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For decades, Save the Children functioned as a 
loosely connected association with 29 member 
organizations operating in 120 countries. 
That approach helped the international non-
governmental organization promote children’s 
rights and provide relief in developing countries. 
But it also contributed to a decentralized 
structure, where each organization had its own 
portfolio management system, and collaboration 
among members required sending “thousands of 
Excel spreadsheets around the world,” says Carlos 
A. Carrazana, executive vice president and chief 
operating officer of Save the Children U.S. in 
Washington, D.C. 

When 10 years ago, the members formed a 
federation to more closely align, a new era 
arrived, complete with opportunities and 
challenges. 

So, three years ago, on the cusp of its 100th 
anniversary, Save the Children decided to change 
the way it delivers strategy and to drive greater 
efficiency in all regional, member and country 
offices. To sharpen strategy delivery, Save the 
Children needed to convert its geographically 
dispersed teams into a workforce that promotes 
team engagement and effective cross-
organizational cooperation. 

https://www.savethechildren.net
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“Instead of having 
to develop a whole 
practice around 
trafficking or child 
protection, we can tap 
the expertise in another 
member organization.
Carlos A. Carrazana
Executive Vice President and Chief Operating 
Officer, Save the Children

A Platform For Promoting 
Engagement And 
Cross-Organizational 
Cooperation
To do this, Save the Children first implemented 
a global technology platform that combines 
data from their disparate systems, from finance 
to human resources, which gave their 25,000 
employees around the world a single view of the 
organization’s activities. This system not only 
encourages employees from various member 
organizations to collaborate, but it also helps cut 
costs and maximize the use of resources. 

For example, if a chief financial officer of a 
member organization in London wants to 
know how to apply for a particular grant, or if a 
Canadian relief worker needs a nutritionist to 

work on a project in Bangalore, they can search 
the global database for employees with the 
necessary skills and expertise and reach out to 
them for guidance. In the past, acquiring this 
knowledge would have required countless emails 
and phone calls, says Carrazana.

Through this cross-organizational cooperation, 
Save the Children has reaped numerous benefits, 
including “tremendous savings in the U.S.,” says 
Carrazana. “We now can tap our colleagues in 
other parts of the federation who are closer to 
our programs and the children we help. This 
is a win-win for children, donors and Save the 
Children.”

For instance, he says, “If I know that our 
colleagues in London have a fantastic assistant 
treasurer, I can try to use him or her for 20% to 
30% of the time before adding a new hire to the 
U.S.” 

Photo: Jonathan Hyams / Save the Children
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https://www.savethechildren.net/sites/default/files/libraries/Save%20the%20Children%20Annual%20Review%202017_0.pdf
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By stretching existing resources and identifying 
opportunities to leverage underutilized staff, 
Save the Children can save on paying additional 
full-time salaries for highly skilled professionals. 

Time savings is another benefit. Carrazana 
says member organizations are known for 
their domain knowledge. Europe, for instance, 
specializes in preventing child labor and 
trafficking. By tapping into this knowledge base, 
member organizations can leverage existing 
resources that were previously unavailable to 
increase the speed of aid deployment. “Instead 
of having to develop a whole practice around 
trafficking or child protection,” says Carrazana, 
“we can tap the expertise in another member 
organization.”

Agents Of 
Accountability—
Organizational Change 
Managers (OCMs)
Despite these benefits, reinventing the way 
employees have operated for nearly 10 decades 
and creating a new, sustainable operating 
model requires significant change management. 
To ensure its new strategy delivers results 
and achieves its goals, Save the Children has 
deployed dozens of Organizational Change 
Managers (OCMs) across the organization. 
Recruited primarily from management consulting 
firms, OCMs partner with project leaders 
to ensure they develop and implement the 
appropriate change management plans. 

“They’re not IT experts, human resources 
experts or financial experts,” says Carrazana. 
“They’re individuals with a change management 
background and three things: critical thinking, 
common sense and a lot of good judgment. 
They’re workers who can really connect with 
staff, understand their anxiety and walk them 
through the strategic change management 
process.”

Save the Children prioritizes which projects 
require OCM engagement by assessing “the 
breadth and depth of the potential impact” of an 
initiative. Although OCMs are mostly reserved 
for large-scale projects, building capacity and 
embedding a culture of change management 

Photo: In March 2017, Save the Children, together with partners 
including UNDP and the government of Denmark, hosted the 
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in the organization also helps “smaller projects 
benefit from OCM approaches,” says Carrazana. 

