
By, R.T., Oswick, C. & Burnes, B. (2014). Looking Back and Looking Forward: Some Reflections 

on Journal Developments and Trends in Organizational Change Discourse. Journal of Change 

Management, 14(1), pp. 1-7. doi: 10.1080/14697017.2014.886871 

City Research Online

Original citation: By, R.T., Oswick, C. & Burnes, B. (2014). Looking Back and Looking Forward: 

Some Reflections on Journal Developments and Trends in Organizational Change Discourse. 

Journal of Change Management, 14(1), pp. 1-7. doi: 10.1080/14697017.2014.886871 

Permanent City Research Online URL: http://openaccess.city.ac.uk/8361/

 

Copyright & reuse

City University London has developed City Research Online so that its users may access the 

research outputs of City University London's staff. Copyright © and Moral Rights for this paper are 

retained by the individual author(s) and/ or other copyright holders.  All material in City Research 

Online is checked for eligibility for copyright before being made available in the live archive. URLs 

from City Research Online may be freely distributed and linked to from other web pages. 

Versions of research

The version in City Research Online may differ from the final published version. Users are advised 

to check the Permanent City Research Online URL above for the status of the paper.

Enquiries

If you have any enquiries about any aspect of City Research Online, or if you wish to make contact 

with the author(s) of this paper, please email the team at publications@city.ac.uk.

brought to you by COREView metadata, citation and similar papers at core.ac.uk

provided by City Research Online

https://core.ac.uk/display/42628474?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=banner&utm_campaign=pdf-decoration-v1
http://openaccess.city.ac.uk/
mailto:publications@city.ac.uk


Looking Back and Looking Forwards:  Some Reflections on Journal 
Developments and Trends in Organizational Change Discourse 
 

Rune Todnem By*, Cliff Oswick** & Bernard Burnes*** 

 

*Staffordshire University Business School, UK; **Cass Business School, City University 

London, UK, ***Stirling Management School, University of Stirling, UK;  

 

One small step for you, a giant step for Journal of Change Management 

 

On behalf of the Editorial Board, we wish to thank you all for your invaluable and continuous 

suppo t of ‘outledge s Jou al of Cha ge Ma age e t JCM  – YOUR journal. In this annual 

editorial piece we wish to do two things.  First, we want to reflect upon the progress made 

by Journal of Change Management (JCM) in working towards becoming a world leading 

academic journal.  Second, we would like to explore some macro-level trends in the 

discourse on organizational change.  

 

As caretakers of JCM the Editorial Board has a great responsibility and a great opportunity 

to make difference. A difference to the development of the multitude of disciplines aligned 

to organizational change, and a difference to those studying and working within these fields.  

Operating within an academic reality where rankings and impact factors are increasingly 

playing a crucial role in not only the perception of schools and institutions but also to the 

careers of individual academic s, e ha e ide tified JCM s i lusio  i  Tho so  ‘eute s  
Social Sciences Citation Index (SSCI) and an improved position in the Association of Business 

“ hool s AB“   Guide to A ade i  Jou al Qualit  as essential to our further 

development and future success. In order to succeed with our strategy we need each and 

every one of you to access, read and refer to the work published by JCM in preparation of 

your own article submissions to journals already included in the SSCI. As Neil Armstrong 

would have put it if he had been an Editorial Board member:   That’s o e s all step for you, 
a giant step for Journal of Change Management and all disciplines aligned to organizational 

change. 

 

Together with Routledge we are now making our case for inclusion in Tho so  ‘eute s  
SSCI. When successful we will be provided with a future Impact Factor allowing us to 

participate – and even compete if you like - on a level playing field with more established 

journals. We are also eagerly anticipating a new version of the Association of Business 

“ hools  AB“  International Guide to Academic Journal Quality (The Guide) where we hope 

to have improved our position further. 

 

 as the ea  e pu lished spe ial issues o  ‘eadi ess fo  Cha ge  guest edited  
Holt a d Va da a  a d “ustai a ilit  as a ‘eal Oppo tu it : Ho  Can Management Foster 

What Politi s Ca ot?  guest edited  de Matos & Clegg . As in previous years we were 

represented at both the Academy of Management (AOM) Annual Meeting – this time in 

Orlando, Florida – and at the annual European Group for Organizational Studies (EGOS) 

Colloquium, which was arranged in Montreal. Both events were brilliant opportunities to 

showcase our work as a Journal and as individuals. This year Journal of Change Management 

is the proud sponsor of the AOM Organization Development & Change (ODC) Distinguished 



Speaker Award in Philadelphia, and Editorial Board members and colleagues are involved in 

the chairing of EGOS sub-themes in Rotterdam. Do t e sh  - come and say hi! 

