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There is one primary difference between a high-quality faith-based organization and a high-quality
secular organization in the same market: the culture. In faith-based healthcare, academic and
nonprofit organizations it’s the mission-based culture that makes it unique — gives it a thumbprint
no one else can duplicate. As faith-driven leaders, we are called to be set apart, and without a
distinct culture, a faith-based organization loses any differentiation between it and the rest of the
world.

Culture is therefore undeniably important to a faith-based organization, but how does an
organization establish it, cultivate it and help it grow? How does it practically implement programs,
communications and standards to help it flourish and establish a community committed to
maintaining and advancing the mission?

Understanding the Stakes

To understand the importance of preserving a faith-based organization’s culture, a leadership team
must first understand what is at stake. The condition of the culture and whether or not it is a priority
within the organization affects the levels of retention and successful recruitment as well as
competitive advantages over secular institutions. A shaky culture also runs the risk of watering
down the unique internal identity we have as believers.

While the specific characteristics of an organization’s strong, defined culture may not appeal to
everyone, it will ultimately attract people who share the same values and exhibit the qualities the
organization is looking for in the hiring process, as well as encourage the retention of existing
employees committed to the mission.

In terms of competitive advantage, potential clients looking at two very similar institutions, one faith-
based and one secular, may value the faith element and see it as an asset over the competitor. As
faith-driven leaders we are called to do everything as unto the Lord, to the best of our ability. That
commitment seen through adds a level of integrity and excellence and may give the organization
an edge over the secular one, or a client may simply share the same values and want to support
them.

Finally, if a strong culture is not established, a faith-based organization risks diminishing the unique
identity we possess as believers — the qualities that set us apart. Letting this identity fall by the
wayside would compromise the organization’s professional integrity as well as the individuals’
personal integrity, not to mention damage the authenticity of the organization’s mission and
ministry.



The Importance of Leadership

A culture is only as good as its leadership. Programs, mission integration, and other methods of
establishing and growing a distinct culture are important, but only if the desired traits for the
organization are being demonstrated on a day-to-day basis by people in leadership roles.

A leader’s personal values and behaviors are ultimately what shapes a culture within an
organization. It is therefore crucial to establish leaders who model integrity, appropriate
transparency and vulnerability, accessibility and visibility, a servant attitude, the ability to be highly
relational, and the ability to live out the organization’s mission via value-driven behaviors. These
character qualities then seep into the DNA of the organization, both in the people who work there
and the resulting policies and strategies. Employees take their cues from leadership, and it’s the
working community that ultimately maintains and grows a culture.

Three primary keys to establishing a unique culture as a faith-based organization will flow out of
this style of leadership: reinforcing the “why,” celebrating the organization’s impact, and advancing
mission integration.

Key #1: Reinforcing our why

If employees do not fully understand and internalize the “why” behind what the institution does,
there will be little motivation, conviction or commitment from them. Leadership should reinforce the
“why” at every turn, reminding the team of the significance of their work and the inspiration behind
it. When this is communicated clearly and often, it not only unifies the team but gives them a sense
of urgency and enthusiasm for their work.

The “why” should be communicated to the entire staff, including leadership, frequently and
consistently. If an employee is asked by a random passer-by why he does what he does at the
organization, he should know the answer and be able to communicate it himself. Being clear about
this also helps employees stay on the same page and allows potential employees to determine
whether or not the place is a good fit for them.

Employees should also not only be allowed, but encouraged, to provide feedback to leadership
concerning the “why,” whether they have concerns, accolades, or simply need clarification.

Key #2: Celebrating Impact



Working hard is important, but celebrating the fruits of the labor is also a necessary experience to
not only build morale but inspire a team to continue their work to the best of their ability. Internal
and external communications should celebrate the impact the organization is making in the
community and the people it serves, particularly with stories rather than data measurements. Data
is great for measurement and planning, but stories inspire. Sharing stories of success, redemption
or any other way the organization has made a difference in even just one life is a great way to unify
the team and refresh morale.

Make it personal. People want to know how their work or donations or service is being utilized and
experienced by others. Sharing these stories and updates with external stakeholders will not only
make them feel encouraged but feel a part of the community of your organization and its mission.
Social media, e-mail campaigns or even hosting events are great ways to share.

Key #3: Advancing Mission Integration

It’s easy to get caught up in the day-to-day operations of the organization and lose sight of whether
or not the organization’s mission is being infused into all areas of the organization, spreading to
everything it touches. Mission integration should be a key result area managed at a faith-based
organization and made a priority for both leaders and team members. To do so, establishing long-
term and short-term goals are crucial. Having measurable steps and actions mapped out will help
ensure the mission doesn’t get lost in the shuffle and is a living, breathing element at work within
the organization on any given day.

Additionally, mission integration should not be hoisted on one person alone. If leaders in the
organization are all-in concerning the mission and understand its importance, they will not take this
responsibility lightly or see it as a burden. With a team approach, not only will more be
accomplished, but the unique culture of the organization will be continually reinforced, keeping
everyone on the same page regarding its values and purpose.

More than just programs and goals, though, mission integration is ultimately an internalization of
the organization’s values on a personal level for employees and leadership that will affect thought
and therefore behavior. It’s an ongoing spiritual transformation reflective more of who these
individuals are rather than specific things they do.

When it comes down to it, potential students, patients, or clients don’t seek out faith-based
organizations because of their tax-status or historical bylaws. They seek out faith-based
organizations for care, education and help because they intuitively understand the experience will



be special, filled with compassion — qualities cultivated by a uniquely faith-inspired culture and a
team committed to sustaining it day in and day out.
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