Julie Hannam student number 1915867

Part-time online MBA programme

Strategic Management Module (Autumn 2020)

Assignment 
An approach to a creative reshaping of the strategic direction for delivering innovative customer care within the Ramblers to ensure future resilience and sustainable competitive advantage                                                                against the backdrop of the current COVID-19 Pandemic

Executive Summary
To an extent we now find ourselves and an organisation in the most extraordinary of times. It is also one in which the Ramblers has the potential to provide a positive and creative response to that will see the organisation move forward in a creative way that delivers innovative customer care, building a robust future resilience with a sustainable competitive advantage that will see this charity thrive and grow as it heads towards its 90th anniversary in 2025 and beyond. It has the opportunity to be at the Vanguard, building upon the reengagement with walking that has taken Great Britain by storm during these unsettling times. As an activity it has proven to aid an holistic approach to increased levels of health and well-being, both physically and mentally. 
Whilst this report examines a new dynamic strategic path to take the Ramblers through the unsettling times ahead and emerge in a resilient and robust position within the charity sector and retain our place at the heart of walking GB it is important to remember that “A good strategy provides a clear roadmap, consisting of a set of guiding principles or rules, that defines the actions people in the business should take (and not take) and the things they should prioritize (and not prioritize) to achieve  desired goals.” (Watkins 2007)
It is important now, more than ever that the Ramblers promotes its strengths as an organisation that is run for the benefit of its members- these are our key customers that we need to take with us on the journey that we are embarking on as a result of the unprecedented times . We also have the once in a lifetime opportunity to significantly increase our membership profile and numbers whilst utilizing their interests to shape public access to walking routes and green spaces within urban environments. 
The Ramblers can embrace a creative rethinking of its strategic direction by embracing the development of Change Champions, promotion of its band value and skill set, increased use of social media and technology and promotion of an inclusive membership profile. 

This is an exciting time in the history of the Ramblers for the organisation to share its love and dedication to walking and the environment with a much wider audience. 
Introduction

In light of the worldwide Covid-19 pandemic that we currently find ourselves in the midst of it is vitally important that the Ramblers is able to respond proactively and creating a future resilience for the organisation as we and those around us find ourselves, and our sector in a reality that was unimaginable twelve months ago. Therefore the current 10 year strategic plan (covering 2015 – 2025) needs to be amended with a view to a dynamic planning response to the new world and the dramatic increase in walking activity (Batchelor & McCarthy 2009).
This report contains the findings, future options and a set of recommendations that are the results of the work conducted by a sudden impact emergency project team tasked by the Senior Management Team within the Ramblers to produce a report into the way in which the organisation can focus on a creative reshaping of our strategic direction in light of the unprecedented situation that we all now find ourselves. This will be undertaken whilst maintaining a clear understanding of the Core Values and Vision that make the Ramblers unique and important to our members (Kalkum et al 2020)
The impact of this will be felt across the whole of the organisation from grass root local groups, regional areas, devolved managements and boards and the National Board of Trustees.  

A SWOT and PEST analysis was conducted and the information was used within “Mintzberg’s 5 Ps” framework (Mintzberg 1987) to work up a series of recommendations that the General Council and Senior Management Team can subsequently use to guide and inform discussions on the future strategic direction for more personalized customer care. This has been brought about by the impact of the COVID-19 Pandemic and the short, medium and long term changes in society at large and outdoor recreation and the charity sector within Great Britain.
In the sections that follow the detailed strategic analysis, key conclusions and recommendations can be found with information to aid the implementation of a more creative robust approach to customer care that will ultimately lead to a more sustainable and resilient organisation as we move through these unprecedented times of pandemic towards the Ramblers 100th anniversary in 2035 where we may see a culture that has walking at its heart.
Main Findings;
Strategic analysis

In order to be able to plan and recommend the direction of travel that the Ramblers should be moving in response to the current Global Pandemic it is necessary to take stock of where the organisation stands at present. To this end a SWOT analysis of the current was conducted. The headline findings are shown in the table below followed by further detailed analysis. 
SWOT

	Strengths

· Established “safe” Brand within the sector

· Sector leader – campaigning, supporting developments in walking and safeguarding activity

· Track record of project delivery

· Skill set within organisation – legal, community, political lobbying, partnership building etc. 
· Supportive membership that believe in and take part in the work that the Ramblers do.
· Skill set within volunteer members that enable the Ramblers to deliver above and beyond its directly funded staff

· Low cost product

· Organisational structure of networked groups covering the whole of Great Britain allows for a potential quick response to issues, concerns and a rapidly changing political and social environment
	Weaknesses

· Perception as “not for us” by some sectors - younger age groups, BAME communities and individuals.

