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Assignment 2 for MCC 5302 Dialogue, Cross-Cultural Challenge 

As a designer focusing on social impact, I often have to work alongside development and 

marketing teams within local nonprofit organizations. Over the last two to three years of working 

with one particular nonprofit I have noticed a high turnover in employees and significant 

communication breakdowns. My understanding is that this cross-cultural challenge stems from a 

large variance in education levels and experience among the team members hired coupled with a 

lack of internal systems to create a strong foundation for communication and productivity. In 

contrast, my experience working with marketing departments in local for-profit businesses have 

been considerably different with limited communication challenges and lower turnover rates.  

In order to better understand how to effect change and increase cross-cultural 

understanding I will research the diverse aspects contributing to this workplace challenge in 

nonprofit organizations. Select articles will allow me to take a deeper look into the internal 

learning culture, infrastructure and leadership development available within nonprofit 

organizations. It is my belief that having internal systems in place will go a long way for 

decreasing employee turnover and improving workplace productivity.  

Internal learning culture 

Title/Authors of article: The Challenge of Organizational Learning by Katie Smith Milway & 

Amy Saxton. Retrieved 

from: http://ssir.org/articles/entry/the_challenge_of_organizational_learning 

Purpose of the Study: The authors build a strong case for the importance of sharing and 

communicating the knowledge which already exists within nonprofit organizations. 

https://claremont.instructure.com/courses/192
http://ssir.org/articles/entry/the_challenge_of_organizational_learning
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Social and Cultural Dimension: In order to create a culture of learning and sharing, a change is 

needed. This will allow for a more productive workforce and provide higher impact towards a 

nonprofits mission. 

Article Summary: In this article, the authors take an in-depth look at the gaps in the internal 

learning cycle in nonprofit organization. They categorize the knowledge sharing gaps into three 

barriers: goals, incentives and process. 

Sample Population: The authors’ based their analysis on a Bridgespan Group survey of 116 

nonprofit organizations about how they learn. They also interviewed more than half a dozen 

organizations identified for their innovative approach to learning. 

Results/Conclusions: Through examples, surveys and interviews the authors found nonprofits 

need to set internal learning goals that resonate with the organization’s mission, reinforce a 

learning culture through incentives and rewards and foster collaboration and staff involvement to 

create intuitive processes.  

Application to my challenge: Two interesting facts stood out which apply directly to my cross-

cultural challenge: firstly, a large budget or staff is not required to create a learning environment 

and secondly, by adopting simple technological tools, nonprofits can create a strong learning and 

information culture and deeper person-to-person dialogue. 

Infrastructure within nonprofit organizations 

Title/Authors of article: The Nonprofit Starvation Cycle by Ann Goggins Gregory & Don 

Howard. Retrieved from: http://ssir.org/articles/entry/the_nonprofit_starvation_cycle 

Purpose of the Study: In this article the authors take a dive into the issue of lack of infrastructure 

in nonprofit organizations by looking at why nonprofits and funders continue to skimp on 

overhead. 

http://ssir.org/articles/entry/the_nonprofit_starvation_cycle
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Social and Cultural Dimension: The effects of inadequate infrastructure and overhead 

investments are felt far and wide throughout the organization, its outcome and its beneficiaries.  

Article Summary: The article identifies research findings and reveal a vicious “nonprofit 

starvation cycle” with three distinct steps in the cycle: unrealistic expectations set by funders, 

nonprofits underfeeding their overhead to conform to these unrealistic expectations and lastly, 

the misleading reporting response of nonprofits. The authors also provide a roadmap of “proper 

care and feeding” directed at funders and the steps grantees can take to end the cycle. 

Sample Population: The authors pull findings from multiple studies into this article: 

• Nonprofit Overhead Cost Study comprising of 220,000 IRS Form 990s and 1500 in-depth 

surveys of organizations with $100,000+ revenue. 

• Bridgespan study surveying 100 executive directors across the U.S. 

• National survey of 820 grant making foundations. 

• A study of four national nonprofits serving youth. 

• A CompassPoint Nonprofit Services study of nearly 2,000 nonprofit executives. 

Results/Conclusions: The authors found that the majority of the change needs to be implemented 

at the beginning of the cycle by resetting funders’ expectations. However, prospective change is 

best realized if all stakeholders, government, private funders, nonprofits, donors take the correct 

steps to construct healthy organizations and maximize outcome to recipients. 

