Is Strategy possible in uncertain times?

Welcome ladies and gentleman, I hope you will bear with me this morning; Nick’s shoes are very large ones to fill, I feel like an understudy for Laurence Olivier.

Those of you that know Nick, a strong charismatic from the front leader, won’t be surprised that when he first received this topic his immediate reaction was what you need in uncertain times is strong charismatic from the front leadership. 

Where my starting point as Director of Strategy was that strategy is of course absolutely essential.  You always need a strategy; even doing nothing is a strategy!

The reason I start by telling you this is that there is no one answer to this question, many of you have been in the strategy game far longer than me and will have your own, informed views. 

I took up post in February, and to be honest I have felt slightly cheated!  In February British Red Cross was in the strongest financial position since the Second World War, on top of a £6m surprise legacy our board designated £25m pound for a transformational growth programme.

We have grown all aspects of our business by over 30% in the last 3 years. In 2007 there were nearly ½ million beneficiaries in the UK and we continued with our regular international programming in 50 countries.  Last year we reached our 250,000 regular givers target and topped £100m gross voluntary income. 

We have started at long last to get better press and TV coverage even Daily Mail readers seem to be forgetting that 5 years ago we apparently banned Christmas.  

But this year has not continued how it started. I hardly need to remind everyone why these are uncertain times:

The worst global financial crisis since the 1930s, there is spiralling debt and unemployment at an 11 year high. Asset values are in free fall, properties if they sell are worth a fraction of the price of this time last year. We know things are bad when even Tesco’s can’t tempt the pounds from our purses.

Our charitable world is changing but right now uncertain rather than doomed seems the right word.

A recent report by Price Waterhouse Coopers predicts, over the next year, a drop in the sectors voluntary income by a third to £2.8 billion. It also states that 36% of charities expect no increase in income and a further 39% expect a decrease in income in the next 12 months.

Yet we already know Children in Need had a bumper year and the DEC appeal for the Democratic Republic of Congo beat all expectations grossing over £6m and even last night my PTA raised double last year’s takings at the school Christmas fare.

In our Red Cross world Companies booking first aid courses is down by 10% but demand from individuals seeking to strengthen their CV’s has seen a rise in volunteers.

This period of financial instability feels to have come overlaid on a whole load of other changes that are rocking our world. For British Red Cross climate change, extreme weather conditions in the UK and global food insecurity have posed serious challenges for our new 2010 –2015 strategy. Leading to discussions around; should we continue to help communities mitigate the effects of climate change by providing our tradition emergency response when something happens? Or should we begin to help communities both globally and locally accept that climate change and its effects are inevitable and begin to adapt the way we live, and advocate on behalf of those most at risk, for better long term resilience, results and impact?

The changes in political environment both on a macro and micro level, a new administration in the US with all that entails, strengthened BRIC economies – leads to interesting questions about our global partnerships.  For British Red Cross tonight I am wining and dining Chinese Red Cross, but I am hedging my bets by flying to Boston to American Red Cross early in the New Year.  And closer to home what could a change in government in the UK bring? More opportunities for voluntary sector provision of health and care services or greater competition and a reduction in gift aid?

Where does this leave the alchemy that is strategic planning?  It is the taking of a whole load of internal and external factors into a room with a hot towel on your head and producing a clear sense of not only direction but the map of how to get there.  

Since I started my post we have had  £16m drop in our free available reserves as our equities plummeted and a yawning cavern of deficit has appeared in our pension provision?  We are currently keeping what is affectionately known as the ‘b’ list-be for buggeration factors, those things that with the best will in the world could totally derail our new strategy.

So where does it leave us, throw in that hot towel? Answer the question with a ‘no’, strategy is pointless in this level of uncertainty…Not quite yet…  

I thought I would talk you through my current approach of some of the things I am currently doing, but I am not saying it is the right way – I don’t want you all smiling smugly to yourself as you watch Red Cross sink like the titanic. 

So like all of you I am just doing my best!

