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Introduction

In  re sp o n se  to the tu rb u len ce  o f the  c u rre n t business e n v iro n m e n t a new  
d irec tio n  has evolved in stra teg ic  p la n n in g  b ased  on  increased  flexibility  
in  re so u rce  dep loym en t an d  in p lan n in g . T h e  p la n n in g  li te ra tu re  
p rescrib es  a n u m b e r  o f fresh ap p ro ach es to  cope w ith  the effects o f  
en v iro n m en ta l d iscontinu ity . T hese  have a n u m b e r  o f  them es in com m on:

— they  h igh ligh t the in fluence o f subjective p e rcep tio n  on likely reac tio n s 
to  change,

— they  em phasise  th a t bo th  a capac ity  a n d  a  w illingness to  take 
a p p ro p ria te  ac tion  are  vital in co p in g  w ith  change,

— they  u n d e rlin e  the  need to m a in ta in  a  co h e re n t lo n g -te rm  p la n n in g  
perspective in  the  face o f increased  e n v iro n m e n ta l u n c e rta in ty  an d  
com plexity.

—  they  p ro m o te  flexibility as the  u n d e rly in g  p rin c ip a l o f effective 
s tra teg ic  p lann ing .

T h e  lite ra tu re  suggests th a t in the co n tex t o f  e n v iro n m en ta l tu rb u len ce  
the  effectiveness of an  o rg an isa tio n ’s s tra teg ies w ill be d e te rm in e d  by its 
ow n flexibility. As a way o f cop ing  w ith  ch an g e  the  concep t o f flexibility  
has the  appeal o f b e in g  in tu itive ly  a p p ro p ria te . V arious ways o f  ach iev ing  
it a re  p rescribed:

—  b u ild in g  it in to  the o rg an isa tio n  [A nsoff, 1968; Scott, 1965];
—  u s in g  su itab le  p lan n in g  tech n iq u es w hich explicitly  acco m m o d a te  

u n c e r ta in ty  [R o sen h ead , 1980; Taylor, 1984];
— a d ju s tin g  resource  allocations to allow fo r perceived  u n c e rta in ty  

[M e n k e , 1979],

A lth o u g h  its d ifferen t facets can  be read ily  described , the  ach iev em en t o f 
flex ib ility  is not easy. S tra teg ic  flexibility  does no t sim ply  consist of b e ing  
ab le  to  m a in ta in  key o rg an isa tio n a l re la tio n sh ip s  in the  face of e n v iro n ­
m e n ta l change. T h e  concep t has a m o re  “ac tiv e” co n n ec tio n , suggesting
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th a t flexibility derives m o re  from  an  o rg an isa tio n ’s ac tu a l c a p ac ity  to  
choose betw een  real a lte rn a tiv es  [R osenhead , 1980], F lex ib ility  is n o t a 
free good, a n d  its ach iev em en t m ust therefo re  be so u g h t d e libera te ly .

T h is  artic le  assesses the capacity  o f Irish ferry o p e ra to rs  to  ex p lo it 
flex ib ility  in re sp o n d in g  to change. I t is based  on a survey, by m e a n s  o f 
q u e s tio n n a ire s  an d  p e rso n a l interview s, o f a  panel o f  ex p erts  in  th e  fe rry  
sector, all o f w hom  w ere concerned  w ith  stra teg ic  p la n n in g  in  th e ir  o rg a n ­
isa tions, an d  had  b een  involved in the ferry  business for a t least te n  years.

A n u m b e r  o f  fac to rs suggested  th a t the Irish  ferry  in d u s try  w as a  su ita b le  
focus for a n  ex p lo ra to ry  study  o f responses to s tra teg ic  ch an g e : th e  
in d u s try  o p era tes  in an  u n c e rta in  en v iro n m en t, t r a d in g  co n d itio n s  a re  
d ifficu lt, an d  it is very  v u ln e rab le  to the  im pact of ch an g e  in  th e  v a riab le s  
w hich influence d e m a n d  fo r bo th  fre igh t an d  passenger traffic . I t  w as also  
recogn ised  th a t the cap ac ity  o f the  Irish  ferry  in d u stry  to  a d a p t to  c h an g e  
is h a n d ic a p p e d  by p a r tic u la r  constra in ts: the  in d u stry  suffers f ro m  o v e r­
capacity , p ro fit m a rg in s  a re  generally  low, som e o p e ra to rs  a re  in  a  w eak  
financia l position , o p p o rtu n itie s  for redep loym ent o f  resou rces w ith in  th e  
sec to r are  lim ited , a n d  the  resale value o f assets is low. A  fe a tu re  o f  th e  
in d u s try  w hich  is also relevan t in  the contex t o f cop ing  w ith  c h an g e  is th e  
invo lvem ent o f  the S ta te  th ro u g h  its ow nersh ip  of th e  B & I L in e  a n d  th e  
Irish  C o n tin e n ta l L ine.

