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What Your Nonprofit Needs to Know 
About Change 
By Rachel Sams

Years ago, when I was a reporter for a 
business journal, the editing team met 
behind closed doors each week to select 
stories for Page 1. 
 Then our editor decided to make  
a change. 
 She told us the team would gather for 
a weekly Page 1 meeting. Each reporter 
would pitch one of their stories for Page 1, 
and the whole team would vote on which 
stories to include.
 I told my editor competing for the 
limelight would turn us against each other, 
make a collegial workplace cutthroat.  
She listened, then calmly asked me, “Just 
give it a try.” 

 At the pitch meeting, my anxiety 
quickly turned to fascination at my 
colleagues’ pitches. One colleague skipped 
his pitch so he could lend support to other 
people’s stories. The approach I’d feared 
would divide us had brought us closer.
 I didn’t know it then, but my brilliant 
editor used change management theory to 
help her team evolve. Every nonprofit will 
need to do that in order to succeed in 2024. 
 It’s essential to understand why the 
world around you is changing so fast, why 
change is difficult, and how to navigate the 
sticking points that will naturally arise in 
any organizational change effort. Here’s a 
primer that will help.
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Risk Summit 2024
Connect, Learn and Grow
NRMC is excited to announce the 
dates for the 2024 Risk Summit! This 
annual gathering designed exclusively 
for nonprofit risk leaders and 
enthusiasts will be held October 21st 
& 22nd, 2024 at the Hyatt Regency in 
Reston, Virginia.

The Risk Summit will provide hands-
on sessions to help you hone specific 
risk skills; sessions to learn or brush up 
on risk fundamentals; and advanced 
topics that will help experienced risk 
leaders sharpen their expertise.

We’ll also bring risk professionals 
together for small and large 
networking sessions where you can get 
an outside perspective on your biggest 
challenges, or just talk to a friendly face 
who can relate to the struggles and 
triumphs you experience every day. 
Dozens of speakers will help you grow 
and apply your risk expertise. You’ll 
leave with specific takeaways you can 
use on your first day back at work, new 
friendships, and plenty of inspiration.

To learn more, visit nonprofitrisk.org.

Call 703.777.3504 or email  
info@nonprofitrisk.org for more 
information.

THE CHANGE MANAGEMENT ISSUE

Tips, Knowledge and Tools for Nonprofit Organizations

http://nonprofitrisk.org
http://nonprofitrisk.org
http://nonprofitrisk.org
mailto:info%40nonprofitrisk.org?subject=
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How Change is Changing
Is your head spinning from all the constant 
pivots, reinventions, and reimaginations 
at your nonprofit? Are you and your team 
hoping change will slow down in 2024? 
 You may have anticipated this  
news: The pace of change for nonprofits 
and the world around us won’t slow down 
this year. It won’t even stay the same. It 
will accelerate.
 Why does it feel like the world is 
changing so fast right now? Think of some 
of the changes we’ve lived through in just 
the past few years.

 ■ The COVID pandemic changed how 
we work, how we learn, and how we 
interact with the world around us

 ■ Climate change has made life on our 
planet more challenging for humans 
and every other species on earth

 ■ The rapid evolution of artificial 
intelligence affects how we work and 
engage with technology 

 ■ Calls for equity in response to systemic 
racism and bigotry have pressed 
organizations and leaders to change

 Most of the time, humans can rely 
on “surge capacity” to cope with sudden, 
immediate changes, writes Sara Antliff of 
software developer Atlassian. But our  
surge capacities got tapped out from a 
two-year barrage of sudden, immediate 
changes, from the grocery store to  
virtual school to work-from-home (or the 
front lines.)
 In 2020, consultancy Gartner found 
that the amount of change an average 
employee could absorb without fatigue 
had dropped to 50% of pre-pandemic 
levels. Given the head-spinning pace of 
the past few years, most people’s ability to 
handle change has probably continued to 
decrease. Change fatigue presents major 
risks to the mission of every nonprofit just 
as change becomes essential and expected 
in a rapidly evolving world. 

