Chapter 2. Choosing the Depth of Organizational Intervention
Introduction

I wrote this paper just before I left the US in 1968, for a sojourn that was to last eight
years. It was the first of my papers that went beyond my interest in T groups and
experiential learning. As pointed out above, during the middle and late sixties, many
of us began to look for ways to bring openness and trust into work groups without
exposing members to the risk of reprisals. Such inventions as Process Consultation
(Schein, 1969) and Task Oriented Team Development were part of the search. This
paper, together with "Role Negotiation" (Harrison, 1972*-c, retitled for this work) is the
fruit of my own explorations into the subject.
I have always had an eye for the shadow side of our profession, and in my work with T
groups, [ had seen the power of groups to damage members through pressure and
attack. I had already written one paper advocating respect for peoples’ fears and
defenses (Harrison, 1963*) and in the present paper I extended that reasoning to what
was to become the field of Organization Development (the reader will note that OD is
not mentioned in this paper, as the term was not then in common use). My reasoning
was simple. Noticing the agitation and defensiveness that people displayed as a
discussion became deeper and more personal, I came up with the idea of dealing with
problems at the shallowest level at which they could be usefully addressed. This
reversed the preferences and predilections of most of my colleagues, who were often
imbued with the idea that truth lay ever deeper, and that accepting the client's
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derived originally from psychoanalysis and was in my experience usually
unquestioned by practitioners. Ithought that by standing the conventional wisdom
on its head, I might at least get colleagues to question whether the push for depth was
serving the clients' needs or their own.

If I have learned anything during my career as consultant, it is to respect the forces
within an organization, and to work with them wherever possible. "Choosing the
Depth of Organizational Intervention” reflects my dawning appreciation and respect
for the power of organizational and personal defenses. For me, the basic principles
first articulated here have become stronger and more essential over time, although
their mode of application is now very different from when I first wrote about them. I
have appended an "Afterword" to the paper in order to share with readers how I am
working with the principles now.

This early paper seems to have traveled rather well. It has been reprinted several
times and often photocopied. When I meet people who know me only through my
writing, it is the one piece they most often refer to as having affected their thinking. I
like to think that it may have helped them look for ways to intervene in organizations
that are more homeopathic than allopathic, more oriented to wholeness and healing
than to overcoming resistance to change.

Choosing the Depth of Organizational Intervention!

'In my earlier papers, the male pronoun was used extensively. After I returned to the US in 1976,

changed my writing style, along with (more slowly!) my consciousness. I have chosen to leave the earlier



Since World War II there has been a great proliferation of behavioral science-based
methods by which consultants seek to facilitate growth and change in individuals,
groups, and organizations. The methods range from operations analysis and
manipulation of the organization chart, through the use of Grid Laboratories, T
Groups, and nonverbal techniques. As was true in the development of clinical
psychology and psychotherapy, the early stages of this developmental process tend to
be accompanied by considerable competition, criticism, and argument about the
relative merits of various approaches. It is my conviction that controversy over the
relative goodness or badness, effectiveness or ineffectiveness, of various change
strategies really accomplishes very little in the way of increased knowledge or
unification of behavioral science. Aslong as we are arguing about what method is
better than another, we tend to learn very little about how various approaches fit
together or complement one another, and we certainly make more difficult and
ambiguous the task of bringing these competing points of view within one
overarching system of knowledge about human processes.

As our knowledge increases, it begins to be apparent that these competing change
strategies are not really different ways of doing the same thing—some more effective
and some less effective—but rather that they are different ways of doing different
things. They touch the individual, the group, or the organization in different aspects of

their functioning. They require differing kinds and amounts of commitment on the
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part of the client for them to be successful, and they demand different varieties and
levels of skills and abilities on the part of the practitioner.

I believe that there is a real need for conceptual models which differentiate
intervention strategies from one another in a way which permits rational matching of
strategies to organizational change problems. The purpose of this paper is to present a
modest beginning which I have made toward a conceptualization of strategies, and to
derive from this conceptualization some criteria for choosing appropriate methods of
intervention in particular applications.

The point of view of this paper is that the depth of individual emotional involvement
in the change process can be a central concept for differentiating change strategies. In
focusing on this dimension, we are concerned with the extent to which core areas of
the personality or self are the focus of the change attempt. Strategies which touch the
more deep, personal, private, and central aspects of the individual or his relationships
with others fall toward the deeper end of this continuum. Strategies which deal with
more external aspects of the individual and which focus upon the more formal and
public aspects of role behavior tend to fall toward the surface end of the depth
dimension. This dimension has the advantage that it is relatively easy to rank change
strategies upon it and to get fairly close consensus as to the ranking. It is a widely
discussed dimension of difference which has meaning and relevance to practitioners
and their clients. I hope in this paper to promote greater flexibility and rationality in
choosing appropriate depths of intervention. I shall approach this task by examining
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two important organizational processes tend to make demands and to set limits upon
the depth of intervention which can produce effective change in organizational
functioning. These two processes are the autonomy of organization members and
their own perception of their needs for help.

