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Introduction 

This article introduces the Strengths and Shadows Model, an approach to uncovering and understanding patterns and dynamics of organizational culture. Many organizations become “stuck” as “people are unable to reflect together on their patterns of behavior and the function these patterns truly serve, yet remain yoked together across various divisions in routinely unhelpful ways that they cannot seem to halt” (Kahn, 2005, p. 60). Similarly, individuals are labeled troublesome enabling the troubled system to avoid detection (Obholzer, 1994). We developed this model as a way to help organizational members see themselves and their organization more clearly. This model provides an alternative approach that relieves the sense of “stuckness” and interrupts blaming individuals. 

Developed from years of research and consultation with not-for-profit organizations, the Strengths and Shadows Model helps organizational members move beyond a focus on individuals and/or interpersonal differences to create an understanding of the organization as a whole system. Though this model may be germane to other types of organizations, such as business corporations, this article focuses on its relevance to not-for-profits. We set the foundation for describing the model and its application by first looking at the concepts of organizational culture and organizational patterns. Then we describe the model and give examples to explain the interplay between specific strengths and shadows. The last section focuses on the role of organizational leaders in helping organizations to learn.

Organizational Culture

Organizational culture is a powerful, pervasive and enduring force in the life of an organization. Understanding an organization’s culture is key to both organizational learning and organizational effectiveness. What is organizational culture?  Schein (1992) defines culture as:

A pattern of shared basic assumptions that the group learned as it solved 

its problems of external adaptation and internal integration that has 

worked well enough to be considered valid and, therefore, to be taught to 

new members as the correct way to perceive, think, and feel in relation to 

those problems (p. 12).

Organizational culture has also been described as the organization’s unconscious, a powerful force that has a sustaining quality but is not permanently fixed (Allen and Kraft, 1982, p. 5, p.7). Diamond (1993) adds that these unconscious processes lead to organizational identity, which is expressed through the culture. 

Because of its nature organizational culture is not easy to discern; because of its power it is not easy to change. “A major problem in many organizations facing the need to change their culture is that no language exists, no key elements have been identified, and no common perspective is available to help the conversation even get started” (Cameron and Quinn, 1999, p. 17). Whether seeking to address the “dark side” of organizational life (Stein, 1998) or seeking to uncover the organizational spirit, language is critical to uncovering and recognizing the inextricably connected parts of organizational culture so that organizational energy may be released (Corlett and Pearson, 2003). 
The nature of a non-profit’s work strongly influences its culture. The creation story—the words and emotions that create this narrative—derives from an understanding of a community’s needs, the perceived characteristics of a society that creates these needs, and the organization’s response to meet them. That early story forms the basis for the organization’s approach to its work and remains influential as the organization grows. 

The following story about a mental health agency for lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgendered individuals, which began in 1969, illustrates the persistent influence of an organization’s early history. Conceived to provide therapy for the lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgendered (LGBT) individuals when being “out” was not safe and the wider community viewed gays and lesbians as aberrant, this organization had offices in a secret location with lighter fluid kept close at hand to burn any records that might endanger clients. For good reasons this agency erected a protective organizational boundary. Decades later, well into the 1990s, when the LGBT community was more visible and “out,” this agency still described itself as somewhat hidden and separated from the wider community. Members acknowledged a combination of early agency history and continuing desire to protect their clients and the LGBT community as influential dynamics in the organizational identity (Vivian and Hormann, 2002).

The nature of an organization’s work also influences the culture in other ways. It offers a language to describe the struggle or challenge being addressed and the preferred way to respond to that challenge; organizational mission, vision, and values are usually derived from that meaning making. Internal explanations and rationales for how the work is accomplished create and reinforce boundaries between insiders and outsiders. This reinforcement encourages a strong connection between individual identity and organizational identity and further differentiates the organization from its environment. The specific nature of the work prompts specific anxieties (unconscious) and worries (explicit) that become embedded in organizational life (Hinshelwood and Skogstad, 2000). All of these factors permeate the patterns of internal relationships and norms of interaction.

Organizational Patterns

Patterns make up organizational culture. According to Schein (1992) three kinds of patterns exist: Artifacts, espoused values, and basic underlying assumptions, all of which must be understood in relationship to each other.  Artifacts are the visible organizational structures and processes. Espoused values are strategies, goals and philosophies. Basic underlying assumptions are the unconscious, taken-for-granted beliefs, perceptions, thoughts and feelings. 