Application to my challenge: This article provided valuable insight towards my challenge as it 

shows that there is a real infrastructure issue which needs to be addressed – an issue compounded 

by the funding sources nonprofit organizations are so reliant on. It also brought to light the 

underlying prejudice of nonprofits being expected to do a lot with small operational budgets. 
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This means hiring the most skilled person for every position is often not a reality which can be 

afforded. 

Leadership Development 

Title/Authors of article: The nonprofit leadership development deficit by Libbie Landles-Cobb, 

Kirk Kramer and Katie Smith Milway. Retrieved from:  

http://ssir.org/articles/entry/the_nonprofit_leadership_development_deficit 

Purpose of the Study: An in depth look at leadership and their failure to develop in-house 

leaders. 

Social and Cultural Dimension: There is a significant economic and productivity cost to 

organizations as it limits their ability to create social change and address inequalities. The 

authors illustrate this social cost by comparing it to for-profit companies where promoting from 

within whenever possible is well-known to be advantageous due to the familiarity and home 

grown expertise individuals bring. An additional point made by the authors relating to social 

impact is the demand for effective nonprofit leaders is as high as ever.  

Article Summary: The authors took a step by step approach starting with a look at crisis which 

they coined the “turnover treadmill”. Next they looked at the true costs and root causes of 

turnover in general followed by the cost of executive turnover. Next they moved into how to 

reverse the trend exemplified by the case study of DonorsChoose.org and its leadership culture 

with no turnover in its’ eight year, seven person executive team. The authors also identify 

elements to help connect the development of internal talent to the goals of an organization and 

the steps organizations can take to begin growing leaders from within.   

Sample Population: Survey of 438 nonprofit C-suite executives and interviews with dozens of 

senior and emerging nonprofit leaders. 

http://ssir.org/articles/entry/the_nonprofit_leadership_development_deficit
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Results/Conclusions: The authors’ research provides insight into the need to focus on the root 

causes of high turnover within individual organizations and an increased emphasis by the board 

of directors and C-level executives to build internal leadership capabilities and cultivate in-house 

talent. 

Application to my challenge: This article shows that there is a turnover issue throughout levels of 

nonprofits as well as a shortage of effectively trained leaders in these organizations. The heavy 

cost of high turnover should not be ignored – everything from the distraction it causes, the 

interruption in fundraising to the loss of productivity and the unstable foundation it creates all 

influence the organization’s ability to communicate concisely. Similar to Bohm’s writings, 

nonprofits and the people they serve would benefit greatly in creating a workplace culture based 

on shared and coherent meaning (Bohm, 2004). 

Through research into the aspects of education levels and training breakdowns it is clear 

this cross-cultural challenge will need to be solved multi-dimensionally. An action nonprofits 

can take is beginning to create a culture of learning and sharing information (Landles-Cobb, L. et 

al, 2015). This point in particular clarified an immediate communicative step I can take when 

working with development teams – be more diligent about sharing sources for learning as they 

come on my radar. With the particular team mentioned in the beginning of this paper, I will be 

approaching the CEO and CPO about starting a list of resources for new and existing team 

members and discuss the possibility of creating an inexpensive, easy to implement training 

system to get new development team members up to par quickly.  

Additional resolutions will stem from a combination approach of learning – learning 

through coaching and mentoring along with learning through formal training (Landles-Cobb, L. 

et al, 2015). The finding that skill development can compensate for lack of upward trajectory is 
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important in local nonprofits who have less levels of promotion available for employees – this 

might just be the key for reducing turnover and improving the workplace culture (Landles-Cobb, 

L. et al, 2015). Taking a communication perspective on the bigger issues of funding and the 

limitations put on by funders which negatively impact the outcome of nonprofit’s mission driven 

work would be beneficial. This would mean asking questions such as “What are we making 

together? How are we making it? What are we becoming as we make it?” (Pearce, 2007). 

Nonprofits need to understand and explain their own operational needs better, asking donors to 

specifically help fund operational costs throughout their organization, such as training, team 

development, hiring costs, etc. This internal understanding might just be the catalyst to begin to 

change the assumptions of nonprofit organizations and the culture within them.   
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