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Learning lessons: The trials and tribulations of business planning

Executive summary

The Learning Narratives project contributes to the broad
legacy strategy of the Disability Rights Commission (DRC).

It considers whatthe DRC has learned through its various
activities since 2000 and focuses on specific activities or over-
archingthemes where the DRC has had directinvolvement.

Each narrative respondsto questions such as ‘why did we,
the DRC, try to do whatwe did?’, ‘what worked?’ and ‘what
didn'tworkand why?’ and draws on arange of data sources,
not least of which isthe experience and expertise of DRC
staff, both pastand present.

The trials and tribulations of business planning explores
whether business planning has been adriver forthe
organisation, or, in effect, has the tail wagged the dog? It
considers whether business planning hasbeenahelpora
hindrance to department heads and project leads; it also
reflects onchangestothe process and role of business
planning over the lifetime of the DRC.

The trials and tribulations of business
planning: Key Lessons

Establishing abusiness planning process

® Abusinessplanshouldclosely alignto the strategic
objectives of an organisation and fully reflect the
activities within a specified period (normally a year).

® Anorganisation needsto clearly articulate and make
transparentits overall planning cycle. Thisincludes
expectations onthe level of detail required and the
timescales for required information.
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® Thebusiness planning process needsto ‘marry’
proposed activities with detailed budgets. In other
words, business planning needs to be clearly linked to
Finance.

® Thebusiness planshould reflectrealistic aspirations. In
orderto be credible the plan needsto encapsulate what
is ‘do-able’—a scattergun approach should be avoided
as itunderminesthe whole process.

® Anorganisation should establish arobustand
transparent approach to allocating resources to
individual projects/programmes.

® GB-wide organisations needto buildincross-nation
issues from the outset when developing the plan.

Monitoring the business plan

® Thebusiness planshould be monitored regularly, eg
on a quarterly basis, and a detailed report for the senior
managementteam produced. This should inform
delivery decisions going forward.

® Thebusiness planning process must be flexible enough
to allow ‘'unplanned’ and/or emerging activities to be
incorporated into the planthroughout the period.
Often, this will also involve decisions about what
activitiestoremove, so the plan remains ‘balanced’.
Planning, therefore, should be able to positively
respondto an organisations’ changing environment -
itbecomes adynamic ratherthan a static process.

® Theplanning process should capture enough detail
abouttheindividual project/programmes without
being over-onerous for staff. The balance of
information may change as the organisation evolves.
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® Theplanning processrequiresclearlines of
accountability. For each project/programme the
relevant senior managers should ‘sign off’ the
proposed plans.

Communicating the plan

® Thebusiness plan should be communicated to all staff
asthe primary document for identifying the activities to
be undertaken by the organisation.

® Arange of communication methods should be used to
promote the content of the planto all staff. This will
include electronic, paper and face-to-face
opportunities.

® Promotingthe business plan ‘deliverables’ on aregular
basisis agood way of engaging staff in understanding
both the centrality and importance of it within the
organisation —staff like to see their activities being
recognised. It also provides a shared understanding of
whatthe organisation ‘does’.

Evolving the plan

® Thebusiness planning process will be located
somewhere onthe ‘top down-bottom up’ continuum.
It will change as the organisation matures and
circumstances (both internal and external) dictate.
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Introduction to
business planning

As intraditional managementtheory, the DRC’s business
plan has been designedto ensure thatits activities are
genuinely supporting its strategic plan. It requires managers
to justify their proposed work in the context of achieving the
DRC's agreed, collective aims. Ideally, it should allow the
organisationto look atitself and reflect on whatitis doing
and how itis achieving its objectives; monitoring how closely
its activity is measuring up to them and making the necessary
adjustmentsto its work as a result.

The purpose of this narrative is not to formally analyse and
evaluate the business planning process atthe DRC, but rather
to capture staff experiences of and attitudes towards it. The
narrative also considers challenges that business planning
has brought, the extentto which these have been overcome
and how.

The main body of this narrative takes six propositions as its
focus and considers the responses of the DRC’s directors and
heads of teamsto eachinturn. The narrative is also
supplemented by material from three in-depth interviews
conducted with individuals, including the DRC’s Chief
Executive, who have promoted the importance of effective
business planning atthe Commission.
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Context:the business

planning process at
the DRC

Atthe start of the process and with fixed costs established,
the Senior Management Team (SMT) reviews the previous
years work and considers which actions have worked well
and which have worked less well; along with changesin the
environment (both internal and external) and also the
consequent priorities of the DRC’s Commissioners.

