The Emerging
Direction of
Change
A call to action for leaders of
the charity sector

This white paper
explores how
organisations can
manage a growing
need for, and pace of,
change.
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Forward
The Charity sector is undergoing a
considerable amount of change. Against an
existing backdrop of rapidly shrinking
budgets, consumer demand of ‘more for
less’, changes in government policy and
drastic market and economic fluctuations lies
internal transformations of digitalisation,
service and process improvement and
organisational restructure.
The 2020
pandemic has been financially devasting for
the sector with research showing charities are
having to plan for a loss of 24% to their total
income for the year, but are seeing an
increase in demand for their services1. Yet
we know the sector can respond quickly and
implement change well – we’ve seen charities
adapting their services to changing needs of
their beneficiaries, staff embracing new
technologies and ways of working and
governance becoming more flexible.
The sector is showing tremendous resilience
and adaptability; but as organisations look
ahead to understand what changes are
needed to increase their sustainability and
protect themselves from future disruption,
there must be recognition as to whether our
workforce and beneficiaries can manage this
growing need for and pace of change. And if
not, what needs to happen to make sure that
they can.

The ideas and recommendations presented
here are the result of collaboration and
conversation from industry leaders across the
sector. The Business Change Collective has
been listening and researching carefully and
we believe that now is the time to change
how we respond to change.
Being adaptive, resilient and open to change
will be vital for us to help our organisations
respond to the changing environment; in
how our organisations adapt, how we deliver
change in the future and how we support
each other to develop the right skills and
behaviours to stay with the rapidly-changing
world around us.
This is the start of the conversation, these
ideas and recommendations aim to provide
you with a launchpad in which to drive this
forward in your organisations and across the
sector.
It is up to us to make it happen.

Becky Strafford
Managing Director
Business Change Collective
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Continuing the
conversation
The emerging direction of change has
been defined by a discussion of
industry leaders, a spirit of
collaboration and a drive to solve
problems that the industry faces as a
whole. This conversation is vital as we
take forward the actions outlined.
If you’d like to be part of future
conversations and collaboration events
please email
hello@businesschangecollective.com
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Introduction: navigating change
This is the time for radical change. Small, incremental changes are no longer enough to deliver
the size and scale of transformation that organisations need to respond to the turbulent
economic environment. The industry is exposed to complex change - Covid-19, globalisation,
disruptive technologies, political and economic upheaval, organisational restructures, new
product and service offerings - in order to survive, how an organisation and their workforce
adapt and respond to change must change too.

Relationship between agility and performance
There is much research that discusses the correlation
between adaptability and organisation performance.
However, the relationship between operating environment
and an organisations strategic ability to adapt determines
survival – not just performance. It is becoming increasingly
clear that for charities to survive in this competitive and
economically challenging era, they need to develop
suitable strategies of flexibility, agility and readiness for
change3.
Agility alone won’t enable organisations to navigate the amount and pace of change that is on
the horizon; so what else do we need to ensure improved performance and mission-led service
as well as long-term survival and on-going growth?
To continue to deliver a fast pace of change in complex markets and economies, we need to
reframe how our workforce and organisation is set up and think differently about the role of
change in the process. In this paper, we challenge existing approaches with new thinking, and
propose five themes to shape the emerging direction of change and assist organisations to
better deliver complex transformation in uncertain and volatile environments.
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The conversation

Our Approach
The emerging direction of change was
created as a conversation; a listening
exercise bringing together key leaders
from the industry through roundtable
and social media discussions, surveys
and 1:1 meetings. Our focus was on
three topics which drew out five themes
to help you focus your response in
managing a faster pace of change.

Topics
What is happening in the world of
change; what are the major shifts?
How can organisations manage a faster
pace of change?
What will organisations have to think and
do differently to survive future
disruption?