Flexibility in  Resource Deployment

To th e  fe rry  op era to r, da ily  an d  seasonal changes in  th e  level o f  m ix  o f  
traffic  are  ro u tin e , fam ilia r  an d  reasonab ly  pred ic tab le . To a d ju s t to  th ese  
o p e ra tio n a l changes th e  resources o f  ships, service freq u en cy  a n d  ro u te  
a lte ra tio n s  can be dep loyed  w ith  som e degree of flexibility.

T h ese  changes a re  te m p o ra ry  an d  do no t p e rm a n e n tly  c h a n g e  th e  
re la tio n sh ip  betw een  the  firm  an d  its en v iro n m en t. H ow ever, l im ite d  
o p e ra tio n a l flexibility  is un likely  to prove a d e q u a te  in  a d a p t in g  to  
stra teg ic  changes w hich  a re  u n fam ilia r  an d  to w hich no  ro u tin e  re sp o n se  
has been  developed.

T h e  m o d e rn  m u lti-p u rp o se  ferry  can  s im u ltaneously  t r a n s p o r t  a  v a r ie ty  
o f  traffics: passen g ers , cars, coaches, accom pan ied  a n d  u n a c c o m p a n ie d  
frieg h t vehicles. T h e  level an d  m ix o f  traffic  varies o n  a  da ily  a n d  seaso n a l 
basis, a n d  often  th e re  a re  also im balances betw een  th e  o u tw a rd  a n d  
inw ard  traffic  flows. O n  som e rou tes traffic, especially  p a sse n g e r  tra ffic , 
is h ig h ly  peaked . O n  the  R osslare-L e H arv e  ro u te , fo r ex am p le , IC L  
carries  30 tim es as m a n y  passengers d u rin g  the peak  o f  th e  s u m m e r  sea so n  
as it does in  the w in te r  valley periods. T h e  p a tte rn  o f  sea so n a lity  o n  o th e r
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ro u te s  is also peaked albeit no t as d ram atica lly : for exam ple  on  the B & 
I ’s D u b lin -L iv erp o o l ro u te  the ra tio  o f  h igh-season  to low -season 
p assen g e r n u m b ers  is 6 : 1.

B ecause  o f  the he terogeneity  o f the  traffic  m ix  and  the flu c tu a tio n s  in  the 
level o f  d em an d , the task  o f m atch in g  supp ly  to d em an d  is a  com plex  one. 
A n  ab ility  to  deploy resources w ith  som e deg ree  o f flexibility  w ould  seem  
v ita l to  the  achievem ent o f a close m a tch  o f suply to  d em an d .

In  te rm s  o f  coping with the traffic mix the  ferry  o p e ra to r  in  the long  
te rm  relies p rim arily  on the ab ility  o f  the  m u lti-p u rp o se  fe rry  to  h an d le  
a  v a rie ty  o f  traffic. B ut the  ferry  o p e ra to r  c a n n o t cope w ith  all m ixes of 
tra ffic  because  o f deck an d  heigh t re s tric tions. T h e re  is also  an  econom ic  
c o n s tra in t, in  tha t the  econom ics o f ferry  o p e ra tio n s  d e p e n d  on  o b ta in in g  
th e  r ig h t m ix  of traffic.

Matching capacity closely to the level of demand also req u ires  
flexibility . R eference has been  m ade to  the  h igh ly  seasonal p a tte rn s  o f 
tra ffic  on  m an y  routes. R a th e r  th a n  c h a r te r in g  m a rg in a l cap ac ity  in  an d  
o u t  to  cope w ith the peaks an d  valleys o f  traffic , an  o p e ra to r  m ay sim ply  
re d u c e  frequency  d u rin g  the w in te r valley p e rio d  an d  increase  it d u r in g  
th e  s u m m e r  peak. H ow ever, here  again  p o ten tia l capacity  ad ju s tm e n ts  a re  
lim ite d . W h ere  there  is little  slack in the  schedu le , the  ach iev em en t o f  an  
in c re a se  in  capacity  th ro u g h  increased  freq u en cy  is feasib le only  on  the 
su b se t o f  rou tes w here a m arg in a lly  fa s te r jo u rn e y  tim e  a n d  tu rn a ro u n d  
m a y  allow  a n  ex tra  sailing  each day. T h is  s tra teg y  has, for exam ple, been  
em p lo y ed  by Tow nsend T h o re sen  on  the  D o v er-C ala is  ro u te  w here  it 
offers five sailings daily  in each d irec tio n  a g a in s t S ea link -B ritish  F erries’ 
four, b u t  it is not feasible on  vario u s o th e r  rou tes.

