new working 
model, such as simplification, communi-
cation, and career pathing. They invited 
high performing employees to partici-
pate. Leaders and employees committed to 
work together and built action plans into 
their day-to-day jobs that delivered progress 
on these business priorities.

How Involvement Paid Off for This Client

A move from passive to active involvement
Because both leaders and employees 
were involved in creating and implement-
ing solutions, members of the team were 
able to pivot quickly and move along the 
engagement continuum to action and 
advocacy.

Building accountability and opportunity
The leader of this business unit wanted to 
communicate how important outcomes 
would be, so he fully integrated expected 
results into team members’ performance 
goals, building accountability for very clear 
deliverables. Going forward, he instituted 
rotating membership within workstreams 
to build a holistic accountability to the suc-
cess of all the work. 

A rotating mix of leaders and employ-
ees working on these workstreams has 
many added benefits and opportunities. 
Leaders can tap fresh perspectives, improve 
collaboration, and elicit global opinions. 
The structure also recognizes high per-
formers by giving them access to lead-
ers and accountability for success. This 

Figure 1: Notion Engagement Continuum
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approach builds a network of champions 
and alumni, helping to amplify the long-
term impact of the work. 

Workstream outcomes:
1.	 Career development innovations 

Career development workstream par-
ticipants were tasked with finding ways 
for their people to advance their careers 
by getting more experience and expo-
sure. As a result of their work, the com-
pany will pilot a job-shadowing and 
job-swap program in 2020 and redefine 
the career building approach for the 
organization. 

2.	 More collaboration and information 
sharing across the globe
The research from our listening tour 
revealed that collaboration and commu-
nication were main concerns in imple-
menting their new business model. 
The company created a workstream 
that addressed alignment between the 
global team and the country business 
units. The workstream helped standard-
ize how information is shared and is 
now creating processes to leverage best 
practices across geographies.

3.	 Streamlining for meaningful work
The efficiencies workstream made sig-
nificant progress in streamlining how 
work gets done, both individually and 
as an organization. As a result, 75% of 
colleagues have seen “some or major 
impact on meaningful time available 
for work.” The workstream will con-
tinue their work and tackle more signif-
icant organizational streamlining in the 
months ahead.

Ultimately, 7,500 people will be impacted 
by the changes implemented by these 
workstreams. 

As these programs continue to gain 
momentum and more participants move 
along the change continuum, they are 
more likely to become champions for the 
change and bring others along with them 
on the journey. 

Conclusion

We encourage who seek engagement, to 
think first about how to involve leaders and 
employees. We have found involvement is 
an important investment in long-term com-
mitment and change success.

Diana Vienne is senior partner at 
Notion Consulting with experience 
in transformation, talent and OD. 
She built her career in consulting 
at Deloitte and PwC, then as chief 
talent officer with Omnicom and 
Havas. Diana supports non-profits 
and holds an MA from NYU in busi-
ness education and organizational 
effectiveness. She can be reached 
at diana@notionconsulting.com.
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