Before illustrating the concept by ranking five common intervention strategies along
the dimension of depth, I should like to define the dimension somewhat more
precisely. We are concerned essentially with how private, individual, and hidden are
the issues and processes about which the consultant attempts directly to obtain
information and which he seeks to influence. If the consultant seeks information
about relatively public and observable aspects of behavior and relationship and if he
tries to influence directly only these relatively surface characteristics and processes,
we would then categorize his intervention strategy as being closer to the surface. If,
on the other hand, the consultant seeks information about very deep and private
perceptions, attitudes, or feelings and if he intervenes in a way which directly affects
these processes, then we would classify his intervention strategy as one of
considerable depth. To illustrate the surface end of the dimension let us look first at
operations research or operations analysis. This strategy is concerned with the roles
and functions to be performed within the organization, generally with little regard to
the individual characteristics of persons occupying the roles. The change strategy is to
manipulate role relationships; in other words, to redistribute the tasks, the resources,
and the relative power attached to various roles in the organization. This is essentially
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determined and specified and then sliced up into role definitions for persons and
groups in the organization. The operations analyst does not ordinarily need to know
much about particular people. Indeed, his function is to design the organization in
such a way that its successful operation does not depend too heavily upon any
uniquely individual skills, abilities, values, or attitudes of persons in various roles. He
may perform this function adequately without knowing in advance who the people
are who will fill these slots. Persons are assumed to be moderately interchangeable,
and in order to make this approach work it is necessary to design the organization so
that the capacities, needs, and values of the individual which are relevant to role
performance are relatively public and observable, and are possessed by a fairly large
proportion of the population from which organization members are drawn. The
approach is certainly one of very modest depth.

Somewhat deeper are those strategies which are based upon evaluating individual
performance and attempting to manipulate it directly. Included in this approach is
much of the industrial psychologist's work in selection, placement, appraisal, and
counseling of employees. The intervener is concerned with what the individual is able
and likely to do and achieve rather than with processes internal to the individual.
Direct attempts to influence performance may be made through the application of
rewards and punishments such as promotions, salary increases, or transfers within the
organization. An excellent illustration of this focus on end results is the practice of
management by objectives. The intervention process is focused on establishing

mutually agreed upon goals for performance between the individual and his



supervisor. The practice is considered to be particularly advantageous because it
permits the supervisor to avoid a focus on personal characteristics of the subordinate,
particularly those deeper, more central characteristics which managers generally have
difficulty in discussing with those who work under their supervision. The process is
designed to limit information exchange to that which is public and observable, such as
the setting of performance goals and the success or failure of the individual in
attaining them.

Because of its focus on end results, rather than on the process by which those results
are achieved, management by objectives must be considered less deep than the broad
area of concern with work style which I shall term instrumental process analysis. We
are concerned here not only with performance but with the processes by which that
performance is achieved. However, we are primarily concerned with styles and
processes of work rather than with the processes of interpersonal relationships which
[ would classify as being deeper on the basic dimension.

In instrumental process analysis we are concerned with how a person likes to
organize and conduct his work and with the impact which this style of work has on
others in the organization. Principally, we are concerned with how a person perceives
his role, what he values and disvalues in it, and with what he works hard on and what
he chooses to ignore. We are also interested in the instrumental acts which the
individual directs toward others: delegating authority or reserving decisions to
himself, communicating or withholding information, collaborating or competing with

others on work-related issues. The focus on instrumentality means that we are



interested in the person primarily as a doer of work or a performer of functions
related to the goals of the organization. We are interested in what facilitates or
inhibits his effective task performance.

We are not interested per se in whether his relationships with others are happy or
unhappy, whether they perceive him as too warm or too cold, too authoritarian or too
laissez faire, or any other of the many interpersonal relationships which arise as
people associate in organizations. However, I do not mean to imply that the line
between instrumental relationships and interpersonal ones is an easy one to draw in
action and practice, or even that it is desirable that this be done.

Depth Gauges: Level of Tasks and Feelings

What I am saying is that an intervention strategy can focus on instrumentality or it can
focus on interpersonal relationships, and that there are important consequences of
this difference in depth of intervention.

When we intervene at the level of instrumentality, it is to change work behavior and
working relationships. Frequently this involves the process of bargaining or
negotiation between groups and individuals. Diagnoses are made of the satisfactions
or dissatisfactions of organization members with one another's work behavior.
Reciprocal adjustments, bargains, and trade-offs can then be arranged in which each
party gets some modification in the behavior of the other at the cost to him of some
reciprocal accommodation. For example, Blake and Mouton's well known Managerial
Grid (Blake and Mouton, incomplete) works at the level of instrumentality, and it

involves bargaining and negotiation of role behavior as an important change process.



