

SWOT ANALYSIS

The purpose of this assignment is to present a SWOT Analysis of a Youth Work organisation, highlighting potential for innovation and creativity for future developments.  Discussion will locate theories of leadership and management within the wider context of youth and community work and critically evaluate approaches to management theory and practice applied to youth work in the chosen setting.  The organisation in focus is YouToo – a new social inclusion project based at the Carmarthen campus of UWTSD.  As both analyst and a stakeholder in the project, there is a risk of presenting a biased view of relative strengths and weaknesses, meaning objectivity cannot be guaranteed.  However, credibility can be judged by weighing this risk against the value of pursuing truth for the benefit of the organisation and those it serves.  Hence this analysis seeks to offer an honest appraisal that will lead to positive change.

The structure of the SWOT analysis comprises four parts: strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats.  Strengths and weaknesses will be considered in turn, followed by resulting threats to the organisation.  Adopting the premise of this assignment to highlight potential for innovation and creativity, the preceding arguments will then be used to identify opportunities for future development.  Lastly, a brief conclusion will reflect on findings of the SWOT analysis.

Analysing Youth Work Organisations
The McKinsey 7-S Framework (Mullins, 2007 cited in Tyler, 2009: 35-36) will be used for analysis as a tool recommended by the National Youth Agency for this purpose, specifically used in the context of youth work (Tyler, 2009: 35).  In this model, strategy, structure, systems, style, staff, skills and shared goals are seen as the key components of a successful organisation.  Instead of looking at issues in isolation within each of these areas, a systematic approach will be used to address each component of the McKinsey model as either a strength, weakness, threat or opportunity for the organisation based on critical analysis of the component as a whole.  At surface level, if a SWOT analysis is used just to identify and respond to isolated issues, it is only an academic exercise.  However, identifying areas where combined issues are symptomatic of a wider strength or challenge allows resources to be concentrated on responding strategically (Sun Tzu cited in Michaelson, 2001: 72, 178-179).  In the wider context of neoliberal policy and streamlined services built on efficiency, effectiveness and economy (Bunyan and Ord, 2012: 21-27), this is a valuable approach to youth work assessment and management.

Before proceeding with an analysis on this basis, it is vital to emphasise at the heart of youth work is young people and relationships (Youth Work in Wales Review Group, 2013: 02).  Any attempt to analyse a youth work organisation cannot - and must not - be divorced from the impact that any perceived strength, weakness, opportunity or threat has on these two areas.  Even the most efficient, effective and economical Swiss railway would be pointless if it failed to carry any passengers.  The first part of the analysis will consider strengths of the organisation related to strategy.

Organisational Strengths
Bearing in mind the previous point, the strategy for YouToo can be considered a strength of the organisation primarily because it is defined by young people and fit for purpose.  Young people are engaging with the organisation and relationships are being formed and nurtured, yielding positive results.  Secondly, in terms of wider policy background, the inclusion strategy satisfies government guidance on ‘Extending Entitlement’ (Welsh Assembly Government, 2000) since it identifies and supports young people who are ‘vulnerable’ in terms of social isolation.  The strategy promotes interagency collaboration with UWTSD and partner colleges in proactive outreach to, and engagement of, young people at risk of social exclusion.  Young people are offered supported transitions between further and higher education through integrative socialisation opportunities, ongoing peer-mentoring and targeted responses to issues identified by young people participating in the project.  This strategy has been integrated into the framework of UWTSD’s Widening Access and Community Engagement Strategy (UWTSD, 2017) and part-funded by the university for the current academic year.

The organisation strategy also satisfies the early intervention targets promoting ‘emotional mental health and well-being’ as well as ‘participation’ and ‘good transitional arrangements’ for local young people as defined in the Children & Young People’s Plan within the Integrated Community Strategy for Carmarthenshire (Carmarthenshire Local Service Board, 2011: 42-43).  Activity themes and sessions are designed around young people’s needs and interests expressed through surveys conducted at the beginning of their participation in the project and via ongoing dialogue with staff.  The consultation process and active involvement of young people in defining and evaluating their provision also satisfies the National Participation Standards set out in the local Youth Participation Strategy (Carmarthenshire County Council, 2015: 08).  The first project evaluation by young people identified active participation as a strength of YouToo and a strong outcome of individuals’ involvement.  Outcomes were measured using a self-efficacy tool based on the Youth Work Strategy for Wales 2014-2018 (Welsh Government 2014, page 7-8).

