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The Winter 2018 edition of the journal e-O&P was a catalyst for this article.
Its theme of “Humanistic management as an alternative way of
organizing?” raised for me a mixture of surprise and curiosity.
I'm a practitioner in leadership, learning and organization development
(OD) with a special focus on sustainable enterprise. My work is rooted in
humanistic principles and practice, though I rarely declare this in the flow of
client engagement. My surprise was to realise that I take it for granted that
modern OD practice flows out of the humanistic movement in which I’ve
participated since the 1980s; and I was curious why humanistic
management was queried as “an alternative way of organizing”.
In this article, I draw on my own experience as participant-practitioner and reference selected sources to help
illuminate the meaning and relevance of a humanistic approach in management and organization
development. I go on to suggest that there is a hidden history of a humanistic movement that is already
woven into the fabric of contemporary business and OD practice – even if sometimes thinly and not always
evident.
The overall shape and flow of this essay arises from a narrative process of writing-as-inquiry, which has
developed over several months. As such, it’s not an exposition of a pre-formed thesis and I ask you, as
reader, to follow the threads and links of the unfolding inquiry. My intent is not to provide a comprehensive
scholarly review. Rather, I offer provocation for a wider engagement regarding what it really means for
managers and consultants to create healthy human conditions for success and wellbeing at work.
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Prologue
Over the past twenty years, I have witnessed the inner life of hundreds of organizations, in diverse sectors
across Europe, Middle East, Americas and Asia-Pacific. In reflecting on my experiences, it struck me that the
humanistic practice of management and leadership is already woven through contemporary organizational
life. However, I also recognise that this weave may often be quite thin or flimsy; perhaps more espoused than
enacted.
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Humanistic roots of OD practice
The management paradigm that continues to dominate is ‘functionalist’ (Burrell and Morgan in Collins, 1998,
p. 170). From this perspective, harmony is seen as the natural order, with conflict an aberration; change can
be planned and managed logically, in a practical, common-sense fashion, with a focus on tangible process,
structure and function; managers should be in control and communication cascaded hierarchically. In my
experience, these assumptions are still treated as common sense and common practice.
Burrell and Morgan’s ‘radical humanist’ paradigm challenges these assumptions and holds that domination
and control are normal. Rather than seeking to overthrow the system (‘radical structuralist’), it views system
conditions as personally and socially constructed and that radical emancipation – or ‘realising human
potential’ - lies in people changing the nature and quality of their participation.
Invoking sociological paradigms raises a higher-level perspective on the roots and relevance of humanistic
practice in OD today.

Paradigms, by their nature, are incommensurate, which may explain why the

humanistic roots of OD are not clearly visible through the functionalist lens. Roots, by their nature, are mostly
hidden underground, which may be a simpler explanation!
Why a reclamation?
Contemplating my purpose in writing, the word ‘reclamation’ comes to mind: to ‘recall’ or ‘reclaim’ the
meaning and relevance of this humanistic approach; or ‘cry out against’ any loss of it (Oxford Dictionaries,
21/12/18).

The beginnings of a personal journey
The roots of my own practice grew from participation in an Exegesis three-day personal transformation
seminar. This shared characteristics with other trainings that developed out of the 1960s movement for
personal liberation – in particular an encounter in a group setting with one’s own responsibility for limiting
habits of thought, feeling and behaviour.
Exegesis drew very public criticism in the UK with accusations raised, both in the media and in parliament, of
it being a cult. For me, however, the seminar created a foundational experience of responsibility for my self,
my choices and my ability to engage in the world with a greater sense of meaningful agency. These are all
characteristics or qualities that I think are at the heart of the humanistic movement.
Several businesses were founded to put the principles of the Exegesis seminar into practice. I joined one of
these, Programmes Limited, which showed most promise. It quickly grew, in five years, to become the
largest and most successful telephone marketing agency in Europe.
As a community, we continued to explore the inner realm of personal transformation in a context of collective
purpose. As a business, we outwardly gained a high reputation for quality and impact and awards for the
results we achieved for clients. In the early 1990s the company developed from a direct marketing agency
into a customer management consultancy – The Merchants Group – and continued to attract high-profile
clients, which included helping to set up new telephone banking operations like First Direct in the UK and
PriorityOne (AMP) in Australia.
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I was a member of Programmes/Merchants for fifteen years – a formative period of personal and professional
development that laid a foundation for my professional practice today.

