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Being Enterprising

Enterprising, creative, innovative … is this how you’d like your organisation to be described? If so, read on. 

In a short article, it’s not possible to go into deep discussion about the specific differences between these adjectives for not-for-profit organisations. Instead, this piece looks at the characteristics of the entrepreneurial organisations we might describe in those terms, and invites you to see how your own measures up.

The voluntary sector prides itself on being innovative. The story goes that, because money is short, we have to be innovative and that we therefore come up with new and creative solutions. Indeed it’s being argued that this attribute (being creative, not being poor) may give the voluntary sector a competitive edge in tendering to provide public services. Social enterprise – income generation with a social purpose – is being hailed as a new and innovative business model for community regeneration and service provision. 
But research by think tank nfpsynergy
 suggests that innovation in the voluntary sector is not quite so easy to find. They go on to ask “why is it that, in a time of rampant competition and fast-paced change, the voluntary sector is not leading the way when it comes to innovative practices?”
Age, stage and enterprise

In his book Managing Without Profiti, writer Mike Hudson
 identifies five stages in the life of an organisation – birth; youth; adulthood; maturity; decline. He defines development through the five stages by changes in size, attitudes to risk and opportunities, decision-making freedom and frameworks, stability and financial security, clarity of purpose and passion.
At their birth, organisations tend to be dominated by their founders, with the passion and energy to make things happen – true entrepreneurs who turn stumbling blocks into building blocks. 
But the relationship between age, stage and level of enterprise is not a simple one. 
Social Enterprise consultants Warren Tranquada and John Pepin observe
, “entrepreneurship exists in very large and mature organisations, and it can also be absent in start-ups.” Tranquada and Pepin define entrepreneurship as an attitude towards change.
What makes an enterprising organisation?

The collective wisdom
 of leading thinkers on social enterprise and income generation is that enterprising organisations are… 
Self-aware

Internally, they know what they don’t know and acquire the expertise to plug any gaps in management, leadership and entrepreneurship – through training or recruitment. 
Environmentally aware
Externally, they make it their business to identify new trends and opportunities. The makers of Innocent Smoothies have a ‘front foot’ meeting every week to make sure they don’t get caught out.

Passionate but purposeful  

The passion and commitment of their staff fuels a tenacious approach to advancing the cause. But they are clear about that cause, their mission - where it came from and where it’s going.

Plan for change

They plan, but don’t over-plan – they know when to stop talking and start doing. They eagerly learn from others and are open to change. You can only change a plan if you’ve got one.
Fearless with figures

Their robust financial systems inform some of the most critical decision-making. They understand their costs and price their services accordingly.
Know the market
They know their competitors intimately and aim to win on quality and closeness to their paying customers and service users 
Delegated decisions
Decision-making is pushed to the frontline empowering staff. United Parcel Services allow their drivers to spend up to US$100 to fix problems on the spot. But decisions are made on an informed basis. Many organisations reject loan finance based on a fear of the unknown.

Take measured risks and embrace failure
They have the courage and commitment to take risks, but on an informed basis. They recognise that failure is a necessary part of risk-taking and, like David Robinson from Community Links, they don’t fear it.
“I want to share with you my passion for failure. If we don’t fail from time to time it means we’re not taking risks. If we’re not taking risks it means we’re not trying to do things differently. And if we’re not trying to do things differently why are we here?”  

I wish I’d said that …

“Things turn out best for people who make things turn out for the best”

Hubert Humphrey, former US vice-president

“Small opportunities are often the origins of great enterprises.”

Demosthenes
"Once an organisation loses its spirit of pioneering, and rests on its early work, its progress stops."
Thomas J Watson, US executive, founder of IBM (1874-1956)
"You never change something by fighting the existing reality. To change something, build a new model that makes the existing model obsolete." 
Buckminster Fuller
“Innovation makes us first, quality makes us last”

Drayton Bird, Direct Marketing guru

Further information on “‘Being enterprising”

Innovation Rules! Report and Toolkit, nfpsynergy, September 2004. Free to download at www.nfpsynergy.net
Managing without Profit Mike Hudson, 2002, Published by the Directory of Social Change www.dsc.org.uk
Succeeding with Social Enterprise: Quick tips for building sustainable non-profit organisations through earned income Warren Tranquada & John Pepin, 2004, Published by John Pepin and Associates. Available from Directory of Social Change www.dsc.org.uk
Earning success – what does it take? A compilation of writings on the ingredients of entrepreneurial organisations. Free from chris.dcvs@classmail.co.uk
Ten Tips for Cracking Creativity 
Centre for Charity Effectiveness article at
www.centreforcharityeffectiveness.org/FebField.htm.

Create! A toolkit for creative problem solving in the not-for-profit sector. Mark Butcher, 2005 Published by the Directory of Social Change www.dsc.org.uk
Branching Out: Routes to enterprise for the voluntary and community sector by Jill Adam, and Finding Out: Social Enterprise Directory of Resources. Published 2006 by the Hertfordshire Infrastructure Consortium in association with the Hertset social enterprise network for Hertfordshire. Free to download from www.hertscvsgroup.org or available in hard copy from 01727 852657 

Routes to Enterprise for the third sector. Published 2006 by Social Enterprise Magazine Free to download www.socialenterprisemag.co.uk
D and his Thinking Heads by David Weeks

Interesting e-book on the differences between a business head and a creativity head. Free at  www.m1creativity.co.uk/thinking-heads/thinking-heads.htm  
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� Jerr Borshee, Founder of the Institute for Social Entrepreneurs, Andrew Robinson, former head of community banking at NatWest-RBOS, NCVO Sustainable Funding Project, writing about entrepreneurial people and organisations
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