At the deeper level of interpersonal relationships the focus is on feelings, attitudes,
and perceptions which organization members have about others. At this level we are
concerned with the quality of human relationships within the organization, with
warmth and coldness of members to one another, and with the experiences of
acceptance and rejection, love and hate, trust and suspicion among groups and
individuals. At this level the consultant probes for normally hidden feelings, attitudes,
and perceptions. He works to create relationships of openness about feelings and to
help members to develop mutual understanding of one another as persons.
Interventions are directed toward helping organization members to be more
comfortable in being authentically themselves with one another, and the degree of
mutual caring and concern is expected to increase. Sensitivity training using T Groups
is a basic intervention strategy at this level. T-Group educators emphasize increased
personalization of relationships, the development of trust and openness, and the
exchange of feelings. Interventions at this level deal directly and intensively with
interpersonal emotionality. This is the first intervention strategy we have examined
which is at a depth where the feelings of organization members about one another as
persons are a direct focus of the intervention strategy. At the other levels, such
feelings certainly exist and may be expressed, but they are not a direct concern of the
intervention. The transition from the task orientation of instrumental process analysis
to the feeling orientation of interpersonal process analysis seemes, as I shall suggest

later, to be a critical one for many organization members.



The deepest level of intervention which will be considered in this paper is that of
intrapersonal analysis. Here the consultant uses a variety of methods to reveal the
individual's deeper attitudes, values, and conflicts regarding his own functioning,
identity, and existence. The focus is generally on increasing the range of experiences
which the individual can bring into awareness and cope with. The material may be
dealt with at the fantasy or symbolic level, and the intervention strategies include
many which are non-interpersonal and nonverbal. Some examples of this approach
are the use of marathon T-Group sessions, the creative risk-taking laboratory
approach of Byrd (Byrd, 1967), and some aspects of the task group therapy approach of
Clark (Clark, 1966). These approaches all tend to bring into focus very deep and
intense feelings about one's own identity and one's relationships with significant
others. Group dynamics conferences on the "Tavistock model," such as those offered
by the A. K. Rice Institute, are also powerfully evocative of deep personal material.
Although I have characterized deeper interventions as dealing increasingly with the
individual's affective life, I do not imply that issues at less deep levels may not be
emotionally charged. Issues of role differentiation, reward distribution, ability and
performance evaluation, for example, are frequently invested with strong feelings.
The concept of depth is concerned more with the accessibility and individuality of
attitudes, values, and perceptions than it is with their strength. This narrowing of the
common usage of the term, depth, is necessary to avoid the contradictions which
occur when strength and inaccessibility are confused. For instance, passionate value
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management over economic issues which are surely toward the surface end of my
concept of depth.

In order to understand the importance of the concept of depth for choosing
interventions in organizations, let us consider the effects upon organization members
of working at different levels.

The first of the important concomitants of depth is the degree of dependence of the
client on the special competence of the change agent. At the surface end of the depth
dimension, the methods of intervention are easily communicated and made public.
The client may reasonably expect to learn something of the change agent's skills to
improve his own practice. At the deeper levels, such as interpersonal and
intrapersonal process analyses, it is more difficult for the client to understand the
methods of intervention. The change agent is more likely to be seen as a person of
special and unusual powers not found in ordinary men. Skills of intervention and
change are less frequently learned by organization members, and the change process
may tend to become personalized around the change agent as leader. Programs of
change which are so dependent upon personal relationships and individual expertise
are difficult to institutionalize. When the change agent leaves the system, he may not
only take his expertise with him but the entire change process as well.

A second aspect of the change process which varies with depth is the extent to which
the benefits of an intervention are transferable to members of the organization not
originally participating in the change process. At surface levels of operations analysis

and performance evaluation, the effects are institutionalized in the form of



procedures, policies, and practices of the organization which may have considerable
permanence beyond the tenure of individuals. At the level of instrumental behavior,
the continuing effects of intervention are more likely to reside in the informal norms
of groups within the organization regarding such matters as delegation,
communication, decision making, competition and collaboration, and conflict
resolution.

At the deepest levels of intervention, the target of change is the individual's inner life;
and if the intervention is successful, the permanence of individual change should be
greatest. There are indeed dramatic reports of cases in which persons have changed
their careers and life goals as a result of such interventions, and the persistence of
such change appears to be relatively high.

One consequence, then, of the level of intervention is that with greater depth of focus
the individual increasingly becomes both the target and the carrier of change. In the
light of this analysis, it is not surprising to observe that deeper levels of intervention
are increasingly being used at higher organizational levels and in scientific and service
organizations where the contribution of the individual has greatest impact.

An important concomitant of depth is that as the level of intervention becomes
deeper, the information needed to intervene effectively becomes less available. At the
less personal level of operations analysis, the information is often a matter of record.
At the level of performance evaluation, it is a matter of observation. On the other
hand, reactions of others to a person's work style are less likely to be discussed freely,

and the more personal responses to his interpersonal style are even less likely to be



readily given. At the deepest levels, important information may not be available to the
individual himself. Thus, as we go deeper the consultant must use more of his time
and skill uncovering information which is ordinarily private and hidden. This is one
reason for the greater costs of interventions at deeper levels of focus.

Another aspect of the change process which varies with the depth of intervention is
the personal risk and unpredictability of outcome for the individual. At deeper levels
we deal with aspects of the individual's view of himself and his relationships with
others which are relatively untested by exposure to the evaluations and emotional
reactions of others. If in the change process the individual's self-perceptions are
strongly disconfirmed, the resulting imbalance in internal forces may produce sudden
changes in behavior, attitudes, and personality integration.

