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Leading Organizational Change 
Some Leadership Considerations 

 
Change Management 
Change is the norm for today’s nonprofit organization. Change management has almost 
become “business as usual” as entrepreneurial nonprofits attempt to capture opportunities and 
head-off challenges in this fast-paced and ever changing external environment. Funders, 
partners, and consumers all want greater accountability, transparency, and impact, often with 
little or no additional resources. Organizational leaders that are capable of effective change 
management report that it employs both art and science, and that leadership plays the most 
significant role in assuring success. Among other qualities, the “art” of change management for 
successful leaders includes embracing change, recognizing the value of bringing all staff along in 
the change process, knowing that communication is the key, and educating themselves on the 
best practices. There are many approaches and tools that can help you, as a nonprofit leader, 
navigate change and bring your organization along in the change process. One of those 
approaches is to recognize that organizational change means shifting the current organizational 
culture. Shifting the organizational culture can be disruptive for staff and can produce 
organization-wide grief and some resulting conflict. The change process needs to include, 
among other initial strategies, identification of the existing cultural norms that constitute 
strengths to build upon in the change process, and norms that need to undergo change. 
 
Shifting Organizational Culture 
All organizations have a “culture”, although the specific organization’s cultural “norms” can be perceived 
differently by individuals within the organizational culture. The key advantage of intentionally shifting 
your organization’s cultural “norms” is this: In absence of identifying and establishing your 
organizational norms, norms will establish themselves, and you may not have the norms you desire! It is 
useful to ask yourself, “What are the key components of an organizational culture that would support 
our mission and goals?” 
 

Definition of Organizational Culture 
Organizational Culture can be defined as the values, rituals, and behaviors that contribute to your unique 
social, emotional, and relational environment. Organizational culture includes an organization's 
expectations, experiences, philosophy, and values that hold it together, and are expressed in its self-
image, inner workings, interactions with the outside world, and future expectations. It is based on 
history, shared attitudes, beliefs, customs, and written and unwritten rules that have been developed 
over time and are now embedded in your organization’s DNA.  
 

Put yourself into the shoes of a new employee stepping into your organization. What assumptions might 
he or she make about your organizational culture? Of those “norms” that are identified, which norms 
would you like to preserve and build upon for the future, and which ones could be changed to create an 
organizational culture that would better meet your current and future needs?    
 

Shifting our Organizational Culture Means a Focus on Managing Change 
It’s important to recognize that the leadership of the organization (that’s you!) are essential to a 
successful change process. From a leadership perspective, you will want to get your head and heart 
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around organizational grief and the knowledge that each individual staff person “comes along with the 
change” at his or her own pace (including you!) And, communication is key – you cannot over-
communicate the status/progress of the change process, where we’re going/how it looks on the other 
side (vision), what will change, and what will stay the same. Communication redundancy is important 
and having a unified message from all leadership provides comfort for employees and supports trust in 
the change process, as well as in the organization’s leadership capability. In addition, please recognize 
that as you diversify your workforce and your leadership group, cross-cultural/inter-cultural 
communication and learning will be key tools for your future success.  

 
Change Creates Organizational Conflict  
Conflict is inherent in change management. It helps to head-off conflict before it becomes a problem by 
managing conflict productively – turning potentially destructive conflict into an organizational strength. 
There are many tools that help you openly manage inherent conflict. Successful nonprofits have a 
culture of open dialogue about issues and challenges that honor diversity in culture, style, and 
perspectives.  Providing opportunities for structured, open, and respectful dialogue throughout the 
change process will be helpful in advancing the desired changes, and you will want to put into place 
healthy communication techniques and tools that also assure conflict will be dealt with directly, with a 
focus on quick and respectful resolution that supports openness, transparency and maintaining quality 
relationships Acknowledging that there is a conflict is the first step in every resolution process! Be ready 
to stop "business as usual" to deal with an important emerging conflict – or buy time to seek additional 
information -- but always get agreement on when the conflict will be addressed. Conflict avoidance is 
very seductive, yet undealt with conflict will come back with greater intensity and impact. 
 

A New View of Conflict 
Many organizations voice a commitment to diversity when they actually can’t tolerate a difference of 
opinion. And, an authentic commitment to diversity views differences in opinion, perspective, and 
approach as valued organizational assets – leading organizations to greater levels of innovation and the 
creation of decisions, products, services and environments that are inclusive of and appeal to a broader 
audience.  We know that a true commitment to diversity calls for an honoring of differences, 
encouraging differences at all levels of the organization, and the ability for organizational leaders to 
manage conflict productively.  Viewing organizational conflict as a natural outgrowth of diversity is a 
place to start.  
 
Gabriel Associates can provide a variety of tools and approaches that can increase your effectiveness 
and your ability to manage change productively. In addition, we believe that any change process opens 
the door to opportunities to strengthen your capacity to operate in alignment with your mission, values, 
and core commitments. If you’re thinking about planning for some organizational changes, please feel 
free to call us! We’d love to do some “wild thinking” about how to maximize the effectiveness of your 
change process and proven techniques to successfully manage change!  
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