
This case study is designed to explore the
Organizational Development (OD) program within
San Mateo County’s Human Services Agency.
Organizational Development is defined as “a top-
management supported, long-range effort to
improve an organization’s problem-solving and
renewal processes, particularly through a more
effective and collaborative diagnosis and manage-
ment of organizational culture—with special
emphasis on formal work team, temporary team and
inter-group culture—with assistance of a consul-
tant-facilitator” (French & Bell, 1990, p. 17).
According to the San Mateo County training manu-
al, organizational development:

• Is rooted in a set of values which emphasizes
openness, trust and collaborative effort

• Seeks to simultaneously meet individual needs
and the needs of several levels of systems—
small groups, large organizations, and so on

• Is grounded in immediate experiences as they
occur: this often gets expressed as a here and
now orientation

• Emphasizes feelings and emotions, as well as
ideas and concepts

• Places pre-eminence on the individual’s
involvement and participation—as subject and
object, as generator of data as well as responder
to those data—in an “action-research” sense

• Puts heavy reliance on group contexts for choice
and change—to validate data, to develop and
enforce norms, and to provide emotional sup-
port and identification

H I S T O R Y

In 1996, San Mateo County’s Human Services
Agency began the process of hiring an internal
Organizational Development Specialist. This
process eventually took the agency to a nationwide
search for applicants and culminated in a day-long
screening process that included interviews, group
sessions and applicant presentations. In addressing
the challenges of hiring an OD Specialist, Madelyn
Martin, Executive Manager, states:

“The greatest difficulty, I think, was to ensure
that the internal consultant was truly neutral and
the credibility that her services would be confi-
dential. Some people will always be resistant to
OD concepts, therefore the style and skill level
must be such that the advantages are evident. We
sought someone with the education, training and
experience for the OD work. This is important to
add to the credibility of the work and the OD
experience.”

L E S S O N S L E A R N E D

When San Mateo first implemented their regional,
multi-disciplinary Family Self-Sufficiency Teams
(FSSTs), the assistance of the Organizational
Development Specialist was offered to the teams.
Unfortunately, the offer of facilitation was presented
as “help in team-building if you think you need it.”
and the offer was declined by the FSSTs. The FSSTs
continued to meet weekly to discuss cases, problem
solve and assist families and/or clients in reducing
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barriers to self-sufficiency. Two years after imple-
mentation, the FSST’s were not functioning as effec-
tively as was hoped, and a series of OD interven-
tions was required to assist the team in identifying
their own barriers to success. Most of the team
members later reported that OD assistance was
helpful and gave them a better understanding of
their role and the roles of other team members,
illustrating the first two lessons learned in San
Mateo’s adoption of the OD process:

Lesson 1: The presentation of organizational develop-
ment concepts is vital to a program’s success.

Lesson 2: Continuous and consistent support from top
management in needed to effectively implement an
OD process.

In an interview with Donna Wocher, OD Specialist
for San Mateo, some of the challenges that a
bureaucracy can provide to an OD process begin to
emerge:

“I assumed that all of the Executive Directors
knew the process of OD. . . I falsely assumed that
they knew what OD was and the cycle used in
implementing such a program.”

It was due partly to this assumption, and the incon-
sistent “buy-in” from all top managers, that San
Mateo’s internal OD program has not yet effectively
reached all levels of the organization, leading to the
last three lessons learned:

Lesson 3: Ongoing education about OD concepts 
and the benefits of such a program are required for
success.

Lesson 4: In order to maintain the momentum and
effectiveness of an OD program, new managers and

staff should be brought on board with the OD con-
cepts and principles.

Lesson 5: In order to be fully effective, an OD process
must be embedded in all aspects of work within the
agency.
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“Most OD consultants find working with bureau-
cracies, especially public ones, to be difficult at
best.” (Golembiewski, et al., 1981, p. 679)

I N T R O D U C T I O N

This case study, designed to explore the
Organizational Development program within San
Mateo’s Human Services Agency, began with a sim-
ple question: How does San Mateo’s Organizational
Development program work? In searching for that
answer, this study became driven by a series of
questions that continued to emerge with each
answer: How did San Mateo bring on an internal
OD Specialist? What would prompt a government
agency to embark on a nationwide search to fill this
position? What is it about the OD process that
would require such extensive efforts? How do the
concepts of OD translate into the real world? And
the question that ultimately shaped the theme of
this study: Does a government bureaucracy offer the
environment necessary for an internal OD program
to succeed?

W H AT I S O R G A N I Z AT I O N A L
D E V E L O P M E N T (OD)?

