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Culture change

Communicating 
culture change:                   
 Taking stock of one
 journey’s challenges 
 and successes  

Kelly A. Stranburg, MEd, CEP, CSCS

This active-aging professional 
shares the ever-critical needs 
of communication from 
her organization’s culture-
change journey, along with 
takeaways from what she 
has learned

by Kelly A. Stranburg, MEd, CEP, CSCS

It is nearly a year since I last shared 
with Journal on Active Aging® readers the 
journey to become a culture of vitality 

and well-being at Sharon Towers, our 
not-for-profit life-plan community lo-
cated in Charlotte, North Carolina. As a 
recap, we are focusing on repositioning 
our community as a center of vitality 
and well-being in the region. A destina-
tion that not only breaks stereotypes 
and stigmas that often exist with a retire-
ment community or nursing home, 
but also inspires more positive views of 
aging. 
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Throughout 2016, I wrote a column in the 
Journal highlighting and documenting 
steps we took, challenges we faced and les-
sons we learned along the way, to provide 
a potential culture-change roadmap for 
readers. In “Communication: The key to 
building support for culture change,”1 pub-
lished in the September/October issue, I 
noted the value of the following takeaways 
when it comes to communication to sup-
port change efforts:

• Start right away. When launching 
any type of significant change, be sure 

to communicate with and educate 
others on the why behind the need or 
desire for change. Sharing this infor-
mation right away can build support 
and understanding. The more people 
understand the why, the better the 
chances for adopting the change 

 process.
• Be transparent. Be clear and share 

what you know, when you know 
 it.
• Use a variety of communication 

methods. People are all different 
 in how they absorb or retain new 

information. It is critical to commu-
nicate in many different ways to 
engage as much of your audience as 
possible.

• Be consistent. Consistency in mes-
saging is key. It can help minimize 
confusion if you have either a core 
group or point person directing com-
munication efforts to ensure consis-
tency in what you convey.

• Have fun! Try not to get bogged 
down with the naysayers or the work. 
To have true success, there should be 
fun and passion at the heart of any 
initiative or project.

So, how have we progressed with our 
communication efforts and what hurdles 
have we faced in the last 12 months as 
we continue to focus on changing our 
culture? Let’s catch up. 

Second-year challenges: 
changing formats, confusion
As readers heard time and again in my 
Journal columns, all kinds of challenges 
come up on a culture-change journey. 
Some hurdles are short-lived; others re-
quire ongoing attention. 

Communication is a critical core issue. 
And, simply put, communication is 
challenging. Now, as the face of our resi-
dent/customer changes, the most 
effective modes of communication are 
also changing, which magnifies the 
challenge. 

Once upon a time, bulletin-board up-
dates and monthly newsletters could 
suffice as strong communication. Today, 
we continue to employ those modes of 
communication while we also:

• Create a social-media presence that 
reflects our culture change—for ex-
ample, highlighting and showcasing 
our offerings and programs that ex-
ude vitality and well-being. Examples 

Continued on page 66

Social media channels reflect Sharon Towers’ repositioning to ‘a center for vitality and 
well-being in the region,’ says Kelly Stranburg. An August Facebook post highlighted the 
eclipse-related fun on campus. Image courtesy of Sharon Towers
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include day trips, Zumba, community 
events we are involved in, and educa-
tional sessions.

• Ensure our website mirrors our ef-
forts—for example, showcasing arti-
cles published either locally or within 
the industry that highlight how we 
are striving to differentiate ourselves. 
Potential job candidates have noted 
multiple times that they read through 
the different things we are focusing 
on with our culture change.

• Research software platforms and 
technology applications that will 
meet the varying needs of our resi-

dents and support us operationally—
for example, some platform systems 
now communicate and encourage 
engagement and physical activity op-
portunities, plus simplify operational 
processes such as dinner reservations 
and maintenance requests.

We are not alone in making these 
changes. As expected communication 
formats change, so must our approach to 
communication in the industry. We need 
to analyze more deeply what we are try-
ing to get across to readers, viewers and 
other audiences.

