


In-depth Analysis of Birmingham City University Students’ Union Strategic Management
Michael Gale – 1705934
The following essay will undertake a critical analysis of the strategic management of Birmingham City University Students’ Union (BCUSU). BCUSU is a charity and a company limited by guarantee (BCUSU.com, 2019), this means that the organisation has to legally register with and follow guidance of the Charity Commission (Charity Commission, 2019). As BCUSU is also a company limited by guarantee, the company has to register on Companies House, have directors, register its accounts and produce an annual return each year (Company Law Club, 2019). As a company limited by guarantee BCUSU does not have shareholders and instead has members who attend annual members meetings and directors of the company (Company Law Club, 2019). 
An outline of what strategy is and the importance of it will be discussed in this essay initially, before moving on to discuss competitive advantage and the positioning of BCUSU referring to key work from Porter (1985). The essay will then outline the key strategic challenges facing BCUSU including risk management, high staff turnover and others, before moving onto conducting a SWOT analysis and completing a TOWS framework. Key decisions made at the corporate level of the organisation will then be analysed before Ansoff’s Matrix is completed to understand potential growth options for BCUSU. Concluding the essay is a series of recommendations BCUSU should do in order to improve its strategic management. 
This essay will not discuss BCUSU in the context of global positioning; according to Bhagat, McDevitt, and Baliga (2017), global organisations generate a large proportion of their income from worldwide operations. Global organisations are likely to have numerous subsidiaries or facilities around the world and have the added challenge of management across borders, dealing with a greater range of economic, social, political, cultural, and technological issues (Bhagat, McDevitt, and Baliga, 2017). This definition certainly does not apply to BCUSU, as the organisation has no subsidiaries or facilities in any country, other than the UK, with all income generated in the same country. 
Before critically analysing the strategy of BCUSU an outline of what strategy is and the importance of it will be discussed. According to Johnson et al. (2011), strategy can be defined as the long-term direction of an organisation with Mintzberg (1987) viewing strategy as having two characteristics, that it is made in advance of any activity and that it is developed on purpose. Thomas (2016), discusses that there are three levels of strategy that are all linked, at the highest level is corporate strategy, which has the broadest view of the organisation and leads on the direction of the organisation. The next level is the business strategy, which has a more specific focus on particular markets and products of an organisation; the final level with the narrowest view is the functional strategy. This level focuses at the operational level and can deal with areas such as production, customer service and supply chain. Strategy is essential to any organisation and an effective strategy will result in effective decisions, clear purpose and greater impact, without a strategy organisations will struggle to create impact (NPC, 2019). 
Competition is central to the success or failure of an organisation (Porter, 1985) with competitive positioning being the value offered by a service, brand, or product in relation to other offerings in a specific market (Spacey, 2017). The positioning of an organisation is linked to competitive strategy and the search for competitive advantage (Porter, 1985) with organisations pursuing competitive advantage through cost leadership, differentiation or focus (Nixon et al., 2019). Cost leadership has been described as the clearest competitive advantage strategy as it means an organisation sets out to become the low-cost producer in its particular industry (Porter, 1985). A differentiation strategy is when an organisation positions itself uniquely by selecting a specific focus to meet customer needs, which then allows the organisation to charge a higher price due to its uniqueness (Porter, 1985). Focus is the final competitive advantage strategy and can either be a cost or differentiation focus, cost-focus is when an organisation seeks a cost advantage in its target segment, this strategy also exploits differences in cost behaviour (Porter, 1985). Differentiation-focus is the final strategy and this is where an organisation exploits the unique needs of customers in certain segments and seeks differentiation in its main customer segment (Porter, 1985). 
BCUSU is a multi-faceted organisation offering many services to a specific market, Birmingham City University students, who only have one Students’ Union either to get involved in or not get involved in. Within BCUSU, services offered include representative functions, extra-curricular activities, professional advice, and commercial operations consisting of a lettings agency, two pubs and three shops. 
This means that one of the biggest strategic challenges for BCUSU is how to position the various services, the overall organisation is positioned with a differentiation strategy as it offers unique services to stakeholders such as sports and societies and representation functions. The strategy then changes for services such as the two pubs that also offer food, with the approach of cost leadership and an element of differentiation. The pubs offer unique food that is not available anywhere else but also try to offer lower costs than other catering services on campus. Another model for strategic positioning is Bowman’s Strategic Clock, which explores options for how a product should be positioned for the optimum position in the market (Tutor2u, 2019). Bowman’s Strategic Clock illustrates the variety of options a business has based on the dimensions of price and perceived value with their being eight positions for positioning (Tutor2u, 2019). The two pubs would fall under position three Hybrid, on Bowman’s Strategic Clock, as this position combines an element of low price but also product differentiation. Bowman’s Strategic Clock offers a more accurate idea of positioning for BCUSU services than Porter’s competitive advantage theory. 
The process of developing a strategy is as important as the actual strategy with key stakeholders, such as staff, heavily involved in the process (NPC, 2019). Involvement of staff, trustees and other stakeholders in the strategic planning process builds a common understanding and shared purpose of what an organisation is trying to achieve (NPC, 2019). According to the NPC (2019), strategy should be developed by those who will be tasked with taking it forward, as this creates ownership and a shared sense of purpose. Involving staff in the strategy of BCUSU is a strategic issue the organisation faces to maintain its competitive position. When the current strategy was developed in 2016, staff were engaged via all staff forums and asked to comment on various drafts of the strategy, managers were engaged throughout the process and the Senior Management Team and the trustees of the organisation involved throughout. The challenge BCUSU faces is due to staff turnover, since the strategy was developed in 2016, forty-five staff members out of a team of just over fifty-five staff have left the organisation with the majority replaced. The new staff team had no involvement in the formulation of the strategy but are now tasked with taking the strategy forward and achieving the targets, a recommendation for BCUSU on how to overcome this challenge, through the management concept of the knowledge-based view, is discussed later in the essay. 
The challenging nature of the economy over the last few years has led to organisations having much more focus on risk management (cia, 2013) or risk governance. Risk is defined as complex, uncertain (IRGC, 2017) and is an unplanned event but can be measured, quantified and managed (Usmani, 2016). As BCUSU is a charity (BCUSU, 2019), this brings many strategic challenges linked to risk management with financial sustainability a perennial risk and features in the 2017-2020 strategic plan (BCUSU, 2017). The organisation receives over one million pounds income from Birmingham City University, which makes it BCUSU’s principal funder; this means that the University is one of the most important stakeholders to BCUSU. The challenges to BCUSU are then to ensure the University are supportive of BCUSU through a coherent strategy but also showing impact by achieving strategic aims. 
As discussed previously BCUSU has quite a high staff turnover and in today’s talent economy, this produces a challenge for the organisation. The competition for talent is intense due to the global, mobile, social nature of talent today and because the job market is strong (Jackson, 2016). Generational shifts, such as the move to millennials, and evolving dynamics around the nature of work have also increased the competitiveness of talent (Dixon et al., 2016). The challenge for BCUSU is how to successfully attract, develop, and retain talent, a corporate level decision, taken by BCUSU, is discussed later in this essay. 
BCUSU is a fairly unique organisation in that every three years there is a natural turnover of customers due to a large amount of the membership, students, graduating. This could be viewed under the definition of customer churn, which is when an existing customer ends their relationship with an organisation, and is something that affects all businesses at some point (Netigate, 2019). This poses a challenge for BCUSU as according to the CIO (2018), customers change what they are looking for with these changes difficult to predict and organisations struggling to understand their customers’ priorities. A corporate level decision is discussed later in this essay that tries to combat customer churn and understanding customer priorities. 
Understanding strategic challenges of an organisation can prove to be difficult unless useful tools are used to assist leaders, one such tool is the SWOT analysis. SWOT stands for strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats and is a useful planning tool to assess internal and external factors that could impact on the success of an organisation (GroupMap, 2019). SWOT analysis is used to consolidate and summarise the key issues when analysing an organisation and its business environment (Cadle et. al, 2010). A SWOT analysis for BCUSU is included below:







	Strengths 
	Weaknesses 

	· Only Students’ Union for 24,000 students
· Committed staff team 
· Access to rich membership data
· New People & Culture Manager to drive staff culture 
· New segmentation of membership to improve communication
 
	· High staff turnover 
· Heavily reliant on University funding
· Marketing not reaching enough of membership  

	Opportunities
	Threats

	· Access to rich data on memberships issues & concerns
· Vertical integration with colleges 
	· 69% of BCUSU membership (students) are from Birmingham so have friendship groups established & involvement in their local sports 
· The uncertainty of the Higher Education sector 
· Natural membership churn impacting relevance of strategy 



Although the SWOT analysis can be a useful tool it does have some weaknesses including no weighting factors, which means there is no mechanism to rank one factor against another, and subjective analysis, which means the analysis normally reflects the bias of the persons undertaking the SWOT (Nordmeyer, 2019). A SWOT analysis also does not show the relationship between the different categories (Oxford College of Marketing, 2019). A tool that can complement a SWOT analysis is the TOWS framework, which helps to identify relationships between strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats and offers a framework for generating strategies based on these relationships (Proctor, 1992). A TOWS framework for BCUSU is completed below:








	
	External Opportunities (O)
1. Access to rich data on memberships issues & concerns
2. Vertical integration with colleges 

	External Threats (T)
1. Uncertainty of Higher Education sector
2. Membership consists of high numbers of commuter students 

	Internal Strengths (S)
1. Committed staff team
2. Access to rich membership data
3. New segmentation of membership to improve communications
	SO – Maxi-Maxi Strategy

Vertical integration with colleges by using committed staff team to support local colleges

	ST – Maxi-Mini Strategy

Utilise segmentation to ensure high number of commuter students are engaged in organisation. 

