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Managing Organisational Change 
A brief outline 

 
 
 
1. Introduction 
 
Managing changes in a voluntary organisation is rarely done systematically. It is easy in an 
organisation where volunteers and staff are often part-time or work away from the centre, for 
rumours and misinformation to creep in. It is axiomatic that with any major change of 
strategic direction or personnel that there is a natural wastage of volunteers who leave. But 
this can be minimised and disruption prevented, if the changes are actively managed. 
 
 
2. Drivers for change 
 
Usually something sparks off the need for an organisation to change. It can be in response 
to something or as a proactive measure to improve services. Arguably, there are three kinds 
of drivers for change: 
 

 External forces 

 Internal forces 

 Re-evaluation of the strategic direction 
 
While there are similarities between all of them and how they are handled, the differences 
should be appreciated. 
 

2.1 External forces often thrust change upon an organisation. Commonly today, it is a 
loss of funding and can bring with it the need to drastically tighten belts and 
consequently some unpleasant decisions. However, it can also be positive, a much-
campaigned for change in the law, or a shift in local authority policy. The main 
attributes of this sort of driver are that it is difficult to plan for and many of the 
variables will be outside your control. 
 
2.2 Internal forces, although they may also be sudden, can be better planned for.  
The organisation itself has more control over the process of dealing with the effects 
and can usually dictate the time-scale.  
 
2.3 A re-evaluation of the strategic plan which is based on both internal and external 
factors should be done annually. Many organisations have a special Trustee Board 
“away-day”. It should therefore be clear that a change is coming, due to an on-going 
assessment of the factors above. In addition the performance of the organisation 
against the strategic plan will be measurable. If the organisation is over-performing, 
then the strategic goals are probably too conservative and, if it is under-performing, 
you need to think about whether the goals are appropriate.  

 
Being able to explain how the need for change has come about, and understanding the root 
causes, is of immense value when it comes to managing the effects throughout the 
organisation. 
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3. Types of change 
 
Change always presents new opportunities, they may be viewed as negative compared with 
the former status quo, but they are there. In finding them, it is important to understand what 
type of change you are dealing with. In management theory, there are basically two types of 
change: 
 

 Minor change which is incremental in nature, it may feel like things are evolving or 
adapting to normal every-day changes 

 Major changes which are radical, often demand a big change to the culture, even the 
structure of the organisation 

 
It is not always clear which you are dealing with. Responses from the people concerned may 
want to treat a big change like a small one; let’s change the amount of time we offer the 
service rather than let’s change the services we offer. Similarly, a suggestion that working a 
bit differently may improve the impacts for beneficiaries, can be greeted as if it is a huge 
change to the way things are traditionally done.  
 
 
4. Managing change 
 
There are many models of managing change; most have similar stages and processes. 
Managing change well starts with good planning long before-hand and has a definite end 
point. The stages in between are mostly common sense. 

 
4.1 Anticipation 
 
It sounds obvious, but one way of mitigating the effects of changes is to see them 
coming as far as possible ahead. As discussed above, with strategic change that is 
fairly straight-forward, but not so much with the other kinds. An organisation’s risk 
management procedures should anticipate most of the internal changes, although it 
must be thorough enough. A business contingency plan can be a useful tool as it 
looks specifically at how to continue working in the face of major crises or changes, 
for example the CE going under a bus.  
 
Many organisations do a PEST analysis of external factors (Political. Economic, 
Social and Technological) which can keep them informed. Similarly, a SWOT 
analysis (Strengths, Weaknesses, Threats and Opportunities) where the first two are 
inward facing and the second two look beyond the organisation, can help to keep an 
eye on things. Both of these are only of use if they are regularly repeated and they 
should be a standing item for the Manager or Senior Management Team.   
 
4.2 Clarification 
 
No matter how urgent the crisis the change-driver is producing, it is imperative to 
take time to understand completely what kind of a change it is, what are is the 
timescale and what are the variables. Of course there is rarely complete clarity, but 
the main issues should be understood and delineated. 
 
