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THRIVING OR DYING?
CRITICAL
AREA

HEALTHY AND THRIVING

UNHEALTHY AND DYING

Employee Morale Focused, confident, optimistic and energized

Tired, discouraged, mistrustful and burned out

Financial Position Stable and making investments in key areas

Making cuts and leaving positions open or
neglecting infrastructure

Executive
Leadership

Exploring, learning, seeking out partners and
opportunity, taking calculated risks

Governance Body Engaged, asking questions, reviewing data,
offering insights

Playing it safe, growing isolated from stakeholders
and partners
Disengaged, rubber stamping or distracted from
vital issues

THRIVING OR DYING?
CRITICAL
AREA
Workforce

HEALTHY AND THRIVING

UNHEALTHY AND DYING

People leaving other agencies to work for you

People leaving you to work for your peers

Marketing and
Fund-raising

New and engaged donors, volunteers, event
participants. Retention of existing partners

Atrophy or ambivalence in supporter base

Reputation and
Opportunity

People interested in partnership. New projects,
positive accreditation surveys

Struggle to maintain accreditation, funders pulling
away from long-standing commitments

Middle
Management

Engaged, motivated, creative, problem-solvers.
Leading instead of managing

Playing it safe, protecting status quo, focused on
fear and uncertainty, constant crisis
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ROADBLOCKS TO TURNAROUND

ROADBLOCKS TO
TURNAROUND
PARALYSIS – Once an agency heads
into a tailspin, leaders can get
overwhelmed with all of the sirens
and warning lights and simply
freeze. Problems are perceived as
insurmountable because they are
compounded by intertwined and
circular feeder issues which have no
easy solutions.

ROADBLOCKS TO TURNAROUND
• The budget crisis means we can’t fill positions or give raises
• A depleted workforce isn’t producing enough to make budget
• No additional funds for investments in facilities or equipment
• People don’t have the tools or the right environment to do their
job
• Poor morale and low wages is compounding high employee
turnover
• Dismal outcomes which impact fund-raising and marketing
which exacerbate the budget crisis.

ROADBLOCKS TO
TURNAROUND
FEAR - The fear of change is a
common ingredient in most
failed initiatives. Fear can
settle into every level of an
organization. This manifests
itself in several ways…

ROADBLOCKS TO TURNAROUND

Entrenchment - Change challenges our
perceived safety. Even if a situation is
dysfunctional, the inertia needed to begin
movement is often overwhelmed by the sheer
force of resistance by those clinging to familiar
the status quo. Even if it is killing them.

ROADBLOCKS TO TURNAROUND
Passive-Aggressive Behavior – When fear of change meets
irrepressible change leaders, employees can begin to give lip
service to change just to get a leader off their back. Many will use
this as a delay strategy in the hope the energy for change will just
dissipate in time. If it doesn’t then employees may feel it is
necessary to actively or passively sabotage the agenda.

ROADBLOCKS TO TURNAROUND
Emotional Blackmail – When people have exhausted other paths
of resistance, some will resort to other resistance tactics that paint a
catastrophic picture of consequences to change. “We will get sued!
People will quit! Clients will die!” Hyperbole can be quite effective
at getting motivated leaders off their strategy and playing defense
in a hurry.

ROADBLOCKS TO
TURNAROUND
LEARNED HELPLESSNESS – If an
organization has spent too long in
the doom loop, solution-focused
thinking becomes elusive. People
begin to believe that things will not
get better and they or the agency
is no longer worthy of anything
exceptional.

ROADBLOCKS TO
TURNAROUND
CONFLICT AVOIDANCE – people in
the helping and healing fields tend to
eschew conflict. Disagreement is
disagreeable to many. Healthy
organizations have to master the art of
fostering professional respect while
assertively offering opposing
viewpoints.

HOW TO OVERCOME
ROADBLOCKS TO TURNAROUND
• Build Trust – Teams that don’t trust one another have a hard time being
open and honest.

• Keep a Level Head – When someone is disagreeing with you, take
your emotions and defensiveness out of the equation. Try to see the
point your colleague is making even if you think it is poorly founded.

• Make Your Office a Safe Place to be Real – Giving people a safe
place to express their worries, insecurities and doubts allows your
leaders to deal with those issues in a healthy way instead of creeping
into the subtext of an argument.

ENEMIES OF AN
EFFECTIVE TURNAROUND

ENEMIES OF AN EFFECTIVE
TURNAROUND

KNEE-JERK DECISIONS –
The “Tyranny of the Urgent”
insists that we make quick
decisions and move on to
the next issue.

HOW TO AVOID
KNEE-JERK DECISIONS
• Take a minute and breathe – Very few things have to be decided in
this moment. Buy yourself time to research, reflect, seek counsel,
meditate or pray.

• Look at the data - In isolation, some problems seem like life or death
for an organization. Step back and see what the numbers tell you. Is
this problem an existential threat or an anomaly? Look for trends and
patterns. Allow for extraneous outliers.

• Beware of unintended consequences – Quick decisions often miss
the unanticipated ripple effects that may not hit your shores for weeks,
months or even years. Look a few layers into what this decision will
mean for the agency’s long and near term future.

