“When we engage globally, across differences and culture, our taken-for-granted
assumptions and beliefs will be questioned and challenged, such that we are faced
with dissonance and disorienting dilemmas.”

Why Today’s Global
OD Practice is Local
Lessons from Transnational Experience
By Yabome Gilpin-Jackson

The statistics from the International Office
of Migration (IOM) tell us that inward
migration to the United States (US) is
46,627,102 and that in 2015 the immigrant
population of the US was 14.49%. In Canada, inward migration is 7,835,502 putting
the immigrant population in 2015 at 21.8%.
The IOM also reports that the world is
becoming increasingly urban with over half
of people across the globe living in urban
areas, and that “the current urban population of 3.9 billion is expected to grow to
some 6.4 billion by 2050. Migration is driving much of the increase in urbanization,
making cities much more diverse places
in which to live” (International Office of
Migration, 2015, 2016).
World events also signal that the number of refugees globally reached an all‑time
high in 2015 such that 1 in every 122 people
in the world were refugees, internally
displaced, or seeking asylum, and that if
the refugee population were a country,
it would be the 24th largest country in the
world (UNHCR: The UN Refugee Agency,
2016). This means that people from all
around the world are our neighbors and
co-workers, and that our cities are far from
homogeneous and are expected to continue
to diversify.
The same is and will continue to hold
true for our organizations. In addition,
corporations are increasingly going global
and examining new ways to be structured,
as well as adapt and change their organizational cultures, leadership development,
and strategies in multi-global contexts
(Dewhurst, Harris, & Heywood, 2012; Nirmalya & Phanish, 2011). This is increasing

the amount of local-to-global exchanges
within multi-global organizations.
As the field of Organization Development (OD) in Canada and the US becomes
more globalized and looks outward to learn
lessons from global practice, we must also
look right here on our doorsteps and ask
ourselves: How do we practice OD with
a global mindset? What defines effective OD practice within the multicultural
workplaces that have resulted from inward
migration trends? How do we acknowledge
and integrate the range of global mindsets impacting our work in organizations
locally? What can we learn from immigrant
experiences that could inform our practice?
In asking myself these questions, I realized
that I had thoughts to share from my own
experiences. In this article, I share principles for practice from a global OD mindset
that I have gleaned from the intersection of
my transnational identity and professional
practice in OD.
Immigrant Backgrounds and
Transnational Identity
I was born in Germany and spent my first
5 years travelling within Europe to the various diplomatic stations where my parents
were posted. At age 5, my parents made the
decision to return home to Sierra Leone,
where I lived through age 20. At that time,
I left Sierra Leone because of war and
armed conflict for neighboring Guinea
where I spent a year before immigrating
to Canada. I completed my undergraduate
and graduate degrees in Canada and the
US and this is where I have predominantly
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Table 1. Global Mindsets for
OD Practice
mindset that I had to learn starting at age 5
when I was called “different” on the school
playground for speaking English with a
European accent in a West African city.
This skillset and mindset I believe has been
invaluable to my global OD practice, as well
as to the growing international context of
our workplaces right here in the US and
Canada.

1. Start blank.
2. Build relationship before curiosity.
3. Focus on narrative understanding.
4. Stay open to the possibility of
transformation.
5. Engage in continuous selfdevelopment.

Bridging Cultural Contexts in OD Practice
engaged as a Scholar-Practitioner in Leadership and Organization Development.
I identify as a transnational, a dual citizen
of Canada and Sierra Leone and hold
emotional connection to both places. For a
period of time, I returned to Sierra Leone
every 2 years. My connection to Sierra
Leone and the African continent further
solidified when I started doing research
related to leadership and development
on the continent, and has resulted in my
doing work in South Africa. I continue to
work on projects that advance leadership
and organization development practice in
collaboration with practitioners living in
different countries on the continent.
The cumulative impact of my background and the learning I wish to share
here has less to do with the more recent
practice work I have been doing related to
my African identity and more to do with
how my transnational identity informs my
local practice here in Canada and the US.
My reasoning for this reverse focus stems
from the realization that as a result of having the cultural influence of three different continents, I have developed habits of
mind that allow me to move between and
adapt to each of the cultures that inform
my identity as well as other multicultural
contexts with some measure of ease and
agility. This, I believe, stems from what the
literature has characterized as the nature
of transnational experience being one of
liminality, hybridity, and the experience of
being both/and, as well as neither/nor. In
other words, the transnational experience
is one of being an insider-outsider in all
the cultural contexts one is affiliated with
(Grillo, 2007; Mensah, 2014). As such, in
my experience, I developed ways of bridging these cultural contexts, a skillset and
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The habits of mind or mindsets I share
here for OD practice in global and multicultural contexts are meant to be applied
as principals for practice from my lived
experience and not as prescriptions. In
every cultural situation, context matters,
and so I share these as frames of reference,
to be filled in with cultural specifics as
needed. I have summarized these mindsets
in Table 1 and expand on them below:

well-intentioned. At the same time, as OD
practice and principles of social constructionism teach us, implicit assumptions left
unshared will still influence the quality of
interactions between people and groups.
The recourse offered from a cross-cultural
communication lens is often to default to
asking questions, to inquiry. For example,
Hurn and Tomalin (2013) offer the star
model which proposes that we accept difference, recognize our ignorance, and take
responsibility. Taking responsibility occurs
as the 5-steps of the star model in which
we are encouraged to stop, look, listen, do
not assume, and ask. However, my practice
has been to start blank, before engaging in
these specifics. Starting blank is the practice of starting on a new page and letting
the other lead in writing their own story
with and for you. It also means to come to
each OD project or process fresh, holding lessons learned from the past while at

When stories are shared with me in a bid to connect to
who someone assumes me to be, the stories are usually
disconnected from my experience, albeit well-intentioned.
At the same time, as OD practice and principles of social
constructionism teach us, implicit assumptions left unshared
will still influence the quality of interactions between people
and groups. The recourse offered from a cross-cultural
communication lens is often to default to asking questions,
to inquiry.
Start Blank
The tendency in global context or when
working across cultures locally is to fill
in the blanks with our past experiences,
pre-judgements and presuppositions,
stereotypes, and cultural biases (Hurn &
Tomalin, 2013). This often occurs when we
explicitly or implicitly use past stories we
have heard or experienced with the other’s
culture to inform our current interactions.
In my experience, when these attempts at
making connections through past stories are shared explicitly, they have often
fallen flat. When stories are shared with
me in a bid to connect to who someone
assumes me to be, the stories are usually
disconnected from my experience, albeit

the same time not letting the experiences
or “solutions” of previous engagements
dictate my approach to a new piece of
work. As daunting as starting fresh each
time may seem, I have found it to be one
of the most critical aspects of engaging in
complex dynamics and global encounters
with unknown cultural perspectives from
my life experiences, and it has fed right
into my emergent OD practice. A crucial
aspect of this principle is also to suspend
inquiry/asking questions until some basis
of a relationship has been established as
per the next point.

Build Relationships Before Curiosity
OD practice privileges inquiry and curiosity, asking questions when we do not know
the answers. However, in global contexts,
my experience has been that asking questions outside of relationship can feel like
an interrogation. The global world is the
encounter of strangers and of difference,
requiring the development of trust for
those differences to be bridged. Therefore,
in this world, connections that bridge the
relational space must come before curiosity. This is because being welcomed into a
relationship, free from constraints, or in
the global context the specific constraint of
another trying to “place” you too quickly,
creates the impact of affirmation. Affirmation is critical, because it opens the door
for mutual engaged participation (Gergen,
2009, p. 314). As Gergen (2009, p.315)
states: “Affirmation may take many forms,
from a mere smile or nod of the head, to
a fully voiced appreciation of another’s
actions . . . It is a welcoming into the
process of meaning-making that is important . . . As a multi-being, the newcomer
is a carrier of multiple relations, relations
endowing the individual with multiple
skills, insights, values and so on. Thus,
when the organization affirms the fledging,
it also affirms a relational background. In
this moment, the individual’s relational
life is given presence, and the individual
feels ‘at home.’” Nothing can replace this
experience of being “at home” in a new
leadership team, organization, or community, especially in the context of difference. In global OD practice, this practice
of welcoming the stranger and building
relationship is the crucial subtext to any
further practice.
Focus on Narrative Understanding
Starting blank and focusing on building
relationship allows us to see beyond the
obvious, to get to know others unconstrained and to be known unconstrained.
In my experience, when that has occurred,
I am able to feel the safety and trust needed
to step into inquiry. My practice here has
been to use narrative inquiry to uncover
thick descriptions and rich narratives that
reveal the multiple dimensions of people’s
lives, skills, experiences, and the multiple