Inthe DRC’s early years, communications were sent to
directors and heads of teams informing them of what
resources would be available in the forthcoming period;
also invitingthem to put together proposals of work that
matched-up to the agreed broad strategic objectives. Their
bids were then considered by the Business Planning Team
to ensure broad agreement. These proposals wouldthen go
forward tothe SMT. Usually these proposals exceeded the
budget available, in which case bids were returned to
managers, who were asked to reduce their funding requests
before re-submission.

The DRC’s business plan was therefore predominantly
‘bottom-up’ in nature. However, in the last couple of years
SMT has taken a much more directive role in determining
the range of projects to be undertaken; if projects proposed
didn’tfitthe objectives outlined, they were not considered.

The DRC delivers a huge amount of activity across arange
of areas, and typically its staff have been ambitious to do
more. The challenge, for those seeking to create an effective
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business planning process, has been to discipline that
enthusiasm and channel itinto more closely matched up
established programmes of work. Without seeming to curtail
or the ambition and creativity of thought that has contributed
tothe organisation’s success.
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Proposition 1:
The business plan drives the
delivery of activity across the DRC

The majority of senior managers, functional and theme heads
questioned, agreed that, for the most part, the business plan
doesdrive the delivery of activity across the DRC. A minority
are less confident, however, and believe that it simply maps
activity, which acts as a ‘reflecting process’ or an inflexible
record of the organisations’ project-based work, without
actually having to steer the delivery itself.

Generally, service delivery doesn’t sit well in the
business plan-butservices are delivered, come what
may. DRC member of staff

Most acknowledge that an element of flexibility exists,
whereby heads are allowed some roomto reactand be
‘opportunistic’ outside the business plan. The difference of
opinion comes over the extentto which this remainsthe case,
andthe extenttowhich itisagoodthing. Foraminority, the
business plan hasthreatened to stifle the necessary creativity
of staffto actin achanging environment, and for some, it has
been difficultto build a plan that genuinely embodies their
collective ambitions.

Plans aren‘t necessarily attuned to what the
organisationistrying to achieve. DRC member of staff

For others, the balance between a strict plan and one which
allows for creative deviation has been struckin about the
right place.



Learning lessons: The trials and tribulations of business planning

If you want a process thatis smooth, runs like
clockwork and nails a business planto the last
pound, we're probably nottop of the tree. Onthe
other hand, if you want one that reflects dynamic,
ambitious plansthat people identify with-even
after moderating by SMT - think we're pretty good.
DRC member of staff

Responses suggest significantchange over time. Whereby,
the business planning process has become more important
in setting the programme across the organisation.
Interviewees reflected on atime when business planning sat
atthe periphery of the way the DRC was run and driven. Not
least because staffs’ faith (in the way the business plan
understood and represented what they genuinely did,
across all arms of the organisation) was limited. In this
context, the business plan could be viewed as something
thathad to be done, ratherthan something that had real
meaning for the way that outputs were delivered and
outcomes achieved.

Forthefirstfouryears, the business plan bore little
relation to what we did, despite huge efforts.
Finally, people are getting the message thatthe
business planisthe planforthe year and that
people should deliver whatis init.

DRC member of staff

Thistheme, of a process that has grown closer to staff, is an
important one across each of the six propositions and
indicates the efforts to raise the profile of business planning
and foster greater confidence inits practical use. This has
been acknowledged and appreciated across all levels of
the Commission.
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Proposition 2:
Thereisaclearlink between the
DRC’s business plan andits
strategic priorities

Almostall agree thatthereisaclearlink between the DRC’s
business plan and its strategic priorities.

Very much so, and there has been agood weeding
out ofthings thatdidn’tfit... the focus has been
tight, but there have often been too many projects.
DRC member of staff

The responses of some Heads, however, raise the question
of whether established priorities have lacked the sharpness
to be meaningful, so that programmes of work can too easily
be ‘madetofit'.

The priorities are so vague thatthe linkis
meaningless —they simply tailortheir plansto
whatever seems good. DRC member of staff

Everythingis accepted—-there hasn'tbeen any
ruthlessness atthe top of the organisation. The
quality of plans has improved, but they never show
directly howthey are part of an objective. SMT are
sometimes good at strategy, butthere needs to be
more blood on the carpet. DRC member of staff

Even amongst the majority who feel there isatangible link
between business planning and strategic priorities, there is
asense thatthe strategic priorities have such breadth as to
be opento ahigh degree of interpretation.