At Sharon Towers, one unanticipated 
hurdle we have faced is semantics. If 
you recall from my previous columns, I 
spoke of a group of residents and staff 
called the “Culture Club.” This group 
is the steering committee that deter-
mines and drives Sharon Towers’ culture 
change. To my dismay, some residents 
were concerned that the word Club 
might convey exclusivity even though 
anyone and everyone had been invited 
many times to join the group. The word 
Culture was misconstrued to represent 
the arts. This truly baffled me. It also left 
me grasping for the right way to proceed 
at times, because I would find myself in 
conversations about these words as op-
posed to the group’s focus.

So we decided to rename the steering 
committee to eliminate the misleading 
information in our community. A name-
nominating session took place, with 
voting by the 40-plus individuals, resi-
dents and staff who make up the former 
Culture Club. The group’s new name, the 
Vitality and Well-being Forum, thank-
fully has not produced any confused or 
negative feedback to date.

Second-year successes: 
visibility through 
partnerships 
Sharon Towers has also enjoyed some 
significant successes in communicating 
key messages over the last 12 months. 
In my article published in the Journal’s 
May/June 2017 issue,2 I highlighted 
an innovative partnership that we de-
veloped, which is raising awareness of 
Sharon Towers as a leader in supporting 
older-adult vitality and well-being in 
the Charlotte region. We created this 
partnership for the following two 
reasons:

• to create and support our culture 
change beyond our walls while im-
pacting additional older adults; and

• to direct community-benefit dollars 
in another purposeful manner aligned 
with our mission.
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Sharon Towers boosts its culture-change messaging through relationships. The 
community supports the local chapter of the Alzheimer’s Association as presenting 
sponsor for the Walk to End Alzheimer’s in Charlotte. Image courtesy of Sharon Towers
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Like many not-for-profit continuing care/
life-plan communities, Sharon Towers 
holds tax-exempt tax status. As a require-
ment to maintain this status, an organiza-
tion must distribute a percentage of its 
revenue back into the community. This is 
known as community benefit. For years 
we have provided community benefit in 
the form of financial support for incoming 
residents and also for existing residents 
who have outlived their resources.

With the recent partnership, Sharon 
Towers’ community-benefit funds sup-
port health-risk assessment testing 
events four times a year by staff from the 
University of North Carolina (UNC) 
at Charlotte Health Risk Assessment 
Program at each Mecklenburg County 
Park and Recreation center serving older 
adults. In between these events, a Ki-
nesiology graduate assistant is assigned 
to each senior center. The graduate as-
sistants offer physical-activity program-
ming to improve health risks in individ-
uals based on personal risks identified by 
the assessment screening.

The partnership’s first year has sup-
ported our messaging that, at Sharon 
Towers, we focus on vitality and well-
being for all aging adults in our city and 
not only those who reside on campus. 
Our partners at UNC and Mecklenburg 
County have shared testing events, along 
with pictures and progress, on their 
respective social-media channels. In 
addition, there was a news story pub-
lished about the partnership as well as 
quarterly advertisements made in the 
Charlotte Observer, a local newspaper. 
These positive steps carry the messaging 
of our initiative beyond our walls. Just 
as importantly, residents in the hallway 
tell me that they saw the testing dates 
mentioned in the paper, which indicates 
to me that this blossoming partnership is 
a viable way to communicate who we are 
striving to become.

Also helping our reach into the greater 
community is our close relationship with 

the Western Carolina Chapter of the 
Alzheimer’s Association. This year, for 
the second year in a row, Sharon Towers 
is the presenting sponsor of the chap-
ter’s two largest events in the Charlotte 
market: the 2017 Dementia Education 
Conference and the 2017 Walk to End 
Alzheimer’s. Both events have been pub-
licized in traditional print, online, and 
through social media. 

Specifically, the Walk to End Al-
zheimer’s has scheduled many aware-
ness events at local breweries in order 
to target a younger demographic. This 
exposure for Sharon Towers has been 
incredible. My fellow staff and I attend 
these events, which have been a great 
way to share with people out in the 
greater community about Sharon Towers 
and what we stand for. Face-to-face 
conversations are impossible to beat 

when communicating about what we’re 
trying to achieve. 

Finally, we recently cosponsored the 
SouthPark Wellness Fair with Sharon 
Presbyterian Church, located across the 
street from our campus (Sharon Tow-
ers is situated in Charlotte’s SouthPark 
neighborhood). This partnership 
and initiative further support our 
community’s culture change beyond 
our walls. 