Our bias was towards enabling

individuals to make personal shifts of understanding and behaviour - enhancing their power to manage
themselves and influence others. However, this bias limited our understanding and ability to help our clients
work with the complex nature of organization development and change once ‘back at their desks’.

Human Potential Research Group and MSc in Change Agent Skills and Strategies
At this point, the development of my personal practice merged with the wider developmental flow of OD
practice in the UK. Merchants collaborated with the Human Potential Research Group (HPRG) at Surrey
University to run an in-house version of its MSc in Change Agent Skills and Strategies (CASS) – with a dual
purpose of inward OD and outward service enrichment.
The HPRG developed from the Human Potential Research
Project founded in 1970 by John Heron – a philosophy
lecturer at the university and pioneer of humanistic
psychology in the UK (Annett, 1976, p. 245). The HPRG
went on to develop university short courses that used
experiential inquiry for the personal and professional
development of people working in an organizational
context.
I was an associate member of the HPRG from 1997 and am
a graduate of the MSc CASS that it developed. The MSc
more rigorously formalised the radical intent of HPRG short
courses: to apply humanistic principles and practice in the
John Heron
Image: Oasis School of Human Relations

management and leadership of contemporary organization,
in order to improve both well-being and effectiveness.

Opening my inquiry with this exposition spins a hidden thread of personal history – something I rarely talk
about in my work with colleagues and clients. This leads me to wonder if there is a wider hidden history –
that of a humanistic movement already woven into the fabric of contemporary business and beyond, which
the HPRG and MSc CASS have helped to create. In teasing out these threads I start with the link between
the rise of OD and of humanistic psychology in the C20th.

Rationalism and management
By the mid-C20th, division-of-labour and the production line were seen as emblems of a dehumanized
workplace that treated people as cogs in a machine. From the 1940s this dominant paradigm of ‘scientific
management’ faced a critique from advocates of a new management paradigm, which shifted attention
towards the quality of human relations - a humanistic movement for ‘truth, trust, love and collaboration’ in the
workplace (Buchanan and Huczynski, 1997, p. 464).
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Here we see the roots of OD, which pioneered a
whole-system engagement of staff in processes of
inquiry, collaboration, action and change.

In the

1940s, Kurt Lewin, among many things, laid a
foundation for working in dynamic cycles of action,
reflection and experimentation that runs counter to the
scientific control-logic of linear, top-down strategy and
implementation.
In its formative years, those who laid the ground for
OD as a field of practice had a radical and pragmatic
intent. Their aim was to change the nature of human
relations in the management and development of
Kurt Lewin Image: Psychology Today

organization – private and public – in pursuit of human
welfare and organizational effectiveness. This is the

ground in which OD is rooted. Today, however, OD may find expression in contradictory purposes. In one
form, it has become integrated into corporate functions and is used to reinforce conventional management
control. Elsewhere, ‘tempered radicals’ (Meyerson and Sculley, 1995) may work informally to shift limiting
patterns of thinking and behaviour. They are likely to work experimentally to support innovation and change
and create environments conducive to the well-being of their people and success of their company.