Based on the insights from the big
conversation came 5 key themes:
The F word: Failure, fault and fear (free)
Ready or not… here change comes
The buck stops where?
The team of teams
Big data, bigger impact
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The F word: Failure, fault and fear (free)
“Failing can actually make it more likely that you’ll
succeed - the best learning comes from failing”
Whilst the notion of failing fast and learning from failure is
something you may expect in a start-up, it’s gaining increased
focus in organisations of all sizes because of the growing
realisation that people-, change-, and strategic-agility requires
experimentation, innovation and a level of failure.
Organisations that operate in a traditional hierarchical pyramid
structure, where decision-making happens at the top and the
physical work at the bottom, often translates into management
getting and taking credit for wins and successes, but also
employees getting the blame when things go wrong. This can
create an environment of low performance, productivity,
morale and mental health, and lead to higher absenteeism,
staff turnover, reputational damage and increased costs. The
fear of doing something wrong can stifle action, slowing down
progress and productivity rather than creating the agility and
speed needed to respond to the changing world around
them.
A culture free from failure, fault and fear is a psychologically
safe environment where everyone can experiment and where
failing and learning is normalised and not something to be
blamed or judged for. An organisation who can rapidly
respond to change and disruption requires this environment
of trust, psychological safety and social intelligence. When we
are experiencing or introducing change, everyone needs to be
empowered to try new things, challenge the status quo, make
difficult decisions and take risks without fearing retribution or
blame if they fail9.

“Failure needs to be seen as
an opportunity to learn,
rather than a failure to do.
We know we have a long
way to go, but as a first step
we are starting to recognize,
celebrate, and reward
experimentation and
learning from failure rather
than rewarding the solution
or answer”.
COO
National Charity

“We are creating
communities around things
such as mental health and
how to manage your time so
people can talk and learn
about topics they are
interested in, share
experiences and enhance
their capability”.
Director of Data
Professional Body
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The F word: Failure, fault and fear (free)
In order to improve how organisations react and respond to change; there must also be time to
slow down; to allow time to identify opportunity, experiment, learn, inspect and adapt. This is
critical to not only building agility but also resilience. When we have time to reflect we enhance
our mental ability to cope with change and disruption. Mental strength and capacity are needed
to help overcome fear or change, to manage stress at home and work and to improve
engagement and performance so that everyone can bounce forward during times of change.
There are a number of key elements to creating a safe environment where learning from failure
speeds up change rather than hinders it but that also brings improvements across the
organisation as detailed in the diagram below.
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Ready or not… here change comes
“You cannot repeat what you did before
and expect the same results”
The considerable failure rate of implementing change is a
consistent battle most organisations face and with increasing
organisational and environmental triggers creating ongoing,
major change, how we successfully embed sustainable
transformation is a critical issue. Resistance to change is a
common theme, and is cited as being in the top 5 reasons for
change failure7,8. But, people don’t resist change, they resist
being changed. Employees draw a sense of belonging and
security in their work and their routines and when change is
introduced, this can create feelings of loss, anxiety and grief
resulting in resistance, low productivity and engagement and
even absenteeism and increased employee turnover.
Traditional change management methods typically focus on
converting these resistant attitudes towards change, rather
than understanding the reasons behind these behaviours.
Resistance is frequently seen as detrimental with those
resisting change seen as disrupters and blamed for causing
obstruction; escalating feelings of stress and anxiety.
This year alone, organisations have seen an exponential
amount of transformation delivered against a backlog of
change that was already underway.
Senior executives
continually express how proud they are of their teams in
managing under such complex, challenging and changing
environments, but we are also hearing that teams are
experiencing burn-out and increased illness and that whilst
change was implemented quickly, it wasn’t embedded as
successfully as it should have been.

