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Down to Earth: Structure and Culture

[image: ]This essay will be an analysis of the culture and structure of the social enterprise Down to Earth. They are a company limited by guarantee, whose aim is to improve their local communities and promote sustainable building and living. (ION Leadership, 2016) They do this through a rather clever combination of methods. They aim to construct buildings for local communities and companies that use sustainable materials and construction methods while using the construction work itself as an opportunity to train vulnerable and disadvantaged people such as those not in education, employment and training. They have also worked with Swansea University and Morriston Hospital to help clinically prove that working in the outdoors is beneficial for the neuro-rehabilitation of patients with traumatic brain injuries. (Abertawe Bro Morgannwg University Health Board, 2015)Figure 1 Down to Earth’s Murton site

Organisational Culture: “The collection of traditions, values, policies, beliefs and attitudes that constitute a pervasive context for everything we do and think in an organisation.” (McLean & Marshall, 1993, p. n.p)
[image: ]The culture of Down to Earth rapidly becomes apparent upon arriving at their Murton site, the first thing visible passing through the gate at the end of a rutted and worn country lane is a charging point for electrical vehicles, followed shortly by the turf roof of one of their buildings. Schein (2010) takes the view that an organisation’s culture can be viewed from three different perspectives, the artefacts that the organisation surrounds itself with, the beliefs espoused by the organisation and the underlying assumptions inherent in the organisation. This being the case then Down to Earth does not shy away from displaying its culture at all. From the carpark itself, which is constructed from scallop shells, a seafood waste product, to the water reclamation system on the roof and the solar panels in the field. All of these visible artefacts indicate the environmentally friendly goals of Down to Earth. In the main room of their building, the ceiling is slowly being covered in wooden tiles with pyrograph signatures of all the groups that have previously worked with them, groups such as Swansea City of Sanctuary, People Plus, Traumatic Brain Injury group, Valleys Kids, Coleg Sir Gâr and the Jobcentre. (Valleys Kids, 2017) (Coleg Sir Gâr, 2017) An underlying assumption of all of the staff at Down to Earth seems to be the value of every person, irrespective of their upbringing, education, or disability. The staff have no qualms about aiding the most vulnerable and disadvantaged young people in their community and helping them to learn skills and build self-confidence to improve their chances of gainful employment. (The Down to Earth Project, 2017a)Figure 2 The pyrograph signatures of past groups at Down to Earth.

It is the view of the author that Schein’s levels of culture, whilst a good quick means to assess the cultural influences of an organisation, is not nuanced enough to thoroughly consider the things that affect culture. As opposed to viewing artefacts as independent of the espoused beliefs and assumptions the author believes that these artefacts should be viewed as either an artefact of beliefs or assumptions. In the case of Down to Earth, the scallop shell paths and car park could be viewed as an artefact of their assumption that waste is a bad thing and that the environment and the people living in it would be better off if waste was reduced. Similarly the ceiling tiles with names of those they’ve worked with ties into their oft-repeated goal of helped those people who are vulnerable or from a disadvantaged background.
The author feels that a more accurate framework to analyse an organisation’s culture is that suggested by Johnson, et al. (2014) of a central paradigm with many different categories feeding into this paradigm. Dow[image: ]n to Earth exemplifies this well, with its central paradigm being that the natural environment is beneficial for health and wellbeing, with the whole organisation contributing to this notion. Their power structure is headed by Mark and Jen Mckenna, who live in an off-grid home. From the top down the organisation is focused on improving the environment. One only has to speak to their staff to get a sense of their enthusiasm for what they do, happily launching into explanations of the projects, past, present and future, and enthusing about their latest green initiative. These stories that the staff tell and discussions between the staff all help to build a sense of purpose, of real meaning, within the organisation. Their ritual of having each group pyrograph a wooden tile to be added to the ceiling adds to the sense of progress, of having improved the lives of all these young people, alongside the walls lined with pictures of their achievements and artist’s impressions of their next project add an air of indefatigable success to the main building. (The Down to Earth Project, 2015)Figure 3 The cultural web of an organisation. (Johnson, et al., 2014, p. 156)

