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Level 2: Future Proofing Influence
Taking Risks to Succeed in a Changing World
Teacher Note:
This worksheet provides information and an activity to help students understand that smart risk-taking is essential to keeping a business competitive, relevant, and ready for the future.

Resource
“Taking Risks to Succeed in a Changing World” (simplified version, of the full article “Taking Calculated Risks”.

Activity1: Summarise “Taking Risks to Succeed in a Changing World” 
Activity 2: "Risk vs Reward – Build Your Brand" 
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Taking Risks to Succeed in a Changing World
The world is always changing, but many organisations keep doing things the same way they always have. While this might feel safe, it can actually be risky. If businesses do not change and adapt, they can quickly fail especially when new companies come in with fresh ideas.
After the Global Financial Crisis, many companies became more focused on short-term profits rather than long-term success. They cut costs, avoided risky investments, and tried to please shareholders quickly. But this made it harder for them to innovate and grow in the future.
Why Taking Risks Matters
Innovation is key for future success. Without it, companies may fall behind, especially as new competitors try to take their place. But taking risks needs good planning, strong leadership, and often, money.
In New Zealand, many large companies are co-operatives. These businesses often do not have enough spare cash to invest in risky new ideas. One way to solve this is through partnerships. Sharing ownership with the right investors can help companies grow faster, even if it means giving up some control.
Growing Global Brands
New Zealand produces less than 1% of the world’s food but still has many great small food companies. However, it is hard for these businesses to grow into billion-dollar brands. To succeed, they need to enter international markets early, which can be risky. Working together, sharing resources, or promoting products as a group can help reduce this risk.
Learning from Start-Ups
Start-ups (new, small businesses) take risks all the time. They move fast, try new ideas, and often learn through failure. Bigger companies should try to keep some of this “start-up mindset” alive — even as they grow and become more structured. Taking risks and failing sometimes is part of learning. In New Zealand, failure is often judged harshly, but this needs to change.
Facing Reality
Sometimes, companies only look for information that confirms what they already believe. Instead, they need to consider all possibilities — even if it challenges their current way of thinking. For example, the rise of lab-grown meat could affect New Zealand’s natural meat industry. But with the right mindset, companies can still find value in natural, local products.
Do Not Just Rely on Government
Many in the sector expect the Government to solve their problems. But often, better solutions come from businesses themselves, like new product ideas, partnerships, or improving supply chains.


Hiring Big Thinkers
To manage risk and plan for the future, businesses need visionary people, those who can see big trends and think creatively. These people can come from any background and can make a huge difference.
Creating Change Through Separate Teams
Some companies create separate "challenger brands" to try new ideas outside their main business. This allows innovation without being held back by old ways of thinking. Spark’s success with the Skinny brand is one example. While it is not always easy to bring these new ideas into the main company, they can help push change forward.



Activity 1: Summarise “Taking Risks to Succeed in a Changing World” 
Objective:  
To help students understand that smart risk-taking is essential to keeping a business competitive, relevant, and ready for the future

1. Divide students into small teams. 
2. Each group reads the article. 
3. Each group works together to identify and summarise the key points that show the balance between risk and reward in business decisions.
4. Each group presents their key points. As a class, combine the ideas to create an overall summary of the article’s main message.

Activity 2: "Risk vs Reward – Build Your Brand" 

Objective:  
Students learn how calculated risks can grow a business over time and how playing it too safe may limit success.

Setup
· Divide students into small teams 
· Give each team a simple business scenario:

Example
You run a small natural fruit ice cream company that sells locally. You’ve made steady sales, but a bigger brand is entering the market next year. You have 3 options:

Option A: Stay local and cut prices to stay competitive.
Option B: Invest in social media marketing and upgrade packaging.
Option C: Launch in a nearby city. It is expensive and risky but could double your sales.

Instructions:
1. Discussion 
Each team discusses which option they would choose and why. Encourage them to consider:
· Short-term vs long-term benefits
· Costs involved
· Potential risks and rewards

2. Report Back (5 mins):
Each team shares their decision and reasoning with the class.

3. Debrief (5 mins):
As a class, discuss:
· Which choices were safe? Which were risky?
· Which teams thought long-term?
· Could playing it safe hurt the business in the future?
· What does it mean to take a calculated risk?


Summary of Key Points: Balancing Risk and Reward
1. Playing it too safe can be risky
· Sticking with what is always worked might feel comfortable, but it can lead to being left behind by more innovative competitors.
2. Taking risks does not mean being reckless
· Good businesses take calculated risks — they weigh the possible outcomes and plan for challenges.
3. Short-term gains vs. long-term success
· Focusing only on quick profits can stop a company from growing in the future (e.g., cutting costs instead of investing in innovation).
4. Innovation often requires investment
· Trying new ideas or entering new markets can cost money upfront, but it is often necessary for future growth.
5. Failure is part of learning
· Not every risk will succeed, but failure can teach valuable lessons and lead to better decisions next time.
6. The biggest threat is doing nothing
· Avoiding all risk may seem safe, but it can cause businesses to stagnate or fail when the market changes.
7. Collaboration and creativity reduce risk
· Working with others or testing ideas through smaller projects (like challenger brands) helps manage risk while still moving forward.


