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W

hy you may need these guidelines
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Some problems appear in organisations of all kinds. Here is a sample:
• Board members are unconﬁdent and/or over-committed.
• Managers face the same difﬁculties.
• The organisation’s ideals do not match its day to day reality.
• Meetings are badly planned, badly run and/or badly recorded.
• Decision-making and management structures are not clear.
• Unpaid staff and volunteers lack clear job descriptions and
responsibilities.
• It is not clear how to deal with unsatisfactory work performance or
behaviour.

D

iscussion points for your organisation

1. Do you feel able, within your culture, to ask some of the questions
suggested here?
2. Do you feel that the primary work of the organisation is failing
because of bad management?
3. Do you have an idea where to look for manuals, suggestions,
training on management issues?
4. Do you know who can intervene to help you if things reach a crisis?
5. Do you see the problems that
you are facing as problems that
have lasted for a long time?

• The organisation’s haphazard administrative systems hinder rather
than help its effective operation.
• Financial management or control procedures are inadequate.
• You ﬁnd unwillingness to address any of these problems, or
inadequate procedures to tackle them.
• The organisation works on technical issues, but does not take a
stand on matters of principle, values and ethics.

If any of these problems affect your organisation,
these guidelines are for you!
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Adapted from “Just About Managing”, London Voluntary Service Council 2004
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A

ction points for your organisation

Decide which of these problems afﬂict your organisation, and note any
others:

I

mproving management

What if Managers can’t manage?

1. Unclear objectives

What happens when the managers do not want to manage, do not
know how to, or are not able to? This is one of the most difﬁcult
situations facing any organisation, and there are no easy answers.

2. Unclear terms of reference or
boundaries

Is this your case? If may be, if your people say:

3. Ineffective and inefﬁcient
meetings
4. Board members
5. Unclear job descriptions and job
expectations
6. Inadequate supervision
procedures
a. Haphazard administrative
systems
b. Inadequate ﬁnancial
management
For solutions, see the sections below.

“Our Board doesn’t have a clue; all they do is
rubber stamp our decisions.”
“Our Chair thinks that she has the right to overturn
any decision we make if she does not like it.”
“Our Chief Executive never consults anyone.”
“We haven’t had a meeting for ages.”
“There’s no point coming to a meeting – everything
is decided by the Chair, anyhow.”
In a properly managed organisation, the Board or the Chief
Executive would recognise problems, discuss them and implement
solutions. But if they are unable or unwilling to do it – or if they are
the problem – someone else will have to try.
An outside consultant may be able to say what insiders cannot and
help managers see their weaknesses. But if the manager sees no
need for a consultant, the organisation is unlikely to call one in. If the
manager draws up the consultancy brief and controls the people
the consultant can talk to, it may all be a waste of time and money.
In such cases the organisation needs to deal with the problems
itself – through a kind of “Do-It-Yourself” consultancy.
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D

o-it-yourself consultancy

You can DIYC your organisation’s failures whether you are a manager
or a member of staff.
Bad management is nearly always rooted in organisational factors
which transcend individual incompetence. Do-It-Yourself Consultancy
starts by looking for those factors.
A problem will usually look like bad management. But to do something
about you must look beyond the effect to the cause.

Ask: Why has this situation or problem arisen?
The next sections list some causes of managerial ineffectiveness, and
ways to deal with them. But if the manager does not take action, you
may have to wait for another opportunity to repeat your proposal. In
many situations, though, a non-manager can take quite signiﬁcant
action.

1

Unclear objectives

No-one can act effectively if objectives and priorities are unclear. If this
is the underlying problem, some approaches are:
• Ask “Why are we doing this?” or “How does this ﬁt into our overall
objectives” if the Board or individual managers seem to be going off
in strange directions.
• Be sure there is enough time and resources to carry out new
activities or ideas. If not, challenge the proposals.
• If the organisation does not have one already, suggest creating a
small group to outline objectives for the coming year (or six months)
and draw up a work programme to achieve those goals.
• Propose regular (yearly or six-monthly) reviews for all in the
organisation to look at achievements and set objectives for the
next period, if these are not already
scheduled.

Bad management is nearly always
rooted in organisational factors which
transcend individual incompetence
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Unclear terms of reference or boundaries

Both individuals and groups need to be know what they are supposed
to be managing, and what is to be managed. Ways managers and
others staff can improve the situation are:
• Propose terms of reference be drawn up for the Board and
subsidiary groups, outlining the sort of issues they cover and
whether the committee or group can take decisions or just make
recommendations.
• In meetings, when you are not clear, ask: “Can we make a ﬁnal
decision or does it have to be decided elsewhere?”
• Ensure that meetings specify who
is supposed to take action on
every decision made.
• Encourage managers to clarify
“boundary disputes” every time
something is not done, or is
duplicated, or is done by someone
who should not have. Keep the
boundaries clear through written
terms of reference.
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Ineffective or inefﬁcient meetings

Bad management and bad meetings are inseparable. An endless
cycle is created: bad management means people do not have the
information or skills they need to participate fully in meetings and
make appropriate decisions. So decisions are not made or cannot
be implemented. So the people responsible for managing do not
know what they are supposed to do – or they are expected to do the
impossible. And people at the meetings do not get the information they
need to make further decisions …. and so it goes on.
How to break the cycle:
• Insist detailed agendas be drawn up for all meetings.
• Ask for background papers to be available a ﬁxed time in advance.
• Read the background papers and ﬁnish other preparation.
• Suggest committee training for the Chair, minute-taker or others.
• Do not be afraid to say: “I am not clear what has been decided.”
• Suggest sub-groups be set up to carry out the initial reading,
thinking and discussion about complex issues, so that every one in
the room does not need to be an expert in everything.