ways they make meaning of their own cultural context and understanding, whether
socially or organizationally (Gergen, 2009;
Ponterotto, 2006; Swart, 2013). It is true
of cultural contexts that not all questions
will be culturally appropriate or sensitive.
However, the intention of narrative understanding is to uncover understanding and
exploration before looking for agreement.
Therefore, the central question to ask to
start this process is about what to explore. I
have found questions such as the following
useful to uncover narrative understanding:

of cross-cultural encounters and that
same transformation is available to us as
our workplaces become more global and
multicultural locally (Erichsen, 2011; Sathe
& Geisler, 2015). By transformation, I am
referring to the change in worldview and
perspective popularized by Jack Mezirow
and Associates that is a result of critical
reflection on taken-for-granted worldviews. I have outlined elsewhere how this
process can inform OD practice to create
transformational change in organizations
(Gilpin-Jackson, 2015). I am also referring

OD practice privileges inquiry and curiosity, asking questions
when we do not know the answers. However, in global contexts,
my experience has been that asking questions outside of
relationship can feel like an interrogation. The global world
is the encounter of strangers and of difference requiring the
development of trust for those differences to be bridged.
Therefore, in this world, connections that bridge the relational
space must come before curiosity.
»» What do we need to understand about
this situation?
»» What do we need to accomplish
together?
»» What story or stories are important to
you about this situation?
»» What does the story or narrative of this
situation mean?
»» What story or narrative do we need to
move toward?
»» Tell me the story about . . .
It is true of culture that no matter the
nuances in definition, culture exists where
there is shared meaning and understanding. This shared meaning-making and
understanding is the ultimate goal of
engaging others for narrative understanding. In the relational space of this form of
OD practice, be it interpersonal, group, or
organizational, a unique shared culture is
thus created.
Stay Open to the Possibility
of Transformation
Engaging globally is a life lab in transformation. There is increasing literature
documenting the transformational power

to and utilizing the holistic orientations to
the transformational learning process that
include engagement and transformation
beyond the cognitive and inclusive of extrarational approaches (Cranton & Taylor,
2012; Dirkx, Mezirow, & Cranton, 2006;
Kokkos et al., 2015; Mezirow, 2000; Yorks
& Kasl, 2006). In effect, I am referring
to transformation that results in a holistic change in a person’s way of thinking,
being, and doing.
When we engage globally, across
differences and culture, our taken-forgranted assumptions and beliefs will be
questioned and challenged, such that we
are faced with dissonance and disorienting dilemmas (Wasserman & Gallegos,
2009). Wasserman and Gallegos (2009)
describe a process called the REAL Model
for engaging diversity that aptly outlines
the work required to learn from differences in diverse workplaces. The REAL
model stands for: Reflecting on current
relationships, assumptions, and situations;
Expanding awareness across differences;
Agility in behaviors and ways of engaging; Learning from shared stories that
transform individuals and organizations.
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Self development
Stay open
Focus on narrative
understanding
Build relationships
before curiosity
Start blank