Locating strategy within local and national policy, overlapping youth work and education boundaries builds credibility, funding capacity and enables collaboration by promoting shared understanding (Merton, 2009: 122-123).  As youth and community services continue to experience cuts, strategic partnerships and resource sharing across sectors will prove vital to sustainable community practice management (Gilchrist, 2013, 124).  Shared goals within the organisation and between partners is therefore another strength of YouToo as an organisation.  To analyse this concept further, the small size of the organisation and the limited range of services it provides make it easier to coordinate activities according to a few key goals.

The primary aim of YouToo is inclusion, as the name suggests, which grew out of an expressed need from young people at the university.  Simplifying and reducing organisational goals into a clear and communicable vision that is focused yet flexible, and appealing to all stakeholders, is essential to effectively lead and manage a project (Kotter, 2012: 69-74, 91-93).  Ultimately, the shared vision for YouToo is that everyone can have somewhere accessible to socialise, make friends, access support and have fun…‘and if you don’t fit in where everyone else does, we’ll do something different so there’s space for you too.’  It is an expansive vision but goals must be achievable.  It follows logically that vision informs aims which define objectives (Gawlinski and Graessle, 1988: 56).  It is these objectives that determine systems since quality assurance, safeguarding, monitoring and legal obligations will all depend on what the organisation actually does (its objectives) in fulfilling core aims.  When management fails to clearly convert aims into objectives, organisations are susceptible to missional drift (Gawlinski and Graessle, 1988: 56; Merton, 2009: 104).  This may, in turn, lead to the implementation of unnecessary systems or a lack of systems required to fulfil the aims of the organisation.

Organisational Weaknesses
Analysing YouToo, a current weakness of the organisation is a lack of systems in areas such as monitoring, supervision, fundraising, training and long-term planning.  To a lesser extent, advertising and social media presence could also be improved.  Considering the systems already in place are all essential (for example, risk assessment, safeguarding, line management, team meetings and accounting), missional drift is not the fault.  However, the systems lacking are all time-intensive and the project remains less than a year old, staffed by a team of part-time volunteers with busy study schedules.  In organisational leadership there is often a tendency that, ‘The more immediate drowns out the more distant’ (Handy, 1988: 123) and the distant is not necessarily less significant.  When time is pressurised, managers are more likely to focus on managing the week, instead of the months which lie ahead.  Cox (1994: 21) identifies staff supervision and forward planning as operational practicalities vital to both a project and worker.

In response, it is important to return to the assertion that we should analyse youth work by relationships with young people.  Such relationships take time and intentional effort.  It must be recognised that each positive outcome represents a journey with a young person meaning that, at a management level, short-termism and focus on firefighting is to be avoided (Hill, 2010: 95-97).  In this context there is an important distinction to be made between immediate time and journey time with young people and it is often secondary systems which permit the latter in the long-run by making the journey sustainable.  The dilemma is that too many secondary demands can create a ‘nightmare scenario’ for youth work managers which squeeze out the same face to face time they are trying to sustain (Ord, 2012: 116).

In terms of competing demands on staff time, staff commitments as students at the university present a further weakness of the organisation.  Whilst there are comparative benefits – such as the positionality of staff as peers to young people which narrows imbalances in power and increases understanding and responsiveness – time available to manage and facilitate the project is limited.  It has already been established that this time is vital in youth and community work.  Yet community-based work often relies on volunteers whose involvement can ‘blur the lines’ of work and personal time, adding to pressures on them as staff (Coates, 1994: 47, 51).  It is the manager’s task to protect workers and help manage their time effectively.  Still, critically, it would be unfair to highlight staff as a weakness of YouToo because staff have proved a strength in broadening the relational catchment of the project and introducing new skills – presenting another organisational strength. 

Skills also cannot be deemed a strength as a whole because a number of gaps remain where some team members lack confidence.  This can be linked to the earlier theme of training systems – evidencing how elements of the McKinsey model are closely interlinked as an open system (Tyler, 2009: 37).  Another link can be made between strategy and skills as it was a result of promoting young people’s active involvement which led to an interest in drama being identified as a common interest among members.  Scanning the environment, an acting student participating in the project was invited to exercise her skills in delivering regular workshops.  This medium was then used to promote mental health and self-awareness.  Such connections add to the case that education-based organisations – youth and community work included – should adopt open systems of management and focus on inputs-outputs should be rejected (Ord, 2012: 33-34).

