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Abstract Research on the relationship between non-profit

organizations (NPOs) and the public sector has been

dominated by predictions of isomorphism where change

and tensions in NPOs are attributed an imposing institu-

tional setting. This article argues that research represents a

selective perspective on organizational life due to its por-

trayal of organizational change as synonymous with an

isomorphic, linear trajectory. The purpose of this article is

to illustrate different sources and characteristics of change

and tension. The article presents an analytical framework

comprising of four components: evolving change, episodic

change, inherent dilemmas, and conflicting logics, facili-

tating an understanding of the organization as movement.

The analysis of a case study organization suggests that by

identifying different dimensions of changes and tensions

we can gain a richer understanding of the complexity of

processes underpinning the organization as movement. The

analysis reveals how multiple, parallel processes related to

change and tensions generate reflections that drive integrity

and identity formation at individual and organizational

levels.

Keywords Isomorphism � Change � Tensions �
Organization as movement � Non-profit organizations

Introduction

For decades, scholars have been concerned that along with

increased interdependence between non-profit organiza-

tions (NPOs) and the public sector, NPOs lose their ability

to represent and address the needs of their client groups as

they are becoming more like public sector organizations

(Billis & Glennerster 1998; Lipsky & Smith 1989). Argu-

ments maintain that new positions and expectations of

NPOs lead to organizations jeopardizing their distinctive

attributes that come from being community-based and

user-led. In many countries, changes in the welfare state

continue to be accompanied with invitations for NPOs to

engage as service providers. Concepts such as marketiza-

tion, outsourcing, competition, public–private partnership,

new public management, and client choice can be used to

describe some of the characteristics of welfare service

regimes today. For NPOs operating close to the public

sector, in contexts characterized by different institutional

logics to that of non-profit, voluntary and community-

based organizations, changes to organizational character-

istics of NPOs do not come as a result of conscious choice

but rather as one of the unintended consequences (Hwang

& Powell 2009; Verbruggen et al. 2011). These events

have set an agenda, across the world, for research on the

implications of these developments for service-delivering

NPOs: what happens to organizations when sectoral

boundaries become blurred, fuzzy, and unclear (Brandsen

et al. 2005)? And what happens to organizations when

faced with conflicting institutional logics and demands

under circumstances characterized by power differentials

(Pache & Santos 2010)?

Research on organizational change in this context has

been dominated by new institutional theory, which argues

that change is the result of organizations being influenced
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by surrounding institutions. In the case of NPOs, concepts

such as adaptation and compliance are often used to

describe organizational response to pressure towards

mainstreaming according to dominating institutional log-

ics. While this theoretical perspective is in many ways well

suited to capture the reality of NPOs operating close to the

public sector, the dominance of new institutional theory has

led to the neglect of theoretical perspectives that advocate

other ways of understanding organizational change. The

article contributes to debates about how we can understand

and conceptualize change in NPOs by presenting alterna-

tive theories of organizational change. Through an ana-

lytical framework that draws on insights offered by such

theories, the study illustrates how we can gain a more

complex and in-depth picture of how these organizations

work.

New institutional theory and the concept of isomor-

phism have influenced research that seeks to define the

source, process, and results of change related to NPOs in

this context. An institutional environment that includes

diverse organizational actors, but is dominated by a public

sector welfare regime has, it is argued, ‘constraining

influences’ (Verbruggen et al. 2011) on NPOs as it exer-

cises isomorphic pressure towards ‘homogeneity, in struc-

ture, culture and output’ across organizations of different

institutional origin (DiMaggio & Powell 1983: 147).

Although in principle isomorphism could involve the

‘diffusion of good practices’ (Leiter 2013), the term is

primarily associated with a fear that NPOs will lose

important organizational traits as they become more

bureaucratic and/or more business-like (Buckingham

2012). Goals, preferred means of intervention, supervision,

and control as defined by the public sector take precedence

over organizational value bases and structures that come

from alternative ways of defining and addressing social

needs. Research points to how competition for resources,

bidding procedures, and funding that comes with require-

ments regarding the scope and content of services all force

NPOs to change in ways that pose threats to organizational

mission (Bennett & Savani 2012; Dolnicar et al. 2008;

Eikenberry & Kluver 2004; Hasenfeld & Garrow 2012).

New forms of collaboration that build on social investment

aimed at the scaling up of successful non-profit-based

operations require new organizational management with

focus on output and efficiency rather than on fulfilling a

mission to accomplish social outreach of services and

specific aims to cater for the poorest of the poor, the hard-

to-reach and hard-to-engage (Copestake 2007).

The concepts of institutional pressure and isomorphism

have significantly inspired studies on changes to NPOs, and

they represent both a change trajectory outlined by external

forces and the ensuing struggles related to the need for

adaptation and organizational autonomy typical for many

NPOs. In other words, these concepts offer a theoretical

frame for exploring the dilemmas and complexities that

Lipsky & Smith and Billis & Glennerstedt identified some

decades ago as expected consequences of an increased

interdependence between the public sector and NPOs.

Analyses that explore homogenization of NPOs refer to the

power of the organization’s institutional environment, and

its preferred logics (Beckert 2010) and studies of change in

NPOs continue to assume that institutions are ‘defining the

very conditions’ of organizational structure and practice

(Goodrick & Salancik 1996: 26). While this makes for a

compelling and often appropriate analytical framework to

apply to NPOs that are increasingly integrated into the

public sector, it is not without criticism. Recent studies of

NPOs are influenced by scholarly debates in organization

theory that argue that new institutional theory is ‘weak in

analysing the internal dynamics of organizational change’

(Greenwood & Hinings 1996: 1023). Hence, rather than

focusing on organizational homogenization, scholars seek

to explore the ‘different strategic responses that organiza-

tions enact as a result of the institutional pressures towards

conformity that are exerted on them’ (Oliver 1991: 145).