 

Another exciting development over the last years has been the great success of our 

Reflections series. In order to celebrate this success, Routledge is providing free access to 

the Reflections contributions for a limited time (http://bit.ly/jcm-reflections) and we have 

ade the se ies the fo us of this ea s JCM post a d. 2013 saw the addition of Os i k s 
o t i utio  ‘efle tio s: OD o  Not OD that is the Questio ! A Co st u ti ist s Thoughts on 

the Changing Natu e of Cha ge  a d e a  p o ise further exciting contributions in 2014 

(some already available online). 

 

Trends in Organizational Change 

This editorial piece provides an opportunity to offer some reflections on developments 

within the field of organizational change as a broadly defined area of inquiry.  The intention 

is build upon some the tentative assertions we offered in an earlier editorial commentary 

(By, Burnes and Oswick, 2011).  To this end, we have explored meta-level trends using the 

Google Ng a  Vie e 1 (Michel et al, 2011).  The Ngram Viewer is an application which 

enables phrase-usage to be charted according to the yearly count of words or phrases 

appearing within a large corpus of texts.  The word-search database consists of 5.2 million 

books digitized by Google Inc.  The database covers books published between 1500 and 

2008 and is estimated to contain 500 billion words.  Selected words or phrases are plotted 

on a graph if a match is found in 40 or more books in any given year and the aggregated 

citation level is expressed as a percentage of the total database. 

 

We have decided to use Ngrams rather than the generally more popular Google Scholar.  

The primary reason for this is to do with scope and coverage. Google Scholar searches 

records for any instance where a specific term is mentioned in the title, abstract, keywords 

or the publication title, and counts this as one citation.  Ngrams provide a search of all 

content (i.e. the whole text) and aggregates the total number of citations in each text 

(rather than counting the whole publication as one citation).  This key difference is 

important insofar as Ngrams offer insights into general trends of popularity (i.e. as a 

multiple count common usage measure) while Google Scholar offers more focused insights 

(i.e. as a single count academic measure).  Hence, we believe that Ngrams have more 

purchase in capturing wider discursive trends in organizational change.   

 

In order to meaningfully compare concepts, we have concentrated on producing ngrams for 

four change-oriented constructs, namely: organizational change, organization development, 

planned organizational change, and change management.  For our purposes, we have 

limited our analysis to plotting trends over the past five decades (i.e. between 1960 and 

2008).  This period has been specified because citation levels were extremely low, and in 

some instances non-existent, prior to 1960.  We should also mention that our approach to 

plotting trends is that in keeping with the general convention for the use of ngrams 

inasmuch as we have used the standard smoothing factor of 3 in all graphs.  In the following 

subsections we consider the four chosen change constructs individually and we then 

consider them on a combined basis. 

 

                                                           
1 The Ngram Viewer can be found at http://books.google.com/ngrams 

http://bit.ly/jcm-reflections


Organizational Change 

Organizational change  remains an enduring and generic term for all forms of change-

related activity in organizations.  As such, it is the most heavily used phrase of the four 

investigated.  It has also steadily grown in popularity over the past five decades (see figure 

1).  It is perhaps not entirely surprising that organizational change has remained central to 

the discourse of change in organizational settings.  In effect, any prevailing or new change 

concepts or approaches are incorporated and presented in relation to, or embedded within, 

organizational change.  Hence, the overall word counts increases and we might expect the 

current pattern of citation to continue for this umbrella term going forwards.   

 

 
Figure 1 – Citation of Orga izatio al Change  

 

 
 

 

 

 

Organization Development 

The patte  of usage fo  o ga izatio  de elop e t  OD  is o e o ple  tha  fo  
o ga izatio al ha ge  see figu e .  The use of the term OD increased during the s 

a d s th ough to a peak i  , followed by a gradual decline through to 1990, and 

then a levelling out through to 2008.  In essence, OD enjoyed a significant period of 

popularity between 1970 and 1990.   

 

 
Figure 2 – Citatio  of Orga izatio  Develop e t  

 

 



 

 

We would contend that the initial growth of interest in OD was largely triggered by the 

publication of seminal contributions to the field (e.g. Beckhard, 1969; Bennis, 1969; 

Lawrence and Lorsch, 1969) and interest was subsequently further fuelled by the 

publication of key textbooks (e.g. French and Bell, 1972).  Arguably, interest waned because 

the core principles of OD processes around discrete, punctuated change based upon 

diagnosis and intervention became less popular than some of the emerging alternatives 

(Bushe and Marshak, 2009; Marshak and Grant, 2008; Oswick et al, 2005).  In particular, 

App e iati e I ui  (Cooperrider and Srivastva, 1987) proposed a radical alternative to the 

traditional problem-centred approach of OD and, in doing, so had a significant impact upon 

the demise of OD.  Overall, the citation pattern found in figure 2 reflects the fundamental 

diffe e e et ee  o ga izatio al ha ge  as a ge e i  te  a d OD  as spe ifi  fo  of 
change activity.  