Because of the private and hidden nature of the processes into which we intervene at
deeper levels, it is difficult to predict the individual impact of the change process in
advance. The need for clinical sensitivity and skill on the part of the practitioner thus
increases, since he must be prepared to diagnose and deal with developing situations
involving considerable stress upon individuals.

Autonomy Increases Depth of Intervention

The foregoing analysis suggests a criterion by which to match intervention strategies
to particular organizational problems. It is fo intervene at a level no deeper than that
required to produce enduring solutions to the problems at hand. This criterion
derives directly from the observations above. The cost, skill demands, client

dependency, and variability of outcome all increase with depth of intervention.



Further, as the depth of intervention increases, the effects tend to locate more in the
individual and less in the organization. The danger of losing the organization's
investment in the change with the departure of the individual becomes a significant
consideration. While this general criterion is simple and straightforward, its
application is not. In particular, although the criterion should operate in the direction
of less depth of intervention, there is a general trend in modern organizational life
which tends to push the intervention level ever deeper. This trend is toward
increased self-direction of organization members and increased independence of
external pressures and incentives. I believe that there is a direct relationship between
the autonomy of individuals and the depth of intervention needed to effect
organizational change.

Before going on to discuss this relationship, I shall acknowledge freely that I cannot
prove the existence of a trend toward a general increase in freedom of individuals
within organizations. Iintend only to assert the great importance of the degree of
individual autonomy in determining the level of intervention which will be effective.
In order to understand the relationship between autonomy and depth of intervention,
it is necessary to conceptualize a dimension which parallels and is implied by the
depth dimension we have been discussing. This is the dimension of predictability and
variability among persons in their responses to the different kinds of incentives which
may be used to influence behavior in the organization. The key assumption in this

analysis is that the more unpredictable and unique is the individual's response to the



particular kinds of controls and incentives one can bring to bear upon him, the more
one must know about that person in order to influence his behavior.

Most predictable and least individual is the response of the person to economic and
bureaucratic controls when his needs for economic income and security are high. It is
not necessary to delve very deeply into a person's inner processes in order to
influence his behavior if we know that he badly needs his income and his position and
if we are in a position to control his access to these rewards. Responses to economic
and bureaucratic controls tend to be relatively simple and on the surface.
Independence of Economic Incentive

If for any reason organization members become relatively uninfluenceable through
the manipulation of their income and economic security, the management of
performance becomes strikingly more complex; and the need for more personal
information about the individual increases. Except very generally, we do not know
automatically or in advance what style of instrumental or interpersonal interaction
will be responded to as negative or positive incentives by the individual. One person
may appreciate close supervision and direction; another may value independence of
direction. One may prefer to work alone; another may function best when he is in
close communication with others. One may thrive in close, intimate, personal
interaction; while others are made uncomfortable by any but cool and distant
relationships with colleagues.

What I am saying is that when bureaucratic and economic incentives lose their force

for whatever reason, the improvement of performance must involve linking



organizational goals to the individual's attempts to meet his own needs for satisfying
instrumental activities and interpersonal relationships. It is for this reason that I make
the assertion that increases in personal autonomy dictate change interventions at
deeper and more personal levels. In order to obtain the information necessary to link
organizational needs to individual goals, one must probe fairly deeply into the
attitudes, values, and emotions of the organization members.

If the need for deeper personal information becomes great when we intervene at the
instrumental and interpersonal levels, it becomes even greater when one is dealing
with organization members who are motivated less through their transactions with
the environment and more in response to internal values and standards. An example
is the researcher, engineer, or technical specialist whose work behavior may be
influenced more by his own values and standards of creativity or professional
excellence than by his relationships with others. The deepest organizational
interventions at the intrapersonal level may be required in order to effect change
when working with persons who are highly self-directed.

Let me summarize my position about the relationship among autonomy, influence,
and level of intervention. As the individual becomes less subject to economic and
bureaucratic pressures, he tends to seek more intangible rewards in the organization
which come from both the instrumental and interpersonal aspects of the system. 1
view this as a shift from greater external to more internal control and as an increase in

autonomy. Further shifts in this direction may involve increased independence of



rewards and punishments mediated by others, in favor of operation in accordance
with internal values and standards.

I view organizations as systems of reciprocal influence. Achievement of organization
goals is facilitated when individuals can seek their own satisfactions through activity
which promotes the goals of the organization. As the satisfactions which are of most
value to the individual change, so must the reciprocal influence systems, if the
organization goals are to continue to be met.

If the individual changes are in the direction of increased independence of external
incentives, then the influence systems must change to provide opportunities for
individuals to achieve more intangible, self-determined satisfactions in their work.
However, people are more differentiated, complex, and unique in their intangible
goals and values than in their economic needs. In order to create systems which offer
a wide variety of intangible satisfactions, much more private information about
individuals is needed than is required to create and maintain systems based chiefly on
economic and bureaucratic controls. For this reason, deeper interventions are called
for when the system which they would attempt to change contains a high proportion
of relatively autonomous individuals.

