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Collaboration for Social Enterprises

Great social enterprises
“collaborate”. Yet
great chief executives

sometimes find that building
allianceswith other
organisations can be
frustrating, awaste of time,
or even counter-productive.

Growing social enterprises,
boldly building alliances
where no enterprise has gone
before – with businesses,
charities, the public sector,
and other social enterprises:
canny chief executives lead
this trek, and great boards
can help. Yet for many this
trek can lead to a wilderness
of meetings and empty
promises that do not help the
cause. The terms “public-
private partnerships”, “big
society” and “corporate social
responsibility” now seem to
evoke as much cynicism as
hope for productive alliances.

Miles Davis called jazz “social
music”. From what I have
seen around the world,
effective social sector
“collaboration” is more like
jazz than symphony.
Collaborations fail in the
social sector because people
treat them like Ludwig not
Miles. In symphony there is a
score, set parts, few soloists,
a tight schedule, familiar
tunes, and, most importantly,
one person in charge - the
conductor. Successful
collaborations amongst social
enterprises rarely have a
set-piece plan, fixed roles

and one person in charge.
Some seize up over power
struggles, in the way that
business partners can fall
out over money.

Jazz can make good music
without a set score, with parts
evolving in real time, and
leaders who are not always
controlling. Twenty years ago,
John Clarkeson, then the
chief executive of the Boston
Consulting Group, wrote in his
seminal piece “Jazz vs.
Symphony” that the leaders of
creative teams were much
more like the leaders of jazz
bands than conductors of
symphony orchestras – they
created the music from great
players, rather getting
musicians to play great
music.

Effective collaborations in the
social sector are creative
teams: great players brought
together by common goals.
For example, I’ve seen boards
help by ensuring that
partners share goals, and
by building relationships.
Scrutiny of the plan or
structure seems to yield
less fruit.

100,000 volunteers write
Wikipedia, the fifth most
popular site on the worldwide
web, supported by the
Wikimedia Foundation in the
US, Wikimedia Deutschland,
Wikimedia UK and others.
Oxfam has worked with M&S,
Turning Point cooperates with

various parts of the
government, and Amnesty
International has created a
network of organisations from
around the world.

In jazz sometimes leadership
is shared, and there is no
obvious conductor. Some of
the best global NGOs are, in
fact collaborations among
national organisations, with
no single global chief
executive who can call the
shots. Consider Medécins
Sans Frontières (MSF), a
group of legally independent
national organisations.
Without a single, commanding
global chief executive, the
member organisations work
together to deliver emergency
medical care to the toughest
places in the world within
hours of a disaster.
Collaboration is a means to
an end, and not an unalloyed
good. MSF was accused by
other NGOs of being
uncollaborative when it
broke ranks in January
2005 and announced to the
world it was no longer
accepting donations to help
its efforts for victims of the
Asian tsunami.

Some social enterprises
ignore exhortations to
collaborate for “the
collective”. If a community
group works with one of
Michael Gove’s free schools,
is that being collaborative,
or being, in the wartime
sense, a “collaborator”?

Successful
collaboration
among social
enterprises
rarely have a
set-piece plan,
fixed roles and
one person in
charge.
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Collaboration can be a goodway of growing a social enterprise. JonHuggett discusses effective
collaborations and their similarities to jazz.

InSeptember 2010, I wroteto the boardwith a
proposal for closure that

was agreed by all staff. The
decision to closewas not easy
for a dedicated, passionate
and naturally optimistic board
and it was not an easy
proposal forme to have
written in the knowledge that
it would result in the loss of
jobs for all staff.

ACEVO askedme to share
my experience of planning for
closure and offer pointers to
others. Here aremy top three
tips onmaking the toughest
decision possible
as a CEO.

Consider all scenarios
At Youth Action Network we
use scenario planning as a tool
for strategy at board level and
it has proved to be essential in
ensuring that the organisation
is prepared to cope with
whatever happens financially
and otherwise. Don’t leave
things to chance and find
yourself trying to plan ‘in the
moment’. It’s better to have a
plan you never use than not to
have a plan and find yourself
making snap and poor
thought-through decisions.
Don’t decide to close and not
plan for it – it needs asmuch
careful consideration as a full-
on change of direction or new
area of business. In a nutshell,
don’t continue hoping for the
best and only consider
closure when it’s too late to
close carefully.

Be assertive
It helps to be clear beforehand
about what your beneficiaries
will need when your
organisation has gone. Youth
Action Network is a
membership organisation and
therefore concern for our
members and finding support
for them going forward was a
priority so we drew up a list of
organisations to approach.

When I started tohave
conversationswithCEOsof
organisationsonour list of
potential partners, Iwas
pleasantly surprisedat how
keen theywere todiscuss the
potential for collaboration. It
wouldhavebeeneasy tohave
been influencedby their
positivity.When talking to
potential partners, I had list of
important criteria as itmeant
that I couldbeobjective rather
thanswayedbyan individual’s
charm.Don’t underestimate the
valueof your resourcesand
assets. Youmaybe facing
closurebut this doesnot in any
waydevaluewhat youhave.

Decide beforehand what
you’re willing to compromise
on and what your non-
negotiables are. Also, have a
good idea of the kind of
organisation you are looking
for. McKinsey’s Seven S
(Structure, Systems, Style,
Skills, Staff, Shared Values
and Strategy) Model is a good
tool to use when looking at
organisations to partner or
merge with.

Stay positive
And make sure the team
have something positive to
do too. Closure means that
everyone will lose their job
(unless of course you’ve
agreed to hand over staff as
well as resources to another
organisation) and that means
that you will have to face a
situation where people
could lose their momentum,
motivation and interest in
their work. “What’s the
point?” they could be
forgiven for feeling. We’ve
found that our YouthQuake
project has given us focus
and a goal that continues to
inspire us every day.

Of course, I sometimeswonder
whether the closure is the result
of something I did or didn’t doas
CEO. Iwonder if it’smy fault;
whether someoneelse
wouldhavesecured the funding
that I haven’t.However, I also
havemomentswhen I realise
that I havebehavedwith
opennessand transparency;
that I’ve supported theboard to
makegooddecisionsand I’ve
brought the teamwithmeevery
stepof theway.

If your organisation is facing
closure, and you need
support access free
helplines covering legal,
accounting and HR law
issues. Log in to the
membership area of the
website www.acevo.org.uk
or call the membership team
on 020 7280 4960 for details.

Don’t leave
things to
chance and find
yourself trying
to plan ‘in the
moment’. It’s
better to have a
plan you never
use than not to
have a plan and
find yourself
making snap
and poor
thought-through
decisions.

Organisational closures have become a sad reality formany. Davina Goodchild, CEO of Youth ActionNetwork
kindly shares her story on closing downher organisation.