The Wellness Fair developed organically 
from a plant-based food-truck event 
into a large-scope wellness fair featur-
ing many vendors whose products and 
services focus on health and well-being. 
When we realized that we needed more 
space to properly host a food-truck 

Health-risk assessment testing events take place through a community-based project 
funded by Sharon Towers. Image courtesy of the University of North Carolina at 
Charlotte’s Department of Kinesiology Health Risk Assessment Program
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event for the community, we turned 
to our neighbor. As it turned out, the 
Church also seeks to change how it is 
viewed in the community because it is 
a young, vibrant congregation. With 
similar initiatives before us, we quickly 
planned an event together for all ages to 
be held during Active Aging Week® [the 
annual campaign in late September led 
by the International Council on Active 
Aging®]. The Wellness Fair showcased 
how both Sharon Towers and Sharon 
Presbyterian Church are evolving to 
support people with their overall 
well-being.

These partnerships and initiatives 
increase Sharon Towers’ visibility in 
the greater Charlotte area. They also 
communicate the key message that our 
community focuses on vitality and well-
being for older adults throughout the re-
gion, not just those who live on campus.

Lessons learned
As Sharon Towers’ culture-change jour-
ney approaches its third year, we con-
tinue to learn from our experiences. One 
lesson we learned early is how critical it 
is to communicate regularly and effec-
tively with various audiences—and that 
lesson’s value remains unchanged. By 
all means I still encourage the five take-
aways from my previous communication 
article that I listed in the beginning of 
this article. But, in addition to those 
takeaways, here are a few more learned 
over the last year:

• Patience. It’s not always easy to re-
main patient when a journey takes a 
long time. It’s also not easy to remain 
patient when you hear individuals 
are focusing on the name of a group 
as opposed to the purpose. Keeping 
a level head and being mindful that 
true change takes time is critical.

• Partnerships. Your partnerships and 
work relationships are essential if you 
want to boost your messaging and 
communication efforts. I am thrilled 
and amazed at how the partnerships 

we have created and fostered are truly 
supporting the change we desire at 
Sharon Towers. And I encourage 
you to think outside the box when 
it comes to potential partners, be-
cause often the most unexpected and 
unique organizations can present the 
best opportunities for growth and 
exposure.

• Be gutsy. Honestly, who cares if a col-
league thinks you are crazy because of 
an idea you have. Go for it. See what 
happens. The times when I most fear 
posing a new idea are typically the 
times when I end up with my best 
ideas.

That last lesson is the one I feel the 
most strongly about when it comes to 
changing our culture at Sharon Towers. 
Change is so hard for a multitude of rea-
sons, as I shared in last year’s columns. 
It can seem daunting at times to decide 
which path to go and what steps to take 
as a community to create a culture of 
vitality and well-being—not to mention 
the need to address issues that arise with 
change. But our culture-change initiative 
is also an amazing opportunity.

As a community, Sharon Towers is 
thoughtfully and intentionally preparing 
for a new era in senior living. We are cul-
tivating a culture that supports residents, 
staff and older adults in the Charlotte re-
gion in living fuller, healthier, more vital 
lives—and we are challenging negative 
perceptions of retirement communities 
and promoting positive views of aging at 
the same time. What a journey!

Are you thinking about changing your 
culture at work? Have you already started 
to change your culture? Kelly Stranburg 
welcomes questions and comments about 
anything regarding Sharon Towers’ 
culture change for vitality and well-
being. She can be reached by email at 
kstranburg@sharontowers.org. 

Kelly A. Stranburg, MEd, CEP, CSCS, is 
the director of vitality and well-being for 

Resources

Sharon Towers
http://www.sharontowers.org

International Council on Active 
Aging: Article archives
http://www.icaa.cc/listing.php
?type=articles

ICAA members can access Kelly 
Stranburg’s articles on culture 
change free online in the Journal 
on Active Aging’s article archives. 
Search by topic (“Culture change”) 
or by keyword (“Culture change” or 
“Stranburg”).

Sharon Towers, a life-plan community in 
Charlotte, North Carolina (http://www.
sharontowers.org ). 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. She has a master’s degree in applied 
exercise and more than 15 years’ experi-
ence working with older adults. 
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