I n  m a tc h in g  capacity  to d e m a n d , sh ip  c o n fig u ra tio n  a n d  the ab ility  to 
a d ju s t serv ice frequency  th ere fo re  yield a  lim ited  deg ree  o f  flexibility. 
H ow ever, in  the con tex t o f  coping with changes in traffic origin- 
destination patterns, on  the Irish  Sea for exam ple , th e re  is little scope 
fo r  a lte r in g  ro u te  netw orks. T h e  lack o f su itab le  ex isting  p o rt facilities an d  
th e  h ig h  cap ita l cost o f  develop ing  new  te rm in a ls  h in d ers  the  provision  o f 
e ffic ien t a lte rn a tiv e  itineraries. T h e  on ly  co m p an y  on Irish  ferry  rou tes to 
a l te r  its ne tw o rk  of rou tes over the  last five years has b een  the  B & I L ine. 
I ts  s tra teg ic  efforts to d iscard  its long-sea ro u te s  in favour o f  short-sea  ones 
w ere  p u rsu e d  w ith considerab le  tra u m a .

F aced  w ith  strategic change which undermines the demand for ferry 
services, the  o p e ra to r could  a tte m p t to c h a r te r  o u t capacity . In  a m ark e t 
w h e re  o vercapacity  is en d em ic  a n d  w h ere  ferries a re  closely m atch ed  to
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the  co n stra in ts  of th e ir  rou tes, th e re  a re  no t extensive o p p o r tu n itie s  fo r  
c h a rte r in g  o u t capacity . W h ere  stra teg ic  changes resu lt in  the technical 
or economical obsolescence of existing ferries, o p p o rtu n itie s  to  d isp o se  
o f  su rp lu s  capac ity  are  likely to be fu th e r im paired  [P o rte r, 1 9 79 ]. T h u s  
the c h a rte rn g  o u t o p tio n  is som ew hat constra ined .

In  o rd e r  to  en h an ce  p rep a red n ess  to  deal w ith  s tra teg ic  ch an g e , A n s o ff  
(1976) suggests th a t o rg an isa tio n s shou ld  be logistically flexible. H o w ev er, 
w hile he gives som e in d ica tio n  o f  the  sources o f log istic  flex ib ility  —  
in c lu d in g  m u lti-p u rp o se  m o d u la r  capacity, diversified  skills, a n d  l iq u id ity  
o f resources — his observa tions are  n o t sufficiently specific to  th e  to p ic  o f  
th is article. D efin itio n s  o f stra teg ic  flexibility em p h asise  re s ilien ce , 
robustn ess  a n d  the availab ility  o f  real a lternatives. U s in g  these  c r ite r ia , 
real logistic flexibility  exists only  if new  activities can  be u n d e r ta k e n  w ith  
ex isting  resources w ith o u t in c u rr in g  excessive costs. T h u s , w h ile  th e  
m u lti-p u rp o se  cap ac ity  o f ferries is sufficiently flexible to  co p e  w ith  
changes in th e  m ix  a n d  level o f  traffic, it c an n o t easily  be re d e p lo y e d  in  
d iffe ren t m arke ts .

Planning Perspective
S m all o p e ra tio n a l changes are  consid ered  p a rt o f the  fe rry  o p e r a to r ’s 
n o rm a l e n v iro n m e n t a n d  are  d ea lt w ith  using  s ta n d a rd  o p e ra t in g  
p rocedures. H ow ever, s tra teg ic  change im plies a m a jo r  ch an g e  in  th e  
c o m p an y ’s e n v iro n m e n t a n d  req u ires  a fresh stra teg ic  response.

T u rb u le n t e n v iro n m e n ts  a re  ch a rac te rised  by u n c e rta in ty  a n d  c o m p lex ity . 
F irm s o p e ra tin g  in  such  en v iro n m en ts  find it d ifficult to  assess c h a n g e s  
a n d  to  p red ic t th e ir  im p a c t p a rtic u la rly  in  the long -te rm . T h is , c o m b in e d  
w ith  a perceived in ab ility  to  exert contro l over events, encourages r e t r e n c h ­
m e n t [S m a rt &  V ertinsky, 1984]. In  such c ircum stances the  lo n g - te rm  
co rp o ra te  p la n n in g  perspective  is o ften  a b an d o n ed  in  favour o f  “ f ire ­
f ig h tin g ” in  th e  sh o rt-te rm .