 The rapid changes happening around 
us hold upside and downside risks that 
stretch the limits of our imaginations. 
The changes taking place in our world 
right now could crack the foundation of 
systemic racism and all the other isms 

for good—or they could set efforts for 
equality back decades. These waves of 
change could unleash forces that help your 
nonprofit deliver its mission in ways you’ve 
never dreamed, or they could render your 
organization obsolete.
 That’s a lot to wrap our brains around. 
And it’s creating lots of challenges for 
nonprofit risk leaders. It’s essential 
to understand the factors that drive 
workplace change and the stages humans 
go through as we process change. 
 Deepening your understanding 
of change, and trying new change 
management strategies, can feel 
overwhelming. Your team might not redo 
how you manage change all at once. That’s 
okay. Every step your nonprofit takes to 
better navigate change will help you more 
effectively deliver your mission.
 Let’s look at how workplace change 
typically plays out.

Triggers and Types of 
Workplace Change
Both external and internal factors can drive 
the need for organizations to change. Here 
are some of the factors that can prompt a 
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“ The pace of change 
for nonprofits and 
the world around us 
won’t slow down this 
year. It won’t even 
stay the same. It will 
accelerate.”

https://www.atlassian.com/blog/leadership/change-fatigue
https://www.atlassian.com/blog/leadership/change-fatigue
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What Your Nonprofit Needs to Know about Change 
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 2

need for workplace change, according to 
Britain’s Chartered Institute of Personnel 
and Development:

 ■ economic conditions
 ■ advances in technology
 ■ client needs
 ■ political change
 ■ government initiatives
 ■ environmental issues
 ■ strategic imperatives

 When an organization decides to 
change, that decision can change many 
aspects of operations, including:

 ■ processes
 ■ technology used on the job
 ■ organizational systems 
 ■ culture
 ■ products or services
 ■ entry to new markets
 ■ layoffs, attrition, or job restructuring

 Sometimes, change happens 

organically, without an imperative from 
the top of the organization. People simply 
begin to work differently as the world 
around them changes. In many other  
cases, leadership recognizes the need for 
change and gives the team a road map  
that communicates how they want change 
to occur.

The Stages of  
Workplace Change
When your team knows change is coming 
and wants to guide that process, it’s 
important to understand the stages of 
change management.
 If you’ve explored change management 
before, you might have seen a model called 
“The Change Curve.” This analysis of change 
in workplaces is attributed to psychiatrist 
Elisabeth Kübler-Ross, known for her  
work on the stages of grief. The model 
outlines seven stages of change, often 
consolidated into four stages in the study 
of workplace change.

CONTINUED ON PAGE 4

“ When your team knows change is coming and wants to guide that 
process, it’s important to understand the stages of change management.”

https://www.cipd.org/uk/knowledge/guides/change-management/
https://www.cipd.org/uk/knowledge/guides/change-management/
https://www.cipd.org/uk/knowledge/guides/change-management/
https://www.k-state.edu/hr/learning-development/professional-development/The%20Change%20Curve%20-%20Change%20Management%20Training%20from%20MindTools.pdf
https://www.k-state.edu/hr/learning-development/professional-development/The%20Change%20Curve%20-%20Change%20Management%20Training%20from%20MindTools.pdf
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 Stage 1 - Status Quo: In the first 
stage of change, we may react with shock 
or denial. It’s important to communicate 
the reasons for the change and how it 
relates to the mission. Make sure people 
know who to talk to if they have questions. 
When they do, leaders should invest time 
to talk through those questions—even 
if they don’t have all the answers. You’ll 
want to go into this stage equipped with 
an internal communications plan. We have 
suggestions for how to shape your plan 
in our accompanying article in this issue, 
“Build a Communications Plan to Support 
Change.”
 Stage 2 – Disruption: When the 
reality of change starts to settle in, we 
may experience anger or fear. This could 
prompt us to resist the change or argue 
against it. On a recent webinar, Paige 
Heller, organizational management 
consultant at mental health provider BHS, 
called stage 2 “the danger zone.” The more 
time people spend fighting change, the 
more likely it will falter. If leaders give 
people space to process change, they can 
progress to step 3.
 When you know disruption is coming, 
you can plan for it. Before you announce 
your change, anticipate potential problem 
areas and consider how you might address 
them. Do what you can to put solutions 
in place to help make the change go more 
smoothly for your team. But it’s also 
important to remember that the range of 
possible reactions to change is as diverse 
as the people on your team. You can’t 
anticipate everything. No matter how well 
you think you know your teammates, they 
may react to change in ways that surprise 
you—and problems may arise that you 
didn’t anticipate. Listen, allow space for a 
variety of reactions, and learn from them.
 Stage 3 – Exploration: In this stage, 
we turn our focus from what we’ve lost 
to what the changes will mean for us. We 
begin to test and investigate what the 
changes mean and how we can adapt to 