· Reliance on membership for funding and therefore slow economic growth or a recession will currently have an adverse effect on ability to continue projects, programmes and general work

· Range of technological skills within current membership and group adoption is not uniform across Great Britain
· Interactive social media presence to enable a swifter response to members / customers enquiries

· Lack of coherent and in-depth social media and customer service training for public facing staff and members 

· Partnership projects may result in sector competitors being publicly considered the lead organisation. 

	Opportunities

· Build upon the significant increase in participation in walking and walking routes across Great Britain
· Position the Ramblers as THE leading organisation with regards to developing walking routes, groups and increasing participation
· Develop consultation services that enable the growth of the customer base – individual, organisations, local authority, regional groups, and Government bodies.

· The increased interest in Walking enable the Ramblers to take a creative approach to offering a bespoke service that also enables organisation change that promotes cross- team / department and membership working

· A trusted and reliable organisation to turn donations and funding into real change on the ground
	Threats

· Competition from organisations within the sector and others who want to take advantage of the increased interest in walking created as a result of the Pandemic. 

· Public perception that the Ramblers are not “For Them” which will allow new organisations to take this position.

· The economic slowdown / potential recession will reduce the membership pool of funding (as happened during The Global Financial Crisis 2008 and beyond), taking with it some of the organisations key assets – members
· Staff willingness to change ways of working and embrace the suggestions contained within this report – need to build in “change champions” that are able to influence others within the Ramblers 


From this table it is clear that the Ramblers strength, as with many organisations is also a significant weakness – the long term establishment of the organisation. Whilst there has been significant work within the organisation since 2004 to address the negative aspects of this; a stale “Vanilla” organisation that whilst doing good work is perceived as rather worthy as opposed to exciting and engaging, in other terms strategies that have become rules (Gadaf et al 2011). 

This provides an opportunity for the launch of a marketing campaign that highlights the key work of the Ramblers, the vast array of ways with which to engage – a more customer focused delivery that for the most part is a rebranding and packaging of what is currently happening. Unlike many others within the charity and especially outdoor activity sector there appears to be a reluctance to “shout from the rooftops” about the positive things that the organisation achieves. Our main competitors - Sustrans, The Woodland Trust and the Wildlife Trusts – all have major sponsorship arrangements with high street retailers. 
It would benefit the Board of Trustees to undertake a ERRC grid exercise (Eliminate / Raise / Reduce / Create) (Kim & Mauborgne 2014) alongside this report at the next staff development event to help bring staff and volunteers along on the journey to a more dynamic organisation that emerges from this pandemic better able to engage and support members old and new (McKinsey & Company 2020).
In order for the Ramblers to be able to adapt in a timely manner to ensure that the work undertaken here has significant value and long lasting strategic impact it is key that the General Council and Strategic Management Team increase the speed with which the recommendations to be found in this report and the headline aims within the existing strategic plan are implemented. To achieve this it will be necessary to identify “Change Champions” within the organisation – volunteers and staff- that will help to “reach the Tipping Point” of implementation and acceptance (Kim & Mauborgne 2003).
The next step within the strategic analysis conduct by the project team is a PEST analysis to look both within the Ramblers and at the wider environment that is also being shaped and emerging during this pandemic.

PEST
Political;

 Is there the political will to deliver on public speeches and responses? Will different political leaders within the UK lead to a disjoined approach to funding increased opportunities for walking and / or use this sector for political point scoring? 
In Wales the Welsh Government has passed two acts which are relevant to supporting an increase in walking as an activity and to aid healthier lifestyles these are; The Well-being of Future Generations Act (April 2016) and the Active Travel (Wales) Act 2013. The second of these obliges Local Authorities to identify active travel maps and to make year upon year improvements to these. 

The Ramblers is well positioned to take advantage of an increase in political support for walking and accessing green spaces. There are regional teams based in both Scotland and Wales alongside the larger team in England. These are supported by a network of 500 Local Rambler groups across Great Britain which should enable a rapid response at a local, regional and National level. This organisational skill will enable a faster response to customer needs by lobbying in key political sectors and the political make up of the Ramblers ourselves – who will be needed to be taken along to politically influence others and ensure the successful implementation of the recommendations contained herein (Kim & Mauborgne 2003).
The established and approved 10 Year Strategic Plan (2015 -2025) has already been approved by the General Council and contains key goals that can be brought forward to respond to the change in political focus brought about by the COVID-19 Pandemic. 