The advent of humanistic psychology
In parallel with the early formation of OD, a new movement in psychology was emerging – a humanistic ‘third
force’ that challenged the first and second forces of psychoanalysis and behaviourism.
Though Freud hoped for psychoanalysis to gain scientific status and credibility, one reason that both he and
it found disfavour was their reliance on difficult-to-test theory and subjective forms of practice. Behaviourism
challenged psychoanalysis in a bid to make psychology objective and amenable to the science of observable
phenomena and proof-through-experiment. What they had in common was a belief in a bestial core to
human nature: seeing humans as mammals with innate urges that are socially dangerous, which need to be
prohibited, controlled or suppressed.
Countering the notion of a bestial core to human nature
There’s no doubt that human history offers a continuing stream of evidence that we are both capable of
acting violently towards each other and willing to do so – and not only from psycho-pathological causes.
Warfare, for example, is sanctioned politically and socially and enacted by ‘normal’ people. However, the
question is whether violence shows evidence of a bestial core to human nature and supports the case for
social conditioning and suppression of instincts.
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Humanistic psychology has embraced the psychoanalytic concept of the unconscious mind and Jung’s idea
of the ‘shadow’ – our ‘dark side’ - cast in the bright light of conscious awareness and virtuous belief. Though
I may not directly refer to the unconscious processes of ‘transference’ and ‘projection’ with organizational
clients, I look for evidence of their presence and help clients recognize unhelpful patterns of thinking, feeling
and behaviour – of habits and bias below conscious
awareness. However, my purpose is neither prohibition nor
socialisation. Rather, it’s to support clients to take ownership
for their unconscious patterns and for the choices they make
in response. One of the motives behind the rise of a third
force in psychology was to challenge the belief in a bestial
core to human nature. John Rowan, a leading researcher
and writer in the UK, explains (1995, p. 244):
“For humanistic psychology people are people all
the way through – there is no point at which they
turn into animals, or inanimate objects. Deep
down underneath it all, where it really counts,
there is the self. And the self is all right. There is
nothing there to be afraid of.”
Our search for meaning
Humanistic psychology has roots in phenomenological and existential thinking.

Phenomenology values

paying attention to here/now experience over there/then conceptual reasoning. It elevates the value of direct
experience as a primary source of being, knowing and action. Existentialism informed the development of a
psychotherapy grounded in the notion of an inner conflict that flows from four ‘givens’ of existence (Yalom,
1980, pp 8-9):
1. Death – its inevitability and the wish to continue to be.
2. Freedom – there is no inherent universal design and we are responsible for our own choices in how
we create and experience the life we live.
3. Isolation – no matter how close we get to another person there is an unbridgeable gap between us
and we are ultimately alone.
4. Meaninglessness – if we must die, constitute our own world, are ultimately alone in an indifferent
universe then we are responsible for constructing our own meaning in life.
If that sounds like a gloomy reality, it’s unsurprising that our search for meaning has led to the construction of
philosophies to explain why human existence is meaningful – it really is a necessary invention. There’s no
shame in our need for consolation. Humanistic-existential psychology challenges us to take responsibility for
this need and for the choices we make about how we create a sense of meaning and purpose for ourselves.
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There’s a rich, more complex story to tell about humanistic psychology, associated research-practice and a
host of seminal figures.

More relevant to my inquiry is to explore further the link between humanistic

psychology, organization development and their relevance to contemporary management practice.

Management and OD: a humanistic perspective
Writing in 1988, John Rowan gives a retrospective on the roots of the humanistic movement in personal and
organizational practice. He also points to the influence of humanistic psychology in management theory and
OD practice up to that point. He speaks with authority about those roots and his perspective highlights some
of the hidden history that I think is relevant today. I’m struck first by this statement (Rowan, 1995, p. 121):
“Most of what is valuable in management theory today comes from humanistic psychology. It is a
field in which this school has been particularly active. In the comprehensive list of management
development methods compiled by Huczynski (1983) over 40% of them come out of humanistic
psychology.”
Rowan traces an evolution of thinking and language in the 1950s within the group, inspired by Kurt Lewin, at
the National Training Laboratories.