them. Allow people time to explore what 
change means for them at this stage and 
provide support as they work to figure 
it out. Make sure to allow and welcome 
brainstorming on your team, whether team 
members want to talk through potential 
solutions with you, each other, or even 
with clients or constituents. Take time 
to train your team on new processes and 
ways of working. If they express a need for 
additional training as change unfolds, work 
to make it happen. Overall productivity will 
likely falter during this stage, but a healthy 
period of exploration makes it more likely 
the change will succeed and contribute to 
productivity for the long term.
 Stage 4 – Rebuilding: During this 
stage, people—individually and as teams—
commit to strategies for dealing with the 
change. This might include rebuilding the 

way we work. As people adapt to new 
ways of working, productivity begins to 
rebound. Invest extra time at this stage 
to double-check whether all aspects of 
your organization have caught up with the 
change, from interdepartmental processes 
to performance reviews, and make any 
adjustments needed. This is a great time 
to talk with your team about what you’ve 
learned from your journey and find a way to 
celebrate your successes.
 It’s important to note that, just as  
with the stages of grief, the way people 
move through the stages of change may not 
be linear. 

Lead Change with Curiosity
Understanding the organizational and 
psychological factors that play into change 
management won’t keep challenges from 

What Your Nonprofit Needs to Know about Change
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arising. But it should help you better 
understand why change is so difficult for 
you and your team. Knowing that can help 
you shape an approach to change for your 
organization. Our accompanying article in 
this issue, “A Step by Step Guide to  
Change Management,” shares more  
detail on how to create a comprehensive 
plan to guide your organization through a 
specific change.
 The moment when you realize your 
organization can see a change through is 
beautiful. But maybe even more exciting is 
the moment when things aren’t yet certain, 
but you realize a change could work. 
 All those years ago, when my editor 
asked what I thought of the new pitch 
meeting, I gushed about how much I  
loved it and how much that surprised me. 

She smiled, but didn’t say “I knew you 
would”—because she didn’t. It could have 
gone either way.

 There are no guarantees about how 
change will play out or how your team 
will react to it. But if you understand the 
stages of change, you can better guide your 
team members through it—even people as 
stubborn as I was—and evolve to meet the 
needs of your mission. 

Rachel Sams is Lead Consultant and 
Editor at the Nonprofit Risk Management 
Center. Her reactions to change range 
from anxiety to curiosity, often all on 
the same day. Reach her with questions 
and thoughts about nonprofit change 
management at rachel@nonprofitrisk.org 
or (505) 456-4045.

What Your Nonprofit Needs to Know about Change
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“ The moment when 
you realize your 
organization can see 
a change through is 
beautiful. But maybe 
even more exciting 
is the moment 
when things aren’t 
yet certain, but you 
realize a change 
could work.”
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PHLYSense is a 24/7 property monitoring and alert solution. 
Organizations get real-time alerts if water is detected or temperatures reach a hazardous level. 
The program includes sensors and 24/7 monitoring and support all at no-cost to policyholders 

with property coverage. Alerts can be sent through SMS text, email, and phone call, 
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add another layer of property risk mitigation.
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A Step-by-Step Guide to Change Management 
By Rachel Sams

Many organizational change efforts will 
fail—up to 70 percent of them, depending 
on which experts you ask.

