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SoftContact was founded in 1979 by six friends who met at college.  The founders wanted to create an egalitarian place to work where they were free from management supervision.  The company grew to 15 staff in the 1980s by fulfilling a social objective of providing IT training, advice and support services to Third Sector organisations.  The company, constituted as an Industrial and Provident Society, evolved a strategic planning process throughout the 1990s in line with its democratic ethos.  Over 95% of income each year came from market trading.
Strategic Planning Structures and Objectives
The company was managed through weekly Sales Meetings and monthly General Meetings (GM) attended by all full and probationary members.  Members’ terms and conditions of employment state:  
All members of the Co-operative share in the Management responsibilities jointly and severally in the General Meeting (GM).  The co-operative members function as the employers and are subject to the terms of this contract as both employer (in the GM) and the employed (as an individual).  The co-operative as Employer is also subject to employment law.  Attendance at and participation in the GM and such sub-groups and structures as the GM shall decide is mandatory (subject to certain exclusions such as annual leave).[footnoteRef:1] [1:  	Terms & Conditions of Employment, dated August 1993.] 

The company had no General Manager or Managing Director.  All staff became directors on acceptance as members at the completion of their probationary period.  Strategic planning was supported by an Annual Review meeting that took place at a country house that provided rented self‑catering accommodation.  At the Annual Review, members were expected to share responsibilities for cooking and washing up, coffee‑making, house cleaning, minute taking, chairing sessions, preparing and presenting papers, and writing-up minutes.  These policies promoted member interaction and supported equality policies and objectives.  Strategic planning was underpinned by the objective of satisfying individual member aspirations.  The co-operative was viewed as the medium through which member aspirations and personal development could be satisfied.
The output of the Annual Review was a set of minutes and a two-page business plan that contained:
· No more than 10 critical success factors for the next trading year
· Income and expenditure targets for the business
· Performance targets for the whole business and each business unit expressed as:
· Income per day from trading (i.e. a day-rate based on income/total days worked)
· Utilisation rates (% of total time spent by each team on client work)
· Agreement on staffing, holiday entitlements, pay levels and any proposed changes to terms and conditions of membership and/or employment.
The rationale for a short two-page plan was based on the need to review progress at monthly General Meetings.  Previous experience had shown that longer plans could not be monitored effectively, so brevity, clarity and clear priorities were key outputs of the planning process.
Prior to the Annual Review, several months of planning covered: development of an agenda; logistics associated with travel and catering; preparation of business proposals; staff appraisals using a process of peer-review.  Decisions on who would research and present new business proposals were taken at GMs.  All members were encouraged to participate actively in developing or presenting at least one proposal.

Strategic Planning Practices
The first part of each Annual Review (and GM) took the form of personal reports.  This was scheduled for Friday afternoon/early evening.  Staff appraisals were circulated 1 week in advance of the Annual Review.  Each member was given 5 minutes to present key points from a colleague’s appraisal, then members were given five minutes to ask questions.  The rationale for starting the Annual Review with appraisals was to ensure individual aspirations and personal goals were known before members started debating business proposals.  Business proposals that did not dovetail with individuals’ aspirations were less likely to be approved when a vote took place.
The agenda for Saturday comprised business proposals presented by two or more members.  Presentations were short as members read background papers in advance (usually on the afternoon before the Annual Review as members travelled to the venue).  Typically, 4 – 6 proposals were allocated 45 ‑ 90 minutes each on the agenda.  After presenting key points, the session chair would manage questions to the proposer(s) and round-table debate.  At the end of each session, members voted whether to approve or reject each proposal.  This was recorded in the minutes.
Saturday night usually involved a meal out, followed by drinks and various games at the self-catering accommodation.  Watching TV was discouraged but not prohibited.  Members usually played card games (poker, bridge), or other games that involved a lot of interaction.  Alcoholic drinks were always available.  Opportunities to chat informally were highly valued and viewed as an integral and vital part of the induction of new members.
The agenda for Sunday was usually based on budget forecasts prepared by experienced members.  The “team leaders” comprised the organisation’s management accountant plus elected leaders of the two largest business units (the “Training Team” and the “Advice and Support Team”).  Budget forecasts would be adjusted in light of the acceptance/rejection of business proposals and staffing levels.  Unavoidable expenditure was identified and a profit target was decided (normally between 5% - 10%).  Final budget discussions always involved agreements on salary levels, holiday entitlements and changes in terms and conditions of membership and employment (e.g. maternity/paternity allowances, sabbatical entitlements).  Critical success factors were identified after strategies for developing and/or expanding markets were agreed.
The final session set out a two-page business plan that summarised: critical success factors; staffing levels; recruitment plans; staff turnover targets; expenditure and income projections; key performance indicators for each team based on targets for average income per working day and staff utilisation.  The weekend ended with all members cleaning the venue and travelling back together.

Discussion
This case highlights how the purpose and nature of a business, and its management philosophy, affects strategic planning processes and outputs.  Where a business adopts a unitary perspective based on private business or charity management models (i.e. that ‘management’ is the function of appointed managers and appointed or elected governors), the agenda and strategic management proposals are often agreed or decided beforehand.  Vision and values are set by ‘top management’.
In the case of SoftContact, the strategic management process was designed not only to maximise democratic participation, but also to prevent the emergence of a management elite who dominates the strategic management process.  The use of personal reports, member involvement in the presentation of papers, the use of a short two-page plan, all combine to make democratic participation manageable and meaningful.  All members received minutes in case they want to challenge or develop issues in future General Meetings.  Vision and values were implied and expressed through actions and management practices.  They rarely appeared in written form.
The brevity of the business plan, the final output of the strategic management process, can be viewed as a product of two key influences.  Firstly, the audience was an internal membership: there was no need to follow the conventions of private or public sector management.  Secondly, there is a need for the output of strategic management to act as the input for General Meeting agendas (i.e. the product is a working document, not a rhetorical justification for decisions taken by managers that need to be ‘sold’ to various stakeholders through ‘consultation’).
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