 

Planned Organizational Change 

The pattern of citation for planned organizational change is very similar to that observed for 

OD (see figure 3). There is a steady take up of the notion of planned organizational change 

which through peaks in the mid- s, followed by steady decline to 1990, and then a 

sustained level of residual citation through to 2008.  Given that planned organizational 

change is often seen as a synonym for OD (or a subset of OD), it is not entirely surprising 

that it has a similar chronology of usage.  Moreover, it does further reinforce the assertion 

that more structured and discrete forms of change activity have been superseded by more 

emergent change approaches (Oswick, 2009; Oswick and Marshak, 2012; By, 2005).  

 

 

 
Figure 3 – Citatio  of Pla ed Orga izatio al Cha ge  

 

 
 

 

Change Management 

B  o pa iso  to OD  a d pla ed o ga izatio al ha ge , ha ge a age e t  is a 
relatively recent phenomenon (see figure 4).  As an approach to change, it started to gain 

t a tio  i  the s a d has o ti ued to g o  i  the su se ue t de ades.  It is noticeable 

that the growth of interest in change management is in sharp contrast to a declining level of 

interest in OD and planned organizational change.  This perhaps reflects the contrasting 



orientations of OD (as a discrete and bounded process) and change management (as an 

emergent and ongoing process of change) (Oswick and Marshak, 2012). 

 

 
Figure 4 – Citatio  of Cha ge Ma age e t  

 

 
 

 

Change Approaches Compared 

The discussion above has focused on the relative patterns exhibited by different approaches 

to change.  Notwithstanding the importance of the general trends, it is also informative to 

also simultaneously consider the respective trajectories of, and general magnitude of 

interest in, the four forms of change activity (see figure 5).  There are several notable 

features of figure 5.  First, planned organizational change is by some way a far less popular 

term than the others plotted.  This adds further support to the earlier assertion that it is 

generally perceived to be a subset of, or less popular synonym for, OD.  

 

 
Figure 5 – Comparison of the Citation Levels for Different Change Approaches 

 

 
 

 

Second, it is appa e t that o ga izatio al ha ge  has o siste tl  ee  the ost idel  
used phrase in relation to change activity within organizations.  This offers additional 

reinforcement for the earlier claim that it effectively operates as a broad, umbrella term for 

a variety of change initiatives and programmes. 

 



Third, the contrasting fortunes of OD and change management mentioned earlier are even 

more evident when the co-plotted (see figure 5).  Moreover, it would appear that the 

popularity of these two change variants are closely aligned insofar as change management 

starts to gain momentum at exactly the point that OD begins to decline (i.e. circa 1990) and 

their respect patterns from that point onwards are more or less the inverse of each other in 

terms of growth and decline.  Indeed, this citation profile resonates with the pattern found 

within the literature on management fads and fashions (Abrahamson, 1991; Abrahamson, 

1996; Abrahamson and Eisenman, 2008; Abrahamson and Fairchild, 1999; Kieser, 1997).  

Kieser (1997) asserts that:  

 

Ma age e t fashio s follo  patte s hi h a  e des i ed  ell-shaped 

curves. At the start of a fashion, only a few pioneers are daring enough to take it up. 

These fe  a e joi ed  a isi g u e  of i itato s, u til this fashio  is out  a d 
e  fashio s o e o  the a ket  Kiese  , p. . 

 

The word usage patterns for both OD and planned organizational change exhibit the same 

bell-shaped curve associated with management fashions (see figures 2 and 3).  In addition, 

A aha so  a d Eise a  posit that: Le i al shifts o e  ti e se e to diffe e tiate a 
fashion from its predecessor, creating a sense of novelty and progress from the earlier to 

the late  fashio s  : .  Arguably, change management has emerged as a new and 

novel alternative to OD.    

 

Finally, there appears to be a modest resurgence of interest in OD form the s o a ds.  
This perhaps coincides with a re-articulation and re-positioning of the discourse of OD in 

terms of the development of a new form of OD (see for example: Bushe and Marshak, 2009; 

Marshak, 2009; Mirvis, 2006; Woodman, 2008).  This trend is most apparent in Bushe and 

Ma shak s  deli eatio  of old diag osti  OD  a d e  dialogi  OD .  Although the 

reinvention of OD may have induced a slight upswing in the citation of OD, this move is 

nevertheless consistent with the attributes associated with management fashions (i.e. 

p o oti g a e  OD fashio  a d do pla i g a  old unfashionable OD ).   

 

Conclusion 

The discussion provided in this editorial is not intended to offer definitive insights into the 

changing nature of organizational change.  Rather it should be viewed as a starting point for 

a wider conversation.  In this regard, it might hopefully raise further issues and further 

questions.   
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