Transcript of Richard Watts interviewed by Michael Noonan

Richard, pleased to welcome you to In the Chair. Can you tell us a little bit about your professional background and the organisation that you are chair of?

In my professional capacity I work as the director of People Make it Work. We are an organisation or development consultancy doing about a third of our work in the corporate sector, a third in the arts and cultural sector, and about a third of it is pro bono work. One of the organisations I work with is Spread the Word and I’m the chair of the board. They’re  a  -funded organisation based here in London and they’re the writers development agency for London. We work with writers and communities to engage as communities in the act of writing.
Richard, tell me how you became the chair at Spread the Word?

Well, I had been looking for an arts organisation to join the board of for some time in London. I have been on the board of arts organisations for the last 8-9 years and in that time I had moved to London and I had been keeping an eye out for another organisation that I might become involved in. It was one of those really nice situations where a friend of mine was working as an intern at Spread the Word and mentioned that they were looking for board members. They were going through some changes and just exploring their vision and mission and thinking about how they needed to be different in order to thrive and so with my background in change management it seemed like an interesting organisation that I might work with. I did my first degree in American Studies and was interested in American Literature. I did an MA in American Literature many years ago but hadn’t really stayed connected with writers and writing in any particular way since then and so it rekindled an interest that I had. I went through the normal process of meeting with the Executive Director, Emma Hewitt, and having an initial conversation with her. I then had a meeting with a member of the        Committee who interviewed me at the Royal Albert Hall. At the end of that process they asked me if I would join the board. The current chair was an interim chair. There had been a lot of board changes in the previous year and so they were concurrently looking for a new chair and after I had met with the whole board there was this suggestion made that I might immediately become the chair of the board. That gave me real pause for thought and made me feel quite anxious and concerned about how I might add value in that role, not knowing the history of the organisation, not knowing a great deal about the literature sector within the arts and what we decided to do was for me to be responsible for overseeing a strategic review which we had just initiated as the board member responsible for that. And once that strategic review was completed about eight months later I’d then take over the chair from the interim chair. So that gave me a chance to understand the organisation, contribute around the change management work before taking on the role of chair to implement that strategy once it had been completed. So it was the very first moving kind of development. It was really exciting and came about as the result of an incidental conversation with a friend who happened to be staying at my house while she was an intern and spread the word.
Could you tell us a little about the process you set up to give Spread the Word a new strategic process and direction?

I think that it was a really interesting time in Spread the Word’s history. It had been established for a number of years – about eleven years old at that time. The organisation had just had some of its funding reduced and so had some very practical reasons why it had to look at its finances. It had good reserves but its revenue funding was reduced. At the very first board meeting that I went to it was decided to make some changes to the organisation that were a reaction to that funding change. And I think it became really clear to the management team and the board that we hadn’t asked the sort of questions that we needed to, we were only responding to one factor and it was quite clear that we needed to look at our competitors, the market place, other opportunities, to re-examine who we were and what we were for and gather more data. So we decide to go down the route of developing a strategic view. We went back to our funders at that stage and explained to them that we wanted a bit of time to explore our future. We were able to fund that ourselves but anted them to understand that we were not going to take remedial action to our funding car. We were going to take a long-term view and come back to them six months later with a funding plan. They were really happy with us doing that.
Then we hired a consultant to help us, Doan Langley, who is fantastic. She took us on that journey. The interesting thing for me about the strategic review was how inclusive it was.  At the very beginning I did some work with the board deciding what questions it is we wanted to ask. We did a hundred-questions review where you ask people to keep towing questions. It was amazing what we realized we didn’t know, what we were curious to ask, what we had never stopped a board meeting to ask. At that moment when you are trying to judge the objectives of your review is a really useful process. We worked with all staff members and they had responsibility for different strengths of the review from writing papers that contributed to the future strategy. Every member of the staff was involved. We also involved key stakeholders from funders, writers, participants in our workshops, other interested people, peer organisations that might be seen as competitors. We went asked them to come and talk to us about what they thought of our organisation and they thought we should be doing. We did some reviews of our marketplace – a PESTLE review, some SWOT analysis of the organisation - and all these things came together as part of that review. What I noticed was most rewarding about that process was that, at the beginning it was difficult to say who we wereor what we for, how we worked. It was difficult to articulate what was distinctive about us, what our hypothesis was or how our interventions had an impact, what people would buy things from us or why they would fund us. At end of the process the SMT in particular had all their words in line. They were articulate and clear and persuasive about who we were and where we were going and how we were structured, what we were seeking to achieve, how we made an impact, what our methodology was. All of that so much clearer through going through that process and through owning it. The board oversaw it, the senior management team owned it and the consultants supported and challenged that process.
From conducting your strategic review what did you learn about this process that might help other people about to embark on a similar journey?