“People are burnt out,
volunteering has suffered
and even those back after
furlough are fatigued”.
People Lead
National Charity
“We are aiming for a culture
of positive and fearless
attitude to change, ideas,
innovation; we are
encouraging
experimentation, learning
and collaboration. We don’t
expect to get there
tomorrow, it’s a journey and
we want everyone on board”.
People Director
Global Charity

“The ability for change is
rooted in a willingness to
change, and this flows from
a culture of change
readiness.”
Becky Strafford,
Business Change
Collective
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Ready or not… here change comes
Can our already stretched organisations manage and cope with this amount of change,
when historically organisations have been more change-resistant than change-ready?
There is a lot of talk about organisational capacity and readiness for change, how well we can
change and how we can adapt to change with assumptions being made that the workforce can
cope, but do we really know whether they can? In bridging the gap between change resistance
and change readiness can we protect our workforce from undue stress and anxiety when
transforming and introducing initiatives and can we adapt and embed it in a quicker and more
sustainable way?
Although each organisation is unique, we found that those that have a change-ready culture and
are adapting and responding quicker share certain characteristics:
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The buck stops where?
“Who really owns innovation and change…?”
When change is predictable, organisations with structured
hierarchies can support clear top-down decision making, with
functional silos. The assumption is that management has the
skills and expertise to make the right decisions; the overall
goal, to increase control, predictability and stability. However,
in an era of unprecedented change and volatile and uncertain
markets, these traditional organisational models and
processes cannot keep up effectively.
Implementing and embedding organisational change is
challenging where the fear of decentralised decision-making,
empowering ownership and trust in the existing governance
and control to prevent chaos is greater than the opportunities
it brings. Improving the ability to navigate change means
ownership has to change. Individuals and teams need greater
accountability for the quality and success of their work outputs
and outcomes; and they need a greater understanding that
what is being done, why, and how they are doing it, is fit for
purpose. It needs a shift from individuals and teams being told
what to do and following instructions, to understanding how
they play a part in the organisations mission; enabling them to
feel and be in charge of what they are employed to do - giving
autonomy and trust to perform their duties.

“Someone in a junior role
saw an opportunity, but
before they could act they
needed approval from their
manager. This manager had
to take it to their manager as
they did not feel that they
had the autonomy to make
the decision. The
information provided was
then inadequate to grant
approval and it subsequently
got lost in a list of conflicting
priorities. We missed out, it
took us too long”.
Programme Director
National Charity
“We should be assessing
what governance we need what do we want to keep to
make sure we have the right
due diligence but that means
we can deliver change faster.
No more death by
committee - how can we
speed up the decision
making process?"
Director of Data,
Professional Body
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The buck stops where?
In 2020, organisations have had an increase in tolerance for making mistakes, they took bold
decisions, and implemented change at record speed to accommodate a market and workforce
in need. The natural shift is for organisations to adjust to old ways of working, rigid governance
and control, yet instead they should be looking at continuing forward, to assess how hierarchies
can be eliminated, empowering employees to take greater ownership, breaking down silos and
creating opportunities to form multi-disciplinary teams. To try a new approach, make mistakes,
learn, tweak and try again.
Through conversations we identified eight drivers to support decentralised decision-making and
ownership.
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Team of teams
“We share a common vision and goals. We collaborate and
hold each other accountable to achieve great results”
An organisation who is better able to rapidly respond and
navigate change is one that is designed to collaborate across
teams, functions, divisions – spanning the whole organisation –
however the complexity of today’s organisations is one of the
critical reasons that reacting and responding quickly continues
to be a struggle.
Because of recent rapid changes in ways of working, many
leaders expected to see a drop in productivity, yet
organisations across the sector have reported an increase,
alongside improved camaraderie and team spirit despite the
complex challenges faced. As organisations shift from crisis
management to business continuity, there is a critical focus on
how this is harnessed alongside managing workloads, new
ways of working and virtual interactions.
Charities are at the forefront of being mission and purpose
lead; yet in an organisation that is facing disruption and rapid
change, this deep sense of purpose needs to be felt by
everyone.
A workforce who is not connected to the
organisations mission-led purpose and who don’t understand
how they play a role in achieving it, is likely to face ongoing
challenge in delivering rapid change.
Clear, ambitious goals aligned with organisational objectives
can help drive individual and team performance efficiently and
effectively, however to achieve this employees need to be
encouraged to build relationships beyond their team, inside
and outside of the organisation.