In  th is reg a rd , all b u t o n e  o f the survey p a rtic ip an ts  view ed th e  a d o p t io n  
o f  a sh o rt- te rm  p la n n in g  h o rizo n  as the  a p p ro p ria te  a p p ro a c h  in  th e  
co n tex t o f  e n v iro n m e n ta l  un certa in ty . O n e  m a n a g e r n o te d  th a t “ w h e th e r  
you  do lo n g -ran g e  p la n n in g  a t all d ep en d s on  how u n c e r ta in  a n d  c o m p le x  
th e  e n v iro n m e n t is ’. T h is  m a n a g e r’s firm  h a d  in  the 70’s d ev o ted  c o n s id ­
e rab le  effort ta  the  d ev e lo p m en t o f a  form al co rp o ra te  p la n n in g  p ro c e ss  
a n d  the  p ro d u c tio n  o f  five-year ro llin g  plans. A n o th e r  o f th a t  f irm ’s 
m an ag ers  n o te d  th a t to d ay  the com p an y  w ould no t look b ey o n d  th e  n e x t 
tw o years.

Two o f the  re sp o n d e n ts  n o ted  th a t, w hile th e ir  p la n n in g  was e s se n tia lly
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sh o rt- te rm , it d id  in co rp o ra te  a ssu m p tio n s  ab o u t lo n g -te rm . T h is  
suggested  th a t the lo n g -te rm  perspective  h a d  n o t been  to ta lly  re jected . 
H ow ever, th e ir  descrip tions of the  p la n n in g  process d id  n o t in d ica te  th a t 
an y  o f  these long-term  assu m p tio n s w ere rigo rously  tested  o r  th a t possible 
a lte rn a tiv e  scenarios w ere considered . In s te a d , they  im p lied  th a t a s su m p t­
ions a b o u t th e  long -term  fu tu re  w ere “ n o d d e d  to” e n  ro u te  to  develop ing  
th e  sh o rt- te rm  response.

T h e  ab sen ce  of a lo n g -te rm  p la n n in g  perspective, coup led  w ith  a  fa ilu re  
to  m ake con tingency  plans, suggested th a t the  stra teg ic  p rep a red n ess  o f 
Ir ish  fe rry  o p era to rs  m ay be  weak. Iron ically , a p la n n in g  a p p ro a c h  w hich 
exp lic itly  acknow ledged u n c e rta in ty  (e.g. scenario  p lan n in g ) o r a p rocess 
w h ich  facilita ted  the id en tifica tio n  a n d  ap p ra isa l o f  u n d e rly in g  
a ssu m p tio n s  (e.g. SA ST developed  by  M itro ff  a n d  M a so n  (1981)) could  
prove a p p ro p ria te  u n d e r  the  c ircu m stan ces of th e  fe rry  com pan ies. A  
n u m b e r  o f responden ts re fe rred  to  co n tin g en cy  p la n n in g  in  an  
o p e ra tio n a l context, for exam ple a llow ing  fo r a m a rg in  o f  e r ro r  in  fo re­
cas tin g  a n d  h av in g  access to  a lte rn a tiv e  b e rth s  in  the  even t o f 
em erg en c ies . B u t flexibility  to sw itch  b e rth s  even  in  the  case o f  an  
em erg en cy  is lim ited . For exam ple, the B & I L in e  could  dock its ships 
in  D u n  L ao g h aire  ra th e r  th a n  D u b lin  b u t it w ould  be u n a b le  to o p era te  
a  full serv ice because the  b ack -up  space is in su ffic ien t to  acco m m o d a te  its 
R oll o n /R o ll off traffic. T h e  research  f in d in g s d id  n o t in d ica te  ev idence 
o f  any  rea l contingency  p lan s w hich cou ld  be b ro u g h t in to  p lay  in  the 
even t o f stra teg ic  change u n d e rm in in g  ex isting  p la n s  o r ch a llen g in g  the 
a ssu m p tio n s  on w hich p lan s w ere based .

The Influence of Corporate Values

T h e  lite ra tu re  on  stra teg ic  flexibility suggests th a t  capac ity  to  cope w ith  
ch an g e  is shaped  in  p a r t by  an  o rg a n isa tio n ’s values. T hese  in fluence  its 
w illingness to act, an d  define  w hich  o f th e  p o ten tia l responses are  
sub jectively  acceptab le  to it.