	Internal Weaknesses (W)
1. High staff turnover
2. Heavily reliant on University funding
3. Marketing not reaching enough of membership
	WO – Mini-Maxi Strategy

Utilise rich data on membership data to increase marketing reach
	WT – Mini-Mini Strategy

Diversify income streams so reliance on University is decreased



The TOWS framework produces four different strategies for an organisation, the maxi-maxi strategy uses strengths to maximise opportunities whereas the maxi-mini strategy uses strengths to minimise external threats (Mindtools, 2019). The final two strategies are the mini-maxi strategy, which minimises weaknesses by taking advantage of opportunities and the mini-mini strategy that minimises weaknesses and avoids threats (Mindtools, 2019). 
The SWOT analysis and TOWS framework together provide a good understanding, and potential solutions, to the challenges both internal and external facing BCUSU. The strategic plan of the organisation, already includes targets around data, increasing commercial income and understanding the membership to increase communications (BCUSU, 2017), which all came out in the two tools. 
As previously discussed, there are three levels of strategy that are all linked (Thomas, 2016) with the top-level being the corporate level strategy, this level is focussed on the overall scope of the organisation and could include resource allocation, and diversity of business amongst others (Johnson et al., 2011). At BCUSU, the corporate level decisions are made via the trustee board and through the Senior Management Team, as they look to make key decisions about the future direction of the organisation, its resources and its purpose, which are key elements of corporate strategy (Lynch, 2006). 
As outlined earlier in this essay, the pubs managed by BCUSU operate, in the most part, on a cost leadership strategy. This is possible due to the corporate level strategic decision to affiliate to the trading arm of the National Union of Students, the cost to the organisation for this affiliation is around forty thousand pounds but this then allows BCUSU to benefit from economies of scale, as it is a purchasing consortium for all students’ unions across the UK. According to Johnson et al. (2011), economies of scale is how average costs of operation can be reduced by increasing scale, and being part of this UK wide consortium does just this for BCUSU. 
When developing the strategy for the organisation in 2016, the BCUSU trustee board decided to outsource the strategic plan process to a strategy consultant company. Many organisations outsource to consultants to support them with the development of strategy as they can help organisations with creating a new vision, mission and strategy (Consultancy.uk 2019). Consultants can work with organisations to create tailor-made strategies by helping make big-picture decisions (Bain & Company, 2019) and they provide an unbiased perspective, a dynamic but provocative approach and are results-orientated focussed (PCG, 2019). As part of the strategic plan process at BCUSU, the external consultant company led on the research and conducted focus groups with the membership as well as leading six workshops to develop the strategy. 
A key aspect of creating and delivering strategy is understanding key stakeholders, as they are essential to deciding the objectives of the organisation (Kaplan Financial, 2019). Stakeholders can be individuals or groups that depend on the organisation and in turn the organisation depends on them, they also have some kind of stake in the future of the organisation (Johnson et al., 2011). At BCUSU, the main stakeholders are the twenty-four thousand University students, who are also twenty-four thousand potential members/customers. Understanding customer’s priorities is a challenge for a large proportion of business leaders according to the CIO (2018). BCUSU made the decision at the corporate level to invest in a team of casual staff who survey students (customers) on a weekly basis; all of this data is collated into a central spreadsheet that can then be filtered by topic of issue, demographics and Faculty level into a heat map of issues. This allows BCUSU to really understand its members and then deliver projects to increase awareness of and engagement in the organisation. 
The culture of an organisation is becoming more important due to the evolution of the modern workplace. Millennials are now the dominate group in the workplace so there is a need to create a strong company culture to attract the best millennial talent (Alton, 2017). Culture can be described as a set of taken-for-granted values and beliefs with strategy and culture intrinsically linked (Johnson et al., 2011). The culture of an organisation is essential to areas such as identity, retention of employees and the image of the organisation to stakeholders (Alton, 2017). At the corporate level, BCUSU made the decision to invest in a new People and Culture team including a manager, coordinator, and apprentice to drive the correct culture, improve areas such as recruitment, retention, and embed the values in the strategic plan throughout the organisation. 
In July 2012, BCUSU decided to diversify its income streams by setting up its own lettings agency (BCSH), the decision made by the trustee board was to set up this organisation as a trading subsidiary called Birmingham City Enterprises. BCSH is a strategic business unit (SBU) of BCUSU and allows the organisation to diversify its offering and income. SBU’s are common in large diversified organisations that typically include various SBU’s providing different products or serve a different market to the rest of the organisation (Johnson et al., 2011). BCSH is still managed at the corporate level of BCUSU and therefore follows guidance from the central people and culture team and the central finance team but is not included in the overall strategy of the organisation other than for the commercial income target (BCUSU, 2017). Being set up as an SBU allows BCUSU to vary the business strategy of the organisation and compete in different markets (Johnson et al., 2011).
The in-depth analysis throughout this essay of BCUSU’s strategic management has led to a series of recommendations for BCUSU to improve the strategy and performance of the organisation. 
With the current BCUSU strategy ending in 2020 the organisation needs to start considering future growth, a useful tool for doing this is Ansoff’s matrix, which is a model that helps organisations determine its product and market growth strategy (Riley, 2019). The tool, developed in 1957, gives organisations a simple and quick way to think about the risks of growth, with four quadrants outlining the options available (Mindtools, 2019). The four quadrants are market penetration- the safest of the options, product development – riskier as new products are introduced into the existing market, market development – entering a new market with an existing product, and diversification – the riskiest of the options, as you are entering new markets with new products (Mindtools, 2019). Ansoff’s matrix has been completed below for BCUSU.