“We need flexibility in job
design with coaching a
critical skill for managers.
Everyone needs to be
empowered to make
decisions, pushing decision
making down the hierarchy
so that the pace of change
moves quicker. We need to
create informal networks for
personal development, silos
broken down and egos left at
the door - to collaborate
regardless of your hierarchy
or role”.
Emma Morgan
Scope

“We need to encourage
transparency and honesty; to
ask questions, to challenge
and share ideas and to move
away from change being
done to people and creating
an inclusive done with you
approach”.
Stuart Wilson
WaterAid
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Team of teams
Employees require access to the right information to allow them to make appropriate decisions,
to feel empowered to contribute their best, to count on each other and be able to speak openly
and freely. In organisations where teams self-allocate work with leaders coaching, mentoring,
removing obstacles and resolving issues and conflicts (rather than managing tasks) leads to
more collaborative and autonomous teams that deliver results more quickly.
Reacting to radical or sudden change requires a multi-disciplinary team where employees are
quickly deployed to fill critical skills gaps or market needs elsewhere. A clear understanding of
key skills across an organisation and shifting talent to respond to change allows an organisation
to keep valuable employees working, rather than letting them go. This not only enables the
organisation to quickly shift, but by investing in and developing existing talent through crossorganisational mobility, top performers stay loyal, reputation is enhanced, and a culture that
attracts motivated, engaged people who are seeking opportunity to grow is created10.
What distinguishes high performing teams from others is more than a group of people following
orders, there also needs:
A deep sense of purpose and commitment between each member, the teams mission and
organisation strategy and vision.
Ambitious performance goals.
Mutual trust and respect.
Accountability and a clear understanding of everyone’s responsibilities.
A diverse range of talent – experience, perspective, background, personality, approach, ideas,
skills and knowledge.
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Big data, bigger impact
“It’s about gathering and understanding the information
that matters to your organisation”
The amount of data each organisation has access to is
increasing at an incredible rate; yet most seniors executives do
not believe their organisation has the right culture to access or
use data to benefit their customers, beneficiaries and
workforce or improve service delivery or business
performance11. But what if big data analytics could take
charitable missions further and help achieve a bigger impact?
Data provides greater understanding in what beneficiaries
want and need, what they are experiencing, how they engage
with and through which channels. This can be translated into
organisational objectives to meet changing needs. Data also
allows organisations to create a workforce that is more
passionate about mission because they can see the impact
their work has; it creates a greater focus on people, passion
and results.
Organisations across the sector are starting to recognise that
they need to be more data and evidence driven and to use this
to make more informed and quicker decisions, but there has
to be greater clarity on understanding data and how we create
the cultural shift to achieve the benefits it can bring. Data can
only take an organisation so far, the real drivers behind its
success are people.

“The charity sector is about
people and passion, but data
will help us drive business
forward”.
Director of Data
Professional Body
“Data shouldn’t be an
untapped resource that we
don’t go anywhere near. It
can open up the ability to
raise more money and
ultimately achieve so much
more for our
beneficiaries”.
Rob Summers
The Prince’s Trust
“We are having more
conversations around data
than ever before. We
know we need to be more
evidence driven, we need
to make better decisions,
and we need to
understand our data so we
can use it effectively.
Stuart McSkimming
The Royal British Legion
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Big data, bigger impact
Data plays a critical role in aiding a faster response to change; it informs why transformation is
needed, helps prioritise objectives and outcomes and supports the ongoing journey. Having the
appropriate information means an organisation can better navigate change and make more
informed decisions to improve service delivery and achieve a quicker and greater impact.
Responding to radical change isn’t easy, but how well organisations understand the role of data
and how they can leverage data in its growth and transformational journey will influence its
success in traversing uncertain and volatile environments.
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Recommendations for action
Transforming into an organisation that is able to rapidly respond could be considered as
destroying what you understand about how business operates today and building a business
that can outsmart disruption. Industries are changing fast, competitors are delivering new
products and services with new features and functions, customer needs are adapting regularly,
technology is changing at record speed and the economy continues to be as unstable as ever.
Your organisation has to adapt to all these changes simultaneously, making it all the more
important that it is as nimble as it can be. It might not be easy, but it will be worth it.
“All this new change is happening against a background of change that was already
underway. But upskilling the organisation in lean principles, smarter ways of working, and
continuous improvement which we can embed into the business - this has given us
spectacular results. I urge other organisations to start thinking about this as part of
everyday working”.
Head of Strategy
National Charity
There are many charity leaders and organisations who are successfully delivering a faster pace
of change. They are re-writing thoughts, behaviours and processes to support more flexible
and adaptable teams that will respond quicker with greater autonomy and resilience. We ask
you to consider the ideas in this paper and challenge your own thoughts, behaviours, structures
and processes to deliver the seismic shifts needed to build on your existing strengths and create
adaptable and resilient organisations that can deliver and manage rapid change for the longterm.
Overleaf we have provided 6 key recommendations – we hope that they will inspire you to take
action.
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Recommendations for action