Consequently, attention is increasingly paid to variations in

how NPOs react to and cope with changes to the conditions

for their existence and activities (Barman 2002).

Researchers identify how organizations present a repertoire

of reactions to the challenges of incorporating conflicting

logics that come with institutional pressure to comply with

an environment dominated by public institutions (Anheier

2000; Arvidson & Lyon 2014; Leiter 2013; Townley 2002;

Turco 2012). Strategies include avoidance, compromise,

and manipulation (Oliver 1991), and these variations in

organizational response are understood as results of a

combination between the characteristics of the isomorphic

pressure, the surrounding institutional field, and internal

organizational features (Barman & MacIndoe 2012; Pache

& Santos 2010).

Although rich in volume, and with an overall focus on

organizational change, research on NPOs does not on the

whole discuss the concept of change per se. In the broader

literature on organization theory, however, we find debates

that criticize how we have come to assume that change is

largely an out-of-the-ordinary condition, and stability is

seen as the norm (Tsoukas & Chia 2002; Weick & Quinn

1999; Wetzel & Van Gorp 2014). Although the idea of the

organization as a tightly coupled unit may have been

abandoned as organizations are increasingly complex in

terms of diversity of tasks, group compositions, geo-

graphical spread, and connected to a web of stakeholders, it

is argued that ‘stability, routine and order’ (Tsoukas &

Chia 2002: 567) is seen as the norm, whereas change is not.

Academic debates have for a long time grappled with the

definition of organizational change (Wetzel & Van Gorp
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2014; Pettigrew et al. 2001) and how it relates to process,

continuity, routines, and creativity (Chia 2002; Jarz-

abkowski 2008; Langley 2011; Tsoukas & Chia 2002).

This has resulted in theoretical developments that, ideally,

facilitate the way we conceptualize and research organi-

zational change. By incorporating insights generated from

these debates, this article aims to contribute by offering

new ways of thinking about change and non-profit orga-

nizations. The article presents an analytical framework that

proposes an alternative way of theorizing and identifying

change to that of institutional theory and isomorphism,

with focus on movement and reflection as the mechanisms

of change as opposed to a perspective that emphasizes

institutional pressure, conflicting logics and formal strate-

gies for coping.

Change and Tensions in NPOs: A Framework
for Analysis

The framework we propose here for understanding orga-

nizational change is inspired by two interlinked ideas

within organization studies. The first refers to the concept

of ‘organizational becoming’ (Tsoukas & Chia 2002). A

conventional approach to organization and change assumes

that the organization is ‘punctuated with a few episodes of

change’ (Bouchikhi 1998: 218), and research taking this

perspective consequently aims to describe and analyse

organizational life according to input–process–output

models (Van de Ven & Huber 1990). As scholars attempt

to incorporate a more comprehensive and realistic under-

standing of organizational life, ‘change and continuity’ are

increasingly discussed as a conceptual pair (Jansson 2013),

where ‘change’ is no longer presented as a something that

reaches an end stage (or closure) but as a continuous pro-

cess (Tsoukas & Chia 2002). Whereas change is typically

defined as ‘a temporal state between two stable moments of

a specific organization’ (Wetzel & van Gorp 2014:122), the

‘organizational becoming’ perspective emphasizes how

change consists of ‘indivisible continuity,’ movement, and

flow (Tsoukas & Chia 2002). This approach suggests that

we conceptualize ‘organization’ as a verb, that is, a social

process that is only seemingly stable (Chia 2002), as

opposed to a more conventional interpretation of organi-

zation as a social entity (Van de Ven & Poole 2005). While

change is continuous, it can take on different characteris-

tics and one way of expressing this is through identifying

evolving change as different from episodic change (Weick

& Quinn 1999). These different connotations express

temporal differences, i.e. differences in the rhythm and rate

of change, as well as differences in the experience and

impact of change (Dawson 2014). Whereas evolving

change is cumulative and allows for control and reflection,

episodic change is related to risks, paralysis, and discon-

tinuity, before the organization enters a transitional phase

characterized by intentional restructuring (Weick & Quinn

1999).

The second idea that informs our framework is about

how the organization is increasingly viewed as a ‘juxta-

position of opposing forces’ (Graetz & Smith 2008: 266)

rather than a homogenous unit. The concept of organiza-

tional dualities can be related to different dimensions of

organizational life. Apart from tensions/dualities emanat-

ing from interaction with the environment (e.g. as seen in

the research on competing logics), we also find them within

the organization, represented by, for example, the rela-

tionship between managers and employees, where man-

agers seek to impose ‘control strategies’, while employees

constantly elaborate on ‘autonomy-seeking strategies’

(Bouchikhi 1998: 219). Studies also illustrate how tensions

are intrinsic to organizational life, for example, the inherent

dilemmas of altruistically motivated actions often ascribed

to organizations with an origin in volunteering and chari-

table activities (Arvidson 2008). Studies that aim at out-

lining ‘how-to’, prescriptive scenarios about change

management with the view to achieve smooth operation

tend to ignore how dualities, ambiguities, and paradoxes

are simultaneously sources of conflict and creativity,

change and stability (Sturdy & Grey 2003) and how

identifying the sources of tensions is key to understanding

organizational learning and development (Evans 1999;

Graetz & Smith 2008). Rather than associating organiza-

tional tensions with conflicts and mismanagement, polar-

ization and disputes (Evans 1999), Graetz and Smith

(2008) argue for dualities and tensions to be recognized as

associated with ‘relational, synergistic tendencies’ (p. 266).