There are a number of factors promoting autonomy, all tending to free the individual
from dependence upon economic and bureaucratic controls, which I have observed
in my work with organizations. Wherever a number of these factors exist, it is
probably an indication that deeper levels of intervention are required to effect lasting

improvements in organizational functioning. I shall simply list these indicators briefly



in categories to show what kinds of things might signify to the practitioner that deeper
levels of intervention may be appropriate.
The first category includes anything which makes the evaluation of individual
performance difficult:
A long time span between the individual's actions and the results by which
effectiveness of performance is to be judged.
Non-repetitive, unique tasks which cannot be evaluated by reference to the
performance of others on similar tasks. Specialized skills and abilities
possessed by an individual which cannot be evaluated by a supervisor who
does not possess the skills or knowledge himself.
The second category concerns economic conditions:
Arrangements which secure the job tenure and/or income of the individual.
A market permitting easy transfer from one organization to another (e.g.,
engineers in the United States aerospace industry).
Unique skills and knowledge of the individual which make him difficult to
replace.
The third category includes characteristics of the system or its environment which
lead to independence of the parts of the organization and decentralization of authority
such as:
An organization which works on a project basis instead of producing a

standard line of products.



An organization in which subparts must be given latitude to deal rapidly

and flexibly with frequent environmental change.
The Ethics of Delving Deeper
I should like to conclude the discussion of this criterion for depth of intervention with
a brief reference to the ethics of intervention, a problem which merits considerably
more thorough treatment than I can give it here.
There is considerable concern in the United States about invasion of privacy by
behavioral scientists. I would agree that such invasion of privacy is an actual as well as
a fantasized concomitant of the use of organizational change strategies of greater
depth. The recourse by organizations to such strategies has been widely viewed as an
indication of greater organizational control over the most personal and private aspects
of the lives of the members. The present analysis suggests, however, that recourse to
these deeper interventions actually reflects the greater freedom of organization
members from traditionally crude and impersonal means of organizational control.
There is no reason to be concerned about man's attitudes or values or interpersonal
relationships when his job performance can be controlled by brute force, by
economic coercion, or by bureaucratic rules and regulations. The "invasion of
privacy” becomes worth the cost, bother, and uncertainty of outcome only when the
individual has achieved relative independence from control by other means. Put
another way, it makes organizational sense to try to get a man to want to do something
only if you cannot make him do it. And regardless of what intervention strategy is

used, the individual still retains considerably greater control over his own behavior



than he had when he could be manipulated more crudely. As long as we can maintain
a high degree of voluntarism regarding the nature and extent of an individual's
participation in the deeper organizational change strategies, these strategies can work
toward adapting the organization to the individual quite as much as they work the
other way around. Only when an individual's participation in one of the deeper
change strategies is coerced by economic or bureaucratic pressures, do I feel that the
ethics of the intervention clearly run counter to the values of a democratic society.
The Role of Client Norms and Values in Determining Depth

So far our attention to the choice of level of intervention has focused upon locating
the depth at which the information exists which must be exchanged to facilitate
system improvement. Unfortunately, the choice of an intervention strategy cannot
practically be made with reference to this criterion alone. Even if a correct diagnosis
is made of the level at which the relevant information lies, we may not be able to work
effectively at the desired depth because of client norms, values, resistances, and fears..
In an attempt to develop a second criterion for depth of intervention which takes such
dispositions on the part of the client into account, I have considered two approaches
which represent polarized orientations to the problem. One approach is based upon
analyzing and overcoming client resistance; the other is based upon discovering and
joining forces with the self-articulated wants or "felt needs" of the client.

There are several ways of characterizing these approaches. To me, the simplest is to
point out that when the change agent is resistance-oriented he tends to lead or

influence the client to work at a depth greater than that at which the latter feels



comfortable. When resistance-oriented, the change agent tends to mistrust the
client's statement of his problems and of the areas where he wants help. He suspects
the client's presentation of being a smoke screen or defense against admission of his
"real” problems and needs. The consultant works to expose the underlying processes
and concerns and to influence the client to work at a deeper level. The
resistance-oriented approach grows out of the work of clinicians and
psychotherapists, and it characterizes much of the work of organizational consultants
who specialize in sensitivity training and deeper intervention strategies.

On the other hand, change agents may be oriented to the self-articulated needs of
clients. When so oriented, the consultant tends more to follow and facilitate the client
in working at whatever level the latter sets for himself. He may assist the client in
defining problems and needs and in working on solutions, but he is inclined to try to
anchor his work in the norms, values, and accepted standards of behavior of the
organization.

I believe that there is a tendency for change agents working at the interpersonal and
deeper levels to adopt a rather consistent resistance-oriented approach. Consultants
so oriented seem to take a certain quixotic pride in dramatically and self-consciously
violating organizational norms. Various techniques have been developed for
pressuring or seducing organization members into departing from organizational
norms in the service of change. The "marathon” T Group is a case in point, where the

increased irritability and fatigue of prolonged contact and lack of sleep move



participants to deal with one another more emotionally, personally, and
spontaneously than they would normally be willing to do.