 What makes the difference? What 
factors make a change take hold, and what 
can make a change fall flat?

 I’ve led my share of organizational 
change efforts that succeeded, as well as 
changes that flopped. One thing I learned 
from those experiences: Successful change 
doesn’t just happen. It requires discussion 
and planning before the decision to  
change; at every step along the way; and 
even afterward, when lessons from the 
change surface. 

 In this article, you’ll find actions 
your nonprofit can take at each step of a 
change to help increase the likelihood that 
it will succeed. (Of course, it’s OK to fail 
sometimes, too, and we’ll cover how to 
learn from those experiences!)

Scan Your Environment  
for Change
To discern how your nonprofit needs to 
change, you must learn to perceive your 
organization and the environment you 
occupy in new ways. For most of us, that 
will involve making some small changes to 
the way we work. 
 One way to start: Incorporate “balcony 
time” into your weekly work routine. Many 
nonprofit leaders spend a lot of time out 
on the dance floor of their organizations, 
doing day-to-day tasks. Balcony time, by 
contrast, is reserved for the big picture. Put 
some balcony time on your work calendar 
once a week. A half-hour is ideal, but even 
10 minutes will make a difference. Some 
questions to ponder during that time:

 ■ What do I wonder about? What 
questions about my organization’s 
mission and future pique my curiosity?

 ■ What are my dreams? If our work 
succeeded beyond our wildest 
imaginings, what would that look like? 

 ■ What are we not doing that we could 
do to explore these questions about 
our future and deepen our work for  
the mission?

 ■ What am I missing? What 
possibilities—threats or 
opportunities—lie on our horizon 
that I didn’t get to explore this week 
because I was so busy?

 ■ What are our community, team, and 
partners telling us that we don’t yet 
know how to respond to?

 Take notes during your balcony time. 
As you continue this practice, you’ll see 
patterns emerge. They’ll tell you where you 
need to invest time to explore further.
 Of course, you can’t gain new 
perspectives on the world around you 
solely by looking within. You also need to 
reserve time to connect with your team and 
your community.
 To help your team scan the horizon 
for changes, set aside time at a group 
meeting at least once a month to ask these 
questions:

CONTINUED ON NEXT PAGE
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 ■ What external issues are we not 
spending time on that we should be?

 ■ What internal issues are we not 
spending time on that we should be?

 ■ What issues are we ignoring or  
dancing around because talking about 
them might be painful or require 
difficult changes?

 ■ What’s keeping us from spending time 
on those things?

 Make sure to tell your team why you’re 
doing this—you want to identify patterns 
and ensure your nonprofit evolves with 
the world around you. Tell team members 
how you will follow up on their comments 
and suggestions. If you don’t know yet, 
you could say you plan to spend a certain 
amount of time gathering suggestions and 
then begin choosing ideas to work on. 
To understand your environment, make a 
regular practice of gauging the changing 
needs of vendors, partners, and the 
community. Incorporate these questions 
into your meetings. Add extra time to the 
meeting if you need to.

 ■ How is what you need from our 
organization changing?

 ■ What are your biggest challenges  
right now?

 Identify the biggest themes that 
emerge from these conversations and 
your balcony time. Match them with 
your nonprofit’s mission and values to 
determine which issues are the most 
immediate priority and where a change 
effort could strengthen your organization’s 
ability to serve constituents. You’ll likely 
find a strong candidate for change, an 
issue where it looks like you could make a 
difference. You may want to dive in right 
away, but doing organizational change well 
takes time.

Make Time for Change
To really pursue change on the big issues 
your team identifies, or even smaller 
organizational changes that will help  
you do your work better, you must stop 
doing something. 
 Many nonprofit executive directors, 
and even some team members, want to 
take on more and more change constantly, 

without ever giving anything up. You may 
have one of those bosses or work on one 
of those teams. That doesn’t change the 
laws of the universe. You cannot produce 
more time. Time is every nonprofit’s most 
precious asset; it’s the only asset that 
cannot be regenerated. You can only make 
time for one thing by doing less of another.
 Getting buy-in for that idea alone 
might be the biggest change you make 
all year. It can be very hard to stop doing 
something an organization already does. 
Here are some sneaky ways to free up time 
to pursue change. Use whatever time you 
can reclaim to begin investigating the first 
change on your priority list.