Hence, while dualities and ambiguities may on the one

hand provoke conflict, they also invite for creativity and

innovation (Evans 1999). At the centre of this lies an

understanding that reflection, prompted by tensions and

ambiguities, at individual and collective levels, underline

changes.

Embedded in the debates above, we find calls for what

Pettigrew et al. (2001) refer to as a ‘new pluralism’ in the

study of organizational change, and an end to what Wetzel

and Van Gorp (2014) call dull and repetitive organization

change research that does not reflect the theoretical

diversity available today. There are also suggestions for

fundamentally new ways of understanding organizations

and change. For example, Chia (2002) argues that it is

‘organization that is the exception’ and change is the norm,

and as a consequence organization studies must look

beyond the organization as an ‘economic-administrative

unit’ and instead focus on organization as ‘world making’

(p. 867). In other words, the debates allude to essential and

challenging issues that concern the application of new
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theoretical insights to empirical research as well as an

inverted perspective on the relationship change/

organization.

Our proposed analytical framework is an attempt to

translate these ambitions—to generate new understandings

of organizations and change—into an empirically appli-

cable tool. The framework should be seen as one step

towards establishing an alternative way of researching

NPOs from a perspective that emphasizes motion, friction,

and reflection as the fundamental elements of change,

which differs from one informed by new institutional the-

ory that emphasizes institutional dominance and asym-

metric power as driving forces of organizational change.

Inspired by the two interlinked strands of theoretical

debates outlined above, the framework is based on the

distinction between different types of change—evolving

and episodic—and different sources of tension—inherent

dilemmas and conflicting logics. The framework also

involves a way of conceptualizing the organization as

movement based on the identification of multiple processes

related to the four categories. The analysis contributes to

current research on NPOs by challenging our perception of

service-delivering NPOs that operate in close proximity

with the public sector. Change in this context is typically

ascribed to the meeting between organization and overar-

ching institutional framework, and to strategic decisions

taken in order to maintain balance between organizational

autonomy and external control. Furthermore, the frame-

work contributes by challenging the way change is asso-

ciated with organizational tension. Changes may

exacerbate existing tensions, but a focus on change as the

attributing factor may mask tensions and dilemmas that are

integral to organizations in general, and specific to the type

of work this non-profit and charity-based organization is

involved with (Fig. 1).

Evolving change consists of interactions and dialectic

processes that do not necessarily follow a linear pattern

(Jansson 2013; Jarzabkowski 2008; Langley 2011). Fur-

thermore, it assumes that the response to evolving change

is not primarily resistance and avoidance, which are aspects

highlighted in the literature on NPOs influenced by new

institutional theory, but also reflective negotiation by actors

seeking to find/make space for core organizational values

and principles in new contexts (Battilana & D’Aunno

2009). Change as an evolving, iterative process may be

driven by a striving to implement or retain a set of prin-

ciples in spite of challenges and hindrances, but is not

based on a specific strategy or agenda (Pettigrew et al.

2001: 704). Pettigrew et al. (2001) define episodic change

as ‘changes that tend to be infrequent, discontinuous, and

intentional’ and that occurs as ‘a result of misalignment or

environmental encroachment’ (p. 704). The definition

applied here follows this on the whole: it aims to capture

change that is experienced as an event, an incident that sets

a period aside as different to other periods. Change is both

intentional, as in a strategically planned move, and unin-

tentional, as in the result of reactions to this planned

change and/or to events in the environment.

The second dimension of the framework elaborates on

the concept of tension, which signifies frictions that are not

necessarily hostile or conflictual by nature, and it is

exemplified by inherent dilemmas and conflicting logics. A

dilemma presents the organization and its staff with a

conundrum where actors seek some level of satisfaction in

the way a problem is handled, but the issue as such cannot

be solved. Dilemmas arise as a consequence of inherent

shortcomings of principles, values, and commitments

agreed by staff and organizations (see e.g. Frick 2009).

Organizations can be described as ‘dilemmatic spaces’

where, for example, ‘authority’ and ‘empowerment’ both

constitute leading principles behind social work (Hoggett

evolving 
change

episodic 
change

inherent 
dilemmas

conflicting 
logics

Organization 
as movement

Fig. 1 Key components of the analytical framework
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2006). Finally, the second dimension identifies conflicting

logics as an important source of tensions. The concept of

organizational logics is described as ‘cultural templates

that provide the organizational actors with means-ends

designation as well as organizing principles’ (Pache &

Santos 2010: 457). The idea of conflicting logics refers to a

well-rehearsed theme in studies of NPOs: public sector

logics and charitable, non-profit sector logics do not cor-

respond. Research tends to emphasize the coercive power

of the public institutional logic leading to a mainstreaming

of NPOs in structure, goals, and means of operating

(DiMaggio & Powell 1983). A general critique against this

perspective is that it assumes conflict and hostility between

(representatives of) logics, and that one logic must ‘win’

(Graetz & Smith 2008). But instead of perceiving con-

flicting logics as causes of polarization and disputes within

the organization, they can be considered as dualities that

underpin constructive tensions (Evans 1999; Graetz &

Smith 2008) and hence a source that contributes positively

to organizational integrity and the strengthening of orga-

nizational identity.

Method and Empirical Context

The empirical material is based on a longitudinal qualita-

tive study conducted over a period of four years (2010-

2013), involving one case study organization based in

England. The core research questions concerned with what

happens within third sector, non-profit organizations over

time and why; what matters to NPOs over time and why;

and how might we understand continuity and change in

NPOs (Macmillan 2011). These questions were prompted

by an identified lack of studies that allow for an under-

standing of how policies and politics at micro- and macro-

level affect NPOs working with social welfare services.