Figure 1: Concentric Circle Relationship of Engaging a Global Mindset in OD Practice
A precursor to all this is the ability to be
and stay open to transformation in the first
place. It is evident in my experience and
scholarship in this area that all transformation processes require a person’s
deliberate engagement with the inner
disturbance being experienced, in order
for the transformation process to unfold.
As Edgar Schein spoke to in a conversation on Dialogic OD, we must stay open to
different possibilities and ways of engaging
in Dialogic OD processes that support the
unfolding of transformational processes
and change of this form (Bushe, 2015). The
same holds true in cross-cultural contexts.
This requires constant inquiry into our
own motives as OD practitioners and being
willing to ask ourselves: Am I open to
learning and being transformed as a result
of this global/cross-cultural encounter?
If I respond no to this question, this will
require making a conscious determination
of what that will mean for the resulting OD
practice in that case and whether or not I
am the right practitioner for the work in
question.
Engage in Continuous Self-Development
The call to stay open to transformation
requires ongoing learning both in each
individual case-in-point or encounter and
on an ongoing basis. While I started this
article describing how my transnational
identity has afforded me some agility in
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engaging with these principles within
my OD practice, continuous learning and
transformation is only possible through my
continued self-development.
In my OD practice in Fraser Health,
BC, I work with a group of practitioners
dedicated to continuous personal and
professional development to work on
our learning and developmental edges.
As a group, we engage year over year in
work ranging from process work, deep
democracy, complexity thinking, and
clear leadership to name a few, in addition to developing and innovating in our
OD methods and models as foundational
practice. We do this because our mantra in
the practice is to Be and Lead the Change.
Our practice resides within the most
culturally diverse and growing regions of
our province and we are aware as research
and practice has shown that we all have
blind spots and unconscious biases that
can only become conscious through constant education, dialogue, and conscious
self-development (Block & Welle, 2014;
Curran, Seashore, & Welp, 1995; Seashore,
Nash, Thompson, & Mattare, 2004). Thus,
this orientation to deep development over
time is particularly relevant in the context
of global OD practice whether internationally or locally, as we endeavour to engage
and transcend differences in service of
common goals. As Seashore et al.’s work
taught us, the use of self as instrument in

OD is paramount to effective practice. We
cannot hold space for others to engage and
transcend difference if we cannot first do
that ourselves as OD practitioners.
For example, one profound moment
for me was becoming present to and
describing how I understand myself as a
Black African woman in the North American context [A woman with dark skin living
in North America as I think of it]. This was
a dialogue I had resisted over time because
as Mensah (2014) notes, most Black Africans are only sensitized to race, race-talk,
and racism when they leave the continent.
As a result of engaging in a development
exercise around my socially constructed
racial identity, my ability to acknowledge
and describe the social and structural
inequalities in North America in relation
to race was unlocked. At the same time,
I was then able to self-differentiate and
become clear about my choices in engaging and being in relationship to the issues,
without being subsumed by them. It was
a clarifying and freeing experience for
me. As a result, I am now, at least in this
moment, able to bear witness to, engage in,
and facilitate dialogues across and within
social and structural inequalities, in a way
that was not possible for me before. I now
have enough clarity to stand in and with
the conversations, without getting in the
way of others’ meaning-making. It is an
ongoing process of learning as our society
continually changes and engages in these
conversations.
In Conclusion:
The Global Mindset in OD
In conclusion, I have outlined principles
that I have learned personally about global
OD practice from the lens of my transnational identity. I have experienced these
principles as a mindset, an orientation
within which I approach transnational and
cross-cultural situations, and which has
likely been honed through my continual
and progressive development as an OD
practitioner over time. Figure 1 illustrates
how the layers of this mindset interact in a
concentric circular relationship.
I have offered this global OD mindset as relevant for our local OD practice,

which is and will increasingly be characterized by a global workforce and increasing
globalized interactions. This means global
practice and this global mindset are as
important and relevant locally as they are
internationally and globally. I end here
with two specific everyday encounters, one
interpersonal and one organizational, to
illustrate the relevance of these principles
of practice right here in the local doorsteps
of our US and Canadian workplaces.
Interpersonal case in point
A colleague and I joined a consulting
team at the same time. We met the
team members including one of the
assistants, Rani.1 My new colleague
and I continued our orientation
throughout the day but as we ran into
Rani, it was clear my colleague was
curious about the henna covering
Rani’s hands. I was curious too, but
aware that I did not know very much
about Rani. She looked culturally of
East Indian heritage, but I was not
sure how she culturally identified. I
did not know where in East India her
particular heritage laid and I thought
her henna could mean any number
of things depending on the cultural
specifics. I choose not to ask, thinking
I had not earned the relational trust
to do so. On our final round of the
day with Rani helping us with some
orientation details, my colleague said
to Rani, “Your henna is so beautiful,
it must have been a wedding celebration, right?” Rani giggled somewhat
nervously and looked away. I felt her
discomfort. She looked my way and I
caught her eyes and smiled. She held
my gaze for a few seconds, smiled
back and looked at our colleague and
said “it’s something like that, but it’s a
long story, you wouldn’t understand…
oh and we just don’t have time to go
into it right now.” I said “maybe you
can tell us the story later.” She said
with a smile, “yes, maybe later.”