If that is understood, the managing group then need to start roughing out the options 
for dealing with the situation. In order to do this, they need to have decided what a 
“solution” looks like; is it back to the original status quo by a different route; is it a 
change to what the organisation does, given this opportunity; is it a set of hard cut-
backs so that the organisation can survive? You have to understand where you’re 
going before you can decide how to get there. 
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4.3 Consultation 
 
It is useful and, indeed, often essential, to involve stakeholders in this process. 
Sometimes that starts at the beginning to help define the solutions. It is almost 
always a good idea to get different view-points on the proposed solutions. You need 
to be completely open with your stakeholders, be they volunteers, clients, staff or 
partners, about what it is you are asking. There are several possible processes here 
and they should not be confused: 
 

 Consultation; where all ideas will be included when the solutions are designed 

 Ratification; these are the solutions we are looking at – do you agree? 

 Information; this is what is happening, these are the issues, but no input is 
required 

 
Different processes may apply to different stakeholder groups; you may want your 
staff to suggest operational solutions, but simply want to keep your clients informed. 
With all of these, the decision making process and timings must be transparent; 
especially when any response should be sent in by.  
  
4.4 Making the decisions 
 
It must be made clear from the start of the process who has the final say. This will be 
appropriate to the level of the change. Deciding on possible ways forward for a big 
change, for example, has to be based on the organisation’s strategic goals and so is, 
for most organisations, solely the business of the trustee board.  
 
4.5 Communication 
 
While it is never wise to keep stakeholders in the dark unnecessarily, they do not 
need to know every stage of the deliberations, particularly where these are 
contentious. They need to be kept informed at key points; 1) There is a crisis and this 
is how we are going to deal with it; 2) We need your ideas to help produce detailed 
proposals for solutions; 3) This is our decision and why.  
 
Most crucially, once the decision has been made, it must be communicated 
effectively. One excellent idea is to produce a letter or leaflet that clearly sets out the 
change-drivers, the solution chosen and why this is the best solution. If, during the 
consultation, there were opposing views, the leaflet can also include why those ideas 
were not, in the end, chosen as solutions. It should also lay down exactly how the 
implementation of the changes is going to work. This can then be followed up with 
group meetings or other work, to ensure that the message is understood across the 
organisation. 
 
4.6 Implementation 
 
Having decided on the solution, it then needs to be implemented. Again, this should 
be a clearly laid down process with an agreed timescale and designated areas of 
responsibility. Of course this process may take a long time if it involves changing 
services or core policies or a major aspect of the organisation’s operations. 
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4.7 Mopping up 
 
Even with clear decision-making and effective communication, with everyone having 
had a chance to have their say, there will always be people who don’t like the 
outcome. That is understandable and quite natural. However, it can become 
damaging to the implementation of the change if not managed. Initially, a check of 
the understanding of that individual or group can be useful as often misinformation 
will have crept in, despite best efforts.  
 
If dissention remains and if it continues to be expressed, then there comes a time 
when the appropriate manager has to draw a line under it. The individual or group 
needs to toe the party line or possibly, if they really don’t agree with the well-
considered decision of the management of the organisation, maybe they should 
move on. 

 
Taking an organisation and its stakeholders through this process can be onerous. Many 
organisations appoint a change manager (sometimes and external consultant) to support the 
management team with the basic processes and the many details. It is also worth 
considering appointing a “change champion” who can lead on the communications and 
present the positive aspects of the changes. This is particularly effective if it is someone 
well-respected and charismatic who is out of the main chain of command. 
 
 
5. Conclusion 
 
Many people hate changes, even little ones. Partly because they value what is already in 
place, but partly because getting used to new policies and systems can be time-consuming 
and add to their already busy lives. But change happens in organisations and it behoves the 
managers or trustees of that organisation, to manage the change effectively so that it is 
positive and helps the organisation to move on to even better things. 
 

Further information: 
 
For more information on the issues covered here, some useful organisations and websites 
are: 
 

 National Association of Voluntary and Community Action www.navca.org.uk  

 National Council for Voluntary Organisations www.ncvo-vol.org.uk  

 Directory of Social Change www.dsc.org.uk  

 Practical information is also available at www.volresource.org.uk  
 
See also briefs on Volunteer Training Programmes and Managing Projects which are 
available to download free at www.franklin-hart.co.uk . Look out for the forthcoming 
publication “Challenges and Change: managing a charity in difficult times” available in June 
2012. 
 
To enquire about the services  around these issues offered by Franklin Hart Consultancy, or 
reserve a copy of “Challenges and Change”, please contact Caro Hart at  
Caro.Hart@Franklin-Hart.co.uk . 