The protocol for the study was based on a pattern of six-

month interaction with the case study organization,

assuming that a six-month interval would allow for the

identification and tracking of both continuity and change.

Each wave of interaction included interviews with key

individuals of the organization, in total 16 interviews: the

same individuals were interviewed on repeat occasions,

with the exception of the CEO, because the CEO position

was occupied by three different individuals over the period

of study. It also involved participant observations in the

organization’s activities, participation in meetings, infor-

mal conversations with staff during the visits paid to the

organization and its activities. Throughout the study, I

gathered and examined documents of relevance (from the

organization in question and the local municipality with

which the organization was closely linked). To gain further

insight into the organizational context, I interviewed

individuals working for organizations (other NPOs,

municipality) with which the case study organization was

closely engaged.

The purpose of the analysis is to facilitate new ways of

thinking about change and tensions in NPOs and as a result

deepen our understanding of these organizations. The

analytical work is based on an iterative process where time,

research relations, and extended theoretical insight interact,

with the aim to gain analytical refinement (Ponterotto

2006; Tsoukas 2011). The components of this iterative

process are linked to the opportunities offered by the lon-

gitudinal case study approach as it offers a possibility to

engage critically with the organization’s presentation of

change, how change and tensions contribute to confirma-

tion as well as the unsettling of organizational identity. The

first waves of engagement resulted in stories about struc-

tured, strategic ways of dealing with planned as well as

unanticipated change. Stories represented ‘formalized

organizational narratives’ (Taylor et al. 2014: 54) that

forwarded an image of a strong organization with integrity

and direction, in spite of it being exposed to changes

enforced by a dominating public sector and a volatile

political reality. The impression was also that these stories

were aimed at presenting ‘a desirable image towards us as

researchers’ (Dey & Teasdale 2016: 491). As the study

continued and the researcher was ‘becoming more

sophisticated and knowledgeable about past histories’

(Dawson 2014, p. 140), interviewees appeared to regard

their ‘audience’ differently. From taking measured, some-

times cautious, approaches to the interview, interviewees

came to share critique and confusion concerning the future

of the organization, its leadership and their own positions

and actions. This changed the basis from which interviews

were carried out, resulting in joint probing into issues of

change, dilemmas, conflicts, leading to more generous

accounts of organizational work (Hermanowicz 2013). As

differences in views and interpretations of events became

clear, this probing formed the basis for active interviewing

and joint meaning-making (Holstein & Gubrium 2004). In

this way, the longitudinal aspect allows for competing

stories and experiences related to change and tension to

emerge and it offers an experience that benefits critical

examination of both empirical data and theoretical con-

cepts (Dawson 2014).

The changing nature of the interaction between

researcher and interviewee is central to the material pre-

sented here as it moved focus from change related to the

external environment with emphasis on the presentation of

the organization as struggling yet competent, to narratives

that reveal organizational tensions of different origins and

that involved different dynamics. The interviews took on a

nature of contemplating, reflecting on, rather than stating

things that had occurred since we last met. Hence, the value
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of the longitudinal case study approach also lies in the

possibility, or rather necessity, to continuously question

theoretical perspectives that underpin the study and to seek

further, different, theoretical views (Tsoukas 2011). In this

case, the initial theoretical framework was strongly char-

acterized by new institutional theory and the concept of

isomorphism, with the view to observe processes of

homogenization and/or variation in the way the case study

organization responded to changes in its environment.

Initial analysis suggested that this could be interpreted as a

case of an organization going through isomorphic changes

albeit with different elements of variations, some sustain-

able and others not. However, the longitudinal engagement

with the empirical field combined with new theoretical

perspectives on organizational change led to a more refined

understanding of the organization as such, and not only

change. As a consequence, this required a more diverse

conceptual toolbox that would allow for an analysis that

recognizes change and tensions of different natures (see

Ragin 1992).

Background: The Case Study Organization

The case study organization is an English organization, a

registered charity and company limited by guarantee,

supporting individuals in the area of mental health and

social care. It offers a range of services for individuals

suffering from long- and short-term mental health prob-

lems. The organization has roots in community action and

volunteering. Established in the 1960s, the organization

was initially run by a small group of people living close to

and working at a psychiatric hospital, who wanted to do

something to support its patients in other ways than that

offered by the statutory psychiatric institution. Initially,

funding came primarily from individuals or grant giving

bodies. Until the mid-1980s, it was run entirely by volun-

teers, including doctors and counsellors. The demand for

community-based activities increased with the closure of

psychiatric wards and the organization grew as a result.

Since its inception, it has developed to become a service

delivery organization with close connection to mainstream

public services. The yearly turnover is now around £ 500 K

with funding primarily from local authorities. The organi-

zation employs around 30 people, including a core of three

to four senior managers, and engages a team of volunteers.

Data for the period 2008–2012, which concern annual

income, main source of income, annual expenditures and

staffing, show relative stability (Table 1).

The organization has engaged with rationalization as

prescribed by new performance management regimes, and

in its own words it has become ‘more professional’:

management, monitoring, evaluation, quality assessment,

and professional training and accreditation are all concepts

that suitably describe how the organization is operating

now. Its view of and engagement with its environment has

changed too. It was initially driven by needs as expressed

by clients and carers, and as experienced by staff engaged

professionally with clients. Now, the chief executive and

senior managers put great emphasis on networking with

local authorities, commissioners, and other organizations

operating in the same service delivery field. The purpose of

this is to influence and understand local interpretations of

national policies, to predict tenders and trends in how local

authorities plan for short- and long-term future of service

delivery, and to make sure that what they offer is seen as

professional, distinctive, high-quality services. This inter-

action with surrounding actors has over the years become

increasingly intense, and the organization’s services are

now often incorporated into clients’ statutory care plans,

which involve meetings on a regular basis with care

coordinators, social workers, psychiatrists, and GPs.