The terms and concepts of “Organizational
Development” are often confused with those of
Organizational Transformation, Organizational
Effectiveness, Organizational Improvement and
other change processes. To begin this study in a
relevant context, let us review the definition chosen
for use in the initial case study of San Mateo’s OD
efforts: “Introducing Organizational Development
Practices into a County Human Service Agency”
(DuBrow, Wocher and Austin, 1999).

“Organization Development is a top-manage-
ment-supported, long-range effort to improve an
organization’s problem-solving and renewal
processes, particularly through a more effective
and collaborative diagnosis and management of
organization culture B with special emphases on
formal work team, temporary team and inter-
group culture B with assistance of a consultant-
facilitator.” (French & Bell, 1990, p 17).

H I S T O R Y

In 1996, San Mateo County’s Human Services
Agency began the process of hiring an internal
Organizational Development Specialist. This
process eventually took the Agency to a nationwide
search for applicants and culminated in a day-long
screening process that included interviews, group
sessions and applicant presentations.

“We had been hiring via a contract OD consul-
tant for over two years to assist us with the
Strategic Planning process, and to serve as a con-
sultant to our Executive Team. We decided that
since the need appeared to be ongoing, that we
would hire an ‘internal consultant.’ We also felt
our organization was ‘ready’ to do this—we had
experienced the benefit of the function. We had
already had two of our trainers participate in a
county sponsored 18-month OD class.” (Madelyn
Martin, 2000).

In moving from an outside OD Consultant to hiring
an internal OD Specialist, the San Mateo Human
Services Agency began to pave the way for a suc-
cessful OD program:
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“A major value of OD consultation is the philoso-
phy that any program has to be long term in
order to be effective. One-shot or time-limited OD
have very little impact and no lasting effect, par-
ticularly on large and complex organizations . . .
One of the typical long-range goals of an OD
program is that it will become institutionalized
and rely primarily on internal resources.”
(Hansen and Lubin, 1998, p. 101-102).

T H E D I F F E R E N C E :  K E Y C O N C E P T S O F
O R G A N I Z AT I O N A L D E V E L O P M E N T

What is it about the OD process that would require
such extensive efforts?

Most significantly, what sets Organizational
Development apart from other programs is its key
concepts and ethical guidelines, many of which
seem the antithesis of operations in a typical gov-
ernment bureaucracy. It is in reviewing the com-
plexities of those concepts and ethical guidelines
that we also discover why success of an OD pro-
gram depends on a continuous and long-term
process.

Organizational Development reaches much deeper
than other organizational change programs. OD is 
a process B almost a way of being that requires a
systemic shift in bureaucratic attitude to be suc-
cessful. San Mateo County’s training publication:
“OD Process Facilitator Training Program” states
that OD:

• Is rooted in a set of values which emphasize
openness, trust and collaborative effort

• Seeks to simultaneously meet individual needs
and the needs of several levels of systems B
small groups, large organizations, and so on

• Is grounded in immediate experiences as they

occur: this often gets expressed as a here-and-
now orientation

• Emphasizes feeling and emotions, as well as
ideas and concepts

• Places pre-eminence on the individual’s
involvement and participation B as subject and
object, as generator of data as well as responder
to those data B in an “action-research” sense

• Puts heavy reliance on group contexts for choice
and change—to validate data, to develop and
enforce norms, and to provide emotional sup-
port and identification

T H E D I F F E R E N C E :  
G U I D I N G P R I N C I P L E S A N D E T H I C S

As the full context of Organizational Development
principles begins to crystallize, the question arises:
“Did San Mateo’s Executive Management know the
extent of what they were committing to in an OD
program?” In addressing the difficulties of bringing
on an OD Specialist, Madelyn Martin, Executive
Manager, demonstrates an awareness of the com-
plexities involved in committing to an OD process:

“The greatest difficulty, I think, was to insure
that the internal consultant was truly ‘neutral’
and that her services could be confidential. Some
people will always be resistant to OD concepts,
therefore the ‘style’ and skill level must be such
that the advantages are evident. We sought only
someone with the education, training and experi-
ence for the OD work. This is important to add to
the credibility of the work and the OD experi-
ence.” (Martin, 2000).

The enormity of the commitment that the Executive
Management of San Mateo’s Human Services
Agency made in hiring an internal OD Specialist
unfolds further as we examine the underlying prin-
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cipals and ethics that guide this profession.Dr.
Michael-Laurie Bishow relates that: “Any Ethics
Code might begin with the phrase ‘whatever inter-
vention we plan or engage should promote’ . . .”