I think there were probably three things that were for me. First, being clear about what you’re trying to do. So setting objectives, creating buy-in, helping everybody from board, employees, senior management, key stakeholders what we were doing and why we were doing it and not in a passive, we are in a panic way but in a more proactive sense of there are some questions we want to ask ourselves, there are some areas we want to explore further to be even clearer. It’s not that it’s broken its that it can be enhanced. So being really clear what we wanted the strategic review for and being clear with others about that is the first thing that really helped us. I don’t mean to suggest we knew all of that before we started but we kept clarifying, we kept sharing on clarity as we were learning what it was that seemed most important. That seems to be absolutely critical.
The second thing is about involvement, about seeing the strategic review as a really important process, as a conversation, an exploration rather than as a product we were trying to create. Given that it was a process, an exploration, a conversation, it needed to be done with people who invested in Spread the Word and who would realize the vision and operationalise the strategy at the end of the process. So it was absolutely critical to keep our funders, our writers, our board, our employees across the organisation completely involved in that and the fact that they wrote strands of that work. They had a whole series of meetings, reflection sessions, activities, htey all went and interviewed people outside the organisation about their particular projects that were part of the strategic review no matter what role they had in the organisation. That level of involvement is absolutely critical because the review wasn’t an academic exercise in annotating what was good and bad. It was an experiential process of redefining what the organisation was for and how it was going to behave.
The third area is about applying that strategy having got it signed off by the board, having engaged our stakeholders and employees with that future vision. Recognizing that now all the work that needs to be done, that we needed to bring it into life, that we needed to hire so many people, that we needed to embed the values and aims in the organisation, the way we were working. And you’d now see changes in our environment, the way the place looked, in where people are sat, in the conversations people are having about what we need to measure, how we need to manage, how we need to communicate, how we need to articulate our impact to our stakeholders. All of those things for me are about realising that vision in action and I think at each stage we have learnt a lot, we have learnt how much as our stage of recognizing how much effort it takes, how much continued focus, how meticulous you need to be to make sure that you bring it to life and don’t leave it on the shelf.
How long did this process take?