V aria tio n s  in  the  ran g e  a n d  ch a ra c te r  o f  accep tab le  resonses to  ch an g e  
cou ld  be expected  betw een  ferry  co m p an ies  in  the  pub lic  a n d  p riv a te  
sectors in  view  o f th e ir  d ifferen t p rio ritie s , a n d  an  analysis o f  past 
p e rfo rm a n c e  con firm ed  th e  existence o f d ifferences in  ap p ro ach . B u t the 
analysis  also  ind icates m o re  obvious d ifferences within  the  p u b lic  sector, 
specifically  betw een  B & I a n d  IC L . B o th  co m p an ies  are  co n sid e red  to  be 
“ co m m erc ia l S ta te -sp o n so red  b o d ies” ; b o th  o p e ra te  w ith in  th e  sam e 
a re n a ; yet each  has resp o n d ed  to the  e n v iro n m e n t q u ite  d ifferently . In  B 
&  I th e  in fluence  o f  the G o v e rn m en t has b een  o bv ious from  in stan ces o f  
p o litica l in te rfe ren ce  in th e  com m erc ia l o p e ra tio n  o f  the  com pany. T h e
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follow ing B &  I decisions have been  perceived, bo th  pub lic ly  a n d  w ith in  
the  com pany, as “ p o litica l” decisions:

— the c o n stru c tio n  in  V erolm e C o rk  D ockyard  o f  fe rries w h ich  cou ld  
have been  b u ilt  m o re  cheaply  elsew here,

— the  re c ru itm e n t o f  ad d itio n a l an d  unnecessary  sta ff in  1977/78,
— the  co n tin u e d  o p e ra tio n  o f the  C ork -P em broke  serv ice a f te r  it h a d  

ceased to ihe p ro fitab le .

In  the case o f  I C L  the  G o v e rn m e n t’s presence is m u ch  less easy to  d etec t.

T h e  d ifference in  o rig in  a n d  in financial p e rfo rm an ce  m ay  p ro v id e  clues 
to  the  em ergence  o f  the  co n tra s tin g  style of each com pany, b u t th ey  do  n o t 
c o n stitu te  a full ex p lan a tio n . Som e accoun t m ust also  be ta k e n  o f  the  
c ritica l in fluence  o f each  co m p an y ’s ow n response to  th e  e n v iro n m e n t o f 
the  S tate-spom sored sector.

In  1966 B & I defin ed  its objective as follows:

“ To p ro v id e  a n d  develop  a m o d ern , efficient, p ro fitab le , n a tio n a l a n d  
co m p reh en siv e  su rface  tra n sp o rt system  to and  fro m  I re la n d ” [B  & I 
L ine , 1966].

T h is  definition! c o n ta in s  a  source of po ten tia l conflict, in  th a t a  n a tio n a l 
a n d /o r  co m p reh en siv e  service m ay no t necessarily  be  a  p ro fitab le  one . N o 
effort is m ad e  to  resolve th e  conflict e ith e r by ra n k in g  th e  c r ite r ia  o r  by 
d e te rm in in g  the ex ten t o f  com patib ility  betw een  th e  c o n cep ts  o f  
co m p reh en siv en ess  a n d  p ro fitab ility  o f service.

“ P ro fita b le ” im p lies a  co m m itm e n t by the co m p an y  to  c o m m e rc ia l 
o p e ra tio n . T h is  was c o n firm ed  in evidence given to  th e  J o in t  O ire a c h ta s  
C o m m itte e  o n  S ta te -sp o n so red  Bodies in  1979. Yet a t a la te r  s tag e  the  
c o m p a n y ’s cliai rm a n  s ta ted  th a t it had  an  “o v errid ing  social o b lig a tio n  to  
th e  c o m m u n ity ”, a n d  c ited  the  sh ip b u ild in g  o rders g iven  to  th e  S ta te - 
ow ned  V ero lm e D o ck y ard  in  C o rk  as ev idence of th is .