I suspect that unless such norm-violating intervention efforts actually succeed in
changing organizational norms, their effects are relatively short-lived, because the
social structures and interpersonal linkages have not been created which can utilize
for day-to-day problem solving the deeper information produced by the intervention.
It is true that the consultant may succeed in producing information, but he is less
likely to succeed in creating social structures which can continue to work in his
absence. The problem is directly analogous to that of the community developer who
succeeds by virtue of his personal influence in getting villagers to build a school or a
community center which falls into disuse as soon as he leaves because of the lack of
any integration of these achievements into the social structure and day-to-day needs
and desires of the community. Community developers have had to learn through
bitter failure and frustration that ignoring or subverting the standards and norms of a
social system often results in temporary success followed by a reactionary increase in
resistance to the influence of the change agent. On the other hand, felt needs embody
those problems, issues, and difficulties which have a high conscious priority on the
part of community or organization members. We can expect individuals and groups
to be ready to invest time, energy, and resources in dealing with their felt needs, while
they will be relatively passive or even resistant toward those who attempt to help them
with externally defined needs. Community developers have found that attempts to

help with felt needs are met with greater receptivity, support, and integration within



the structure and life of the community than are intervention attempts which rely
primarily upon the developer's value system for setting need priorities.

The emphasis of many organizational change agents on confronting and working
through resistances was developed originally in the practice of individual
psychoanalysis and psychotherapy, and it is also a central concept in the conduct of
therapy groups and sensitivity training laboratories. In all of these situations, the
change agent has a high degree of environmental control and is at least temporarily
in a high status position with respect to the client. To a degree that is frequently
underestimated by practitioners, we manage to create a situation in which it is more
unpleasant for the client to leave than it is to stay and submit to the pressure to
confront and work through resistances. I believe that the tendency is for behavioral
scientists to overplay their hands when they move from the clinical and training
situations, where they have environmental control, to the organizational consulting
situation, where their control is sharply attenuated.

This attenuation derives only partially from the relative ease with which the client can
terminate the relationship. Even if this most drastic step is not taken, the consultant
can be tolerated, misled, and deceived in ways which are relatively difficult in the
therapeutic or human relations training situations. He can also be openly defied and
blocked if he runs afoul of strongly shared group norms; whereas when the consultant
is dealing with a group of strangers, he can often utilize differences among the
members to overcome this kind of resistance. I suspect that, in general, behavioral

scientists underestimate their power in working .with individuals and groups of



strangers, and overestimate it when working with individuals and groups in
organizations. I emphasize this point because I believe that a good many potentially
fruitful and mutually satisfying consulting relationships are terminated early because
of the consultant's taking the role of overcomer of resistance to change rather than
that of collaborator in the client's attempts at solving his problems. It is these
considerations which lead me to suggest my second criterion for the choice of
organization intervention strategy: fo intervene at a level no deeper than that at which
the energy and resources of the client can be committed to problem solving and to
change. These energies and resources can be mobilized through obtaining
legitimation for the intervention in the norms of the organization and through
devising intervention strategies which have clear relevance to consciously felt needs
on the part of the organization members.

The Consultant’'s Dilemma: Felt Needs vs. Deeper Levels

Unfortunately, it is doubtless true that the forces which influence the conditions we
desire to change often exist at deeper levels than can be dealt with by adhering to the
criterion of working within organization norms and meeting felt needs. The level at
which an individual or group is willing and ready to invest energy and resources is
probably always determined partly by a realistic assessment of the problems and
partly by a defensive need to avoid confrontation and significant change. It is thus not
likely that our two criteria for selection of intervention depth will result in the same
decisions when practically applied. It is not the same to intervene at the level where

behavior-determining forces are most potent as it is to work on felt needs as they are



articulated by the client. This, it seems to me, is the consultant's dilemma. It always
has been. We are continually faced with the choice between leading the client into
areas which are threatening, unfamiliar, and dependency-provoking for him (and
where our own expertise shows up to best advantage) or, on the other hand, being
guided by the client's own understanding of his problems and his willingness to invest
resources in particular kinds of relatively familiar and non-threatening strategies.
When time permits, this dilemma is ideally dealt with by intervening first at a level
where there is good support from the norms, power structure, and felt needs of
organizational members. The consultant can then, over a period of time, develop
trust, sophistication, and support within the organization to explore deeper levels at
which particularly important forces may be operating. This would probably be agreed
to, at least in principle, by most organizational consultants. The point at which I feel I
differ from a significant number of workers in this field is that I would advocate that
interventions should always be limited to the depth of the client's felt needs and
readiness to legitimize intervention. I believe we should always avoid moving deeper
at a pace which outstrips a client system's willingness to subject itself to exposure,
dependency, and threat. What I am saying is that if the dominant response of
organization members indicates that an intervention violates system norms regarding
exposure, privacy, and confrontation, then one has intervened too deeply and should
pull back to a level at which organization members are more ready to invest their own
energy in the change process. This point of view is thus in opposition to that which

sees negative reactions primarily as indications of resistances which are to be brought



out into the open, confronted, and worked through as a central part of the
intervention process. I believe that behavioral scientists acting as organizational
consultants have tended to place overmuch emphasis on the overcoming of resistance
to change and have under-emphasized the importance of enlisting in the service of
change the energies and resources which the client can consciously direct and
willingly devote to problem solving.