	Market Development: 

· Vertical integration with college students
· Target demographics of students who don’t engage in organisation e.g. parents, commuter students

	Diversification:
· Sell heatmap resource to other Students’ Unions
· Launch careers support for students

	Market Penetration:

· Utilise segmentation of members for improved comms & therefore engagement
· Launch comms on International platforms e.g. We Chat for Chinese students


	Product Development: 

· Develop delivery service for catering outlets
· Increase square footage of shops to cater for increase in student numbers  


New

Markets





Existing



Products & Services
New
Existing


From the above completed matrix there are many opportunities for BCUSU to grow and develop, with the organisations challenging resources and financial stability as a key goal in the current strategy (BCUSU, 2017), a recommendation would be to look at the least risky option (Mindtools, 2019), so the market penetration quadrant. 
In the earlier TOWS framework, the maxi-maxi strategy was for BCUSU to undertake vertical integration with colleges and this is another recommendation for BCUSU. According to Johnson et al. (2011), vertical integration is when an organisation enters activities that make it its own supplier or customer or assumes control over certain production steps (Kenton, 2018). There are some challenges with vertical integration mainly around the investment required to vertically integrate and the differing strategic capabilities of the organisations (Johnson et al., 2011). In the context of an organisation such as BCUSU, vertical integration could be applied to BCUSU running the Students’ Union in key colleges where many students join the University from. Due to the amount of West Midlands students, who study at BCU and remain in their parental home, it makes it difficult for BCUSU to capture these commuter students as their social circles and extra-curricular activities are already established. Vertically integrating with key colleges would mean that there is instant brand recognition and hopefully engagement in BCUSU from an earlier age so that when they join the University the engagement would continue. 
As previously discussed the benefits of a strong culture in an organisation is incredibly important as it contributes to the identity and values of an organisation as well as helping with retention, image, and direction (Alton, 2017). In order to understand an organisations culture an audit should be undertaken, as it is a way to evaluate if anything is missing, where the organisations culture currently stands and establish a plan to make corrections (Alton, 2017). A recommendation for BCUSU is to undertake a cultural audit using the cultural web as a framework; the cultural web shows the physical, symbolic and behavioural manifestations of a culture in relation to taken-for-granted assumptions of an organisation (Johnson et al., 2011). It consists of seven elements including symbols, power structures, organisational structures, control systems, rituals and routines, and stories all focussed on the paradigm, which is the set of assumptions taken for granted and held in common in an organisation (Johnson et al., 2011). 
As outlined earlier in this essay the high turnover of BCUSU staff is a challenge, particularly when related to organisational strategy and ensuring staff ownership and understanding of the strategy. A possible solution to this has already been discussed, as BCUSU recently recruited a people and culture manager, but another recommendation is for BCUSU to adopt the management concept of the knowledge-based view (KBV) for the organisation. KBV is an organisational learning concept that is achieved through employee’s involvement in the creation and delivery of operational goals and objectives of the organisation (Encyclopedia of Management, 2009). Through adopting KBV, knowledge is embedded throughout the organisational culture and identity, documents, systems, policies and employees, with information systems playing a key role to enhance, synthesise, and accelerate large-scale inter and intra-firm knowledge management (Encyclopedia of Management, 2009). BCUSU could use KBV to ensure the organisation is regularly driving operational goals but also that the staff who remain have the knowledge, through processes and procedures, to support and inspire new staff at BCUSU. 
This essay has analysed the strategic management of BCUSU through discussing of the main challenges facing the organisation, analysing key decisions made at the corporate level, and undertaking a SWOT analysis, TOWS framework and completion of Ansoff’s Matrix. Based on this analysis and the tools used, a series of recommendations for the organisation were made to further develop and improve BCUSU’s strategic management. 
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