The services and support the organization offers reflect

what has been identified as shortcomings in both what

statutory services are available and how these are deliv-

ered. In their goals, the organization emphasizes the

importance of offering client-centred services through

active service user consultation and involvement in the

organization at every level. Staff describe how they are

non-judgemental and non-prescriptive, and that this dis-

tinguishes the organization from statutory services. We are

highly committed to working with people. […] to represent

the vulnerable, those who are unable to represent them-

selves, to support people who find that difficult. Peter fur-

ther defines what this commitment means by saying ‘We

put people first. It’s a key thing to be non-judgemental’.

These values and principles form an important basis for our

understanding of the narratives below.

The organization is working along a strategy that

involves delivering services that are at the same time

mainstream, versatile, and specialized. In practice, this

means making sure they relate closely to statutory,

mandatory services that are at less risk of being cut, but at

the same time finding a niche market that they can use to

create a strong profile as being different from competitors.

The difference in role and position of the organization in

relation to public sector activities is not entirely easily to

see: ‘I sometimes think we often work like a statutory

service’ reflects Eva, and goes on to add that they provide

statutory services, but the fact that they do so in a different

framework, and with core services integrated with each

other, and with additional activities to offer, makes them

different. Bob describes it as ‘providing, essentially, cut

rate statutory services with a slightly different flavour’. For

the uninformed, the services provided by the organization

may appear identical to those delivered by public service

bodies. But, Bob continues ‘we’re not just a complete
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substitute’ and explains that ‘we’re not subject to some of

the constraints that a statutory service is. We can be a bit

more innovative and users like us more because they don’t

feel they are going to – one step away from hospital, sort of

thing’. The very same reference to what distinguishes the

organization from public sector is given by the chief

executive: the organization is providing space to reflect for

clients, ‘away from the idea of sectioning and control by

the state’. It seems the similarities between sectors are

deceptive: the way and the context in which the very same

services are delivered make all the difference.

Evolving Change

The organization of today has come about as a result of a

range of changes around the organization. Bob, who has

been working for the organization as a trustee since its

inception, explains how ‘the scene has changed’ referring

to national policies directly aimed at the third sector and to

policies that change the position of the organizations con-

stituency (client groups). These changes interact with

changes from within the organization—based on knowl-

edge and understanding produced through close interaction

with clients. Eva, a counsellor, says ‘We have changed so

much’ and refers to the organization as a whole, its staff,

the services offered, and the interaction with clients.

Although sometimes prompted by changes in surrounding

policies, Eva maintains that change has been driven by the

initiative of staff, based on experience and interaction with

clients.

The way Eva and colleagues discuss change reveal that

although fundamental, changes have not necessarily been

experienced as interruptive or forced: change came about

as a result of being client-led, of continued collective

reflection. The narratives emphasize growth in terms of

maturity and expertise driven from within the organization

rather organizational change as a result of pressure from

outside. The force of the external environment is, however,

noticeable, as the organization is dependent on both

funding and social welfare policies implemented by the

local council. Staff has become skilled in tempering change

prompted by financial insecurity, policy changes, or change

of staff within the municipality that seem to have a dif-

ferent take on collaboration across sectoral lines, through

‘containment’, as Eva explains: ‘it’s the ability to hold

things whilst the change is going [on]’. One of the CEOs

summarizes the balance between driving change and

managing the conditions set by events and actors outside of

the organization:

You can resist change to a certain extent but, if the

change is going to happen regardless, you have to

consider where you could fit with the new arrange-

ments. So that’s what we continue to do and that’s

why I say it’s always this process of evaluating things

and change. Just the external environment is dictating

that to some extent.

Evolving change, in other words, signifies relative

equilibrium with a mixture of containment while assessing

how institutional pressure to change in order to keep up

with the external world can be managed, and change that is

an expression of intrinsic forces based on organizational

principles and accumulated knowledge.

Episodic Change

Episodic change is defined as change that ‘occurs during

periods of divergence when organizations are moving away

from their equilibrium conditions’ (Weick & Quinn 1999:

365). Such ‘divergence’ may happen due to change in

technology that fundamentally alters production processes,

or change of key personnel that have implications for

relations and strategies. The example provided from the

organization originates in the sale of two properties, with

activities and staff split between them, and the consequent

move to and renovation of a new building that would house

the organization as a whole. This change was planned, but

it set in motion radical changes at individual as well as

organizational levels. The CEO became absorbed by the

Table 1 .

2008 2009 2010 2011 2012

Annual income £599,653 £628,685 £597,989 £638,942 £698,669

Main source of

income

Grants £477,227 Grants £512,264 Grants £515,264 Grants £491,127 Grants £449,017

Annual

expenditure

£632,973 £584,273 £523,361 £593,881 £521,212

Spent on staffing £463,284 (30 paid

employees)

£409,598 (29 paid

employees)

£391,435 (27 paid

employees)

£386,409 (26 paid

employees)

£367,969 (26 paid

employees)
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process: It’s all very exciting but it’s been incredibly time

consuming and incredibly stressful she recounts and

reveals how she has had to sacrifice being involved in other

essential issues related to the development of the

organization.

The relocation to new premises has meant an opportu-

nity to modernize facilities, improve access to services, and

facilitate the interaction between groups of staff on a more

frequent basis. However, the positive implications are yet

to come into fruition as the main concern regarding

financial insecurity is at the forefront of every ones’ mind.

