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Culture change 

Communication:          
 The key to building 
 support for culture 
 change
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During her organization’s 
extensive culture-change 
journey, this active-aging pro-
fessional learns the critical 
needs of communication—
approach, type and frequency 
all impact success

by Kelly A. Stranburg, MEd, CEP, CSCS

In this Journal on Active Aging® column, 
industry veteran Kelly Stranburg shares 
the process of culture change at the senior 
living community in which she works. 
Stranburg relates steps, experiences and 
insights that illuminate her organization’s 
journey, which she hopes will help other 
professionals in older-adult settings who 
face the challenge—and opportunity—
of culture change. 

In my last Journal on Active Aging article, 
I discussed how we divided into work 
groups and conquered nearly 200 ideas 

to thoroughly develop a strategy for cre-
ating change at Sharon Towers in Char-
lotte, North Carolina. Communication is 
the challenge I’ll address in this article. 
Let me first stress how imperative it is 
to communicate the why behind change 
and impending strategy when starting 
out on a culture-change journey. 

Because customers call a senior living 
campus their home, our organization 
and others in the industry are unique 
when it comes to changing culture. Or-
ganizations in many different industries 
have customers who walk in, purchase 
a service or product, and leave with the 
emotions and memories of their experi-
ence. Since current, and most certainly 
future, customers are a large part of why 
we are changing Sharon Towers’ culture, 
keeping them abreast of the journey is 
key to their understanding and buy-in.

Continued on page 68



At Sharon Towers in Charlotte, 
North Carolina, residents attend 
a brain-training program designed 
to challenge various functions of 
the brain. Photo: Blake Leggett 
Amerson
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Communication: The key to building support for culture 
change Continued from page 66

Communicate the process
Well-informed customers are, historical-
ly, satisfied customers. Sounds so simple, 
right? Yet I’m sure some of you can relate 
to the challenges we face when it comes 
to communication in a senior living en-
vironment. Our residents are inundated 
with information every day—the daily 
dinner menu, calendar of programs and 
classes, letter from the CEO, inspiring 
quote on the wall, and flyers of the latest 
and greatest event or outing. And I am 
likely minimizing this list.

The way information is delivered mat-
ters, too. Is it in a newsletter, or on the 
in-house television channel, resident 
computer portal, or bulletin board? 
What works best runs the gamut for 
residents and team members. Addition-
ally, we face the challenges of cogni-
tive decline and short-term memory 
loss. 

To keep residents and team members 
abreast of culture change and the latest 
progress, I started a monthly newsletter 

called CC Talk. This two-to-three page 
newsletter—which shares the latest hap-
penings in meetings, strategic steps, and 
progress—is placed in residents’ mail-
boxes and attached to team members’ 
paychecks once per month. Readers may 
recall that the journey to change our 
community’s culture began 10 months 
ago. I’ve published three issues of CC 
Talk. Guess what? If I had started the 
monthly newsletter when our task 
force began the culture-change process, 
it would have prevented or eliminat-
ed many questions, concerns and 
confusion. 

My advice is to start communicating 
about the process from the beginning, 
and to communicate often in the early 
stages. Be up front. Don’t sugarcoat. Be 
as transparent as possible. The journey 
of change can be challenging and dif-
ficult, especially for those impacted 
the most, so it will benefit all parties 
involved if you share as much as possible 
and strive to be transparent. 

Convey the message 
Written communication is not the only 
way to communicate effectively, by the 
way. Yes, it can convey your message 
succinctly, but you must spread the mes-
sage in many ways to impact culture. 
Feedback received after the first CC Talk 
issue showed us the need for, and impor-
tance of, devoting one of our strategic 
committees solely to engagement and 
communication. 

This Engagement Committee has noted 
that “seeing our message, feeling our 
message, and being involved in our 
message” of culture change are vital to 
build support and understanding. Ac-
cordingly, the committee has decided 
to re-create our initial launch event 
for the entire community. Committee 
members believe it is important for as 
many residents as possible to hear and 
see our CEO’s message about why we 
are working to create a culture of vitality 
and well-being at Sharon Towers. Team 

Kelly Stranburg, Sharon Towers’ director of vitality and well-being, works with a 
resident on a summer’s day in Charlotte, North Carolina. Photo: Blake Leggett Amerson
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members attended the CEO’s presenta-
tion on change at a monthly team-mem-
ber meeting in the spring, held seven 
times over three shifts to ensure every-
one attended. Thus, we recognize the 
committee’s view that it is important to 
share the presentation with all residents 
to aid understanding. 