I think the organisation spent nearly a year. It took about nine months going from initiating the review or at least starting to talk about having a review to articulate any objectives of it and probably took 2-43months to just get off the ground from is this something we want to do, is this the right next step, exploring that, trying it on a bit and deciding it was, having a budget. Those things don’t happen overnight, do they? And I think there was a good six months which was about exploring all of that data who our audience were, what products and service there were in the marketplace, how our finances were currently structured, what other models we might explore, talking to peers and other organisations, speaking to stakeholders, consulting with our writers and participants. All that takes a tremendous amount of time and effort. The team were amazing and committed so much time to doing that. Coming back in review sessions, sharing their thoughts and servicing concerns, moving on to develop proposals that came back to the board in the summer as an interim set of proposals. We refined those and the senior management team worked on them again and then came back towards the end of the summer, probably September time, in 2008 we announced a new strategic plan. It was kind of a draft two of that plan. So we then, at the highest level, signed off and put greater detail underneath given that was the direction in which we intended to move lets get the numbers absolutely right, get the work design absolutely right in terms of jobs and numbers and salaries and work profiles and that was turned probably by October and after that there was implications for people in terms of how roles were changing, whether people decided to stay in the organisation and new hires into the organisation. So we did some recruiting at then end of last year and most of those people started at the beginning of ’09 so we already have twelve months that have passed before we are really operating from the new model and now it’s October the following year. So the organisation is well-embedded. A good six months of this year has been spent by Emma and the senior management team bringing that strategy to life and I think we are seeing all of it, lots of new people in their roles, bringing that strategy to life. Ideas we had last year you can see in front of you this year. So it’s a good deal of time and a huge amount of effort and a huge amount of anxiety, uncertainty, questioning. You know if you’re going to explore your organisation you’re bound to end up questioning decision you’ve made in the past, questioning your capability and capacity to make change happen. Its extremely unsettling and at the same time extremely exciting and empowering.
What was the role of the chair in helping your organisation dealing with the strategic review which involved looking at new opportunities and new empowerment but also involved anxiety and uncertainty for many of the staff and for the board as well?
It’s interesting that you should mention board members as well. For me in this particular case, my role was to show some confidence that we were on the right track, that we were asking the right questions, that anxiety and uncertainty was a natural part of the process; to reassure the other board members that we were okay, that these were the right questions to be asking and that this was the appropriate amount of time and resources and these kinds of things. The more pastoral elements of care around supporting senior management team and the employees fell to the executive director, Emma, in terms of supporting employees and fell to our consultant, Dawn, in terms of supporting |Emma. That’s partly because we developed a really great relationship with our consultant.  I had worked with Dawn over along period and she made an immediate and powerfully positive impact on Spread the Word. I felt like I would only be in the way if I got in the midst of any of those conversations and Emma is very clearly Dawn’s client. Dawn worked very clearly for the senior management team to help them develop a strategic review and help Emma to use the board to help share that but it was Emma’s job and Dawn’s job to support Emma and so a lot of the conversation I think about the challenges of that work fell to them to work on it. I can think of a lot more other boards where I have offered a lot more support at that kind of emotional level than I happened to in this case. It was largely to do with the relationship we had with our consultant which was very intimate and she was very flexible and always able to support us. I think Dawn had less involvement in supporting the board. So I think my role there was to make sure they were confident in the process that we were going through and my external experience helped with that because we were going through a process that I would help other organisations go through.
It sounds like as if the strategic planning process that you underwent with Spread the Word was both a process to clarify the vision but also a process to improve and enhance the leadership development capability within the organisation. Do you want to comment on how those two were related in this case?

If organisations choose an immersive, experiential strategic review business planning process it seems to me impossible for that to happen without having really great leadership development impacts because the organisation is investing a bunch of time. The leadership is investing a whole lot of time and energy and thought in exploring the organisation and how they can make it grow and develop. That’s just about refining our own leadership ability. So that process is really hard. If we as leaders engage in questions about our organisations those questions and the answers we come to develop us through that process. The other way it generically really works for us as leaders when we are thinking about our businesses, our organisations if we’ve shaped a strategy then we can articulate it and inspire and engage other people with it so much more effectively than id it’s something that has been given to us. So not only does this process help us develop a business awareness and strategy and business planning skills it also helps them as active leaders to engage others and to articulate that vision because it’s something that they have built for themselves…so you’re absolutely right, to take you back to Spread the Word, nobody speaks more clearly about Spread the Word than Emma, the Exec. Director. The strategy of Spread the Word is her baby. It’s the work she did last year and she worked with her whole team, consultants, the whole board. It’s her work, it’s her achievement. When she’s talking about the organisation she can describe it from her core in a way that I just don’t think you do if someone does that work with you.
What do you get out of your role as chair of Spread the Word-emotionally, professionally, and personally?