1

Developing into an organisation that can manage and cope with a faster
pace of change isn’t something that can happen overnight. Take time to
understand exactly where you are now and how your workforce react,
respond and engage with change to ensure you are focusing time,
investment and resources on the areas that need it most. Use an agile
maturity tool like our ADAPT agile assessment.

2

Move away from individuals and teams being told what to do and following
instructions to self-allocating tasks and understanding how they play a part
in the organisations bigger mission. Enable them to feel and be in charge of
what they are employed to do – giving the autonomy and trust to perform
their duties so that you’re reducing the time it takes to make decisions,
breaking down silos, and creating greater collaboration across your
workforce.

3

Support your line managers to become team coaches and mentors moving
from assigning, telling and informing to guiding, advising, removing
obstacles, resolving conflicts, keeping the team on track, and in alignment
with the vision and mission. This helps to create an agile and resilient team
that is more energised and motivated with greater autonomy, accountability
and experimentation.

4
5
6

An agile mindset and culture is a core tenet of creating an environment that
can manage a faster pace of change and is one of the first areas that leaders
and managers must model to instil behaviours across the organisation.
Encourage leaders to learn to say “I don’t know yet” and “let’s find out
together”. Contact us to discuss executive coaching to support your
senior team lead this change.
Failure needs to be seen as an opportunity to learn, rather than a failure of
doing something wrong. Promote opportunity to recognise, celebrate, and
reward experimentation and learning from failure rather than rewarding the
solution or answer.
Share stories and celebrate successes, create a culture of continuous
celebration and learning to not only boost team morale and encourage
others on the journey, but identify what’s working and what they should
continue.

If you want to learn more about how we can help you identify, prepare and
embed the changes needed to improve organisational ability and readiness to
react and respond to change, reach out or book a call here.
hello@businesschangecollective.com
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Thanks
We are grateful to everyone who has contributed to the creation of this white paper, in
particular:
Avril Chester, Executive Director of Data & Technology, RIBA
Emma Morgan, People Change Lead, Scope
Rob Summers, Head of Programme Management Office, The Prince's Trust
Stuart McSkimming, Chief Information Officer, The Royal British Legion
Stuart Wilson, IT Director, WaterAid
Tree Hall, CEO, Charity IT Leaders
Vince Strafford, Director, Business Change Collective
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The Business Change Collective is at the leading edge of change with extensive experience
guiding people through transformation so that employees are readily adopting the desired
behaviours and actions required for successful change.
Offering a suite of bespoke and ‘ready now’ solutions to improve organisational readiness for
change, the Business Change Collective will help your workforce:

• Embed transformation more efficiently
• Lead change successfully
• Deal with change more effectively
• Improve performance and productivity despite pressure and challenge
• Think more creatively and innovatively
• Feel more confident in uncertain and challenging situations
• Communicate and collaborate more successfully
To find out more about how we can help guide your workforce through change, contact us
hello@businesschangecollective.com

www.businesschangecollective.com

The author
Becky Strafford, Managing Director of the Business Change
Collective, has facilitated, coached and designed people
change interventions across public, third and private sector
organisations for 20 years. She is passionate about supporting
the behaviour changes required to deliver successful
transformation whilst encouraging an adaptive mindset and a
culture of change, with transformation accepted as an essential
and vital component of day to day operations.
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