A  lack  o f c la rity  in  its objectives seem s to have u n d e rm in e d  th e  B & I 
L in e ’s s tra te g ic  th ru s t, a n d  allowed the  acco m m o d a tio n  o f  n o n -sp ec ific  
social ob ligati cons. T h is , co m b in ed  w ith  a  weak financ ia l base  a n d  a  d e g re e  
o f  d e p e n d e n c e  on  S ta te  funds, c rea ted  a  co rp o ra te  c lim a te  in  w h ic h  a 
s tro n g  G overn  naent in flu en ce  was to le ra ted . T h is  affec ted  the  v a lu es  a n d  
o r ie n ta tio n  o f  th e  com pany , an d  increased  the co n sc io u sn ess  o f  th e  
po litica l accep tab ility  c rite r io n  in  the selection o f  stra teg ic  o p tio n s , w h ich  
obv iously  lim ited  the c o m p a n y ’s room  for stra teg ic  m a n o e u v re .

N o tw ith s tan d  ittg the  f in an c ia l p rob lem s an d  su b seq u en t l iq u id a tio n  o f  its
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p a re n t  com pany, Irish  S h ipp ing , IC L  has rem a in e d  rem ark ab ly  free from  
G o v e rn m e n t in terference. T h e  co m p an y ’s reco rd  o f  profit over th e  years 
a n d  its ab ility  to finance its acq u is itio n  o f sh ips from  its ow n resou rces 
m ay  have, to  some degree, been  one o f  the  factors p ro te c tin g  it. A lth o u g h  
it h as  n o t b een  form ally  defined, the  c o m p an y ’s objective, to ach ieve an  
ad e q u a te  re tu rn  on  assets, has b een  c lear from  its d e m o n s tra te d  
c o m m itm e n t to o p era tio n  on a com m erc ia l basis a n d  the absence o f any 
exp lic it o r  im plicit acknow ledem ent o f  social ob ligations.

T h e  above com m en ts derive from  a review  o f th e  stra teg ies em ployed  by 
b o th  co m p an ies  in  the  past an d  re lev an t d o c u m e n ta ry  m a te ria l. T h ese  
sou rces in d ica ted  th a t the  G o v ern m en t “ p re sen ce” in  B & I a n d  IC L  has 
b een  d e te rm in e d  in p a r t by the co m p an ie s’ ow n values. T h ese  values 
in flu en ced  b o th  the defin ition  o f the roles o f the co m p an ies  in  the  S ta te  
sector, a n d  in  tu rn  the in te rp re ta tio n  o f th e  accep tab ility  o f  th e  various 
s tra teg ic  o p tio n s faced over the years by the  com pan ies.

T h e  values o f  a com pany  are to a co n sid e rab le  ex ten t, an d  p e rh ap s  in 
m a n y  cases unw ittingly, d e te rm in ed  by p e rso n n e l re c ru itm e n t policy 
[E p p in k , 1978]. A com pany  unw illin g  a n d /o r  u n resp o n siv e  to  change 
te n d s  n o t to  rec ru it personnel likely to  challenge the  sta tu s  quo. P erso n n el 
a g re e m e n ts  nego tia ted  w ith  the Irish  S ta te  sec to r m ak e  the re c ru itm e n t o f 
o u ts id e rs  to  fill m an ag em en t positions difficult. T h e  sam e policies 
d isco u rag e  th e  em ploym en t o f g rad u a te s  by in sis tin g  they  e n te r  a t a  low 
clerica l g rad e . In  ad d itio n , G o v e rn m en t pay  gu idelines, re s tr ic tin g  the 
sa laries w h ich  m ay be p a id  to sen io r m a n a g e m e n t in the  p u b lic  sector, 
d im in ish  th e  capacity  to  a ttrac t p erso n n e l from  the  p riv a te  sector.

Coping w ith Uncertainty and Change

T h e  focus o f  this exp lo ra to ry  study  w as the  cap ac ity  o f the  Ir ish  ferry  
o p e ra to r  to  cope w ith  u n c e rta in ty  a n d  e n v iro n m e n ta l change. T h e  basic 
co n c lu sio n  is th a t w hile they  can  cope read ily  w ith  o p e ra tio n a l change, the  
cap ac ity  o f  Irish  fe rry  o p era to rs  to  re sp o n d  to  stra teg ic  change is 
u n d e rm in e d  by a n u m b e r o f factors w h ich  are  su m m arised  below.

—  F lex ib ility  in resource  dep lo y m en t is re s tric ted  by the  n a tu re  o f the 
re so u rces em ployed. Ferries offer som e o p e ra tio n a l flexibility  b u t  th e ir  
s tra teg ic  flexibility  is lim ited . T h e  ro u te  ne tw o rk  offers little  flexibility  as 
th e  scarc ity  of su itab le  po rts  p rev en ts  th e  d ev e lo p m en t o f  a lte rn a tiv e  
itin e ra rie s .