10
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Thusthere is amixed bag-some projects are linked,
some are linked but creatively so.
DRC member of staff

Severalindividuals note that some ‘pet projects’ have in the
past been allowedto ‘slip through the net’. However, there is
asuggestionthatthese have been progressively squeezed
outinrecentyears.

We've had a problem with pet projects —people
simply ignored the business plan process and just
ranthem alongside other work.

DRC member of staff

11
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Proposition 3:
The budget-setting process

The budget-setting process by projects/
programmesis simply ameanstoanend. Aslong as
enough funding has been secured then that's
acceptable. If [then have to give money back at
some point, then so be it. DRC member of staff

The majority of respondents agree that, too often, insufficient
attentionis paid to budgeting properly and accurately. One
respondent suggested that whilstthe link from milestones to
deliverables has allowed for tighter control, the original
business cases that staff submit should be tightened.

Oneissue highlighted there was a relative low importance
traditionally accorded to budget management capabilities
withinthe organisation.

Heads have never been appraised on managingtoa
budget. Budgets are de-prioritised and are not
measured either. Heads could have done with more
budget training. DRC member of staff

There are lots of senior people who don’t have much
experience with budgets and are quite blasé about it.
DRC member of staff

Managers have come into the DRC with different
understandings and experiences of budgets, and have thus
taken different approaches; some developing more accurate
proposalsthan others. Some have felt unhappy thatin their
particular part of the organisation, modest resources have
required them to be particularly careful about the money they
spend, whilst elsewhere, spending has been seento be
sometimes been more ‘lavish’.

12
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What s frustrating is that here, we work to the
nearest £50, butin other areasthey workto the
nearest £1,000. DRC member of staff

Several commented on the problem of over-estimating
funding requirements, which has often left a surplus of
money needing to be spent asthe financial yearcomesto a
close.

Elsewhere people ask for minimums and then ask
formore—hereitisthe opposite!
DRC member of staff

There is a habit of hangingonto money... and this
contributestothe regularly substantial under-
spends. DRC member of staff

Some attribute this ‘laziness’ in budgeting to the
comparatively generous budgetthat has been available to
staff at the Commission.

This culture... flows from its fantastic budget —there
isnoreal limit... thisall has amassive impact atthe
end ofthe financial year, since people have loads of
money and often have to embark on acampaignto
spend it, and such campaigns don’t always reflect
priorities. DRC member of staff

Some commented on the difficulties that arise from the
budgeting process atthe DRC, referring to its inflexibility, and
the lack of availability of information about average costs (of
publications, events etc). This, itis suggested, would have
added greater certainty to financial planning and made
estimating budgets less of a ‘shot inthe dark’.

The budgetis not flexible enough, we can’t bringin
projects early because of profiling, and this stifles
ambition. DRC member of staff

13
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I’'ve never known what the average costs of things
are, so it hastakentwo yearstogetan
understanding of likely costs. DRC member of staff

Budget-setting for some remains an unknown quantity. It has
always been more challenging for some teams (due to the
‘unpredictability’ of their work) than others. Financial skills
amongst managers are feltto have improved, however, and
the ‘scattergun’ approach to submitting project proposalsis
much less acceptable than it was. This has helped to focus
minds and results in better budgets from the outset.

14
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Proposition 4:

Monitoring delivery of the
business planisworthwhile and
iInforms future activity

Acrossthe board, directors and heads have agreed with this
proposition. The value of monitoringis feltto be in providing
accountability, thus focused minds help keep work on track,
and helps identify what needs to be done and makes
apparent what does not.

Without learning, you can’t determine what the next
steps should be. DRC member of staff

Most significantin their responses was the beliefthat strong
monitoring had not happened inthe past, but had improved
inrecentyears.

This hasreally changed. It's meaningful now, but
never usedto be. The changes are reflected inthe
business plan, [whereas before] changes were
neverincluded and often nottold to SMT.

DRC member of staff

Historically, monitoring hasn’t been very good but
it's now getting betterand thereisn'tany
improvementthat could be made.

DRC member of staff

More recently, the Finance team have tightened their
monitoring practice and have thus been better equipped to
tackle more ‘ostentatious’ funding requests early on. There
has also, in recent years, been more frequent and more
thorough analysis of the business plan’s progression by
senior managers.