Members moved from calling their work ‘training in democratic

leadership’ and began calling it ‘the planning of change’. Instead of talking about ‘trainers’ they started
talking about ‘change agents’. They saw that people who had been through ‘T-groups’ were more open,
creative and flexible but returned to the constrictions of the organization itself. The view took hold that it
wasn’t enough to work at the level of the individual.
At the beginning there was a great emphasis on the trained expert who leads a diagnosis and gets
management to make the necessary changes. In the 1960s OD came more into line with other forms of
humanistic practice, as Rowan goes on to say (p. 122):
“The consultant, instead of being seen as an expert to diagnose and prescribe, now becomes a
facilitator, whose job is to encourage the organization to work through its conflicts, in the
knowledge that all the answers are there already.”.
Rowan continues: “So the OD consultant becomes less like a doctor, and more like a therapist” (p. 125).
This may highlight a point where OD became too radical for the conservative tastes of leaders, managers
and staff living with the tension of needing continuity to make a living in an ever-changing, competitive world.
The comforting expertise of scientific management is more attractive than the uncertain process of being
facilitated in ‘therapy’.
When Andrew Pettigrew examined the role of change specialists in a strategic change initiative across
divisions of ICI in the 1980s, he concluded (Pugh and Hickson, 1996, p. 194):
“One chastening lesson is not to expect too much from such OD specialists. As one supportive
senior manager put it: ‘using OD is in the first case an act of faith’.”
Whether internal managers or external consultants, we are engaged in the complex humanistic practice of
intention, skill, relationship and action in an organizational context. This is the territory I am outlining. It is
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consistent with the strand of OD theory and practice that understands organization – or organizing – as a
continuous and complex social process. Chris Rodgers highlights this and the messy, informal character of
organizational change that formal management processes typically ignore.
Seeing conflict and difference as central to organizational practice
John Rowan points to a particular strength of the humanistic psychology school of management that, for me,
sharpens the focus of its contemporary relevance and is another feature of its hidden or forgotten history. In
Rowan’s view conflict is something that humanistic psychology has understood very well: “It sets a very high
value on conflict, and regards the serious pursuit of conflict as an important road to wisdom.” (Rowan, 1995,
p. 123).
He cites the “great pioneer” in this area, Mary Parker Follett, who took it for granted that the thing to aim at
was the interweaving of differences, because – expressed or not - it’s the constant condition of human
organization. Rowan continues (ibid.):
“Conflicts are then carefully brought out and worked with, rather than being overridden, smoothed
over or ignored. And the outcome of this is that creative solutions may emerge, which nobody
had in mind at the beginning of the process.”.
In my experience, the dominant paradigm of management thinking continues to treat conflict as an
aberration.

Yet a current preoccupation of management discourse is the need for innovation.

This

perspective of conflict shines another spotlight on the real territory of humanistic management and OD
practice. It tugs at a thread that’s clearly visible in my own practice and client work.

Personal practice: a humanistic bias
As a practitioner, I’m experienced at working in the tension between holding an objective perspective while in
the flow of subjective experience with others. I believe that this is an important characteristic, which sits at
the heart of humanistic management and OD practice.
Being able to take an objective view is a feature of the scientific rationalism that continues to inform business.
We’re used to valuing and expecting objectivity from each other: analyzing problems, creating solutions,
managing plans, controlling resources. It’s a powerful capability that everyone, working in an organizational
context, needs to have to some degree.
But the life of organization also flows from the subjective experience of personal meaning, motivation,
interpretation, emotion, feeling.

In order to maintain my professional competence and my well-being -

working in this subjective-objective field - I need to be able to distinguish between what’s ‘me’ and what’s
‘them’ in how my clients respond to my presence and interventions. One source of this ability comes from my
training and experience to remain present and resourceful in the face of misunderstanding, difference,
disagreement and conflict. This is about treating the present moment as a creative resource of thought,
feeling and action in my moment-by-moment interactions.

In this sense, I’m constantly testing and

responding in a dance between ‘me’ and ‘them’.
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We’re familiar with this dance in our day-to-day conversations – with the potential for lively interaction,
unexpected twists, difference and empathy. We’re also familiar with the potential for repeated patterns of
social nicety to arise. Dialogue, relational connection and the potential for innovation are deeply humanistic.
While they may be a source of aliveness and creativity, we may also experience uncertainty, anxiety, conflict,
diminished self-esteem – familiar territory for any good practitioner, humanistic or otherwise.
The desire for more authentic communication and less social posturing is one indication that people,
individually and collectively, may have a real intent to create a more humanistic environment in which they
operate. However, living by this standard requires personal desire, intention, responsibility and skill. The
promotion and practice of skills that enable managers to operate well in this subjective-objective field is a
clearer indication that a humanistic approach to management is being embraced.

Humanistic management: a client perspective
Early in this essay I wonder if the influence of the humanistic movement is a hidden history in contemporary
management and OD. This question sharpened my attention on the evidence for its presence in a recent
assignment for a global corporate.
One current initiative is a good illustration. Alongside conventional aims like revenue growth, the global CEO
has asked senior leaders to explore what it would mean for the company to be a place that creates the
healthiest conditions for human wellbeing and success. He has not dictated what this means or how it should
be brought about. Instead, he has asked senior leaders to explore the question with their teams. The CEO’s
style has been to convey why the initiative is personally important to him, why it’s relevant for the business
and invite his leadership team to join him on a journey. He has also pointed to a shortlist of sources that
have informed his interest and his invitation.
One of these sources is Patrick Lencioni, who writes (in The Advantage, 2012) about the edge a business
gains from a ‘healthiest human system’ focus. Like many management writers, he presents a seductive ‘nstep’ approach for success (Collins, 1998, p. 9). That is, a set of clear, logical and practical steps designed
to bring about a desired outcome.

