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and transform your organisation… 

from the outside in 

H ow do you 
approach your 

relationships with 
stakeholders – your 
customers, suppliers, 
shareholders, 

employees, business 
partners?  
 
Most people deal with 

stakeholders in one of two 
ways: 
 
1. They manage relationships on an ad 

hoc basis, only stopping to think 

about them if things go wrong 
 

2. They think about them a lot, and 

use planning techniques such as a 
stakeholder analysis to establish 

who the key players are, whether 
they support or oppose proposed 

changes, and how to manage 
them to deliver the results they 

want. 
 

There’s nothing wrong with 
these approaches but in 
isolation, they are limited.  
 
The first approach is tactical. It 
doesn’t help you look at the big 

picture and focus your effort where 

it matters.  
 

The second approach is strategic, 
but it’s based on a mindset which is 

about controlling stakeholders rather 
than learning from them.  

 
Either way, you’re missing out.  

Find out how three very different 
organisations worked with their 

stakeholders in new ways… and 
discovered how to transform 

their organisations from the 
outside in.  
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T he fact is that 
stakeholders 

have a unique 
perspective on you, 
your team and your 
organisation.   

 
They see things you can’t see, 

they’ve experienced you at your 
best and worst, they know what 

they want from you and often they 
know what you need to do to serve 

them best. They are - generally 
speaking – well disposed to helping 

you – if you ask them in the right 
way.  They can act as change 

agents for your organisation – often 
more powerfully than the brainiest 

team of strategy consultants. Take a 
look at these examples: 

 

Example 1: 
 
A national food retailer chain is losing market 

share. The research suggests it is failing to 

attract a younger generation of shoppers, 

particularly mothers with pre-school children. 

The store managers do not think they are out 

of touch - they run regular customer sessions 

in which they for feedback on the latest prod-

uct range. But senior management suspect a 

deeper problem: the managers don’t really 

understand the needs of young mothers be-

cause they are mainly middle aged men who 

never do their own shopping… 

 

 

Example 2: 
 
A charity is facing a financial crisis and needs to 
change its strategic direction. The new Chief 
Executive is finding it hard to convince people 
to make changes and work in a more business 
like way. No one feels very creative or ener-
gised to develop the new strategy when they 
are reeling from the latest round of redundan-
cies….  

Each of these 
organisations, faced 

with these different 
problems and 
circumstances, 
turned to their 

stakeholders as a 
way of helping them 
address the changes 

they needed to make.  

 

Example 3: 
 
A Government Department is under pressure 
from Ministers to ensure that their policies de-
liver real improvements for people ‘on the 
ground’. The problem is that most of these poli-
cies rely on the goodwill and coordinated effort 
of a whole range of local delivery agencies who 
are not always disposed to taking orders from 
the centre…  



 

 

 

Example 3: 
 
The Government Department organised a whole 
series of regional events with stakeholders from 
local delivery agencies to look at how they 
could work more effectively together. The 
stakeholders did not pull their punches.  Their 
verbatim comments were fed back to senior 
officials and Ministers who recognised they 
needed to make some changes at the centre. 
Relationships started to improve…   
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Example 1: 
 
The food retailer trained all its managers to run 
customer listening groups. They learned to en-
quire and listen without judgement to their cus-
tomers and explored in detail their experiences 
of shopping in their stores. They were shocked, 
inspired and galvanised into action by what they 
heard… 

 

Example 2: 
 
The Chief Executive organised a retreat for her 
25 person team, and invited a group of stake-
holders for the afternoon of the first day. They 
were invited to sit in a circle in the middle of 
the room and took part in a facilitated discus-
sion about their impressions of the charity and 
its future potential. The Chief Executive and 
her colleagues sat in an outer circle and wit-
nessed the conversation. They came away with 
new insights and ideas. The stakeholders were 
also excited and inspired to lend their support… 

W hat did these 
organisations 

do that made the 
difference? 
 
1. They changed their 

attitude.  
 
They stopped seeing 

stakeholders as a hassle. They 
let go of the need to ‘manage 

them’. They got off their high 
horse – they weren’t too proud, 

too important, or too 
experienced to acknowledge they 

could learn. 
 

2. They asked the 

right questions 
 

They avoided questions such as: 

What do you think of our 
new prawn quiches? 

What could you do to 
support our drugs policy? 

Have you read about our 
new donor programme…? 

 

….and started asking: 
 

Tell me about your last 
shopping experience here  

What difficulties have you 
encountered in your dealings 

with our Department? 
What are your company’s 

biggest priorities for 
corporate giving? 
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3. They learned how to 

‘manage’ the 

encounter 
 

They learned how to stay open 

and listen without judgement 
 

They also learned how to take in 

comments without feeling 
overwhelmed 

 
They managed stakeholders’ 

expectations and focused on the 
practical things that could be 

done 
 

They structured meetings to 
make sure both sides found the 

exchange positive and 
productive. 

 

 

In other words, they 

used a ‘free’ resource — 

their own stakeholders,  

to transform their 

organisations from the 

outside in.   

Fiona Coffey has helped many 

different organisations to make 
the most of working with their 

stakeholders. If you are 
interested in how to develop 

these vital relationships, why not get 
in touch with her for some free ideas 

and practical advice? 

Fiona Coffey Consulting Ltd 15 Claremont Road Teddington Middlesex TW11 8DH 
Mobile 07711 668343 Telephone 020 8977 7222 email:fiona@fionacoffey.com web: www.fionacoffey.com 