Catherina, the CEO, explains that as a result of the sale of

their two buildings generating ‘less than we were hoping

for’ combined with escalating bills for building costs ‘we

have got about a £200,000 deficit on the project at the

moment’. The financial situation is worrying to other staff

who question the way the CEO and Board of Trustees are

handling the situation: ‘I think we’re haemorrhaging more

money, which seems a bit odd when they’ve sold both

buildings’ (Kimberley) (Table 2).

The move and consequent financial insecurity has a

sudden impact on work structure and intra-organizational

relations with mounting tensions due to worries and dis-

agreements. As a direct measure to curb further budgetary

shortfall, the CEO is focusing on setting up income-

bringing activities. She explains how they should try to ‘do

some more entrepreneurial stuff’, one of which involves a

‘move into residential care because I think its nice reliable

money’. Although this is part of a vague long-term plan, it

requires urgent action in order to ascertain some initial

investment. Hence, the CEO plans cut budget allocation to

some of their services by way of reducing overheads. This

involves transferring administrative work tasks to staff

who, by the previous CEO, are described to be ‘at breaking

point’. Furthermore, the present CEO is herself reducing

her hours from full-time to part-time and has engaged an

external consultant to explore ideas for fund raising. Ideas

about new income-bringing services include approaching

private employers and HR managers in the local area,

offering counselling services for employees. This, and

other initiatives for costs cutting and fund raising, has

caused disagreements: it affects individual staff, organi-

zational structure, and the values and principles on which

the organization builds. Rather than pushing for quick

solutions to budgetary problems, it is important to ‘have a

structure in place that’s fair and ethical’ explains Kim-

berley, referring to what she considers to be thoughtless

plans involving the use of volunteers working for free

offering services the organization will charge for. There are

frequent meetings regarding short- and long-term strategies

and Kimberley experiences continuous tensions during

these meetings: ‘… I feel sometimes I talk and they look at

me, and I feel I’m the, sort of, Jonah sort of thing’ implying

her comments are not welcome.

This episodic change is set off by the move from pre-

mises with the view to eventually establish a more coherent

and self-sustainable organization. However, the move has

set off a range of unexpected events that involve tensions

due to anxiety and disagreements within the organization.

Inherent Dilemmas

As is evident in the narratives above, there are tensions

within the organizations. Some of these are inherent to

social work as explored through the concepts of profes-

sional discretion (Lipsky 1980), and ‘dilemmatic space’

that summarizes the predicament of simultaneously work-

ing ‘in and against authority’ (Hoggett 2006). The fol-

lowing example arises as a result of a clash between, as

Peter puts it, ‘textbook’ and ‘reality’, where professional

guidelines reflect a focus on the relation between client and

staff, but ignores the context in which these guidelines are

practiced. Peter’s job involves close and frequent interac-

tion with staff from other organizations, primarily from

statutory organizations. Staff have extensive networks with

professionals of various background (statutory counsellors,

district nurses, medical doctors, and the police) that for

different reasons come into contact with their clients. Peter

recounts:

So, we’re non-judgmental … we put people first. It’s

a key thing to be non-judgmental. It can be [tough to

follow]. … I was in my office once. A female patient

came to me and said – Peter, if I make a complaint

about my consultant would that help me change him?

She went away, and a few days later she came back

and said to me, I want to make a complaint about my

doctor because he touched me inappropriately. Now

because she came to me a few days before I couldn’t

help but wondering. Is this a genuine complaint or is

she just making this complaint in order to help her

change her consultant? But my job is to act on the

clients instructions, to be non-judgmental, so no

matter what I thought about that, I helped her to do it.

Table 2 .
2008 2009 2010 2011 2012

Annual income £599,653 £628,685 £597,989 £638,942 £698,669

Spent on buildings – – – £467,920 £881,029
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It turned out he was one of my favourite consultants,

but you know, I had to do it.

The situation was upsetting: Peter had to prioritize his

work principles and disregard the possibly serious conse-

quences his actions could have for a consultant he likes and

respects. In another example, Peter illustrates how the

client-led and non-judgemental principles seem to ignore

him as a knowledgeable agent. It does not allow him to

comment or intervene with instructions given by his cli-

ents. He values the principles and they seem truly

embedded in how he sees his professional role as well as in

his own beliefs of what is important for the people he

represents. Yet, they put him in difficult situations when he

recognizes that the consequences of following his clients’

instructions may not be in their best interest:

Another time… I was invited to a patient, an outpa-

tient. […] don’t forget: we are client-led; we act on

the client’s instructions. She wanted me to basically

support her in resisting the social worker’s demands.

I told her they [social workers] are not trying to take

your child away, they are trying to keep you together.

I couldn’t help but say to her that I think this is

something you should take! Now, I said that to her

and I was strictly out of my role and I know that I was

out of my role. I phoned my manager at the time and I

told him what I had done, just in case a complaint

came back because that is not how we should be

working. … It’s like a dilemma, you know, you have

different roles and that’s how you do it by textbook

but actually in reality it doesn’t work like that.

In order for Peter to carry out his job in a satisfactory

way, he needs to build up networks based on trust and

legitimacy with surrounding professionals from other

institutions. Yet, he is forced to ignore the values under-

pinning this trust and legitimacy in order to fulfil the values

driving the client-led approach that advises him to be non-

judgemental and to steer clear from imposing his own

views and interpretations on his client. We can define these

tensions as inherent: once values and principles are trans-

lated into action, ambiguities are revealed leading to

ongoing dilemmas.