—  In  resp o n se  to en v iro n m en ta l tu rb u le n c e , lo n g -te rm  s tra teg ic  p la n n in g  
-h as  b e e n  a b a n d o n e d  in  favour o f a sh o rt- te rm  reactive  ap p ro ach . T h u s ,
w hile  im m e d ia te  p ro b lem s are  solved, th e re  is n o  lo n g -te rm  h o rizo n  w hich
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m ig h t give a b ro a d e r  perspective to decisions w hich have to  be  m a d e  
today.

—T h e  re p e rto ire  o f  accep tab le  responses to change is in flu en ced  by 
p rev a ilin g  o rg an isa tio n a l values. In  B & I the p revailing  c o rp o ra te  values 
have acco m m o d a ted  a n d  to a degree en co u rag ed  G o v e rn m e n t 
in te rfe ren ce , w hich has th e  effect o f  restric ting  th e  ra n g e  o f  feasib le  
responses availab le to  the  com pany. IC L , w hile o p e ra tin g  also in  th e  S ta te  
sector, has developed  a  d iffe ren t set o f  values w hich pays no h o m a g e  to  
G o v e rn m en t involvem ent in its in te rn a l affairs. T h e  la tte r  c o m p a n y ’s 
re p e rto ire  of accep tab le  responses is th u s lim ited  only by co m m e rc ia l a n d  
c o rp o ra te  consid era tio n s.

H ow ever, in sp ite  o f  lim ited  capacity  to cope w ith s tra te g ic  ch an g e , so fa r 
I r ish  fe rry  o p e ra to rs  have survived the  challenges posed  by a  tu rb u le n t  
e n v iro n m e n t. T h e y  m u st therefo re  have h ad  a m e a su re  o f success in  
co p in g  w ith  uncerta in ty . H ow ever, an  ap p ra isa l of p a s t  b e h a v io u r  suggests 
th a t  th ey  have coped  w ith  u n c e rta in ty  largely  by av o id in g  it.

C y e rt a n d  M a rc h  (1973) have defined  the sy m ptom s o f u n c e r ta in ty  
avo idance  as follow s:—

— the  em p lo y m en t o f  decision  ru les w hich em phasise  sh o rt- te rm  
reac tio n  to  sh o rt- ru n  feedback  ra th e r  th an  the a n tic ip a tio n  o f  long- 
ru n  u n c e rta in  events,

— the  a rra n g e m e n t o f  a negotiated environment w hich avoids th e  n e e d  to  
a n tic ip a te  co m p e tito rs’ reactions.

E v idence  o f  th is  is fo u n d  in the  sh o rt-te rm  reactive  p la n n in g  sty le  
observed  in  a n u m b e r  o f  com panies, it is also found in  the  re v e n u e  p o o lin g  
a rra n g e m e n t es tab lish ed  in  1985 by B & I an d  S e a lin k -B ritish  F erries. 
T h is  co n stitu tes  the e s tab lish m en t o f  a “ nego tia ted  e n v iro n m e n t”, w h e re  
p ric in g  policies a n d  o p e ra tio n a l schedules a re  a g re e d , a n d  in  w h ich  
p o ten tia l sources o f  e n v iro n m e n ta l u n c e rta in ty  are e lim in a te d  a n d  each  
c o m p a n y ’s v u ln e ra b ility  to  com petitive  reac tio n  by th e  o th e r  is re d u c e d . 
In  the case o f  this p a r tic u la r  a rra n g e m e n t a poo ling  o f  c a p a c ity  h a s  also  
e lim in a ted  supp ly  slack in  the system .