During the strategic planning season, OCMs 
work with executive leaders to align their 
strategic plans with agency objectives. This 
collaborative approach offers insight into 
teams’ activities, while enabling leadership 
teams to better understand the breadth of 
change activities. The result, says Carrazana, 
is “the agency-wide consolidation of change 
management and continuous improvement 
activities, [which] provides senior leadership a 
holistic view from which to collectively prioritize 
work.” 

Shaping A Long-Lasting, 
Winning Culture 
Through Recognition Of 
Quick Wins 
While driving accountability is key to strategy 
success, Save the Children also needed to 
motivate those who do the work. Take, for 
example, Save the Children’s Accelerating 
Delivery and Improvement (ADI) program. 
Adapted from a GlaxoSmithKline methodology, 
ADI trains employees in project management, 
change management and continuous 
improvement—skills that are critical to 
supporting Save the Children’s project delivery 
framework. 

Today, employees are highly encouraged to 
complete an ADI training module as part of 
their leadership development to demonstrate to 
senior management their ability to solve complex 
problems, while those that complete the entire 
program may receive a signed certificate from 
Save the Children CEO Carolyn Miles. 

“We’ve always recognized when someone writes 
a paper that gets published in The Lancet,” says 
Carrazana, referring to the esteemed medical 
journal. “But now we’re actually recognizing 
our employees’ ability to help others within 
the organization deal with change in a positive 
way.” Celebrating these successes—no matter 
how small—shapes a winning culture by 
engaging and exciting the people responsible for 
delivering strategic change programs. Rewards 
and recognition also help to boost employee 

Global Goals World Cup in Nairobi. Twenty four teams of girls 
and women played in a football tournament.
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morale—an important retention strategy in 
today’s tight labor market. 

Space For Missteps And 
Fast Learning 
But even the most robust plans for change 
must allow for occasional missteps. Carrazana 
points to Save the Children’s Innovation Fund, 
which invests in cutting-edge projects that aim 
to improve the health and wellness of children. 
Allocations range from $50,000 to $100,000 
and include initiatives such as creating a portable 
respirator for treating children in rural and 
impoverished areas with pneumonia. 

However, not all of Save the Children’s 
innovative projects succeed. Rather than 
punishing risk-taking, Carrazana says, the 
organization encourages employees to discuss 
challenges openly and rewards failure—or at least 
accepts it as valuable input. 

“It’s through these innovation efforts that we’re 
now discussing failure and what we can learn 
from a particular event which has not always 
been accepted in our culture,” says Carrazana. 
“As you can imagine, working in fragile settings, 
we fail all the time. But now we’re being much 
more open about failure. Our innovation efforts 
have really helped us to see and think through 
that.”

For example, in 2014, Save the Children 
attempted to upgrade its digital platform to 
meet the needs of its growing online presence. 
However, “due to a number of factors, the 

original effort failed to deliver in a timely and 
comprehensive manner,” recalls Carrazana.

Save the Children used lessons from this 
experience to build a new team of cross-
divisional senior leaders and develop a strategy 
for building a holistic, online environment 
capable of converting visitors into loyal 
supporters. The result was “a stronger, more 
compelling website for all visitors, with 
significant increases on every major KPI,” says 
Carrazana. 

Learning to reward failure and accepting it 
as valuable input will continue to improve 
innovation and the team’s ability to deliver 
strategic initiatives in a dynamic environment.

Making Progress 
Continuous
Projects may also stall. For this reason, Save the 
Children relies on a continuous improvement 
project framework to jumpstart flailing initiatives 
and get them back on track. This framework 
involves articulating a problem or opportunity 
and building adequate management support to 
move forward. 

Once there is consensus on what the problem 
or opportunity is, the next step is to establish 
a project sponsor, a project lead and a core 
team. According to Carrazana, “This process 
works regardless of the size of the problem to 
be solved, although the smaller the problem 
statement or the span of impact, the quicker 
work usually begins.”
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For example, Save the Children’s 
fundraising teams rely on a variety 
of channels, from television to 
telemarketing, to encourage donations. 
As digital platforms such as social media 
began to multiply, member organizations 
struggled to determine how best to 
allocate budget. While proper channel 
mix for all members is not yet achieved, 
by introducing continuous improvement 
processes and encouraging members to 
share feedback on their experiences, the 
U.S has been able to make great strides 
due to our new digital platform.

Although change is never easy, and 
missteps are inevitable, Carrazana says 
that successfully changing how Save the 
Children implements strategic initiatives 
is critical to the organization’s success: 
“We have to think and work differently if 
we want to stay around for another 100 
years.”

..working in fragile 
settings, we fail all the 
time. But now we’re being 
much more open about 
failure.
Carlos A. Carrazana
Executive Vice President and COO,  
Save the Children

“
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