Organizational patterns develop in conscious and unconscious ways and likewise are transmitted through explicit and implicit means. Some patterns are visible, discussed, honored and changed over time. Frequently these are patterns that have been touted as emblematic of the organization’s identity and elevated by leaders and followers alike. For example, new employees receive orientation and training about the visible and well-acknowledged aspects of culture, mission statements are displayed prominently on letterhead, and annual reports or web sites contain a brief history of the organization and mark changes in its development. Leaders’ photos hang on the walls. These aspects are relatively easy to see and discuss.

On the other hand, individuals also experience their organization’s culture in indirect and subtle ways. For example, new staff begin to use the language of their coworkers to describe their experiences and they learn the norms of interaction by accidently breaking them. Many cultural patterns develop outside of awareness and become part of the unconscious life of the organization. The very existence of these patterns is hard to imagine and recognize. Sometimes the “out-of awareness” feature comes from “shadows [that] are the parts of ourselves and others that we ignore, fear, deem unnecessary or simply lack the imagination to perceive” (Briskin, 1998, p. 34). Or it comes from “education and training and organizational culture [that] have encouraged the wearing of professional masks, rather than the expression of personal pain and ‘woundedness’” (Renzenbrink, 2007, p. 253). These assumptions, beliefs and constructs live in the unconscious or shadow of the individual, group or organization and limit reasoning or choice (Marshak and Katz, 1997). As noted by many researchers and practitioners, organizational patterns need to be recognized and understood in order to be changed (Allen and Kraft, 1982, Briskin, 1998, Corlett and Pearson, 2003, Hinshelwood and Skogstad, 2000, Stein, 1998).

Organizational members may experience uneasiness or confusion in response to these unacknowledged and undiscussed patterns. Since they do not recognize the patterns, they may lack words to grasp and describe their experience. They have been socialized and trained to notice individual characteristics and behaviors, so their focus turns to specific individuals when “something is not right.” Attention is placed on others’ behaviors as the cause of uneasiness or confusion rather than on the group or organizational experience. 

For example, in research into the closure of a rape crisis agency the authors heard stories about the abuse of power by several of the agency’s executive directors. Those perceived abuses of power resulted in structural shifts to guard against future abuse.

Oscillation between co-director and executive director governance 

structures became the norm. When a leader left, the agency questioned its satisfaction with the structure in place and re-designed its governance. This questioning and re-design seemed to be a way that Seattle Rape Relief as an organization played out its ambivalence about power and leadership. Because the organizational members could not see the underlying organizational ambivalence with power, they could not see that the pattern was bigger than the behavior of the departing leader.  (Underline added)
In order to “see” or “hear” patterns organizational members as a unit need to be able to pay attention to multiple factors, see behaviors in their context, and make connections among various parts. “Organizational learning takes place within the relationships that make up the organization…[L]earning is a social, not an individual, phenomenon.” (Bushe, G. 2009) The sum total of each individual’s recognizing a pattern is not the same as those individuals recognizing the pattern together, and individual insight about a group is not the same as the group’s collective insight about itself. Shared recognition and collective meaning making enable an organization as a whole to see itself clearly and to choose what to change. 

Understanding the Strengths and Shadows Model

The Strengths and Shadows Model offers one way for organization members collectively to see patterns and describe their culture. Members identify organizational strengths and shadows and gain an understanding of the relationships between the two. These are depicted on a graphic template that spatially arranges the Strengths in an inner circle and the Shadows in an outer circle with arrows connecting the related Strengths and Shadows. (See figure 1, which is a picture of a composite nonprofit - Social Changers.) These discoveries give organization members the opportunity both to accept the qualities of their organizational culture and to focus on aspects they want to change. “Integrating [individual] experience and context can lead to a thoughtful study of the organization, a deeper commitment to it, and a collaboration with the linked interpretations of others to organizational change” (Shapiro and Carr, 1991). 

Figure 1. Social Changers’ Strengths and Shadows Model
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Strengths come from organizational qualities and values that are highly regarded by the internal environment, and for this reason they are usually visible. Explicitly, they are incorporated into value statements, policies, standards of practice, and recognition and reward systems. Shadows are often hidden aspects of the qualities and the values. They develop through emerging interpersonal dynamics and implicit agreements about collective norms. Sometimes the shadows are a repository of aspects that are uncomfortable, denied, or discounted. 

