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Background
There is an Old Persian saying that one cannot put newly pressed wine into old skins. The old skins are rigid and crack as the new wine percolates.   Both the old and the new are lost. 

We see this often in business as many organizations are challenged to develop strategies that will allow them to remain viable.  Success requires using existing infrastructure and infusing it with New Ideas. When done right the result is more viable than the original. When done without understanding of the full process, however, results in frustration and often disaster. 

The existing resists the new and the new becomes frustrated with the old. In the end little progress is made and valuable resources are exhausted before any real change can be implemented. What appears to be resistance and frustration is actually a product of colliding cultures.

This need not be the case. Existing operations will embrace new ideas when the threat of change is replaced by respect of culture. Just as Margret Mead interpreted the Samoan culture to the Western mind and helped Samoans make sense of the culture being imposed upon them, it is possible to help existing organizations understand the importance of new ideas by having them interpreted within the context of their culture. 

An understanding of several factors is required to succeed in the merger of erstwhile competing cultures.  

1. People support what they own.

2. Success requires flexibility.

3. People are the least renewable and most valuable resource.

4. People are the core of the culture.

Ownership
People value what they own. The more they have invested in something, the more likely they are to care about it.  And the converse is equally true, if not more so. When was the last time anyone washed a rental car? In trying to bring a new model or system to an existing organization, those who are responsible for carrying out the new ideas must feel as though they own those ideas. Even if the end result has slightly different shading than the original, it will have a greater possibility of success if those responsible to carry it out value the final product. Their value will be directly proportional to the sense of ownership.

Flexibility
Flexibility is not about size but intentionality.  An organization that is focused on its purpose is more likely to adapt quickly to external market fluctuations than one that has diversed itself away from its mission. If the mission of the existing organization is solid and is owned by those within, it will provide the pliability to energize the necessary changes; giving respect to what was, embracing what will be, and valuing what is. 

People as a Resource

When changes are needed management too often seeks to turn over people rather than turn around the operation. The current trend is to try and stamp the template of one organization onto another, often through training and frequently through cutting loose some employees while hiring away others from the new standard. This process yields short term gains with long term consequences. This process kills loyalty and destroys the underpinnings of a healthy corporate culture.

Success in change is built not on changing the people but on changing how they think.

Valuing Culture

The foundation of every organization is its people. They are the nexus of the culture and therefore the primary catalyst for change. Their collective beliefs individually expressed form the culture through which an organization develops. The culture evolves, negatively or positively, depending upon the internal environment. Most specifically the greater degree to which the individual employee is valued and respected for his or her personal contribution the more mature and flexible is the culture. 

The culture is the filter through which all growth takes place. The greater degree to which a person senses value, the more likely the organization is poised for changing from within.  Therefore, regardless of the external environment, the organization is moving ahead, has a high retention rate of engaged and energized staff, and has a management team of anxious learners ready to lead. 

It is not enough to replace or influence leadership.  Leadership is essential, as it provides the resources for change.  But leadership alone is not sufficient for sustainable change. The collective belief in the purpose of the organization, that which is the root of its culture, that which is owned by the people, provides the most important resource for changes and growth.

Changing the Culture
Before moving ahead with merging organizations or concepts, a thorough and thoughtful evaluation is necessary. Once the evaluation is completed a process that merges individual value with organizational mission is essential. Through this process the culture becomes clear as do the changes necessary to maximize the utilization of the organizational culture as a changing force. Extraneous and externally imposed factors are minimized while internal positive factors are incubated for further development. This is done by identifying specific action steps that are Low Cost, Low Tech, and High Touch. 

The culture serves as the catalyst for change, creating a high sense of individual worth and collective purpose. Change becomes comfortable and expected and, with a unified leadership team that can provide vision while creating opportunities for personal value, a culture of proactivity blooms. The result is a dynamic and organic organization, changing from within, flexible to internal and external environmental changes, and ready for continued change. The new wine makes the old skin pliable and the richness of this union ensures success.