The Ramblers as a whole organisation (members and paid staff) need to pivot and pre-empt the political avenues that can be utilized to create a better customer focused service and aid longer term sustainability (Grant 2010). 
Economic: Will a Regional, National and global economic slowdown result in significantly reduced funding for walking related activities and development of infrastructure to support this? As a result will this in turn reduce the Ramblers ability to respond in a proactive rather than reactive manner to events and customer needs?
The Ramblers need to look at increasing the range of membership options available and the added value that these give to individual and group members. There needs to be a wholesale look across the organisation that enables a clear focus on our values and work – what members actually get for their money.  There has been initial work carried out in this area which has fed into the current strategic framework, but which now needs to accelerated e.g. flexible membership options, support and benefits without becoming a member and bridge gaps in knowledge of our work (Ramblers 2015)
It would be advantageous to promote the wholesale value of the work that the Ramblers do in the round. This has the advantage of not only helping to maintain and grow the membership base, but also to increase the pride and ownership of the staff at all levels (Johnson et al 2014).
Social; How does the Ramblers engage a more diverse cross-sector of Great British society whilst maintain the current customer base? 
The Ramblers are by their very nature a group who like being with other people, exactly the opposite to what we are now being told we must do. The challenge going forward therefore is for the Ramblers as an organisation to be able to reassure existing members (many of whom fall in to high risk categories for catching COVID-19 by dint of their age) at a personal level, rather than trying to implement a “One-size fits all” approach by utilizing advance analytics (McKinsey and Company 2020). 
It would be advantageous for an agile approach whereby an on-line and MSM sourced of FAQs is regularly maintained, updated and refreshed as and when guidance, regulations and legislation in relation to the pandemic changes. This presents an opportunity for the Ramblers at a regional level to become involved by identifying local champions that can help identify local issues and possible solutions. This would create a role where they are able to support others through the changes brought about by the strategic recommendations within this report and provide two-way information with regards to members, volunteers and staff responses to these changes that can addressed before they threaten to derail the process, whether intentionally or not. (Hays 2014). 
Technological; Does the current technological infrastructure fulfil the requirements of the organisation as it responds to the current pandemic and the speed with which it has necessitated an increased use of technology to facilitate remote contact, consumer engagement and response to new requests for activity? 
The nature of the Ramblers as an organisation with a network of local groups that lead to regional groups (roughly along traditional county boarders) and then to National (Scotland and Wales) and General (Great Britain) Council working alongside staff and Senior Management Team to guide and drive forward all aspects of technology as well as strategic aims. This has resulted in a patchy local technological skills base, which the care staff has endeavoured to address with a common set of templates, information and training sessions. The current pandemic only serves to highlight where these gaps are in local knowledge which run the risk of losing the Ramblers their potential market share of consumers within these areas. 
It would be valuable for a small group within the organisation to focus on providing the resources necessary to rapidly up skill those groups that require extra help to be able to deliver the information and customer service for the sudden increase in interest in walking and volunteering (McKinsey and Company 2020). There is a strong risk to the organisation that the low key approach that has been one of the Ramblers major assets in the past may now work to its disadvantage and discourage potential new members from joining the Ramblers.  

Strategic Options;
The strategic analysis above of where the Ramblers now stand and what is required for the organisation to respond to the current pandemic situation that we have all be thrust into has afforded the General Council, Senior Management Team and organisation as a whole a unique set of strategic options. These can enable the Ramblers to progress with a clear path towards an increasingly creative and fit for purpose customer service response that will create in the Ramblers a charity that has long term robust resilience built in alongside a sustainable competitive advantage. 
The key options that should drive a new response to the current pandemic in relation to customer care, sustainability and competitive advantage are as follows along with a critical evaluation of each;

· Identify, inform and promote “Change Champions” from the existing pool of staff from all departments and regional offices that can be the key drivers and information points for staff, members and the general public.
This is a role that the Senior Management Team and General Council should look to adopt long term to help foster a collaborative and creative development atmosphere whereby anyone can feel empowered and ownership to suggest ideas to progress the Ramblers to achieve our shared goals. 
· Increased consultation services provision that will be able to grow the customer base at all levels. This should range from individual membership development, community groups and associate membership to political and partnership development.
In order to achieve a long stated aim to be at the heart of walking within Great Britain this recommendation is critical to increasing not only the service that we can offer customers / members and partners but also raise the profile and reposition the Ramblers within the outdoor activity and charity sector during and following the current pandemic (Hays 2014).
There will need to be a consideration that the work of this provision is led and informed by the requirements of the Ramblers as an organisation rather than the rest of the organisation jumps to fulfil the work raised by external consultation activity. 