First and foremost and this is where Nick and I most definitely agree, there are some key things that are fundamental to seeing an organisation through any period of significant external change, even if the road to your destination is not clear, there are a few things you can do… 

The soundest bit of advice is inside the front cover of the Hitch Hikers Guide to the Galaxy, DON’T panic – panic is the enemy of good strategic thinking.  Get your towel out, take it to a health spa and take stock.

First know where your destination is.  What becomes crucial in survival mode is to be absolutely sure where you are heading, this more than just your vision it is what you will protect at all costs.  What job does the person who switches the lights out on your organisation do?

British Red Cross struggles with this...

We are a big global and domestic player, our primary role is the delivery of emergency response support in times of crisis and then to enable recovery but we also deliver services across UK and internationally on a day-to-day basis, using our volunteers and resources outside of emergencies.  Saying focus on your core business is all good and well but knowing what our absolute core business is really hard.  

And now is not the time for fighting, or every man for himself… we have been working through some scenario planning, and even playing some board games to ensure we have an agreed and shared sense of what is really at the core.   If things get tougher, we have a rough plan of what is going in what order.

Stage two – make sure the car is in good working order (can I just say that car and driving analogies are really passé but I could not think of anything else which is what happens with an understudy).

To be a little fairer on Red Cross what our turbulent history of crisis has given us is a culture and structure that is strong enough to manage rapid change, agility is the trendy word right now but in this one area we have, in part started to get it right.  We were able to reduce our budgeted operating costs for 2009 by 8% in 4 days without any SMT being harmed in the process.

What is extremely important here is clear leadership and strong communication.  We need to have volunteers and staff on board, my policy is always to treat them like adults and expect them to act like adults.  We have not over hyped our problems but equally do not hold back in sharing the reality and engage teams in finding solutions whilst being very clear who will be making the decisions.  

Engaging our staff and volunteers in how to cut costs and drive efficiency gives them a sense of being masters of their own destiny, but you should not leave it all to them. Listen to them and then communicate the decisions you make carefully, with context and reasoning. 

Morale is critical at this time, particularly as many staff will be struggling financially at home as well as wrestling with the effects in work. 

One small step we are taking is planning to share more widely the case studies of the impact we are making with our beneficiaries and try to help people have a sense of perspective.  This is really hard if you start to make redundancies, if it becomes necessary as it has for us in the past, act quickly and fairly, communicate your decision as to who is going and staying and ensure that you re-group the remaining team as well as you can. 

One tool we have been using recently which has worked fantastically so I thought I would share it - encourage people and teams to take time out to speculate about the future and its impact on all sorts of areas of our business. It isn’t complicated, get people together over a cuppa and a cheap biscuit and place value on getting people to talk about how the current environment is affecting their area of work and how it might affect it in the future.

This exercise is valuable because it sensitises the wider organisation to the impact of change and makes you far more agile, you will spot problems earlier if everyone is looking for them and you can respond far sooner.  At first I was worried about this exercise, I thought talking about the worst-case scenario would create an unnecessary sense of doom and gloom but actually the complete opposite has happened.  

People thinking about solutions to problems that have not even occurred and actually coming up with new innovative ways to shape the business now to recession proof it.  As a spin off I have also kept a good sense of how the changes are affecting staff and volunteers outside work, which keeps my management style, and approach sensitive to the needs of the teams.

Finally, don’t jump until you really need to.  Our British Red Cross strategy for 2010-2015 is bullish, (that’s bullish in case anyone miss heard me).  We are still planning growth, with stretching targets, we know demand for our services is higher than ever and we must face the future with self-belief that we will survive.  

What we have been is less prescriptive about how we will get there, retaining some flexibility about milestones that should allow us to be agile and opportunistic.  

So to conclude, my view is that strategy does remain important in uncertain times, decide on a clear sense of what is important and a focus on it, bring your people on board to get you through it together, communicate widely, regularly and for senior managers in person as much as possible.  

Prepare to be flexible to achieve your goals and seize opportunities that come along. 

British Red Cross is proud to be part of one the most vibrant voluntary sectors in the world, we must weather this storm together, but weather it we must for the sake of the many millions of vulnerable people across the world and round the corner that rely on us.

Thank you