Taking Calculated Risks
Given the world we live in is constantly changing, the most significant risk many
organisations take is continuing to instinctively do the same things that they have done in the past.
This desire to replicate past success makes our organisations vulnerable to the future. However, for many of our contributors breaking the gravitational pull of the status quo is one of the most pressing leadership issues they face in their organisations.
These issues are not unique to the New Zealand primary sector.
A resistance to taking risk has permeated business culture throughout the developed world in the aftermath of the Global Financial Crisis. Research from Harvard University found that companies in the US have focused heavily on delivering higher short-term shareholder returns, in preference to positioning an organisation to deliver long-term success. Management attention has been directed towards growing short-term profitability (through discounting, cutting costs, and scaling back or halting investments into more risky initiatives), increasing cash dividends and implementing capital return programmes; all with a goal of raising share prices.
While such initiatives deliver short-term gains, they can have significant impact on future growth; particularly if the business loses its capability to innovate. One contributor suggested that an unwillingness to take the necessary risks creates scenarios where an organisation could move rapidly from comfortable to catastrophic failure.
This is particularly so when there are many emerging organisations looking at how they can disrupt established players to capture their profitability.
Last year's Agenda highlighted to the cost of creating value - with expenditure often required significantly in advance of the likelihood of return. Yet without that investment, it is difficult for a company to successfully break away from commodity cycles. The challenge for management is that they need to make a compelling business case for these investments, which can be particularly difficult when faced with a conservative board using short-term shareholder return models as their guiding principle.
Many ideas were raised around initiatives companies should pursue. The goal is to provide them with both the flexibility and the capability to remain relevant to their consumers and position themselves to deliver shareholder returns into the future. These are not always radical tactics, but when combined with innovation spending, collaborative partnerships and consumer connectivity they can protect a company's relevance and equip it for future growth.

Sourcing adequate capital for growth
One of the biggest constraints on taking risk is the quantum and mix of capital available to New Zealand companies.
Many of our large companies are co­ operatives. These entities often lack cash to take risks for growth, given the cash needs of their members, however there is no lack of other funds available to enable good businesses to grow. We need to build a culture that recognises that owning half of a growing business is better than 100% of a stagnating entity. Even though risk comes from partnering in an investment, this can be managed by carefully identifying an investment partner and clearly defining the rules of engagement from the outset. Aligned investment can provide the capability to take a risk that an entity could not countenance on its own.
Creating billion-dollar product brands
New Zealand has hundreds of companies growing and exporting agricultural products, despite producing less than 1% of global production. We have a plethora of great small food companies, but they struggle to double or quadruple their businesses - yet alone grow billion-dollar brands. With a small domestic market, our companies must risk entering offshore markets earlier in their lifecycle to build scale, making it harder to grow major brands from New Zealand. That is why collectively providing pathways for a warm entry into a market - whether co-funding of promotional activities or collectively bringing customers to New Zealand - creates value for all our growing businesses. The benefits of presenting a wider basket of New Zealand products to market provides both Government and commercial companies with an incentive to help growing businesses.

Embedding a start-up mindset
The inherent benefits of a start-up culture were raised during a number of conversations. Start-ups live by the seat of their pants. They try new things every day and often take risks that 'bet the business' in the process of delivering on their purpose. As the business grows, and process and governance are introduced, the excitement and passion of the start-up period is often dissipated. Preserving (or reinstating) these elements of a start-up culture in an organisation is critical if a business is going to be closely connected to its purpose and comfortable taking risks aligned to that purpose.
Learning to fail
Not every risk will pay off. Start-ups know this very clearly and see failure as a critical part of developing and growing.
Yet failure appears to carry a stigma in New Zealand that does not apply in other countries. This is something we need to change. As a small country, a failure often attracts disproportionate media attention than it would elsewhere around the world. Governors and others in the sector need to support people who have been through a failure experience. Learnings from failures are beneficial. The key is having the maturity to know when to admit something isn't working and fail an initiative, rather than trying to flog a dead horse.

Facing up to reality
The need to actively scan the global environment for opportunities and potential seeds of disruption has already been noted in this report.
Problematically, we often only focus on the analysis that confirms our beliefs about the future. To ensure a business is focusing on the most relevant risks, it is more important that the analysis is not confirmatory but focuses on evidence that contradicts an established view of the world. In the agri-food sector, there are burning platforms, including the emergence of synthetic and cultured proteins which challenge all our assumptions on natural protein. Analysing these issues with an open mind clearly identifies the value inherent in storied, natural proteins that would be missed if the role of new food types are ignored.
Looking beyond the Government
For too long, the sector has looked to the Government to provide solutions to issues and risks they have identified in the market. The immediate reaction that the Government has the answer to every problem harks back to a past generation. Of course, there are areas where the Government is well-placed to assist with finding solutions, such as the challenges working through market access impediments, like phytosanitary issues, to get products across a border. However, often, it is better to look to the market for an answer; be that a commercial collaboration, a product redesign, an innovation programme or a supply chain reengineering exercise. During our round-table discussions, it was made clear that more solutions to primary sector issues will come from the market rather than Wellington.

Employing the visionaries
Every Agenda we have written has highlighted the importance of getting the right talent to enable organisations to unleash their potential. The key to identifying and managing risk is having people with the ability to see the biggest of pictures and understand what opportunities this creates for an organisation. Dreamers may be unfair description of them, but they are people with the ability to scan the horizon, analyse, interpret and action the strategies that will shape the organisations future. They are the disruptors, who deliver a clarity of thought many organisations lack. Talented people can come from any background. One contributor described their game changing employee as a 15-year-old they had recently recruited.

Forcing change through standalone structures
A number of contributors raised examples of initiatives to drive change within their businesses through the use of challenger brands that sit largely or totally outside their mainstream business. These companies have taken this approach because of the resistance to change inherent in their organisation, making standalone the only effective way to respond to risk and shape the future. This approach is becoming more common. Spark used the approach successfully to create challenger brands like Skinny. Scaling a challenger model or shifting it into the mainstream can sometimes prove difficult; nevertheless, they provide a strong case for change to those still stuck in the past.
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