 ■ Get rid of some meetings. Meetings 
are an entrenched practice at many 
nonprofits, but they are also a practice 
many people hate. Some for-profit 
companies have made headlines by 
eliminating all meetings and only adding 
back those that add value. You don’t 
have to go that far, but you could. 
Try replacing one team meeting 
with updates in your Slack or other 
communications channel. A caveat: 

A Step-by-Step Guide to Change Management  
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 7

CONTINUED ON PAGE 9

“To understand your environment, make a regular practice of gauging 
the changing needs of vendors, partners, and the community.”
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A Step-by-Step Guide to Change Management
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 8

Never cut one-on-one meetings. These 
are your best regular opportunity to 
build connections with team members, 
and you’ll need those connections to 
succeed at change. If you’re not sure 
which meeting to cut, ask the team  
to respond to a one-question poll: 
which regularly scheduled meeting is 
least valuable?

 ■ Say no more often. You and your team 
get a lot of requests, and you may 
have a habit of saying yes by default. 
Try this: Next time you get a request, 
take a moment to pause before saying 
yes. Ask yourself if the request aligns 
with your priorities and those of your 
team. If not, say ‘Thank you so much 
for asking, but I’m not able to do that.” 
Repeat as needed.

 ■ Accept when good enough is good 
enough. Your team’s work should be 
high-quality, but everything doesn’t 
have to be perfect. Identify someplace 
where you don’t have to give 100 
percent. Help your employees identify 
someplace where they don’t have to 
give 100 percent—just get it done with 
as much attention as they can. 

 ■ Delay. Ask your boss if you can push 
X project down the road to work on Y, 
and explain how Y could benefit your 
mission. If you find that not doing X 
doesn’t have a negative impact, you 
could make a great argument in three 
months that the project may not be 
needed at all.

 So, you’ve identified some key areas  
to make change. You’ve freed up some  
time to address those areas. Now, the real 
work begins.

Take Change Step by Step
Organizational changes, even small ones, 
can really shake people up. To better 
understand why change is so challenging, 
check out our accompanying article in this 
issue, “What Your Nonprofit Needs to Know 
about Change.”
 From the moment you begin to 
consider a change, plan for how you could 
take it all the way through to completion.  
Here’s a practical guide to help you do that.

 Share the reasons for change. 
Leaders love to talk about their vision 
for change, but sometimes they forget 
to communicate why change needs to 
happen. Make sure to touch on key points 
with your team.

 ■ Who made this decision? Why?
 ■ Why does this change need to happen 

now? How will things be better if you 
make the change than if you don’t?

 ■ How will the change improve your 
nonprofit and help you better deliver 
on your mission?

 ■ How does it relate to what drives 
employees personally?

 Involve employees in change. If 
people feel like they are part of the process, 
your change will be more likely to succeed.  
Here are some key points where you should 
loop team members in.

 ■ Whenever possible, invite team 
members’ thoughts on changes you’re 
considering. Identify supporters who 
could help you build consensus around 
the change. 

 ■ Consider a “pre-mortem”—a meeting 
where you explore the reasons why 
your change might soar or come 
crashing down. This process can help 
team members work through fears and 
anxieties about change, envision new 
possibilities, and grow closer.

 ■ Once you’ve made the decision to 
change, assign people specific tasks in 
the change process. Team members can 
assist with making sure your nonprofit’s 
policies, procedures, and performance 
reviews reflect the change. 

 ■ Seek feedback after a change rolls out. 
Share what you need employees to do 
differently because of the change.  
Ask what they need from you to make 
it happen.

 ■ Empower employees to adapt 
individually.

 Make space for sadness. Don’t 
diminish or dismiss what the organization 
will lose or set aside. Change management 
efforts that don’t acknowledge loss will 
wither. 

