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s leaders build organizations,
many concentrate on the

bricks and neglect the
mortar. They stack the

elements atop each
other but ignore the

glue that binds those elements together.
Without attention to cohesiveness, orga-
nizational mortar may crumble, and peo-
ple’s loyalty won’t be enough to hold the
bricks together.

How do you make sure your organi-
zation is cohesive? First, you need to
understand the factors forming cohesion.
Like a mason’s mortar, cohesiveness is a
mix of ingredients. Some evolve naturally.
Others are produced by the long-range
organizational purpose, structure, or
strategy.

Here are 16 factors that influence
cohesiveness.1 A nonprofit leader needs
to use all of them to bind people together
into an organization that will endure.
Take every chance to reinforce these key
factors in your organization:

Ceremonies

Participating in a ceremony rein-
forces people’s shared history, values,
goals, and activities. Ceremonies build
ethnocentrism and give participants a tie
with the past. Initiation rites are impor-
tant, as are the rituals marking a person’s
movement from one level to another.

Symbols

Symbols include such items as
uniforms, flags, rings, pins, arm bands,
certificates, or distinctive dress. Such
insignia provide psychological separation
between the organization and the broader
society.

Communication

In nonprofit organizations, communi-
cation must include more than factual
data. It must also inspire, motivate, and
build cohesion. People need constant
reminders of their organization’s tradi-
tions, purposes, and objectives. Praise for
the good work of individuals and task

groups must be part of the reward system.
Organization-wide communication plays
a direct part in bonding individuals to
their groups and groups to the total enter-
prise. The organization’s communication
network is the nerve system linking the
many parts into a cohesive whole.

Community

Community evokes the feeling that
“here is where I belong, these are my peo-
ple, I care for them, they care for me, I am
part of them.” The absence of community
is experienced as “an aching loss, a void”
and “feelings of isolation, falseness, insta-
bility and impoverishment of spirit.”2

Dreams

Every organization has some sort of
dream. It may or may not be embodied in
a formal mission statement or guiding
purpose. It may be as idealistic and lofty
as “to feed the world’s hungry masses,”
“to teach the world to read,” or “to unite
all humankind in love.” Or it may be as

DAVID E.  MASON

How to 
Build a

Cohesive
Organization

USE THESE 16 KEY FACTORS 
TO CREATE AN ORGANIZATION THAT

WILL STAND THE TEST OF TIME.
B Y  D A V I D  E .  M A S O N

THIRD

IN A

SERIES

A
2

3

4

5

1



practical and finite as “to save the trees in
Polk Park” or “to get our young people off
the streets and provide wholesome recre-
ation.” The dream includes the aspira-
tions that members of the organization
hold collectively. When people believe
something is going to happen, they
behave as though it is going to happen.
Then it often does happen.

External Threats

Nothing has the immediate bonding
power of a common threat, a shared
enemy. Real or perceived, the enemy
increases cohesion.  The more ominous
the threat, the tighter the bond. When
we’re confronted with an external threat,
the fight or flight response embedded in
our genes assumes control. Internal bick-
ering grows silent. Centripetal forces
reign. All energies are mustered for the
sake of the common good.

Future Prospects

Cohesion is affected by whether the
organization’s prospects are of hope or
despair. When future prospects darken,
participants often seek scapegoats for the
failure, and many will switch their alle-
giance. When the organizational forecast
is bright, constituents stake a claim on
the group’s promising future. The effect
of hope is not limited to the total organi-
zation. Hope is also a cohesive force
when applied to task groups and individ-
uals. Each needs that stake in the future.
Staff and volunteers alike need to see a
career ladder they can climb to that even
better time.

Homogeneity

The more homogeneous a group, the
more likely it is to develop peer cohesion.
Homogeneity may exist because of a sim-
ilar cultural background or because of
common values and goals precipitated by
people’s organizational membership. On
one hand, if participants come to a group
with similar attitudes and a common ori-
entation to life and the world, cohesive-
ness will likely develop quickly. On the
other hand, a group’s common values and
goals may attract people of diverse back-

grounds. Once together, their common
concerns are revealed and mobilized, and
they begin to bond.

Interaction

The more often people work togeth-
er, the more likely they are to form cohe-
sive ties. The more a task or proximity
causes individuals to interact, the more
likely social relationships are to develop.
The more exclusive and intense the inter-
action, the more cohesive the group will
become.

Image

How attractive does the organiza-
tion appear? Myriad components mix to
form an image in people’s minds. These
components include organizational sig-
nificance, values, policies, property, per-
sonnel, prestige, and success in achieving
goals. When participants’ image of the
organization stirs up pride and raises
their self-esteem, cohesiveness increases.

Integrity

People must be able to perceive
the organization’s integrity. If members
feel a lack of sincerity in purpose or
methodology, cohesiveness will crumble.
Because of the voluntary nature of non-
profit organizations, the violation of trust
or the appearance of exploitation will
often cause participants to voluntarily
disappear.

Leadership

The magnetism of a leader con-
tributes to cohesion. That’s one reason
why the charismatic style of leadership
works so well in a voluntary enterprise.3

Charismatic leaders can epitomize their
organizations’ value systems and serve as
role models. They provide a magnetic
core that holds people together. 

Ownership Roles

Organizations become more cohe-
sive when participants have opportuni-
ties to design, implement, and achieve
goals. People need opportunities to par-
ticipate in organizational planning and to
influence decisions that affect them.
Having such an ownership role helps peo-
ple confirm their identity and purpose.

Shared Experiences

The more experiences people
share, the more cohesive they become.
Sharing successes and even failures will
bond people together.

Socializing

Meeting, eating, drinking, and hav-
ing fun together builds cohesion. Church
suppers, state dinners, formal toasts, the
Indian peace pipe, all facilitate friendship
and establish cohesion and trust.

Time

The longer a group endures, the
more cohesive it becomes. If nothing else,
time provides opportunities for the other
key factors, such as common experi-
ences, the influence of leaders, and com-
munication, to do their magic. ■

Footnotes

1These factors aren’t arranged in order of
importance, nor are they mutually exclusive.

2Yankelovich, Daniel, New Rules:

Searching for Self-Fulfillment in a World

Turned Upside Down, New York: Random
House.

3Mason, David E., “Secrets of the
Charismatic Leader” and “How to Live with a
Charismatic Leader,” Nonprofit World, Vol. 22,
No. 4 and 5.
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