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Who Are You?

Mergers don’t mean lost identity

f there is a common concern voiced
by senior managers considering an
organizational merger, it is lost identi-
ty. This fear is nearly universal, espe-
cially with smaller organizations. Usually it is
expressed in terms such as “we’ll get swal-
lowed up” or “we’ll get lost in the shuffle”
The fear is of forced, undesired assimilation.

Mergers don’t have to mean lost identi-
ty. But this statement is only as strong as its
last word, and there is little instinctual
agreement about what that simple word
“identity” really means. Is it the corporate
structure? Is it the sign in front of the main
building? Is it the logo? Is it the culture of
the organization or the image community
members have of it?

To different people, the organization’s
“identity” almost certainly means different
things. So it might be easier to pinpoint what
is not a part of organizational identity.

CORPORATE STRUCTURE

Let’s unpack the common elements of
organizational identity in many nonprofits.
It starts with a simple equation: one pro-
gram=one site= one corporation. For many
people, especially employees and volun-
teers of small nonprofits, these three ele-
ments are fused. In this view, a single pro-
gram is operated at a single site by a single
corporation. In fact, the first two elements
are typically the only important ones in the
equation since most people give little
thought to the corporate status of nonprof-
it programs.

Corporate structures are not a meaning-
ful part of a nonprofit’s identity. Nor are any
of the trappings of corporate structure, nor
any common administrative tools like soft-
ware or management processes part of it.
People do not feel positively about an organ-
ization because they have a fondness for its
corporate structure. Most people, especially
consumers of an organization’s services,
usually have no idea what constitutes its
corporate structure - nor should they.

But the common fusion of one pro-

gram=one site= one corporation has had
the effect of subtly linking corporate struc-
ture with program model.As a result, execu-
tives and board members can sometimes
see a corporate structure as akin to an his-
toric building. Unlike a building, though, if
the time for a century-old corporate struc-
ture has passed there is no benefit from pro-
longing its existence.

WHAT IS ORGANIZATIONAL
IDENTITY?

Everyone has a different idea of an orga-
nization’s identity. Board members tend to
think of organizational identity as the sum
total of excellent programs and services,
and the positive associations that people in
the community have for the organization.

Nonprofit executives have a duplex
view. They will tend to share the outside
focus of board members, seeing the organi-
zation’s identity reflected in the eyes of
stakeholders. They will also have an internal
focus driven by programs and services and
the staff members who work in them.

Managers usually think of identity in
terms of the program or programs for which
they are responsible, plus their colleagues.
Direct service employees will more often
think of an identity that derives from their
consumers, co-workers, and the physical
work environment.

True organizational identity has to come
from the community’s perspective as well,
not just the instinctive emotional attach-
ment that board and staff members have for
their organization.This means that the name
and the logo and the associated trappings
are an important part of identity — but the
least important part.

‘What really matters about organizational
identity is the nature of the interaction
between community members, especially
direct consumers, and the organization.
Most nonprofits exist to meet social needs,
and the way an organization meets those
needs is the basis for what the outside
world thinks about it.
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This is the beginning of a discussion
about branding, which is the truly impor-
tant part of organizational identity. For
most practical purposes, the important
external element of a nonprofit’s identity is
its brand name and the consumer experi-
ence associated with that name. A good
brand name is recognizable, has a consis-
tent message associated with it, and com-
municates a set of values.

This is the part of “organizational iden-
tity” that deserves careful handling. The
ability to create and manage the experi-
ence underlying the brand is the founda-
tion of the true value of an organization.
The positive things it brings an organiza-
tion are too numerous to count, but one of
the most important is that the brand can
attract revenue of all kinds to the organiza-
tion. To consumers and funders, a good
brand is the best risk reduction technique
available - in effect, it means that they
aren’t likely to have a bad experience with
that organization.

So when an organization fears a possible
loss of identity from a merger, it is not
always a groundless fear, although it is often
misplaced. A good brand has real external
value, even if that’s not usually where insid-
ers look most closely.

THE FATE OF BRANDS

All of these positive aspects of a solid
brand identity share one element in a merg-
er: there need not be any change in the
brands of the respective organizations. In
fact, changing a solid brand could well
result in a dip in financial and organization-
al performance if it is not handled carefully.
Preserving the two (or more) brands can be
accomplished no matter what the corpo-
rate structure of the final entity might be,
simply because a brand is not linked in any
way with a specific corporate structure (for
a way to preserve all brand names, see
Management Company Model in The NPT,
July 2010). The decision about whether to
change one or both brands should only be

based on the resulting impact on the rev-
enue streams, and the overall economic
integrity of the new entity.

If there is no necessary linkage between
organizational identity, or brand, and the
reorganization involved in a merger, why is
there so often resistance to the idea of a
change? This derives partly from the
assumptions and preconceptions many
people bring to the question. It also comes
from the intuitive expectation that, while a
merger can be designed in such a way as to
be practically invisible to consumers and
funders, it will not be seamless to employ-
ees of an organization.

Managers’ programs might change, the
total number of their colleagues will swell,
and direct service employees could see
changes in their co-workers and their phys-
ical work environment. That internal sense
of identity will start to rely less on a fixed
group of individuals and a physical setting
and more and more on things like shared
values, a common language, and an intellec-
tual acknowledgement of important com-
mon goals. This is a positive development,
but not always an easy one to master.

Organizational names carry lots of emo-
tional baggage for all concerned. For con-
sumers and those outside of merging organi-
zations, it is always a good idea to minimize
the disruption as much as possible. For insid-
ers, disruption in organizational identity is
almost inevitable, although the negative
aspects can be minimized through careful
management. Understanding the dynamics of
organizational identity for each entity makes it
more likely that all parties can be satisfied. NPT
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