Conflicting Logics

The concept of conflicting logics relates to a well-estab-

lished theme in research on non-profit organizations. The

following example brings out how conflicting logics

coexist as a consequence of the organization operating on

the boundaries between statutory and non-profit-based

social welfare work.

The organization’s work is based on a set of directives

that come from values of being non-judgemental and cli-

ent-led. This clashes with directives based on the principles

of safeguarding and ‘duty of care’, emphasized by local

authorities and that the organization must relate to due to

service delivery contracts. We can frame this as conflicting

institutional logics. Staff recounts how the conflicting

logics place them in dilemmatic situations. Peter works

with mental health advocacy, which offers clients repre-

sentation and support without judging them or prioritizing

professional opinions. His position is different to staff in

public organizations working with the very same client,

since statutory staff have a ‘duty of care’ which means they

would not support a client’s wishes if they think it may be

bad for that client. What is considered ‘bad’ is by and large

stated in guidelines they are required to follow and that

have precedence over client, or staff, preferences. These

differences are clearly expressed in the concepts of ‘client-

led’ versus ‘safeguarding’ (see Safeguarding of Vulnerable

Groups Act 2006).

Peter describes a dilemma he faces on a frequent basis

as a consequence of these overlapping instructions. It arises

from personal, professional, and organizational commit-

ments conflicting with rules and regulations that come with

operating within the context of institutional logics set by

the statutory sector. The essence of these examples is

captured in the following:

So if there is a suspicion that they have been abused

or exploited […] we must notify the safeguarding

officer. Now that puts us in a quandary because we

are client-led and if a client says to me, look, I don’t

want you to say anything about this, then normally

we would respect that. But to provide advocacy in

this borough – we have to sign up to safeguarding

policies … so we have to report it.

Although Peter and his colleagues ‘have to report it’,

they later describe how they have come to treat some

communication with clients as off the record. During

informal discussions with Peter and his colleagues, they

continuously articulate how they work towards building

client relations based on trust that they remain non-judge-

mental. Being faced with a set of logics that come into

conflict with this is used to refine their own values and to

identify ways of practicing the ‘client-led’ principles in

spite of reporting requirements. Furthermore, the staff

describe how they use markers in their communication

with clients such as ‘you know I will have to report this’ to

share their distinction between who they are as an orga-

nization and the role they take on as providers of statutory

services. So the ‘quandary’ caused by them ‘having to

report it’ is used to identify collective values, and it is

solved by decoupling the dual roles the staff inhabit as
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organizational representatives and deliverers of statutory

services.

Discussion

The longitudinal research design invites a focus on pro-

cesses that follow a chronological, progressive trajectory.

Mapping such a trajectory is important, not the least as a

concrete point of reference when trying to understand the

journey of an organization over time. However, the ana-

lytical ambition is to forward a notion of change that

integrates different kinds of processes, chronological and

other, that make up the ‘organization as movement’. The

longitudinal approach allowed for interviews to take on a

character of reflection where interviewees revealed inter-

personal conflicts, personal uncertainties, and thoughts that

involved ‘if–then’ scenarios in relation to organizational

principles in new settings. While describing events in

chronological orders, interviewees contemplated on pro-

cesses of emotional and cognitive character, at individual,

organizational, and institutional levels. In this way, the

material offers important insights to the concept of orga-

nization as movement.

The conceptual pair ‘change and tensions’ embodies the

organization as movement. On the one hand, the analytical

framework invites for descriptions of processes that have

horizontal, linear trajectories. On the other, the stories

include processes that resist this notion of horizontal

movement and rather refer to processes on cognitive and

emotional levels. In the stories categorized as evolving and

episodic change, we find references to time as in past

events and movement forward. These time-bound stories

include multiple processes that run in parallel, include

alternative, opposing change paths and that all contribute to

an ever-evolving organizing process (see Langley

1999, 2011). These are coupled with processes of negoti-

ations and conflicts that concern future trajectories. In the

empirical material, staff refer to how the organization is

‘always in a crisis’, ‘go with the flow’, and ‘contain’ things.

Staff reveal conflicts as alternative paths to address acute

financial issues were negotiated with some seeking to

develop ‘entrepreneurial stuff ‘and others worrying about

solutions not being ‘fair and ethical’. During the fieldwork,

it was notable how anticipation of change (if project

applications were approved, when the new CEO took up

her position) influenced individual’s perceptions of the

organization as a whole, colleagues and their own roles.

This implies that staff are continuously occupied by pro-

cesses of assessing risks and opportunities related to

change whether past, ongoing, or imagined. The intervie-

wees describe how they relate to the notion of change with

both discomfort, as control is not in their hands, and faith,

as with time things will settle into good routines. The way

interviewees discussed change revealed that although some

strategies may be labelled passive and submissive, they are

at the same time active decisions that require reflection,

experience, and skills: knowing when to go with the flow,

how and when to contain things. This suggests a complex

relationship between change and stability.

While the descriptions of change above contain refer-

ences to emotional and cognitive processes, the narratives

shared under the tension categories illustrate such pro-

cesses even clearer. These processes are associated with

dilemmas and interactions and although they have an ele-

ment of a striving to resolve issues, a movement forward,

they rather recognize how ever-changing contexts render

closure difficult to achieve. Processes relate to relations

between rhetoric and practice, between clients and pro-

fessionals, different professional groups, and between

institutional logic and organizational principles. Peter’s

stories include experiences of conflicts and tensions in

relations with clients and colleagues. He describes personal

shortcomings, he makes mistakes, but more importantly he

identifies how principles and values carry inherent conflicts

that are not resolved, once and for all, but require contin-

uous assessment of new situations. Peter’s reflections

concern the different meanings of trust and of being non-

judgemental depending on context. The challenges pre-

sented by relations (with reality, with clients, with col-

leagues) stimulate reflection: over the period of the study

Peter revisited stories about dilemmas associated with

relations and it emerged the ongoing reflections supported

him in defining the values he chose to work from.