On the simplest level I am really proud of the organisation. Developing writers is critical to a healthy society. Our writers help us to understand the world and other people. They universalize their experience and ours and we see truths in that which help us to make sense of our world. I am really committed to writers as agents of social change. If you look at South American models you see the writer as the voice of a society which we don’t really have in this country at this time. So a lot of the word that Spread the Word does in communities with writers and residents in libraries and boroughs across London creating a voice for those communities and developing somesocial cohesion around that. I think great writing is important and that’s important. I think instrumentally writing’s a great way of drawing people out, of enabling them to reach their potential in schools, among young people, as well inter-generational work. So the work that Spread the Word does is great so a lot of what I get out of it is about feeling happy. From a social work perspective I meet a lot of people who are very interesting and inspiring who are doing similar work to me and on a practical level I know more people across London than I knew before. I have interesting connections and relationships that I didn’t have before. 
Thirdly,  I learnt so much from that experience and I feel like I have grown up in the last eighteen months of doing that role. I was quite staggered to be asked to do it. It really threw me in a spin for days trying to work out what the right reasons were for saying yes or saying no. It appealed to my vanity to be asked but I couldn’t work out how I could add value. But having been the chair for a year and eighteen months, if you include the time that we were doing the strategic review where I was deputy chair, I definitely feel now like I have learned so much that I’d be clearer in the future about what I would have to offer the organisation as chair.
Did you change the board meetings as you became chair?

Yes, I did. When I was deputy chair and first joined the board I watched those board meetings happen, from 3-4 board meetings, and learned how board meetings worked at Spread the Word. As interim chair I felt like I needed to comply with that way of doing it. If I was going to become the chair I needed to be a chair like that. But as soon as I was chair I felt a sense of permission to reflect my sense of would be valuable and to spend some time with the board understanding what they might want from those meetings. I think we’ve shifted from being focused on oversight which meant a lot of checking, a lot of signing off, a lot of papers tabled and to move from that sense of oversight to bring a balance where half the meeting is about oversight and half the meeting is about insight. I am really proud of that - I think that really works for us. 
We have quarterly board meeting in the evening and they are fairly short. They are just a number of hours – 2-3 hours – and the first half of it will be papers from sub-committees. Papers from them will come to the board but they have already been explored and debated and signed off and proposed. So they have already been read in advance, the papers are all ordered so we don’t need to debate them in great detail. We just address any issues that have come up. We spend some time exploring other actions and then the second half of the meeting is an effort to develop our insight so that’s about the board becoming more informed about what we are doing. It’s about having debates about what we might do. So rather than the SMT being there and quizzed by the board in a ‘have you done the right thing’ way, ‘could you have done it better’ way, our conversations are now, because they are future focused, are all about what we might do and what might happen and what we have all have thought of what we might be able to do to address a future shortfall or create a future opportunity. The focus of the meeting has moved so that it is future-orientated rather than historically-orientated. And it seems to me like that balance is really important. 

And it seems to me the other thing that has really changed – I think the board would agree- is that they are a lot more fun, warm and dynamic and relaxed and engaging and we are less tired at the end of them than we used to be and I think there is more character from all of us. We are more connected, more ourselves in the meetings and that’s true of the SMT who come to some or all of the meetings and the board too. Other members have spread the word to come to board meetings to talk about their work and that’s all about making sure that we develop our insight as board members in order that we can operate our oversight more effectively. If we really understand what all the organisation’s doing and how we work and the challenges day-to-day are, then we are more helpful.
Another way in which the board meetings have changed is that the board members have got some kind of sponsorship responsibility for different parts of the organisation. So one board member has particular interest in education and young people; another board member has particular interest in libraries and technology; another board member has particular interest in performing and writing. So those elements of the operation are kind of twinned with those board members. So what it means is that when we discuss those topics there is somebody on the board who is more insightful and feels like they own some of that rather than it always being the role of the SMT to report activity to a slightly abstract and ignorant board that is kind of detached and doesn’t really know what goes on day-to-day.