What is advocated here is that we in general accept the client's felt needs or the
problems he presents as real and that we work on them at a level at which he can
serve as a competent and willing collaborator. This position is in opposition to one
which sees the presenting problem as more or less a smoke screen or barrier. I am
not advocating this point of view because I value the right to privacy of organization
members more highly than I value their growth and development or the solution of
organizational problems. (This is an issue which concerns me, but it is enormously
more complex than the ones with which I am dealing in this paper.) Rather, I place
first priority on collaboration with the client, because I do not think we are frequently
successful consultants without it.

In my own practice I have observed that the change in client response is frequently
quite striking when I move from a resistance-oriented approach to an acceptance of
the client's norms and definitions of his own needs. With quite a few organizational
clients in the United States, the line of legitimacy seems to lie somewhere between
interventions at the instrumental level and those focused on interpersonal

relationships. Members who exhibit hostility, passivity, and dependence when I



initiate intervention at the interpersonal level may become dramatically more active,
collaborative, and involved when I shift the focus to the instrumental level.

If I intervene directly at the level of interpersonal relationships, I can be sure that at
least some members, and often the whole group, will react with anxiety, passive
resistance, and low or negative commitment to the change process. Furthermore,
they express their resistance in terms of norms and values regarding the
appropriateness or legitimacy of dealing at this level. They say things like, "It isn't right
to force people's feelings about one another out into the open”; "I don't see what this
has to do with improving organizational effectiveness”; "People are being encouraged
to say things which are better left unsaid."

If I then switch to a strategy which focuses on decision making, delegation of
authority, information exchange, and other instrumental questions, these complaints
about illegitimacy and the inappropriateness of the intervention are usually sharply
reduced. This does not mean that the clients are necessarily comfortable or free from
anxiety in the discussions, nor does it mean that strong feelings may not be expressed
about one another's behavior. What is different is that the clients are more likely to
work with instead of against me, to feel and express some sense of ownership in the
change process, and to see many more possibilities for carrying it on among
themselves in the absence of the consultant.

What I have found is that when I am resistance-oriented in my approach to the client,
[ am apt to feel rather uncomfortable in "letting sleeping dogs lie." When, on the other

hand, I orient myself to the client's own assessment of his needs, I am uncomfortable



when I feel I am leading or pushing the client to operate very far outside the shared
norms of the organization. I have tried to indicate why I believe the latter orientation
is more appropriate. I realize of course that many highly sophisticated and talented
practitioners will not agree with me.

In summary, I have tried to show in this paper that the dimension of depth should be
central to the conceptualization of intervention strategies. I have presented what I
believe are the major consequences of intervening at greater or lesser depths, and
from these consequences I have suggested two criteria for choosing the appropriate
depth of intervention: first, to intervene at a level no deeper than that required to
produce enduring solutions to the problems at hand; and second, to intervene at a
level no deeper than that at which the energy and resources of the client can be
committed to problem solving and to change.

I have analyzed the tendency for increases in individual autonomy in organizations to
push the appropriate level of intervention deeper when the first criterion is followed.
Opposed to this is the countervailing influence of the second criterion to work closer
to the surface in order to enlist the energy and support of organization members in
the change process. Arguments have been presented for resolving this dilemma in
favor of the second, more conservative, criterion.

The dilemma remains, of course; the continuing tension under which the change
agent works is between the desire to lead and push, or to collaborate and follow. The

middle ground is never very stable, and I suspect we show our values and preferences



by which criterion we choose to maximize when we are under the stress of difficult
and ambiguous client-consultant relationships.

Afterthoughts on "Choosing the Depth of Organizational Intervention”
[ have recently (1991) revisited the model put forward in this paper, some twenty-four
years earlier, and have found it surprisingly viable and relevant. The issues are
different, of course. We have become much more sophisticated about managing the
level of stress and personal confrontation in team development sessions. Our clients
have become more clear about what they want from us and what they will and won't
tolerate.
Most recently, however, I have seen the practice of Organization Transformation (OT)
and "culture change” as raising once again the issues addressed in this paper. The
ideals of empowerment, openness, trust, and concern for people are as important to
me as they ever were—more, because of my conviction that they are keys to ending
our destructiveness as inhabitants of this Planet. However, when we seek to lead our
clients into areas that they have defined as personal and irrelevant to business, we can
expect a great deal of resistance, and just plain incomprehension. Whatever the
intrinsic worth of our current passions, if we cannot establish a clear link between
what we do and the business purposes of our clients, we are in for lot of foot
dragging—and ultimate failure. In that regard, the caveats in this paper are as relevant
and timely as they ever were. Since the paper was published, however, a great deal of
ingenuity has been applied to create organization development technologies that

combine both moderate depth and relevance to business issues. My own Role



Negotiation (in this volume) was an early step in that direction. Lately, Future Search
(Weisbord, 1993), Appreciative Inquiry (Cooperrider, 1990), and other "whole systems"
approaches to organization diagnosis and the planning of change (Spencer, 1989) are
examples of work that meets my criteria for appropriate depth and business
relevance. Figure 2.1, below, shows a scale of intervention depth, together with typical
interventions at each level.