15
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Previously, itwould have been written, signed off by
SMT and put away in adraw never to be seen again.
Now we do quarterly reviews and analysisis
produced. DRC member of staff

Better monitoring has helped to address the traditional
problem of under-spend; something the Chief Executive has
taken a strong line ontackling. Senior figures believe that
there remain problems with managers securing more money
thanthey are in fact able to spend. They also believe things
have improved and thatthere are now more effective
mechanismsin placeto ensurethat money can be used
elsewhere. Inthe pastan emerging under-spend could leave
the Commission rushing to come up with projects that would
soak up the surplus quickly. Now, with careful contingency
planning, whereby projects that failed to make the original
business plancanbe held‘inreserve’ and rolled out more
smoothly and with sounder reasoning, when necessary.

The change in attitude towards monitoring has in part
been attributed to the easing of the process, which is
acknowledged as being less time-consuming thanin
the past.

It could be onerous and a waste of time, butitisn’t
currently and is welcome, worthwhile and helps
focus minds. DRC member of staff

It's a lot easier now we don‘t complete forms.
DRC member of staff

Monitoring hasled to an opening up and disseminating of the
business planning process, which some claim hasbeena
crucial factorin re-marrying the act of programme design to
the act of delivery, andin raising cross-organisational
awareness inthe process. Of all aspects of cross-
organisational working thatthe DRC managed, the issue of
devolution has been the most significant—and acomplexone
forthe business planto cope with.

16
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Proposition b:

The business planning process
adequately addresses
devolutionissues

Onthewhole, Heads and Directors do not believe that the
business planning process has addressed the issue of
devolution successfully. The general consensus isthat the
process has attempted to do this, but that the challenge has
beentoo great, and thus the extent of thischallenge is
reflected inthe experience of the business plan, ratherthana
problem confined to the business planning process itself.

| don’tthink there exists a process that could
necessarily addressthe devolutionissue. It's much
harderto dothan peoplethinkand we've never got
to grips with it. DRC member of staff

It hasn't beenideal, but| dont know what the
solution is. DRC member of staff

Thereisasense (evenin Wales and Scotland) thatthe
business plan has atleastimproved regarding devolution,
which some describe as ‘much better’ than it was—and that
the Welsh and Scottish teams are more involved inthe
processthaninthe past.

We're getting there. This year, itwas much more
sensitive to [devolution] matters... we're
substantially down the track of addressing this.
DRC member of staff

Yes, being strong atthe planning stage and
requiring approval has been really helpful.
DRC member of staff

17



Learning lessons: The trials and tribulations of business planning

All projecttemplates for GB-wide programmes of work now
have to be signed off by Directorsin all three countries, so all
are aware of projects conceived and rolled out from the
centre before they happen.

However, some respondents feel that this signing off process
can be little more than a‘box ticking’ exercise. They feel that
meetings attended by all Heads, with sustained long term
co-operation on project delivery, will be the only way that
devolution can really be managed successfully.

Often, we just get what others have already decided
todo-it's afaitaccomplis. DRC member of staff

It's always difficult. Business planning tries to take
account ofthis, butlthinkwe play atit. There's no
doubtthisis aLondon-centric organisation.

DRC member of staff

Overall, Directorsin particular were positive that business
planning had helped to move the management of devolved
issuesintherightdirection. Whilst difficulties remain, the
situation has certainly improved.

Butistheissue only one of devolution? Interviewees
reflected that, in particular, during the early years of the DRC,
there were otherteams who could end up feeling like “tail-end
Charlies’ inthe business planning process and that ‘the
process for getting people on board was very clunky’.

One element of addressing this problem has been the
opening up of projects to greater cross-team working, partly
because the type of projects embarked onin more recent
years hasdemanded it. Thisis achangethat business
planning has benefited from.

There are more conversations across departments,
with people working on projects thataren’t just
owned within thatteam. DRC member of staff

18
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... Wales and Scotland were never left out, but are
more integrated now, and we’ve got better at factoring
in Scotland and Wales interests. DRC member of staff

Somerespondents have suggested thatthe reverse has also
beentrue. Thatthe growth in cross-team awareness and
workingitself has aided the business planning process and
soughttotie upthe sometimesloose ends of the organisation
sothateveryone can see what everyone else is doing.