In the dining room, the Engagement 
Committee wants to create table-tent 
cards featuring different questions in 
order to engage residents in discussing 
culture change. Informative tips about 
change, well-being, the dimensions of 
wellness, and Sharon Towers’ culture-
change updates are now posted on the 
in-house television channel. And to 
support the Engagement group’s focus 
on communication and messaging, the 
Environment Committee proposes per-
manent banner stands to showcase pho-
tos and messages of our journey. These 
techniques help us communicate our 
message of culture change consistently 
and positively.

Takeaways for 
communication
Communication is sometimes the most 
difficult part of our jobs as active-aging 
professionals. When working on signifi-
cant change, communication is critical. 
Listed below are some key takeaways to 
consider for your organization’s culture-
change journey:

1. Start right away. When launching 
any type of significant change, be sure 
to communicate with and educate 
your audience on the why behind the 
need or desire for change. Sharing 
this information right away can build 
support and understanding. In addi-
tion, when someone is confused or 
frustrated at change, peers or friends 
can help share or explain the infor-
mation because all parties have been 
included since the beginning.

2. Be transparent. Because I started 
community-wide communication 
tactics a few months into our culture-
change journey, there was frustration 
that we were not being transparent. 
This, of course, was not our intention, 
but rather an oversight—and an im-
portant lesson learned!

3. Use a variety of communication 
methods. People are different in how 
they absorb or retain new informa-
tion. It is critical to communicate 
in many different ways to engage as 
much of your audience as possible—
newsletters, handouts, in-house chan-
nels, visuals, discussion groups, and 
ambassadors, for example. Be creative 
with how you get the message out and 
keep your organization up to speed 
and aware of progress.

4. Be consistent. Consistency in mes-
saging is key. You can help minimize 
confusion with either a core group or 
point person directing communication 
efforts to ensure consistency in what 
you convey.

5. Have fun! At the end of the day, cul-
ture change—though challenging—
should be fun. This is a journey. In 
our case, we undertook the journey to 
ensure the longevity of Sharon Towers, 
high resident satisfaction, increased 
team-member engagement, and the 
creation of an amazing place to live 
and work. Try not to get bogged down 
with the naysayers or the work. There 
should be fun and passion at the heart 
of any initiative or project in order 
to have true success. Culture change 
should be no different—in fact, it 
should be even more so.

In closing, I am especially mindful of that 
last takeaway. A culture-change journey 
should be fun. There are days when I feel 
stressed and challenged because I am 
working to maintain momentum and 
urgency while trying to complete strate-
gic steps as well as communicate about 
our efforts. But not everyone gets the 
chance to impart incredible change that 
will positively impact people’s quality of 
life. I need to ensure my drive to complete 
day-to-day tasks does not take away from 
the excitement of the journey. For some-
one in my position, this is an amazing 
opportunity. 

The fun and joy of culture change are al-
ways reinforced when I work side by side 
with residents who are involved in Sharon 
Towers’ journey. Their positive attitudes 
and excitement during meetings, discus-
sions and group events remind me to 

Mark your calendar

Ever wondered how to create a new 
organizational culture that will sup-
port your strategic wellness goals? 
Kelly Stranburg will present a ses-
sion on culture change at the Inter-
national Council on Active Aging 
Conference 2016 in Orlando, Florida. 
Join her on Thursday, November 17, 
7:00–8:15 a.m., for “A culture-change 
journey: Vitality and well-being.” 
This session shares an organization’s 
journey from conception to imple-
mentation. Steps outlined include 
where to begin, leadership’s role, 
staff buy-in processes, communica-
tion techniques, and implementation 
strategy. Examples will be shared. 

To learn more or to register, visit 
www.icaa.cc/conferenceandevents/
overview.htm or call toll-free 
866-335-9777.

remain in the present and enjoy this jour-
ney to the fullest. I encourage you, as you 
pursue change, to embrace it and make it 
an experience you’ll never forget.

Are you thinking about changing your 
culture at work? Have you already started 
to change your culture? I welcome your 
comments, feedback, experiences and ques-
tions. You can reach me at kstranburg@
sharontowers.org.

Kelly A. Stranburg, MEd, CEP, CSCS, is 
the director of vitality and well-being for 
Sharon Towers, a life-plan community 
in Charlotte, North Carolina. Stranburg 
also owns Excellence in Wellness, LLC, a 
business focused on supporting active aging 
and fitness programs for older adults in 
and around Charlotte and western New 
York. Her philosophy towards active aging 
is based on creating programs that engage 
individuals while meeting both needs and 
goals. Stranburg has a master’s degree in 
applied exercise and more than 15 years’ 
experience working with older adults. For 
more information about Sharon Towers, 
visit www.sharontowers.org.
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