The core work of the Ramblers is fundamental to its longevity to date and to its continued growth going forward. To be at the heart of walking and to protect access to and the infrastructure of Britain’s network of footpaths and access land is what sets it apart from other organisations – its Unique Selling Point (USP). 

· Develop a robust and fit for purpose set of IT training workshops and longer programmes that can be accessed remotely by staff and group members to enable the organisation to increase its social media content and reach in a coherent and equal way so that some areas are not advantaged or disadvantaged by skills or lack thereof.
This needs to be developed in such a way that members and staff can access it easily. The will be groups where the skill set and interest  / broadband access may not be ideal and these need to be supported to join the journey towards better IT and social media development (Mckinsey and Company 2020). To this end it is important that the Senior Management Team feed down the advantages to the organisation and avoid this activity being seen as a stick to oust older or less IT literate members from group involvement.

· Promote the membership aspect of the organisation – governed by the members for the members and use this to the Ramblers advantage to work with Local Authorities, Council Boroughs, Health Boards and other statutory organisations to be the “Go To” authority on walking activity and the development and installation of infrastructure to promote wider access and information.
To enable this to be implemented smoothly it is vital to respect and nurture existing partnerships between local groups and organisations whilst moving to a more uniform branding and promotion. The Senior Management Team will also need to be mindful of potential avenues of conflict between paid staff and volunteers, as with all of these recommendations it is of paramount importance to take everyone along with you. This is an important factor of a charitable organisation as opposed to a shareholder corporate where the financial bottom line and market share can supersede the respect given and received within teams and departments. Traditional “corporate” practices have fewer acceptances within the Charity Sector (for good or bad) and can quickly sour an organisations reputation. Motivate people to join the change willingly rather than reluctantly (Hays 2014). 

Conclusions; 
This is a unique time in the Ramblers 85 year history where the public and politicians are simultaneously behind our enduring mission and core values. The organisation has the opportunity to rapidly respond to the changing environment that the pandemic has brought about and deliver a strategic focus on providing more individual specific customer care that will take both existing and new members along together into the next exciting phase of the Ramblers story by agreeing to implement the recommendations contained within this report. (Gadaf 2011)
Recommendations;
1. Identify, inform and promote “Change Champions” from the existing pool of staff from all departments and regional offices that can be the key drivers and information points for staff, members and the general public.

2. Increased consultation services provision that will be able to grow the customer base at all levels. This should range from individual membership development, community groups and associate membership to political and partnership development.

3. Develop a robust and fit for purpose set of IT training workshops and longer programmes that can be accessed remotely by staff and group members to enable the organisation to increase its social media content and reach in a coherent and equal way so that some areas are not advantaged or disadvantaged by skills or lack thereof.

4. Promote the membership aspect of the organisation – governed by the members for the members and use this to the Ramblers advantage to work with Local Authorities, Council Boroughs, Health Boards and other statutory organisations to be the “Go To” authority on walking activity and the development and installation of infrastructure to promote wider access and information.
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Appendix 1 

Organisational Background Information – the Ramblers

Organisational Background – The Ramblers

The Ramblers is a charity registered in England, Wales and Scotland

We would like to see a Wales where:

· Walking is at the heart of communities

· Good quality paths and routes connect us to our friends and family, to nature, and our local heritage

· Green spaces that make our communities a healthy, attractive place to live, work, and volunteer

· More people improve their health and wellbeing by walking

· Walking routes are available for local people and visitors to enjoy

· People have a better understanding how to protect and respect the places we walk

Charitable objectives

The objectives of the Ramblers are to promote, encourage or assist in:

· The provision and protection of foot paths and other ways over which the public have a right of way or access on foot, including the prevention of obstruction of public rights of way.

· The protection and enhancement for the benefit of the public of the beauty of the countryside and other areas by such lawful means as the trustees think fit, including by encouraging the provision, preservation and extension of public access to land on foot.

· The provision of facilities for the organising of open-air recreational activities and in particular rambling and mountaineering with the object of improving the conditions of life for the persons for whom the facilities are intended, namely the public at large, and in the interests of social welfare (including health).

· Advancing the education of the public in subjects relating to access to, and the preservation and conservation of, the countryside and of the health benefits of outdoor recreational pursuits.

The trustees may further the objectives particularly by helping all persons to a greater love, knowledge and care of the countryside and urban open spaces, and by encouraging participation in walking for recreation and as a means of transport

www.ramblers.org.uk 