ENEMIES OF AN EFFECTIVE
TURNAROUND
EMOTION – “This is business,
not personal Sonny!” Effective
turnaround leaders must learn
to live in a zone where their
popularity and approval don’t
affect decisions - nor do moods.

HOW TO KEEP EMOTIONS AT BAY
• Get Your Esteem and Validation Needs met Elsewhere – Leading a
turnaround is a very lonely journey. It’s not about people liking you.
It’s about leading through respect. Your decisions, sanity, ethics, and
motives will be questioned regularly. Keep yourself on an even keel
by meeting your need for appreciation confined to your personal
life. Grow some alligator skin.
• The Mirror and the Window - Turnaround leaders give the credit for
successes to those around them and they ultimately take
responsibility for the failures of others around and below them.
• Know Thyself – Good leaders know when they are not at their best.
Emotion, fear, and doubt affect everyone. Learn to quarantine
yourself during periods of personal instability so that your
leadership decisions are not compromised.

LAUNCHING A TURNAROUND

LAUNCHING A TURNAROUND
THE ESSENTIAL ELEMENTS
Confront the
brutal facts (good
and bad)

Temporarily
suspend the
democracy

Arrange your bus
passengers

Cast vision: What
would “better”
look like?

Build the case
with stakeholders

Stay nimble while
you triage

What would
“solid” look like?

Choose where you
will bleed

Keep the faith, the
energy and the
vision

What would
“excellent” look
like?

Work with the
willing, find
allies

Monitor,
Celebrate,
Communicate

THE STOCKDALE PARADOX

“You must never confuse faith
that you will prevail in the end
(which you can never afford to
lose) with the discipline to
confront the most brutal facts of
your current reality, whatever
they might be.”

FAITH YOU WILL ULTIMATELY
PREVAIL…MY STORY
• God had created this ministry 53 years before I was even born and saw it through
another 50 before I would become CEO.
• The agency survived 2 World Wars, the Great Depression, recessions and financial
crises. There had to a be a vital reason in the kingdom for its continued existence.
I would have to be a colossal screw-up for it to fail under my leadership.
• As a man of faith and prayer, I believed that I was here for a reason and it was to
help usher in the next season of growth in ministry.
• This is God’s organization first and foremost. His mission. His ministry. The need
for services is only growing. Our season is not over.
• I am just a temporary steward of the Master’s creation. That revelation was very
freeing and brought my stress level way down.

CONFRONTING BRUTAL FACTS OF THE
CURRENT REALITY
• Agency had lost over $1 million in recent years.
• Endowment fund hadn’t grown in close to a decade.
• Youth cottages were in disrepair.
• No Clinical Director, QI Director and 1 person HR dept.
• Board had parted ways with last CEO after discovering how uninformed
they really were. Unsure of how to move forward.
• Middle management core in a rut and difficulty problem-solving.
• Struggled with recent accreditations.

WORK WITH WHAT
YOU’VE GOT
• A Board who wanted to do better.
• A core of solid, experienced and loyal
employees and leaders who were ready
to be challenged.
• A legacy of donors and supporters who
remember the agency’s glory days and
still think fondly of the mission.
• Strong commitment to our faith-based
values and ministry.

KEY ELEMENTS IN SPERO’S TURNAROUND
• Adopting the Bus metaphor. Getting the right people on board, the
wrong people out and everyone else in the proper seat for their gifts
and strengths.
• Increasing focus on data and performance with problem-solving.
• Rebranding brought new energy and opportunity to re-introduce
ourselves, our mission and vision.
• Leveraging remaining good will by communicating service needs and
our desire to be the very best.
• God’s favor – Seriously! (Mason Home, Immersion Site, Big Donations).
Commit the agency to God and let him take the lead.

COUNTING THE COST
• A couple of costly and unfortunate
spikes in employee turnover.
• Increase in anxiety, rumors and
uncertainty (human nature). Some of
that ripples into the community and
to the Board.
• Periods of uneven performance or
decline while getting various leaders
and teams onboard. Two steps
forward, one step back.
• Lots and lots of pep talks. In periods
of high stress, people get lost in the
weeds and can’t see the big picture.

A FEW TIPS FOR THOSE BRAVE ENOUGH
TO RUN WHERE ANGELS FEAR TO TREAD
• Do a thorough examination of where you are and what you have to work
with.
• Cast a clear vision for what “better” will look like.
• Focus on strengths of those around you. Shore up their weaknesses.
• If people (especially leaders) consistently demonstrate an unwillingness
to join the new vision, help them move on. You are going to lose people
in a turnaround. Be decisive and purge the toxic or those who sabotage
you.

KEEP THE FAITH!
“God did not found this agency 105 years ago without a
purpose and plan to prosper it. We are here to take this
agency where God is leading it! This God of miracles tells us
to believe in big things. I am His steward and He is working
through me and everyone here who seeks His will.”
~John Shadowens, CEO and President
Spero Family Services

CONNECT WITH US!

WWW.SPEROFS.ORG
618-242-1070