At first sight, this reinforces the conventional ‘management control’

paradigm that continues to dominate much contemporary management thinking. However, Lencioni does
show a humanistic perspective woven into his approach. In particular he points to ‘five dysfunctions of a
team’ that, he argues, lead to ‘silos, politics and turf wars’.
The five dysfunctions point to issues that hark back to the early days of OD and its human relations
characteristics of ‘truth, trust, love and collaboration’. While the word love might not be used comfortably in
many executive meetings, we can paraphrase with more familiar words such as empathy, connection and
loyalty.
A country CEO initiated one of my recent engagements within the company. He wanted to use an upcoming
leadership offsite to explore, with his team, how to create the healthiest human system in his territory. We
used the ‘five dysfunctions’ model, as illustrated, in that exploration.
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Figure 1: The Five Dysfunctions of a Team
(Adapted from P. Lencioni)

Concern with ‘absence of trust’, ‘fear of conflict’, ‘artificial harmony’, ‘avoiding interpersonal discomfort’ are
not preoccupations of scientific management, which is interested in efficiency, productivity, resource use,
logical process, control, etc.
Lencioni’s advocacy for ‘creative disagreement’ underplays its potential for heightened emotion and messy
outcomes. It takes skill, courage and good intent to work creatively and healthily with conflict and difference.
A form of management that works skillfully to encourage authenticity and openness as a foundation for trust,
that facilitates healthy conflict and that enables people to face interpersonal discomfort, is humanistic. It
remains to be seen how far the company embraces this ‘hot’ character of human organizing or whether it is
suppressed by the ever-present, ‘cool’ logic of scientific rationalism.
This inherent tension returns me to my opening remarks about the incommensurate nature of the functionalist
and radical humanist paradigms. My own resolution of this tension is to act somewhat like an undercover
radical. That is, being able to think and act as a functionalist while helping my clients reveal and change
limiting habits and patterns in their acts of organizing.
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Organization is a human process not a physical object. As such, it is always deeply humanistic – whether
evidenced or not, in the characteristic patterning of people’s day-to-day behaviour. With this in mind, I return
to the sense of purpose at the start of my inquiry and the urge to restate that the humanistic roots of OD are
meaningful and relevant today and are worth reclaiming.

Epilogue
I’m surprised by what I’ve uncovered in reflecting on my own practice and in the sources on which I’ve drawn.
In my narrative approach I have sought to highlight specific forms of practice that I think illuminate
characteristics of humanistic management and the roots of OD.
In dialogue with Chris Rodgers, regarding this article, he suggested to me that most OD practitioners would
acknowledge that OD is about people. He pondered whether my inquiry underlines the importance of human
being in the act of human doing – we are not mechanical objects. Does the essentially humanistic nature of
organization continue to be overlooked and underplayed? Is modern management espousing the value of
‘our people’ while still acting as if we are cogs in an organizational machine?
It strikes me that a humanistic thread is visible, but perhaps woven thinly, throughout the fabric of
contemporary thinking in management and organizational practice. Its roots and relevance are not widely
recognized and warrant reclamation in the story of how we manage and organize today and in our onward
quest for sustainable economy and society. In this quest, a form of management that is genuinely humanistic
will be recognized by such things as:

an emphasis on personal responsibility for self and one’s lived

experience; authenticity in dialogue and relationship; and an ability to work with the healthy potential in the
dynamics of conflict. In this, I leave the final word to John Rowan (1995, p. 140):
“Humanistic psychology is about not leaving it to experts, but taking responsibility for our own
lives and our own actions. It is about human change and growth, about the realization of human
potential, and about being an origin rather than a pawn. This means that you, the reader, are
being at every point challenged to change and grow, to realize your potential, to become more of
an origin and less of a pawn. What are you doing in your own organization?”
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