
 1 Regional Residency 2011 
Turning Strategy Into Action Workshop Notes - 
Townsville 

 

Prepared by BoardConnect 

April 2011 

Turning Strategy Into Action 

BoardConnect 2011 Regional Residency: Wednesday 13 April, Townsville 
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past Chair AFCM; David Kippin - Director of Kippinvest Pty Ltd and Deputy Chair of the 
Australian Festival of Chamber Music; David Fishel - Director, BoardConnect  

Nita Vasilescu 

– Previous Chair of the Australian Festival of Chamber Music (AFCM). 

– Retired from involvement in arts organisations a number of years ago. Has had time to 
crystallise her thoughts about arts organisations and what makes them successful.  

– Success starts with the show (theatre, music, dance) and the quality of the production. 
Companies that stand out have something to offer that is more than just entertainment. 
Vitality of the performance by the artists, when they are of the calibre to translate the essence 
of the play or score. 

– Arts are the vehicle for passing on culture. 

– Boards give artists the freedom to strive for the highest expression of their art within financial 
constraints. 

– There has to be unity of purpose between artistic vision and board strategy. 

– How do we grow audiences and still stay within budget?  It requires financial discipline 
because in spite of the high cost of quality, income must be held lower than expenditure.  
When there is faith in the product, confidence is generated for the organisation and for the 
audience.   

– Since its inception, AFCM has made a significant contribution to the economy of Townsville.  
In this era of spin, concrete evidence is a very powerful argument when seeking the 
sponsorship dollar.  

David Kippin 

– David fell into the arts.  His role was to put a corporate focus and financial discipline into the 
festival (AFCM).  

– The execution of strategy is one of the fundamentals in business.  Emotional attachment to 
outcomes differs between arts, corporate and non-profit companies.  The need to deal with 
artists differently was a big learning curve for him and he made some mistakes on the way. 

– Anyone can put strategy together: the hard part is executing the strategy.   

– Organisations don’t fall over because of poor vision, but usually because of poor 
execution of strategy. This is also common also in the corporate world. Companies hire 
someone to write a business plan that then sits on a shelf or in a cupboard, never to be 
seen again.  Day-to-day matters take over. 

– The board needs to work with senior staff to develop and adopt a good vision – that’s what 
they’re there for.  The Chair needs to make sure that everyone is pulling in the same direction.  
There is often someone who differs, but they probably fall away over time.  

– People - the emotional side of the arts.  The majority of workers in arts and non-profit 
organisations are volunteers, but it’s important that they are seen as unpaid employees.  They 
should have a job description and should still operate and be respected as though they are 
paid.   

– A firm structure operates better than loose structure  

– Timely & accurate reporting: the skill is seeing the story behind the numbers in the accounting 
reports.  
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– In the current cycle, it’s a competitive environment and many organisations are struggling.   

Discussion 

– Clarity and common vision – if the vision is clear, people will be drawn to it. 

– The issue of volunteers is very important. A volunteer may have done something mistaken or 
disruptive and will give the excuse “I’m doing it for nothing”.  The reply is “That’s no excuse for 
mediocrity”. 

– 20 years ago, an arts organisation’s strategy was locked in the Artistic Director’s head and the 
board’s sole purpose was to support the Artistic Director.  Now there is much more 
engagement  

– Quality is itself a strategy in the arts.  If the organisation is not striving for quality, there is no 
point doing it. The same applies to HR and financial systems.  

Strategic Planning 

The requirement for strategic planning has been imposed by government for the purpose of 
protecting the minister. Compliance requirements can be onerous and a drain on resources.   

The plan that is required for government funding is more detailed than that needed by the 
organisation.  The start of a good plan is that the organisation really believes in it, after intensive 
discussion, disagreement and resolution. 

In Australia, there is a danger that ongoing subsidy can hide weakness.  Can government money 
be better used?   

What generates a good plan?   

– Drawing energy from the artistic leadership 

– Lots of talking and listening  

– Not being frightened to have the intense discussion with the artists   

– Talking to audience, members, stakeholders, competitors. 

Capture the spirit of the plan in a single page if possible 

– Vision 

– Mission 

– A few key goals 

– How to reach those goals 

– How to recognise and measure success.   

That one-page document will be very useful for a number of purposes, while the long 
document won’t be used.   

Boardroom discussion of strategy must be respectful of the expertise of the Artistic Director, 
e.g. Jean-Pierre Voos – people had faith and respect for him. 

The Plan 

– Review every 12 months 

– Condense the mission into one short sentence – the ‘hook’ 

– Have good KPIs that can be attached to actions during board meetings 

– Staff and board members are motivated by knowing what’s expected of them  

– Connect actions in the strategic plan to particular people  

– Discussion needs constructive, creative conflict  
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– Frustrating for corporate person to hear just from the Artistic Director 

– Induct experienced corporates into arts organisations so that they don’t become disruptive 
and frustrated. 

American writer Jeffrey Sonnenfeld conducted an analysis of corporate collapses.  What went 
wrong with such great resources?   

– Culture of the boardroom – too compliant  

– Club mentality when no-one wants to challenge anyone else 

– Need to foster open dissent, otherwise nothing is achieved 

Language of the plan should be relevant to everyday.  The tasks identified should also be written 
to suit the resources of the organisation.  If the aims are too ambitious for the resources, they will 
never be achieved. 

A good strategic plan has a business diagnostic – an analysis of resources, competitors, skills. 

Three useful concepts for measuring the organisation’s strength: 

– Impact – what difference did we make?  

– Outputs – easily quantifiable measurements  

– Capacity – how much stronger is the organisation than it was?  What extra resources does it 
have?  

Sub-committees can drive action, but be careful how many are set up.  Too many can be a burden 
for staff to service.  A Financial Subcommittee is very useful, but for other purposes, short-term 
task forces can be more useful. 

Australia Council website has downloadable material that sets out what should go in a business 
plan. 

How do you get around the problem of the funding cycle?  There is no certainty beyond the 
next funding round.   

– For planning purposes, it’s necessary to make assumptions about probable future funding.   

 