This has helped the business planning process to receive buy-
in across different levels, with appreciation ofits role in
achieving outcomes. This cascades down so that staff
throughoutthe organisation have some understanding of
‘where their cog fits'.

Ithink we've learnt overtime to improve reporting
internally; we're more sophisticated about what
information is needed at Director andteam level...
and people partnering others on projects to know
what’s going on in different parts of the organisation.
DRC member of staff

Staff are now able to follow the Commission’s outputs viathe
intranet’s ‘monthly message’, which continually servesto raise
the profile of work taking place across the organisation and to
openly track the pursuit of the business plan.

People cometo us and say ‘you’re not reflecting what
I’'ve been doing this month’... this means that activity
is always being flushed out, and there’s a heightened
awareness of the business plan on a day-to-day basis
as aresult. DRC member of staff

Ithink the business plan has been a very helpful way of
informing, reporting and communicating internally,
such as with Commissioners, on how we're doing.
That’s been a useful spin off. DRC member of staff
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Proposition 6:

The business planning template
provides a good focus for
addressing related
project/programme issues,

eg success measures, risk,
evaluation and continuation
strategies etc

Opinions onthe value ofthe template were generally
positive (though often came with caveats) and the
proposition was accepted by almost all responding
Directors and Heads.

The most valuable purpose is assessing risk at the start of
the project. Also, looking at other people’s risks and
understanding them [you can] incorporate these into your
own work. DRC member of staff

Nonetheless, most had suggestions for additions or
amendments to the template that would increase its utility. It
was proposed, forinstance, thatimpact assessments—ora
separate impact assessmenttool-could be included, going
beyond simply asking whetherthe work has been impact
assessed. It was also suggested that the template should
allow for risks to be associated to specific projects ‘instead of
having them all lumped at the bottom of the template’.

People do think about risks, butthey don't
necessarily write them down. Perhaps ifthey were
more integrated into each taskthen the template
would flow better. DRC member of staff

20
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Onthe other hand, respondents had already acknowledged
thatthe streamlining ofthe business planning process made
iteasiertoengagein, andthe shortening ofthe business plan
template has been part of that. The interest of some
respondents in adding greater nuance to the template
reflects the difficult balance to produce an efficient,
manageable document with the desire thatit ‘do more’.

One Director felt that the template had provided a ‘useful
focus’ —its effectiveness would have been greater if it had
been supported by wider project management structures but
notifit had been intrinsically different.

It would have benefited from more consistency in
projectmanagement more formally... thereisa
need for a‘centre’ for project managementthatis
linked into the allocation of funds and the way
projects are managed. DRC member of staff

The comments of one respondent pointto the hostility that
the business planning templates still inspire in some quarters
andthe feeling that openness between colleagues
throughoutthe process remains limited.

The template is not a user-friendly document. Itis
cumbersome, huge and designed to be impossible
to use...itsometimes feelsthat business plan
templates are like the cards held by bridge players,
and everyoneis keeping everythingto their chests.
DRC member of staff
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Concluding remarks

Successful business planning has faced a number of hurdles:
how to demand accuracy without inflexibility; how to make
templates comprehensive without being onerous; and how
to make planning timely and efficient yet ensure that it
carried all branches of the organisation with it. Invariably,
there are differences of opinion in what constitutes balancein
relation to each ofthese, and there were challengesto each of
the six propositions made to our respondents. That said, itis
clearthat Directors and Heads onthe whole believe that the
DRC has become much better at business planning over the
course ofitslife. Itisseento be arrived at more inclusively,
taken more seriously, adhered to more fully and monitored
more closely.

Overall, Directors and Heads agree that business planning
drives delivery and has clear linkages to the DRC's strategic
priorities. Whilst acknowledging that it was less successful at
each inthe past. They believe inthe importance of
monitoring the plan’s progress, also, less emphatically, inthe
value of the current business planning template.

These respondents suggest, however, that some still fall
short of the mark when it comes to budget-setting, which
allows the problem of under-spendsto persist. They also feel
that, in spite of improvements, the business plan remains
inadequate inits addressing of devolution issues.

Overall, the story of business planning is one of an uphill
struggle — of encouraging staffto put theirtime and effort into
aprocess which can seemtoo far removed from delivery to
be a priority, but which, if done properly, should make
delivery all the more effective. That case has been made from
the very top of the organisation and, inthe opinions of
Directors and Heads at least, has led to improvements. Much,
they feel, has been achieved, but with much still to do.
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