CONTINUED ON NEXT PAGE

“ From the moment you 
begin to consider a 
change, plan for how 
you could take it all 
the way through to 
completion.”
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A Step-by-Step Guide to Change Management
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 9

 ■ Give employees space to voice worries 
and fears.

 ■ Make them part of creating the 
solution.

 ■ Never brush off questions or worries.
 Make space for joy. The process of 
change can bring your team closer, if you 
take time to honor their good work.

 ■ Reward employees who do things to 
help smooth the way for change.

 ■ Set achievable goals early in the 
change process to create short-term 
wins.

 ■ Celebrate your wins as a team.
 Consider equity in change. If you 
don’t take a close look at who your 
change will affect most, you run the risk of 
discrimination. 

 ■ Consider racial equity impact 
assessments. Race Forward, which 
works on movement building for 
racial justice, recommends these 
assessments to identify which 

employees a proposed change  
might affect and how.

 ■ Once you’ve done that analysis, 
correct any inequities you find. For 
example, if your team needs to lay off 
staff, could you do it by performance 
metrics, instead of laying off your most 
recent hires? In many organizations, 
the most recent hires might also be the 
most diverse segment of employees.

 Provide signposts for change. It’s 
always important to communicate clear 
expectations to team members, but this is 
especially essential when your organization 
is going through change.

 ■ Help your team members reprioritize 
their workloads amid change.

 ■ Reiterate your long-term goals for the 
change.

 Give managers capacity to deal with 
change. When professionals must manage 
change initiatives on top of all their regular 
duties, something won’t go well or will be 
missed altogether. 

 ■ Work with managers to remove some 
day-to-day tasks from their plates so 
they can work one-on-one on change 
with their teams.

 ■ Provide change management and 
leadership training (consider the 
resources at the end of this article). 
You could each watch a webinar or 
read a book on change management, 
then schedule a series of sessions 
to discuss how to apply the lessons 
learned and evaluate their impact. 
Or you could set aside time to do the 
change management exercises in this 
report as a team. 

 Don’t forget the postmortem. Earlier 
in this article we referenced the idea of a 
premortem before a change happens. Once 
you’ve put a change in place and it’s part 
of your systems, come together again with 
your team and discuss lessons learned. 
Making this a regular practice will help your 
team strengthen its change muscles. Ask 
these key questions:

 ■ What did you learn?
 ■ What worked well?
 ■ What can you improve for  

future changes?

Navigating Barriers  
and Challenges
Of course, even if you take all the right 
steps, unexpected challenges could surface. 
Here are some of the most common barriers 
to organizational change, with strategies for 
how to counteract them.
 Not committing to change. One 
common misstep in change management 
happens when an organization rolls out a 
change but doesn’t fully commit to it. If your 
organization or team has decided to change 
something, do the work to make sure you 
can see the change through. Making the 
decision to change might have been a 
struggle. It might have drained your team 
emotionally. You may be tempted to just 
make the change and be done with it. But to 
increase the odds that change will succeed, 
you need a full plan for implementation and 
a feedback process to identify potential 
snags and try to mitigate them.

CONTINUED ON PAGE 11

“ If your organization or team has decided to 
change something, do the work to make sure 
you can see the change through. ”

https://www.raceforward.org/practice/tools/racial-equity-impact-assessment-toolkit
https://www.raceforward.org/practice/tools/racial-equity-impact-assessment-toolkit
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 On the flip side, another common 
misstep in change management is not 
admitting when a change isn’t working. 
If you’ve given a change time to sink in, 
taken steps to try to work through the 
bumps, and it just hasn’t worked out, admit 
it and move on. We’re often tempted to 
stay with a negative change in hopes that 
things will get better, especially if we’re the 
ones who put the change in place, but that 
can exhaust and demoralize our teams. 
You could have a small ceremony or even 
a party to say goodbye to a change that 
didn’t work out and acknowledge that you 
tried your best.
 Another major barrier to change is 
change fatigue, which we touched on 
earlier. It’s natural to get overwhelmed 
by large amounts of change. With all the 
change we face right now, that’s more likely 
than ever. You can help ward off change 
fatigue by relentlessly prioritizing the 
rollout of changes so you don’t bombard 
your team members with too much change 
at once. And you also need to help your 
team members relentlessly prioritize 
what they must get done right away in a 
changing environment, and what can wait.
 Whether we know it or not, our 
organizational cultures can also impede 
change. Department silos, rigid processes, 
and a lack of psychological safety can 
all make the process of change harder. 
And if employees don’t feel safe sharing 
their opinions at work, any change effort 
is doomed to fail. Some ways to address 
cultural barriers:

 ■ Break down silos. Let employees 
know how to share ideas within and 
across departments. 

 ■ Cultivate opportunities. Try to find 
a way to say yes to employee requests 
for flexibility before you say no.

 ■ Foster trust. Leaders must 
demonstrate that they trust their 
employees and their peers. They also 
must foster trust from their employees 
and peers. This will take time, patience, 
and consistency. Leaders should spell 
out that they allow and even welcome 
honest mistakes, and there won’t 
be consequences. Then they must 
demonstrate that, over and over. 

 ■ Treat disagreement as a gift. The 
more perspectives a team can gather, 
including reasons why a change might 
miss the mark, the more valuable 
insight they will have. Welcome and 
invite disagreement on your team. 
Cognitive biases often lead us to tune 
out the very person who seeks to warn 
us of an important danger. Listen! 

 ■ Make talking about mistakes 
comfortable. Sometimes we all 
fail, including at change. Set the 
expectation that some experiments 
will fail, that failure is part of growth, 
and that it won’t involve punishment. 
Too much focus on failure can make 
people feel ashamed, which can lead 
to poor decision-making. 

 ■ Don’t give up. It takes time, 
effort, and consistency to cultivate 
psychological safety. You and your 
team will likely slip into old patterns 
over and over. When you see that 
happen, name it, and give yourselves 
and your team members grace. 
Remind yourself and each other why 
you’re doing this work, what progress 
you’ve made, and how the journey will 

benefit your team and the people and 
communities your nonprofit serves. 

 One more common barrier to effective 
change is a lack of training. If your team 
members will need new skills to make a 
change succeed, make sure you find out 
what training the team wants or needs 
before diving into the change. You can’t 
expect your team members to learn 
everything they need to make a change 
happen on their own.

Change Is a State of Mind
If you regularly practice the steps outlined 
here, from refining the glimmer of an idea 
for change to the postmortem, you may 
find that you and your team begin to view 
change differently. With practice, change 
will become a constant presence. While 
individual changes may bring upheaval, 
you’ll revert to a steady state more quickly. 
With the right tools, frequent change will 
feel more like a feature of the environment, 
not a bug in the system. That mindset 
will help your nonprofit grow and thrive 
in a world where everything around us is 
rapidly evolving.
 We can’t promise that every change 
your nonprofit attempts will stick. But if 
you follow these steps, you’ll increase the 
likelihood that your change will succeed—
and that you’ll learn lasting lessons along 
the way.

Rachel Sams is Lead Consultant and Editor 
at the Nonprofit Risk Management Center. 
She recently delivered a webinar on change 
management for NRMC Affiliate Members. 
Reach her with questions and thoughts 
about nonprofit change management at 
rachel@nonprofitrisk.org or (505) 456-4045.

A Step-by-Step Guide to Change Management
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 10

RECOMMENDED RESOURCES:  
Navigating the Waves of Change: Supporting Employees’ Mental Health webinar - BHS 

Pace of Change Worn You Out? You’re Not Alone -   

mailto:rachel%40nonprofitrisk.org?subject=
https://www.bhsonline.com/webinar/navigating-the-waves-of-change-supporting-employees-mental-health/
https://nonprofitrisk.org/resources/e-news/pace-of-change-worn-you-out-youre-not-alone/
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CONTINUED ON NEXT PAGE

Build a Communications Plan to Support Change 
By Rachel Sams

Across NRMC’s client portfolio, employees 
tell us they’re overwhelmed by time-
sensitive requests from all parts of their 
organizations, on many different platforms. 
This sense of overwhelm holds true for 
people who work at three-person nonprofits 
and those with thousands of employees. A 
daily barrage of communications combined 
with a change management effort equals a 
lot of uncertainty. 
 All employers should invest time on 
internal communications strategy to help 
employees sort through the noise. But 
if your nonprofit’s going through major 
change, streamlining your employee 
communication becomes essential. 
Strategize before you hit send to help 
give your changes a better chance of 
succeeding. Here are some steps to build 
an internal communications strategy and 
calendar to guide your efforts.