• Quality of life, satisfaction in general
• Growth, human potential, empowerment
• Freedom and responsibility
• Justice, live lives which result in fairness
• Dignity, integrity, worth for people and cultures
• All-win attitudes and cooperation
• Authenticity and openness in relationships
• Effectiveness, efficiency and alignment of peo-

ple, production, and system
• Holistic, systemic and stakeholder orientation
• Confrontation of issues leading to solutions

through democratic decision-making

The ODI registered professional is also expected to
show responsibility to self, client, professional
growth, and society (Bishow, 1998). Bishow also
urges OD practitioners to consider adopting the fol-
lowing ethical imperatives as part of their OD mis-
sion statement:

1. Include the voices of people at any level impacted
by the organizational intervention.

Represent all relevant employees for expertise on
the impacts to the whole system . . . Avoid fixed
power relationships by using fluid groups with
changing roles (W. Daniels, 1990, 1991 for theory-
based practice) . . . Be sure to represent “protect-
ed” classes, geographic locations, and occupational
groups (i.e. all shifts and job classes). Access to
participation is not enough. In a troubled environ-
ment, people need protection from retaliation. We
encourage participation by emphasizing whose par-
ticipation is necessary to promote an ethical OD
process.

2. Ensure freedom of information about the process
and the OD vision.

Publish and present to all levels of the organization
what the OD intervention goals are and who will do
what when. Respond honestly about the expected
consequences to people and feelings and produc-
tion. Publish your ground rules for group interac-
tion before you start, especially protections and
ethics.

Respond to wrong moves with open information
about corrections. Tell the truth. If you must keep
some information confidential, say so and keep con-
fidences.

3. Build capacity in the system to respond to chang-
ing internal and external environments.

An ethical process promotes benefit to the system
as a whole. The OD work may decentralize authori-
ty and create more system-wide communication;
however, the balance between process time and
productivity must be maintained.

4. Protect and build self/other esteem.

An ethical group process values the individual and
builds a socio-technical system which melds indi-
vidual benefit with the organizational benefit over
the long term and the short term. In the short term,
provide stress reduction from the uncertainty creat-
ed by the OD process as it progresses.

5. Provide specific OD-related competencies.

Your contribution depends on application of the
best theory available and your theory-based skill
level . . . only contract for work fit to your existing
competencies, but set stretch goals. Working in
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teams increases the range of skills you can offer. Be
realistic about your ethical, energy, skill and emo-
tional limits.

6. Respect the client’s cultural patterns.

Your ethical first step is to understand the relation-
ship of your cultural expectations and the client’s.
Respecting difference might mean accepting that
the client will not trust you and you need a partner
or another client. Some large corporations send
teams overseas to have several demographics avail-
able to contact.

7. Above all, do no harm.

You may not be able to solve many problems but
you must not damage individuals or promote change
that destroys healthy aspects of the organization.
Even in the middle of the project, an ethical profes-
sional is obliged to openly object to destructive
actions. You may even need to leave the project if
the client goal seems to be self destruction.

L E S S O N S L E A R N E D —
T H E I M PA C T O F R E A L I T Y

In an effort to simplify the ethical guidelines for
Organizational Development Specialists, C.M.
Deaner (1994) proposed a three-part code: PAR-
TICIPATION, SHARED POWER and TRUTH.
Indeed, even pared down to three basic guidelines,
this seems a lot to ask of a government bureaucracy.

Staffing changes, reorganizations, bureaucratic pro-
cedures, internal politics, new directors with new
vision and direction, changing political winds,
Boards of Supervisors, County Executives, and new
mandates from the State and Federal Governments
all contribute to a continuously changing environ-

ment of public service. Here is where the rubber
hits the road—In view of the realities, the question
arises: How do all of those wonderful OD princi-
ples, concepts and ethics translate into the real
world of human services?

One of the key components of the OD process is
effective team development. With the advent of the
great “Epidemic of Collaboration” that Welfare
Reform brought us, productive and effective teams
are vital to our success in human services.
Unfortunately, very little, if any, training has been
done with staff on how to work productively as a
team B it’s as if we expect people to intuitively
know how to work effectively in teams.