Both Strengths and Shadows are part of the organizational culture. They arise from choices about where to focus attention, how to respond to crises, and deliberate and/or inadvertent role modeling by leaders. Cultural contradictions emerge from values competing with each other, making conflict a given in organizational life. Organizational members develop rationales to account for these contradictions. Over time both the contradictions and the rationales become part of “what we just don’t talk about around here.” That suppression becomes what Argyris refers to as defensive routines (1993) or Hinshelwood and Skogstad describe as “cultural forms of defenses” (2000, p. 4). In order to see the organization as a whole, it becomes important to find a way to look beyond dynamics that seem like interpersonal (or personal) differences or values conflicts. In order to see the whole organization in relationship to its community it becomes essential to surface and own organizational qualities so that they are not projected onto the wider environment. 

Using the Strengths and Shadows Model

Identification and description can begin with either Strengths in the inner circle or Shadows in the outer one. The process is finished when each Strength and Shadow has at least one counterpart in the other circle. As Figure 1 shows, a single Strength might have several Shadows and vice versa. When the group has completed naming and connecting the Strengths and Shadows, it reflects on the overall image and shares insights and meaning. This is an opportunity for the group to accept this picture of itself—the strengths and the shadows; once that happens, they can discover and begin to name organizational patterns. Discovering and naming those patterns helps members to comprehend their organization as a system. Recognizing strengths and shadows as organizational characteristics interrupts the tendency mentioned earlier to see individuals as “troublesome” or the source of problems. Based on organizational context and need the group identifies three or four patterns to explore further.
We use the composite non-profit “Social Changers” to show how an organization can use the Strengths and Shadows Model to learn about itself. This composite is drawn from numerous conversations with leaders and members of not-for-profit organizations. For example, in the Social Changers’ graphic the pairing of the strength Interdependence and Care about Relationships with the shadow Suppression of Conflict suggests that these qualities exist together in the group, a contrast to labeling an individual as conflict avoidant. The group as a whole holds the responsibility to work on changing this pattern rather than placing the burden on one person to change her behavior. This shift in focus lessens fault finding and offers a more compassionate and hopeful foundation for making choices about change. 


Additional examples from the Social Changers offer more detail about how this model works. Social Changers’ staff identify Client Centered as a strength and recognize three shadows associated with that strength: Disregard for Rules, Over-Functioning, and Unclear Boundaries. In discussion they see how these strengths and shadows connect with each other and play out. Staff self-consciously remember comments about how much they hate reporting requirements and how they’d prefer to be advocating for their clients (Disregard for Rules). As they continue the discussion, they realize that underneath their comments is an opinion that they know better than their funders what services their clients really need. They also explore Over-Functioning – their long hours, extra tasks, and not wanting to let their clients down. As they dig deeper into this aspect, they realize that they are trying to reinforce the importance of their efforts and make up for their clients having been mistreated in the past. With prompting from their leader, who has given this dynamic some thought, a couple of staff recognize that there might also be issues around boundaries (Unclear Boundaries). One staff member surfaces an important underlying assumption through her comment, “Sometimes we advocate so strongly for what our clients want that we forget we are employees of this agency. We end up over-identifying with the clients.”  These exchanges enable staff collectively to develop important insights.

Once these insights have surfaced, organizational members talk about what needs to change. With the realization that they can use light-hearted humor to change their attitude about reporting (Disregard for Rules), and an honest acknowledgement that they are hesitant to tackle the issues of Unclear Boundaries, the group decides to begin working on the shadow of Over-Functioning. They explore how their work inadvertently encourages them to over-identify with clients and talk about how to balance their client-centered approach with setting reasonable expectations for the agency as a whole. Staff also agree to call out subtle expectations about saying yes to overwork. While they recognize the importance of acknowledging their efforts and achievements, they begin to see that their individual over-functioning has a parallel of organizational over-functioning. Sustainability at both levels needs to be considered. Towards the end of this conversation their leader reminds them that they still need to address the shadow of boundary issues and suggests that getting outside help might be a good idea. 

On another day staff articulate Mission Driven as a Strength with two Shadows: Merging Identities and Exclusivity. They are very proud that they have stayed true to their mission despite the ups and downs of funding and community support and acceptance. As they talk about how proud they are, they begin to realize that their own sense of who they are as professionals is closely tied to the success of the organization’s mission and its part in the larger social change movement (Merging Identities). Some even admit that work is the center of their life. Again, with prompting from their leader, individuals begin to realize that their self-worth and self-esteem are tied up with the social change movement. In fact, a couple of staff say that they feel “called” to the work and cannot imagine working anywhere else; leaving the agency would be abandoning the cause. That opens the door for further reflection about what “calling” means for their peer relationships and their relationships with the wider community. 