 Step 1: Define your goals for your 
communications strategy (e.g., to 
streamline internal communication during 
a period of change, build morale, and help 
retain team members).  
 Step 2: Determine your timeline for key 
communications. What messages do you 
need to share quarterly? Monthly? Weekly? 
 Step 3: Review what you know about 
your team members’ communication needs. 
What are your team members’ values? 
Work to shape communication around 
those. What information do employees 
most often seek from your team? What 
previous messages have resonated most 
with employees? Why?
 Step 4: Learn how employees already 
engage with information from your agency. 
Examine what channels get the most 
engagement (a monthly internal email 
newsletter? CEO updates?) What time of 

day and day of the week do employees 
most often engage with messages?
 Step 5: Identify all your potential 
communication platforms, from messaging 
apps and social media to email or your 
Intranet. Match each message with the 
most effective platforms.  
 Step 6: Build a communications 
schedule and put it into a calendar format. 
Some changes and initiatives can be 
covered in a newsletter or other popular 
existing communication. Others will merit 
their own all staff email message or other 
communication—but reducing the number 
of those and tracking them can ensure 
they receive more attention. Create a one-
page guide to your key communications 
platforms on your team shared drive, 
Google doc, or main Slack or Teams channel 
and list roughly where and when employees 
can expect to receive key communications. 
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Build a Communications Plan to Support Change 
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 12

 Step 7: Schedule enough time to 
craft and review your communications. A 
hastily drafted message could create more 
problems for your change management 
efforts than it solves.
 Step 8: Make sure your 
communication plan includes regular 
information about how employees’ input 
and feedback factored into your changes. 
A recent study by employee engagement 
provider Qualtrics found that 83% of 
C-suite leaders say their organization acts 
on employee feedback, while just 43% of 
individual contributors agree. 
 Leaders at your nonprofit will never be 
able to communicate with every employee 
exactly in their ideal way. But with careful 
strategizing, you can make communications 
more helpful and informative and guide 
your team through a period of change. 
 As you build out your communications 
plan, gather information about how 
employees feel it’s working and how you 
could make your communications more 
useful. Make these questions part of your 
regular team surveys and one-on-one 
conversations so you don’t overwhelm 

people. Discuss what you’re learning 
regularly in leadership team meetings. 
Employee communication is one of the most 
important endeavors for any leadership 
team, and you should devote time at each 
leadership team meeting to discuss it and 
consider how to continue improving.
 Letting employees know when, where, 
and how to expect key communications 
from you is an act of kindness. It will 
go a long way toward building goodwill 
and showing that you respect and value 
employees. Commit to streamline your 
communications, listen to feedback and 
continue to improve, and you’ll find that 
change management becomes easier and 
employee relations less strained. 

Rachel Sams is Lead Consultant and 
Editor at the Nonprofit Risk Management 
Center. Nearly 25 years into a career in 
communications, she’s still finding new 
communication challenges, solutions, and 
opportunities. Reach her with questions 
about internal communication during times 
of change at rachel@nonprofitrisk.org or 
(505) 456-4045.

“ Letting employees 
know when, where, 
and how to expect 
key communications 
from you is an act of 
kindness.”

https://www.qualtrics.com/ebooks-guides/2024-ex-trends-report/
https://www.qualtrics.com/ebooks-guides/2024-ex-trends-report/
mailto:rachel%40nonprofitrisk.org?subject=
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https://nonprofitrisk.org/emergingriskleaders/
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