When San Mateo first implemented their regional,
multi-disciplinary Family Self-Sufficiency Teams
(FSST), the assistance of the Organizational
Development Specialist was offered to the teams.
Unfortunately, the offer of facilitation was presented
as “help in team-building if you think you need it,”
and the offer was declined by the FSSTs. The FSSTs
continued to meet weekly to discuss cases, problem
solve and assist families and/or clients in reducing
barriers to self-sufficiency. Two years after imple-
mentation, the FSSTs were not functioning as effec-
tively as was hoped, and a series of OD interven-
tions was required to assist the team in identifying
their own barriers to success. After an all-day team-
building intervention, the participants were asked if
this type of team process would have been helpful
to them at the inception of their teams B six of the
ten participants said “yes,” three were not sure, and
one said “no.”

In addition, eight participants said that, after the
team development work, they had a better under-
standing of their role and the roles of the other team
members as well as a better idea of what was
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expected of them and their team. Remember that
this team development work occurred two years
after the team began working together and that
these same team-building activities had been
offered to the team when they were first forming.

The story of San Mateo’s FSSTs not only demon-
strates how OD concepts can translate into the real
world of human services, but also illustrates one of
the first lessons learned in San Mateo’s adoption of
the OD process:

Lesson 1: The presentation of organizational develop-
ment concepts is vital to a program’s success.

Given a more inviting and accurate description of
the team development guidance OD has to offer, the
San Mateo FSSTs may have spent two years working
together effectively and certainly with much less
frustration.

Lesson 2: Continuous and consistent support from top
management is needed to effectively implement an
OD process.

In an interview with Donna Wocher, OD Specialist
for San Mateo, some of the challenges that a
bureaucracy can provide to an OD process begin to
emerge:

“I assumed that all of the Executive Directors
knew the process of OD . . . I falsely assumed that
they knew what OD was and the cycle used in
implementing such a program.”

It was due partly to this assumption, and the incon-
sistent “buy-in” from all top managers, that San
Mateo’s internal OD program has not yet effectively
reached all levels of the organization.

Lesson 3: Ongoing education about OD concepts 
and the benefits of such a program are required for
success.

Ms. Wocher smiles when she addresses common
misconceptions about a basic OD concept: “Team
building is not holding hands and singing ‘Koom-
ba-ya’” Simple as that may seem, it is often similar
misconceptions and assumptions that act as barri-
ers to effective team work. The process of team
building includes bringing the team members
together and involving them in a total program of
goal setting, problem solving and development.

Lesson 4: In order to maintain the momentum and
effectiveness of an OD program, new managers and
staff should be brought on board with the OD con-
cepts and principles.

Within a few months of working with the FSSTs in
the day-long team intervention, a new manager from
another county was brought on to manage one of the
regional teams. Not having any background or
knowledge of the concepts and principles of OD,
the new manager’ style was actually counter to, and
potentially detrimental to the group participation
that the OD process has encouraged.

Lesson 5: In order to be fully effective, an OD process
must be embedded in all aspects of work within the
Agency.

In the most recent reorganization of San Mateo’
Human Services Agency, the OD Specialist was
promoted to the position of Manager of the Human
Resources and Development Department (a blend-
ing of Staff Development, Human Resources and
Organizational Development). When asked what her
vision for OD was in the context of her new posi-
tion, Ms. Wocher responded:
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“My long-term goal of two-three years is to
broaden the services we provide and how we pro-
vide them (also the goal of the Director of
Planning and Development and the Agency
Director). For example, currently this group
responds to training requests by delivering the
requested training. However, little to no analysis
takes place to determine whether or not the prob-
lem can be fixed by training.”

“I plan to provide education to the staff around
performance analysis both at the individual, team
and systemic levels. The idea here is that when
staff get a phone call from a supervisor or man-
ager, or for that matter the agency director, we
will instinctively ask a series of questions that
starts a process of assessment to determine the ser-
vice problems, and identify if the service problem
is residing at the individual, team or systemic
level . . . Finally, our department will determine
whether or not we can provide those services or if
we need to refer them to some other group inside
or outside the agency.”

Does a Government Bureaucracy Offer the Environment
Necessary for an Internal OD Program to Succeed? It
would seem that San Mateo certainly does.

H U M A N S E R V I C E A G E N C Y VA L U E S

• We will attribute goodwill to people’s actions
and foster a high level of honesty, openness, free
dialogue, integrity, ethics, and trust.

• We value individuals and their diversity and
treat each other with respect and dignity.

• We will promote partnerships and expect a maxi-
um contribution from employees, customers and
communities.

• We commit ourselves to promoting the highest
level of customer service. We will be knowledge-
able, proactive and continuously improve our 
services.

• We promote innnovative and effective leadership,
which is guided by fact, encourages rewards
based upon merit and holds us accountable for
our actions.
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