The structure of an organisation is the way that it is arranged and the framework of control that allows it to operate successfully. A good structure within a business will mean that it is not reliant on any one person to operate and it will survive the loss and replacement of any member of staff, regardless of seniority. 
“The security of a republic or of a kingdom, therefore, does not depend upon its ruler governing it prudently during his lifetime, but upon his so ordering it that, after his death, it may maintain itself in being.” (Machiavelli, 2003 (1531), p. 142)
Down to Earth, in fact, consists of two companies, the Down to Earth Project is the holding company of Down to Earth Construction which is the company that runs the main construction focus of the organisation. The Down to Earth Project runs the adventure and team building side of the business; along with personal and group therapy, managed by Jen Mckenna, a qualified Gestalt Psychotherapist and member of the UKCP (United Kingdom Council for Psychotherapy). Both sections of the organisation are companies limited by guarantee, a means of structuring a company such that no dividends are distributed to directors and there are no shareholders of the companies (Law & Smullen, 2008). As a social enterprise, they seek to make a profit not to satisfy shareholders but to reinvest that profit into the organisation (Social Enterprise UK, 2016). Despite sometimes being known as not-for-profit companies social enterprises must make a profit to fuel their expansion. Whereas a normal company may be able to go to investors to provide a source of funds to expand their business; social enterprises must rely on grants from government and lotteries or become self-sustaining through their own profits. This is where Down to Earth is well organised. The holding company operates as a more common adventure holiday type of tourist business, offering the usual Gower holiday adventures such as coasteering, rock climbing, coracle trips and other similar activities. They also offer corporate experiences and their staff can provide accredited CPD (Continuing Professional Development) and INSET (In-Service Education and Training) either on-site or at a location of their customer’s choosing. This is the main profit-making arm of the organisation, with those profits being put towards their sustainable building projects as a part of Down to Earth Construction. (The Down to Earth Project, 2017b)
[image: ]As an organisation composed of two companies, the hierarchical structure of Down to Earth is perhaps somewhat more complicated than would be common for a charity or other social enterprise. Instead of viewing the organisation as one or two separate hierarchies there seems to be some overlap between the two, with some members being clearly within one company or the other while other members take part in the operations of both. Similarly, the board of directors is something of a melange, with Mark and Jen Mckenna, their founding directors each more focused on one of the companies. Below them in the hierarchy are the five non-executive directors, two of which are sole directors of Down to Earth Construction and the other three have broader remits. As a company limited by guarantee, the control structures of the organisation are such that there is an asset lock on the board of directors, to prevent any potential abuses. This ties back into the paradigm by assuring that organisation funds are used for their goals of inclusive education and promoting a green agenda. Figure 4 Down to Earth's joint board of directors

At the next level, there are ten staff members, with a range of roles in the organisation, some working in both of the companies and others focusing more on one area of Down to Earth. Below the board of directors, the hierarchy is fairly flat within the organisation, with all staff members having specific roles that they are in charge of and run themselves. It is during their construction projects and monthly volunteer days that they have a more developed hierarchy. In the case of their usual construction and training projects, they have five groups that they work with at any one time, rotating through them weekly so that each group is with them one working day a week. For their volunteer days they may have upwards of twenty people helping out on a construction site, an inherently unsafe environment, and as such, they require a more regimented hierarchy in the presence of these untrained and inexperienced assistants. During these events, groups of volunteers will be assigned a group leader from Down to Earth’s permanent staff to guide them and provide a local point of contact to give guidance and oversee the work done.
On the whole Down to Earth is a well-structured organisation, they are no more complicated than they need to be and are not large enough to require much of a hierarchy. When their ranks swell with volunteers they are flexible enough to divide them into teams, ensuring that no one person has too wide a span of control, increasing the difficulty of managing a group. While it is necessary for a large company to have a tall hierarchy so as not to overburden any one employee and to allow the proper delegation of tasks within the organisation, such a structure would be superfluous in an organisation such as Down to Earth, at least at the present time. Should they grow sufficiently large then by necessity the hierarchy will become more convoluted and perhaps at this time a matrix structure would work well for them, with teams combining people of varied skills and backgrounds reporting to their team leaders and the managers of their particular roles. (Mullins & Christy, 2013, p. 521)
Down to Earth are a complex organisation with a firm goal in mind. Their organisation has a strong culture and attracts employees whose own personal views align well with the larger organisation. Their staff are motivated and enthusiastic, with a clear idea of what each person needs to do to contribute towards the larger objective. As a small organisation, they have avoided setting up any sort of bureaucracy and have kept their structure flat, to avoid distancing the directors from their staff. They are an interesting development in the world of social enterprises, combining several different approaches in a clever way to help their community local community and it’s most vulnerable and disadvantaged members. 
[image: ]Having considered the structure and culture of Down to Earth as an organisation it can be concluded that they work well together and are driven forwards by their shared ethos. They are well looked after within the structure of the organisation, which is minimalist by design to evenly distribute work and responsibilities across the workforce. As a sustainable construction organisation, the most effective evidence of their culture to be found are the buildings themselves. Having started with an old farmhouse (now demolished) their existing buildings have all been built by themselves to stringent green standards.Figure 5 Down to Earth’s Little Bryn Gwyn site
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