Should Youth Work Management always adopt Open Systems?
Going further, to locate theories of leadership and management within the wider context of youth and community work, some would suggest that we reject a systems perspective altogether.  Harrison and Ord (2012: 35) argue that wider management theory has shifted towards a contingency approach which acknowledges contextual differences in settings for management, although systems theory still dominates in practice.  Critically, this could be due to lingering accountability models which focus on standardisation and the quality of processes rather than the complexities of people and relationships or their changing circumstances.  It may be an inevitable political trend.  History has shown that periods of economic recession always drive focus towards accountability in public services (Davies, 2012: 12-14).  However the systems focus could simply be a consequence of practice taking time to catch up with theory.  Only as newly trained youth and community workers enter the field and progress into management positions, or projects such as YouToo emerge from the third sector as (hopefully) models of effective practice without the baggage of standardised, top-heavy accountability systems, will contingency theory become the standard model of management.

Despite a knee-jerk reaction to the impact of New Public Management in recent years, historic resistance to management in youth work is changing (Millar, 2010: 134).  The new contingency perspective recognises that there will be situations where multiple layers of management and accountability are necessary, but not always.  Furthermore, systems may interrelate differently in alternate settings – or not at all.  To return to first principles of youth work, ours is a profession which values the individual and respects that the places and situations ‘where young people are’ can be uniquely diverse and context-specific (Learning and Skills Improvement Service, 2012: 05).  If this is what we truly believe, there is no ‘one-size-fits-all’ system – open or otherwise – which we can adopt to manage the organisations that young people access.  The glove must fit the hand lest we lose grip on what we set out to achieve.

Organisational Threats
If not for this ongoing culture shift in management theory applied to youth work, accountability, targets-focus and economy would reinforce the argument that organisational systems are both a weakness and a threat to the development of YouToo.  However, whilst systems have been identified as an implementation issue that will be resolved in time, the structure of the organisation continues to fit the mould of excess accountability to some degree.  Though systems are an organisational weakness, they do not currently pose an ongoing threat. Structure meanwhile may be threaten the central focus of the organisation – which, again must be emphasised as young people and relationships.

Despite the group being constituted and representational, there have been calls to widen the legal membership and therefore elongate planning and decision processes (Handy, 1988: 133-135) that are already constrained by time.  The risk is that YouToo would become a widely representative organisation that becomes an end in itself, existing only to serve its own operation as a decision-making body.  Though this structure would foster youth work principles such as democracy and become an educational activity in the political function of committees, it would arguably achieve little else as the members who facilitate the activities of the organisation would become embroiled in discussions about activities instead of using their available time to prepare and facilitate them.  Analysing this issue, a reluctance to attend first to accountability issues through systems such as formal staff supervision may reflect operational recognition that imposing heavy accountability on such a small project now will invariably impact on face to face time with young people.  Full empowerment of participants as members of the constitutional structure of YouToo is a future goal, but this must be introduced gradually otherwise launch momentum of this new project will likely stall.

Another threat which emerges from this discussion is style of the organisation.  Perhaps there is a risk in youth work as an informal form of education to reject formal practices.  Whilst structure can hinder progress, it also enables an organisation to maintain its shape and function.  Though the state of systems may not be a threat for YouToo now, they could prove a threat in future if there is not adequate structure to ensure their implementation.  In an organisation uniquely situated in a fluid community where there is to be expected a high turnover rate in staff and participants in relation to individuals’ progression through higher education, there must be a strong systems basis for the organisation to avoid over-reliance on one or two individuals who may be with the organisation for only a couple of years or less.  There is a need to move from a focus on individuals to team leadership which naturally accommodates succession and skills acquisition of newer team leaders from senior leaders in transition away from the organisation.  However, the timing and pace of developing the membership of this team should be carefully considered for the same reasons membership must be managed.

Opportunities for the Organisation
It is perhaps a typical youth work mind-set which reflects on weaknesses and threats to an organisation, weighs them against strengths and sees them instead as opportunities.  But that is the approach we endeavour to take as youth and community workers with young people.  Having dealt with systems as a weakness, components of the organisation that remain difficult to categorise include staff and skills.  Yet these are areas that could be considered the greatest opportunities for the organisation.  As discussion about an actor who has assumed a leadership role in the group, YouToo sits within a richly diverse and talented pool of students and educators with a wide range of skills, interests and experiences to draw from.  Reaching out, engaging and recruiting these potential new participants and leaders will be the key task of this organisation as it moves forward to benefit more young people and the surrounding community.

Conclusion
Having addressed the organisational strengths, weaknesses, threats and opportunities for the organisation, a brief conclusion may be offered. YouToo is a new organisation with a clear vision and sense of purpose.  With this comes a sense of momentum and structural flexibility that may be threatened if the structure and systems of the organisation are not carefully managed moving forward.  However, with these risks come the opportunity to discover and nurture new potential and creativity of new members from the community the organisation serves.  It is a vulnerable but exciting time for YouToo.
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