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Case 9.2
CTA Case Study - Trading Trust 

Charitable Trading Activities (CTA) case study Trading Trust was founded in 1930 and was registered as a charity in the late 1960s.  The charity is underpinned by a strong faith-based ethos and over a third of the organisation’s annual income is earned through sales of goods and services.  Trading Trust is now pursuing the development of a subsidiary trading company, the profit of which will be utilised to further Trading Trust’s charitable activities.

Recruitment, Selection, Induction & Development 
Nine trustees govern Trading Trust, supported by a Strategy and Finance Subcommittee and a Staffing Subcommittee.  Individuals, who are seen as eminent in their profession, are appointed to the trustee board on the basis of (a) their faith and (b) the possession of skills which are of benefit to the charity (e.g. legal knowledge, HRM experience).  

There is little in the way of board related development as, by virtue of their background, trustees are assumed to be capable experts:

I think that the ethos has been that you have, as Trustees, people who are eminent in their professions and skilled and that’s where the expertise comes from.  It’s assumed they’re capable and expert and they sit on the Trustees, showing their wisdom.  That’s the ethos.
Trustee, Trading Trust

This has often resulted in an assumption that trustees’ professional skills will adequately equip them to undertake their trustee role, thus negating any (perceived) need for trustee development.  

There are no official mechanisms to ensure board renewal takes place and many board members have served in excess of 10 years.  A select group of ‘power holders’ initiate change.  The board’s work has a strong focus on protecting the faith-based ethos of the organisation, meeting legal and regulatory requirements and imposing social 'rules' through a framework of policies and procedures.  Their overall approach is characterised by stewardship of the charity. 

Trading Trust has between 80 and 100 volunteers, and employs 40 to 45 staff.  Like trustees, paid staff are selected on the basis of their faith.  A number of Trading Trust's trustees expressed the view that (paid and volunteer) staff that were not of the ‘required’ faith would be less inclined, or able, to operate ethically and with integrity.  

Every interviewee within Trading Trust recounted the organisation’s 77-year history, and it was apparent that this had important status within the organisation and formed the cornerstone of the induction process.  Many paid employees stated that the freedom to articulate and share their religion was a major reason for seeking a position within the organisation.  This was more frequently cited as a reason than the social purpose of the charity.

The fact that it's a [religious] organisation was a pull for me.  And so… I just felt that it was really the right place for me to be.     
Paid staff member, Trading Trust

Supervision was primarily a mechanism for holding staff to account for implementation of the trustee board’s and/or managers’ ‘plans’.  It also played a role in identifying training needs.  The motivation of trustees and managers, in relation to staff supervision, seemed largely based on meeting their obligations as employers; their primary task was to develop formal operational policies.  In terms of staff development, there was a clear tendency to operate a ‘closed’ formal ‘corporate curriculum’ - that which is seen as objective, specific and outcome driven - focusing on vocational courses of direct relevance or benefit to the organisation.  Discourses in Trading Trust highlighted inconsistencies in the implementation of staff supervision and development policies, indicating divergence between espoused practice at governance/management level and the lived experience of organisational members.  

Dispute Resolution
There was a clear goal within Trading Trust, particularly in relation to the Chief Officer and Chair of the Board, to maintain a clear separation between governance and management structures and practices.  The 'relationship' between staff and trustees was conducted solely through the trustee board and chief officer, which raises the question (for some staff) of "what happens if the chief executive is the problem?"  There was a deep seated and underlying expectation that management, and their instructions, must always be respected.       

The history of Trading Trust is entrenched in current operational approaches and provides a mechanism for justifying the authority of trustees and managers; you obey because that is the way things are, and have always been.  In Trading Trust, employees are socialised with the founding story of a visionary faith leader who identified the need and established provision for "the needy".  The historical roots of the organisation are thus used in an attempt to legitimise and elevate the authority of a select group of leaders over a group of subordinate followers.  Interestingly, this approach proved to be a double-edged sword for the chief officer.  On the one hand, the status of the organisation's mission, rooted in its Trust Deed, is elevated in order to socialise employees and shape their beliefs about - and commitment to - the tradition of the organisation.  As mentioned above, at the staff level, this reinforced his (and the trustees') authority.  However, paradoxically, the trustees' emphasis on protecting mission and identity reduced the chief officer's own influence over the board in relation to major resource decisions, change initiatives, and modernising the organisation's overall strategy.

From the perspective of the trustees and chief officer, Trading Trust was presented as a harmonious, consensual entity where there is no inherent conflict of interest between members of the organisation.  Because management-led change is constructed as a technical necessity - and for the ‘common good’ - any conflict, disobedience or resistance to change programmes is portrayed as irrational behaviour, ignorance or stupidity, and an illegitimate challenge to managerial authority.  Trading Trust's Chair comments:

I think the main challenge I’ve had is… bad relationships with staff.  Occasionally you get someone who’s not quite fitting and it causes unhappiness.  I think that’s been the main challenge because the difficulty is… it’s hard to sack people so you might think someone’s the source of a problem but you can’t just say, right, you’re out mate.  You’ve got a procedure to go through.

There was evidence within Trading Trust that the perception of whether individuals were, or were not, 'on board' organisational values resulted in the development of 'in-groups' and 'out-groups'.  This promoted the 'natural selection' of compliant individuals.  Those who do not comply leave the organisation or are ostracised until they do.  At the time of the research, a senior member of staff was 'targeted' for redundancy.  Despite being treated outside the legal framework for redundancy throughout, the senior staff member conformed to the culture within the organisation and did not outwardly challenge the process or inform their staff team of what was happening.  Although external legal advice was sought, which confirmed the questionable nature of the human resource practices taking place within Trading Trust, the staff member felt unable to raise their concerns with the trustee board.  They expressed the view that, even if Trading Trust's actions were open to moral and legal challenge, they would be unable to continue to work at the Trust due to the prevailing social norms.  This pre-empted any possibility of successful dispute resolution.    
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