Figure 2.1. Interventions Typical of Different Levels of Intervention

There is a larger sense in which the issues raised in this early paper are especially
relevant now in working with organizations. Much of the change which is taking place
in organizations today violates the basic principles underlying this paper: "First, do no
harm!"and, "Intervene no more deeply than is necessary to create the desired
business results!" For example, massive reorganizations and reductions in force are
undertaken with little thought to the cost to the fabric of connections, relationships,
values and ways of working together which will be affected. What is going on today in
organizations is similar to the huge urban redevelopment projects which were
undertaken in the US and Britain during the twenty years or so following World War
II. In the cause of providing the most people with the most affordable housing, poor
and rundown, but established neighborhoods were razed and replaced by huge
apartment buildings. Along with the old housing, the neighborhood cultures with
their values, norms and human connections were destroyed, and in their place grew

crime, drugs, anomie and despair. When we destroy the fabric that binds and



connects people with one another, whether in neighborhoods or in organizations, we
banish caring, loyalty, common purpose, compassion and human love from their lives.
In their places grow selfishness, exploitation, intergroup strife, resentment and anger.
We are seeing just these results in organizations which have gone through massive
reorganizations, and wave after wave of downsizing.

[ would be the last to argue that traditional organization cultures do not need to
change, having devoted the better part of more than thirty-five years as a consultant to
changing them in one way or another. Evolution of values, styles and ways of working
based on the willing interest of organization members in doing things better, faster or
more economically can be a positive change, building the new on the best of the past.
More often, in the quest for immediate improvement in financial measures,
organizations are destroying their cultures, not improving them. The executives who
implement the changes are perhaps to be forgiven, for they often do not know the
destruction they are wreaking on the unseen fabric of their organizations. Rebuilding
that fabric will be far more costly than it would be to change it from within, working
with the interests, values and ideals of the organization members.

In my recent work on organization learning and the healing of organizations (Harrison,
1992) and "Steps Towards the Learning Organization," in this volume, I have looked at
some other contemporary issues in working life to which the basic principles in this
paper apply. Chief among these is the bias for action which is so prevalent in business
organizations, particularly in the US. As we enter the new millennium, we live in such

a complex and closely coupled world that the actions we take have rapid and



unlooked for consequences at points far distant in time and space from the where the
action is taken (Perrow, 1984b). The orientation to problem solving, action and control
that are so typical of American leaders and managers have served us well in the past,
but they are now a liability. Actions taken in haste to solve problems immediately at
the point where the symptoms are observed lead to unintended consequences and
additional problems. Jumping on the new problems with quick solutions creates
more unintended consequences and more problems, and we find ourselves running
faster and faster just to stay even (see (Senge, 1990) for a discussion of the system
dynamics underlying these observations).
[ believe there are alternatives to the infinite regress of hasty action, leading to ever
greater imbalance in the systems we live and work in (Harrison, 1992). They are to be
found in a gentler, more reflective approach to organization management, change, and
problem solving. Figure 2.2. presents an outline of the approach, which begins with a
balanced orientation between the basic values of the Support and Achievement
cultures (see "Organization Culture and Quality of Service" in this volume. This means
an approach which values both purpose and achievement, on the one hand, and
caring, connection and appreciation, on the other. It means seeing the organization
not only in instrumental terms, as a machine for material production, but also as an
organism, with consciousness, with purposes and a life of its own, and with the
capacity to grow, develop and heal itself.

Figure 2.2. Intervening in Ways that Preserve the Balance and Integrity of the

Organization



It means seeing ourselves as healers, rather than change agents, and it means working
with the forces in the organization, even, or especially, those that are in resistance to
change. It means respecting the organization's culture, and finding within the current
culture the seeds of its forward evolution. It means intervening delicately and non
invasively so as to preserve the capacity of the organization to perform as it changes.
In order to work with an organization in this way, a much deeper understanding of its
dynamics are required than organization members and leaders normally possess. In a
real sense, organization diagnosis is itself the intervention of choice when dealing with
complex, closely coupled systems where hasty and ill considered actions create
powerful waves of unintended consequences. What is needed is for the organization
to study and appreciate itself through deep reflection, involving all parts of the
organization, because no group of leaders can know enough without input from the
whole. Future Search (Weisbord, 1993), Technologies of Participation (Spencer, 1989),
Appreciative Inquiry (Cooperrider, 1990) and Dialogue (Briggs and Bohm, 1993) are all
methods that have been developed in recent years to enable organizations to gain the
deeper self knowledge that they now need to heal themselves.

Thus, in my recent thinking, the principle of intervening no more deeply than we need
to achieve the desired results has metamorphosed into the idea of intervening in the
least invasive ways we can find, so as to cause the least shock and damage to the
organism. Paradoxically, that principle now means applying deep diagnosis, reflection

and appreciation, in advance of action. What is still the same is my sense of the



importance of respecting the integrity of the organism, whether an individual or an
organization, and working, so far as possible, with its own forces, rather than against

them.