The conceptual pair of change and tensions as applied

here allows for multiple processes to be identified and

understood as separate yet interlinked (Fig. 2). The dis-

tinction between change processes from within the orga-

nization and change as a result from external pressure

becomes blurred. And whereas some processes refer to a

linear change trajectory, they are closely interlinked with

cognitive and emotional processes. A central theme

throughout the stories is reflection: a key mechanism of

change is the reflexive capacity of individuals and collec-

tives as they are faced with new experiences. Being right at

the edge of sector boundaries is challenging as it creates

‘unique challenges for the maintenance of organizational

integrity’ (Dacin et al. 2002). Such challenges are clearly

expressed in the narratives. However, these challenges also

appear to encourage a ‘reflecting capacity’ of actors within

the organization (Battilana & D’Aunno 2009) and hence

become key to organizational and professional identity,

integrity, and pride. Likewise, tensions due to ambiguities,

conflicts, and dilemmas operate as sounding boards as staff

manoeuvre the meaning of principles and identity linked to

the organization’s inception, in a reality that continuously
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presents staff with new settings. This corresponds well with

the view that the organization is ‘an outcome, a pattern,

emerging from the reflective application’ of organizational

principles that on the large remain the same but are applied

in ever-changing contexts (Tsoukas & Chias 2002: 570).

Based on this, the argument for an inverse perspective on

the relationship change and organization wherein the con-

cept of organization rather than change is analysed (Chia

2002) may be easier to accept. This analysis also resonates

well with debates reviewed above that concern organiza-

tional dualities and that maintain that tensions and ambi-

guities must be understood as the basis for reflection

leading to innovation, creativity, and consolidation of

organizational integrity (Evans 1999; Graetz & Smith

2008; Sturdy & Grey 2003). The explanatory power of the

conceptual pair ‘change and tensions’ comes from how the

analysis supports an understanding of the reciprocal rela-

tionship between change/tensions and reflection, and how,

in this case, this reflection appears to encourage recon-

nection with organizational values.

Conclusion

Recent literature on non-profit organizations has estab-

lished that there is wide variation in how organizations

respond to institutional pressure. Yet, few studies go

beyond the theoretical frames of new institutional theory

which emphasizes institutional dominance and asymmetric

power as the key elements of organizational change.

Through the conceptual pair of change and tensions, the

analytical framework applied here integrates two debates

central to organization studies that seek to challenge con-

ventional theories of organizational change and tension.

The debates concern the concept of ‘organizational

becoming’ (Tsoukas & Chia 2002) and the idea that

organizations are made up of opposing yet relational forces

rather than homogenous units (Graetz & Smith 2008). The

contribution of the article to scholarship on non-profit

organizations lies in the attempt to expand our under-

standing of the concept of change based on these debates.

The study also contributes to scholarly debates in organi-

zation studies by taking on the challenge of translating

alternative theories of change to an empirically applicable

tool. Scholars argue that empirical studies tend to refer to a

rather narrow set of theories, although there is a range of

theoretical concepts and propositions at hand that concern

organizational change (Pettigrew et al. 2001; Wetzel &

Van Gorp 2014). In both cases, contribution has been

enabled by the longitudinal case study as an exploratory

approach where new theoretical concepts have simultane-

ously shaped the analysis of and interaction with the field.

Furthermore, identifying and applying the conceptual pair

of change and tensions has proven fruitful as it supports a

categorization of processes that can be understood as based

on distinct sources yet are interlinked through individual

and collective reflections on organizational life. The anal-

ysis illustrates a way of incorporating processes that are

linear, progressive in character, with cognitive processes

wherein interviewees reflect on alternative scenarios and

actions at individual and organizational level.

The analysis is inspired by the argument that it is

through focus on reflection rather than on ‘practical mat-

ters’ (Tsoukas & Chia 2002: 572) that we can understand a

complex reality. Hence, the focus in the presentation on the

reflective processes as key elements to our understanding

of organization, change and tensions. Whereas this has

enriched our understanding of the meaning of change and

tensions in this particular organization, the study naturally

has limitations. The case study organization does not rep-

resent the ideal–typical non-profit organization, as it is

flow, containment, 
resist/fit in

haemmorrhaging 
money, stressful, 

exciting

clash between 
textbook and reality

clash with statutory 
safeguarding 

principles

identity and 
integrity through 

movement 

Fig. 2 Key components illustrated

908 Voluntas (2018) 29:898–910

123



highly formalized, professionalized, and displays market-

like strategic thinking as it asserts itself as a competitive

service provider. Neither the organization nor the quotes

are representative in the sense that they offer a basis for a

universal understanding of NPOs. But we can assume a

potential generality of the results: the case study organi-

zation has some general features of NPOs operating in

similar contexts. Regarding the framework and the ana-

lytical approach, questions remain about how this can

contribute to more specific theorization of change that

underpin not only understanding and explanation of par-

ticular case studies, but also have the ability to map pre-

dictions of organizational movements (Langley 1999).

Processes that originate in relations, interdependences,

inherent dilemmas are the foundations for reflection and

identity formation. A future research agenda can develop

this argument by exploring if particular sets of processes

and organizational preconditions encourage reflexivity

(Chia 2002), how this can be linked to organizational

performance (Pettigrew et al. 2001) and patterns of distinct

‘methods of adaptation’ (Brandsen & Karré 2011) that are

particular for organizations such as the one examined here,

that finds itself in a position that embodies institutional

complexity.
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