1. Name changed for confidentiality. This is also a
composite vignette of past experiences, combined for
illustrative purposes

In this case, I believe we had not yet gained
Rani’s relational trust to ask her a very
personal question, with possibly multiple
dimensions to her response. My colleague
did not start blank. I chose to invite the
possibility of future narrative understanding given the limited time we had with
Rani. I became aware in reflecting on this
incident of my bias toward forming an alliance with Rani and/or somewhat rescuing
her, while being in judgment towards my
new colleague. I was already running the
risk of not starting blank with my new colleague because I was irritated by her questioning [interrogation in my thoughts] of
Rani. My challenge after this incident was
in staying open to the possible transformation and learning inherent for all three of
us as we worked together to support leaders in the system to do the same.
Organizational Case in Point
In our continuous quest for self-development and innovative OD practices at Fraser
Health, my Director started a practice
of Randomized Coffee Trials (Gurteen,
2015) to invite random people across our
organization to meet and go for coffee. On
one of these coffee meets, I met one of our
health informatics/quality improvement
consultants. We exchanged descriptions
of our work. Once I described my role in
OD, he asked me several questions about
how I would engage clients and what processes I would take them through. He then
told me this story from his past experience to underscore what he experienced as
the critical need for the work OD does in
healthcare. This story represents for him
how he had stumbled upon learning to
consult/engage groups affected by change
and how that transformed his process
reengineering practice to one that is now
centered on group dialogue, particularly
with our global workforce:
I met with a client group because the
manager of the unit was concerned
that the health care practitioners were
not using chairlifts with patients and
was worried about potential workplace injuries. The managers said
staff reported back that the lifts were

fine when she asked, but were still
not using them so she thought there
must be a design flaw. She wanted
help to do a process review to see if
there were any process issues and also
some strategies to increase adoption among the care practitioners for
using the chairlifts. I agreed to the
assignment and started my work by
questioning the manager about the
process. I went on the unit to observe
and take notes, focused on my standard process reengineering approach
and noticed exactly what the manager
had said. Care workers came in and
carried on helping patients, including
lifting them without even attempting
to use the chairlift. While I was taking
notes at an empty station, one of the
practitioners stopped by and asked
me what I was doing. I described why
I was there. She looked puzzled and
said, “I don’t understand. The sign
there says, ‘do not lift!’” On further
digging, I deciphered that this highly
multicultural group of workers, most
of whom were immigrants had interpreted the STOP sign above the “use
chairlift” sign to mean they should
not use the chairlift!
My colleague is now advocating for signage
in the most used languages among those
care providers. He described for me how he
now starts from an orientation of building
relationships before embarking on any factfinding mission in his work. He also learnt
the importance of starting blank from a
methodology perspective, such that he
now lets his consultation with the people
impacted inform his change process,
instead of the other way around.
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Editors
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Roland L. Sullivan, and John Vogelsang
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Available from the Organization Development Network
OD Network
Organization Development in Practice brings together experienced OD professionals who share their methods
for developing more effective and resilient organizations, enabling organizational and social change, and being
responsive to continuous change.

Some of the chapters include:
The Ebb and Flow of OD Methods
Billie T. Alban and Barbara Benedict Bunker describe
the first and second wave of OD methods and their
perspective on what is happening in the 21st century.
When OD methods first emerged in the 1960s, they were
considered innovative and exciting. OD practitioners
have shifted their methods with time and adapted to
current situations. However, Alban and Bunker question
which of the current methods are new and which are just
a repackaging of already existing practices. As the pace
of change has accelerated, they also wonder whether
the turbulent external environment has driven many to
think they need new methods when what they may need
is more creative adaptation of existing methods.