T h e re  is also ev idence o f effective reac tion  to in d iv id u a l crises. F o r 
exam ple, fo llow ing an  in c id en t in  D u b lin  1973, invo lv ing  th e  b u r n in g  o f  
the  B ritish  E m bassy , the  B & I L in e  in  an tic ip a tio n  o f  a  fall in  d e m a n d  
p ro m p tly  rev ised  its schedules an d  ad ju sted  its s tra te g y  to  a d d re ss  
a lte rn a tiv e  m ark e ts . In  1982 w hen  the F rench  p o rts  w ere  b lo c k a d e d  
d u rin g  a  fish e rm en ’s strike  IC L  im m ed ia te ly  a rra n g e d  to  b e r th  its  fe rrie s  
in  R o tte rd a m  an d  rev ised  its sailing  schedule  accordingly . In  e ach  case th e  
com pan ies re sp o n d ed  qu ick ly  a n d  effectively to stra teg ic  su rp rise s .
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W h ile  som e strategic responses seem  to have b e e n  desig n ed  to  avoid 
u n c e rta in ty , others seem ed to cou rt it. E xam ples o f  the la tte r  a ttitu d e  can 
b e  fo u n d  in  B & I ’s Je tfo il p ro ject a n d  in  IC L ’s takeover o f  th e  B elfast- 
L iv e rp o o l service. H in d sig h t clarifies the  risks involved in  the  Je tfo il 
p ro je c t a n d  the m istakes m ade. It w as a  new  p ro d u c t, techno log ica lly  
in n o v a tiv e  b u t  u n tested  in  W estern E u ro p e a n  w aters, an d  the  s tre n g th  of 
its  ap p ea l o n  the Irish  Sea was u n c e rta in . T h e  IC L  v en tu re  w as less risky. 
H ow ever, it did b rin g  the  com pany  in to  a new  a re n a  as a  th ird -p a r ty  
o p e ra to r  be tw een  two U K  po rts  on  a ro u te  w hich  h ad  p roved  u n p ro fitab le  
in  the  p ast.

Planning Style

A  s tu d y  by  Jav id an  (1984) p o stu la ted  th a t the  ex ten t o f  lo ng -range  
p la n n in g  in  an  u n c e rta in  e n v iro n m e n t is in fluenced  b o th  by 
m a n a g e m e n t’s percep tio n  o f  the  n eed  to  a d a p t to  the  new  e n v iro n m e n t 
a n d  th e  perce ived  value o f p lan n in g  as an  a d a p ta tio n  tool. H e  fo u n d  th a t 
" l im ite d ” p lan n ers  felt th a t ex trem e e n v iro n m e n ta l u n c e r ta in ty  m ad e  
lo n g -ra n g e  p lan n in g  a  fru itless exercise. T h e y  believed th a t the  in ab ility  
to  fo recast th e  fu tu re  w ith  a reaso n ab le  d eg ree  o f  confidence  m ad e  long- 
ra n g e  p la n n in g  difficult. T hese  lim ited  p la n n e rs  h a d  no  w ritte n  lo n g -te rm  
p la n s , no  assu m p tio n s ab o u t the  fu tu re , n o  scenario s a n d  no con tingency  
p lan s . O n  the o th e r h an d , J a v id a n  fo u n d  th a t “ex tensive” p lan n ers  
th o u g h t th a t, a lth o u g h  lo ng -range  p la n n in g  u n d e r  co n d itio n s o f 
u n c e r ta in ty  was difficult, it re m a in e d  a  va lu ab le  too l in  fac ilita ting  
a d ju s tm e n t to  new  en v iro n m en ta l d e m a n d s . T h e ir  lo n g -ran g e  p la n n in g  
w as co n cern ed  ith  the  f irm ’s gen era l d irec tio n , ex am in a tio n  o f 
e n v iro n m e n ta l trends, new  p ro d u c ts  a n d  in n ovations.

T h e  fe rry  o p era to rs  surveyed in  this s tu d y  cou ld  be described  as “ lim ite d ” 
p la n n e rs . T h ey  perceive sh o rt-ran g e  ra th e r  th a n  lo n g -ran g e  p la n n in g  to 
b e  a p p ro p r ia te  to cond itions o f  e n v iro n m e n ta l tu rb u la n e e ; they  have n o t 
d ev e lo p ed  con tingency  p lans a n d  th ey  have no w ritten  lo n g -te rm  plans.

Summary

T h is  a rtic le  has review ed th e  ro le  o f  stra teg ic  flexibility  in  the 
m a n a g e m e n t of change in  the  Ir ish  sea fe rry  industry . T h e  ex p lo ra to ry  
s tu d y  o n  w hich  it is b ased  fo u n d  th a t th e  in d u s try ’s s tra teg ic  flexibility was 
l im ite d  by  the  n a tu re  o f the  resou rces deployed , by  p rev a ilin g  co rp o ra te  
v a lu es  a n d  by the po o r perce ived  v alue  o f lo n g -ran g e  p lan n in g . I t fo u n d  
th a t  a lth o u g h  the  perceived  level o f  e n v iro n m e n ta l u n c e r ta in ty  was h igh , 
th e  in d u s try ’s response consisted  la rg e ly  o f  sh o rt- te rm  reac tions ra th e r  
th a n  lo n g -te rm  p lan n in g . T h is  co m b in a tio n  o f factors suggested  th a t the 
Ir ish  fe rry  in d u stry  was s tra teg ica lly  weak.
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