Looking at the second shadow, Exclusivity, some staff remember comments from a meeting they had with individuals with disabilities and begin to see how their approach might not communicate sensitivity or respect for members of that community. It’s an unsettling thought because their approach works well with lots of their constituents. They acknowledge their underlying belief that “their way” is the best approach for everyone. They don’t know quite where to go with these insights, but commit to exploring them further, maybe even with outside help. 

Once Social Changers’ members have completed an exploration of their internal patterns, their leader intends to focus attention on how they interact with groups and organizations in the community. She knows that there are some strained relationships and wonders if a better understanding of their internal dynamics will provide insights about their organizational projections. She sees the staff conversation that focused on the “Exclusivity” shadow as an opening. 

Role of Leaders 

Through application of this model the authors have demonstrated how a team can uncover and address concerns in a new way. As this example shows, leaders play a central part in helping an organization learn about itself.


Leaders play a critical role in influencing organizational culture (Schein, 1992). Others in the organization and those in the wider community look to leaders for clues about what is important, valued, accepted, and rewarded. Leaders hold the status to direct an organization’s attention to its strengths and shadows and to support the organizational members in making desired changes. Finally, leaders’ individual learning helps them recognize their own and their organization’s limits, as well as gives them confidence to ask for outside help when necessary.

In order to assist their organizations, leaders need to first explore their own strengths and shadows. If they do not understand their individual strengths and shadows, they run the risk of being influenced unconsciously by blind spots in their thinking or being triggered by their own experiences and memories. Leaders must know themselves deeply to avoid projecting their individual strengths and shadows onto the organizational culture (Bellman, 1994; Palmer, 1990). Recognizing their own patterns helps them to notice the roles they play in shaping organizational culture and naming organizational patterns. The more self-aware leaders are, the clearer their vision and guidance for others can be. 

Leaders also guide their organizations emotionally. They act as containers for surfacing suppressed dynamics and feelings, and they model self-awareness and non-blaming dialogue (Kahn, 2001; Argyris and Schon, 1978). As leaders manage their own anxiety about tensions and discomfort and recognize their role in dysfunctional dynamics, they can convene and facilitate conversations about these dynamics in open and non-defensive ways. They can be a non-anxious presence (Friedman, 1985) and hold the environment for learning to take place (Heifetz, 1994; Kahn, 1993). For example, the executive director of Social Changers had sought out peers to engage in supportive conversations that helped her manage her own fears and anxieties. Because she had this opportunity to face her own boundary issues connected with her tendency to over-function as an executive director, she was better prepared to help her staff persist with this uncomfortable conversation. 

Conceptually, leaders help members to focus on their organizations as systems. They act from the belief that the organizational learning comes from an ongoing process of discovery and conversation, and they embrace reflective dialogue as a regular part of organizational life (Wheatley and Kellner-Rogers, 1996). By articulating in everyday language their understanding of the organization’s strengths and shadows, and by asking probing questions to promote collective meaning making, leaders help others to see the organization more clearly. The Social Changers’ leader had taken advantage of training that exposed her to new material about how organizations function. That exposure helped her to see her small organization in a larger system of change efforts. Also, her peer group dialogue offered many different perspectives and approaches to organizational challenges.

Importantly, leaders invest their own optimism and energy in change efforts. In order to do so, they rely on their own personal and professional development practices to nurture their spirit (Wheatley, 2005). Leaders provide ways to talk about hope, energy, and spirit and encourage staff members to build a collective optimism for positive change. Leaders also encourage staff to pursue their own personal and professional development. Because the leader of Social Changers engaged in continuing professional growth, she developed a confident image of her gifts as well as her learning edges. Because she also engaged in continuing personal growth, she was able to express her own optimism and energy for change. In moments of staff confusion or hesitation the Social Changers’ leader offered an optimistic perspective and practical ways to move forward.   

In essence the Social Changers’ leader created and nurtured a learning organization. Because staff were able to see themselves and their organizational patterns clearly, they could create an image of a thriving Social Changers and take practical steps to make that a reality. Since their energy was no longer bound up in ineffective organizational dynamics, staff were able to give their creative thinking and enthusiasm to their work. 

The Strengths and Shadows Model offers a way for organizational leaders and members to dig beneath the surface aspects of their organization’s culture to explore patterns and dynamics. In doing so not only do organizational members discover strengths and shadows and ways to address them, but they also unleash sustaining energy, creativity, and hope.
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