How the Mind-Brain Revolution Supports
the Evolution of OD Practice
Teri Eagan, Julie Chesley, and Suzanne Lahl believe
that the early promise of OD was inspired by a
desire to influence human systems towards greater
levels of justice, participation, and excellence. They
propose that a critical and integrative neurobiological
perspective holds the potential to advance OD in two
ways: what we do—the nature and quality of our ability
to assess and intervene in service of more effective
organizations and a better world; and who we are—our
competencies, resilience, and agility as practitioners.

Culture of Opportunity: Building Resilient
Organizations in a Time of Great Transition
Mark Monchek, Lynnea Brinkerhoff, and Michael
Pergola explore how to foster resiliency, the ability
to respond effectively to change or challenges. They
examine the inherent potential of resilient organiza
tions to reinvent themselves by understanding their
social networks, using design thinking, and utilizing

the fundamentals of action research in a process
called the Culture of Opportunity that leverages
the talent, relationships, knowledge, capital, and
communications that are largely fragmented and
disconnected in most organizations. They outline the
process of instilling a Culture of Opportunity within
three distinct organizations that hit crisis points in
response to changing environments and difficult
circumstances.

At the Crossroads of Organization Development
and Knowledge Management
Denise Easton describes what emerges at the
intersection of OD and Enterprise Knowledge
Management, where a collaborative partnership
accelerates the understanding, development, and
transformation of dynamic, techno-centric systems
of knowledge, information, learning, and networks
found in 21st century organizations. When OD is part
of developing knowledge management processes,
systems, and structures the organization not only
survives but thrives.

Accelerating Change: New Ways of Thinking
about Engaging the Whole System
Paul D. Tolchinsky offers new ways of developing,
nurturing, and leveraging intrapreneurialship in
organizations. Most organizations underutilize
the capabilities and the entrepreneurial spirit of
employees. Tolchinsky describes how to unleash the
entrepreneurial energy that exists in most companies.
In addition, he offers five suggestions organizations
can implement, drawing on several examples from
corporations such as Zappos, FedEx, HCL Technologies,
and companies developing internal Kick Starters and
crowd sourcing platforms.

Things are changing in the
world of human resources.
Human Resource Management is changing. Moving beyond basic
transactional functions, your role as an HR professional has now
evolved to working with executives and managers to set priorities and
guide change for your organization. Drawing upon the research and
practice of seasoned Organization Development professionals,
Handbook for Strategic HR collects articles found in the esteemed
journal OD Practitioner to give you a full overview of the core
knowledge and skills you need to play a trusted advisory role in your
organization.
A compendium of the best thinking on the subject, Handbook for
Strategic HR supplies you with methods to help you: see the big
picture, think systemically, and strategically identify where best to
foster change in your organization; team up with consultants and
senior level staff in leading change projects; put employee
engagement to practical use in the important work your
organization is doing; operate effectively in cross-cultural and
virtual working situations; and much more.
Featuring 78 articles containing creative approaches, practical
tips, and proven methods that will help you add value to your
company, Handbook for Strategic HR is the gold standard
resource on the important topic of organizational development.

About the Editors:
OD PRACTITIONER is the quarterly
journal of the Organization
Development Network, an
international association whose
members are committed to practicing
organization development as an
applied behavioral science.
The Handbook for Strategic HR is
edited by: John Vogelsang, Maya
Townsend, Matt Minahan, David
Jamieson, Judy Vogel, Annie Viets,
Cathy Royal, and Lynne Valek

A

compendium of the best thinking on the subject, Handbook for Strategic HR includes 78 articles
from the renowned OD Practitioner. It introduces readers to core organization development strategies
and skills, giving them creative approaches, practical tips, and proven methods to help them:
• See the big picture, think systemically, and strategically identify where best to foster change in their
organization
• Team up with consultants and senior-level staff in leading a change project
• Put employee engagement to practical use and involve “minds, hearts, and hands” in the important
work of the organization
• Operate effectively in cross-cultural and virtual working situations
Comprehensive and practical, this forward-thinking book enables readers to become key partners in
leading their organizations forward.
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