When you are not clear, ask:
‘Can we make a ﬁnal decision?’
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4

Board members

5

Unclear job descriptions or job expectations

Board members may be unconﬁdent, unaware or unsure of their
responsibilities, and/or over committed. They may not feel able to
challenge or even question staff.

Even a good manager cannot work well with staff or volunteers if the
workers are confused about what they should be doing. You can
improve the situation if you:

Ways to overcome these difﬁculties are:

• Insist that all employees receive written contracts and have job
descriptions.

• Hold a familiarisation session before people are elected or
appointed to the Board to tell them what is expected.
• Prepare an induction pack for all Board members.

• Propose an annual review of all job descriptions, so that they are
kept up to date.

• Have an annual induction and update session for all Board
members (not just new ones).

• Ensure volunteers know what is expected of them and what they
can expect from the organisation.

• Ask Board members what they bring to the organisation, and would
like to contribute to it, and what they want from the organisation.

• Ask “Who will do it?” when new projects or tasks are taken on.

• Propose a written agreement for committee members detailing what
is expected of them, and what the organisation will provide.

• Ask “How will I know if it is done adequately” or “How will I know I
am acting properly?” if expectations are unclear.

• Suggest new Board members attend courses on Board skills and
issues.

All new Board members
could attend courses on
skills and issues
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Inadequate supervision procedures

Good management involves regular procedures for overseeing and
reviewing work, discussing difﬁculties and clarifying how to proceed.
Some changes which can be suggested by anyone in the organisation
include:
• Propose a regular opportunity for all workers to discuss their
progress and problems with someone else.
• Propose regular appraisal for all staff (perhaps annual).

6a

Haphazard administrative systems

Without adequate information and administrative systems, good
management is impossible. Filing systems, libraries, work diaries,
year planners, procedures for dealing with post, phone calls and time
off must be clear. Anyone can take responsibility for improving these
systems:
• Suggest a “do the ﬁling” day held every few weeks or months,
when everyone gets their ﬁling up to date.
• Propose improvements to the information systems, instead of
complaining that you cannot ﬁnd information.
• Put up a blackboard or whiteboard near Reception, where all staff
indicate when they will be in.
• Indicate what could improve the administrative systems, instead of
complaining that they do not work properly.
• Help prepare instruction sheets or a procedures book instead of
complaining that people do not know how to do things correctly.

Instead of complaining,
suggest improvements
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F

Decisions involving money cannot properly be made if people do not
have comprehensible, up-to-date and accurate ﬁnancial information. If
this is not available, the ﬁrst steps to obtaining it are to:

As civil society organisations
become more professionalized,
there is a risk they will become
over-managed – and the primary
purpose of the organisation may
be lost. It is important to keep a
proper and appropriate balance
between effective management
and responsive, creative
services for the people you want
to help.

Inadequate ﬁnancial management

• Ask for clariﬁcation about who is supposed to provide ﬁnancial
information, how often, and in what format.
• Insist that this information is provided.
• Ask for explanations if information is unclear or too complicated.
• Ask for ﬁnancial training to be provided if people consistently cannot
understand the information.

inally

Keep a balance between professional
management and creative services for
the people you want to help.
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Places to get further information:
• “Just About Managing” by Sandy Adirondack. London
Voluntary Service Council 2004
• “Manual of Practical Management of Development
Organisations” Vol 1: Tools for Action, Vol 2:
Management Tools
• ‘CIVICUS Toolkits’ (14 volumes) freely downloadable
from www.civicus.org/toolkits

The background to these guidelines
The AKDN Civil Society Programme has produced a series of
internal booklets to help those involved with AKDN agencies to
acquire the skills they need to build and strengthen effective civil
society organisations (CSOs).
There are basically four types of institutions for whom these
booklets are intended:
1. The Jamati Institutions: National Councils, ITREB, GRB, NCAB,
and EPB
2. The Boards of the Service Companies – AKHS, AKES, AKPBS
3. Associations set up by the Service Companies or by other
AKDN agencies to support the purposes of their programme
– such as PTAs, school management committees, nurses
associations, midwives associations, teachers associations,
tenants associations
4. CSOs outside AKDN agencies which support their purposes
All such organisations involve people who have committed
themselves to improving the society in which they live by what
they do and how they behave. Commitment and voluntarism may,
however, not be enough for an effective organisation – speciﬁc
organisational skills are needed as well. And these skills can be
learnt.
The following booklets are also available in this series:
1. Problems in Managing Organisations
2. Skills in Managing Organisations
3. Improving Management
4. The Board and its Functions
5. Organisational Structures and Systems
6. Managing People and their Work
7. Managing Finance
8. Building a More Civil Society
Illustrations: Petra Rohr-Rouendaal, “Where there is no artist”, Practical Action Publishing, 2007
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