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Introduction 
 
In my early years as a fundraiser my experience of 

being on the receiving end of management ranged 

from inspiring to downright terrible.  I had managers 

who believed in me and developed me, and the 

occasional manager that made me cry and crushed 

my spirit.   

 

We come into this sector full of passion and wanting 

to make a difference, and the people who guide us 

and lead us often determine how much impact we 

can make, and how much we enjoy doing it. 

 
My first couple of years as a manager were rocky.  I 

made more than my fair share of mistakes but I also 

had great role models to learn from.  And I was 

constantly observing and learning.  What worked?  

What didn’t and why?  How do you build trust and 

respect and how do you tackle difficult situations?  

You couldn’t find that information in textbooks or on 

training courses and how I wished you could – it 

would have saved me a lot of time and energy. 

 
In the years since then I have led some talented and 

successful fundraising teams, working for great 

causes and with brilliant colleagues and friends.  I 

only came into my own when I started leading teams.  

As a change maker I loved the fact that I had the 

ability to improve things – the way the team worked 

together, how we related to donors, how we 

packaged our work, how fundraising was viewed 

within the organisation.  I discovered what a privilege 

it is to be entrusted to lead a team and how 

rewarding it can. 

 

As a consultant I’ve been lucky enough to work with 

teams of all shapes and sizes and have studied what 

the successful teams have in common.  Often it 

comes down to leadership, which is what inspired me 

to write this book. 

 
If you are thinking of stepping up to lead a team for 

the first time or to take your first Director of 

Fundraising role I would encourage you to go for it.  

We have a shortage of talented leaders coming up 

through the ranks in fundraising and you could be 

one of them.   

 
You will have great highs and challenging lows but 

you will learn and grow and will be able to unlock 

skills and talents you didn’t even know you had.  This 

book is mainly for you.  It shares some of the lessons 

that I, and Fundraising Directors much more talented 

and experienced than me, have learnt about 

leadership in our time in the sector.   

 

The chapters are bite-sized so that you can quickly 

gain insight, ideas or inspiration on whatever you are 

struggling with at the time.  It isn’t comprehensive but 

I hope that, taken as a whole, it shares some of the 

softer skills of leadership that can be hard to learn 

formally and some of the insights I’ve learnt along the 

way.  This book shares how I lead teams.  Like me, it 

isn’t perfect and it won’t suit everyone but I hope that 

there are things contained within the book that will 

benefit everyone. 

 

Carla Miller 
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Preparing to step up   
 

If you’re thinking of stepping up to lead a fundraising team you’re probably wondering how you prepare 

yourself to get the job.  Here are some simple steps to get you ready… 

 

Understand the role 
To secure any role you need to truly understand it.  

Whether it’s a Director of Fundraising role or heading 

up an income stream, each role will have its own 

nuances.  When you’ve decided what role you are 

aiming for, get hold of as many adverts, job 

descriptions and person specifications are you can for 

that role in the size charity you’re focusing on.  I 

mention size because a head of income stream at 

CRUK will need some different skills than a head of 

the same income stream at a small charity.   

 

Start to build your network amongst people who 

already have that role.  Invite people for a quick 

coffee and ask their advice on how to prepare for the 

role and also what makes candidates stand out for 

that sort of role.  Make a good impression and they 

will also keep their ear to the ground for potential 

jobs for you. 

 

Recruitment consultants can also be a great source of 

information.  They can review your CV and tell you 

how you compare to your peers for that sort of role 

and make recommendations. So book in a call to a 

recruitment consultant that you trust and that 

recruits at this level. 

 

You can also use Linked In to look at the career paths 

of people who have your dream role and see what 

sort of experience they had and how they present 

themselves. 

 

Map your skills, knowledge and experience 
Now you know what expertise charities and recruiters 

are looking for in your dream role it is time to be 

honest with yourself.  Go through all the documents, 

and your notes from your meetings and calls and 

map out the skills/experience/examples/personal 

attributes that your dream role calls for.  Highlight the 

areas that you feel you need to develop skills, gain 

experience, evidence or attain knowledge and create 

a list.  If you’re not sure then ask your manager to 

help you identify how you could develop. 

Acquire new skills & knowledge 
It’s time to create an action plan.  For each of the 

areas you need to develop, identify what you’re going 

to do and when you are going to do it.  Here are some 

suggestions… 

 

 Shadowing someone in the role so you can see 

the reality of the role and learn what it looks like 

to do the role really well 

 Reading as much as you can around the subject – 

whether that’s about an income stream that is 

new to you or about management and strategy 

 Get up to speed on legislation by reading articles, 

referring to the Institute of Fundraising or going 

on a training course 

 Ask your employer to send you on a training 

course e.g. “Finance for Non-Finance Managers” 

or to invest in a qualification 

 Get exposure to other functions within your 

organisation and build relationships outside your 

team  

 Develop yourself personally by public speaking, 

project management, committee chairing or 

media training. 

 Become a Trustee and gain an organisation-wide 

understanding and learn about governance 

 

Be proactive 
This is the thing that makes strong applicants really 

stand out. They've spotted problems or opportunities 

in their organisations and have stepped up to offer a 

solution. They are always thinking about how they 

can make things better rather than complaining 

about how tough their role is. They take opportunities 

offered to them and create opportunities themselves 

as well. Proactive people are offered promotions 

because they have demonstrated the value they bring 

and have done so by collaborating with colleagues 

rather than stepping on others to get to the top. I 

firmly believe you can be ambitious and be a good 

team player at the same time. 
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Leadership 
Think about what kind of leader you are going to be 

and how you can start demonstrating that in your 

current role. Leadership goes beyond managing a 

team and focusing on performance. It is about 

creating a shared vision, taking people with you on 

the journey to realising that vision, managing 

upwards, influencing colleagues across the 

organisation and thinking with an organisational 

perspective rather than a purely fundraising 

perspective. 

 

 

 

Jenni Anderson, Director of Fundraising & Marketing 

at Haven House Children’s Hospice on how she got 

ready to step up… 

 

One of the things that I've enjoyed doing is working in 

organisations where you're allowed to work in places 

other than your day job. If your job takes up a hundred 

per cent of your time, then where are you going to 

develop? You're only ever going to develop in that 

function. To take the next step up, you need like ten per 

cent of your time to find ways of doing different things 

that are going to expose you to different activities. For 

example, if you've never presented to a subcommittee of 

the board before, when you're in a director position, or 

even if you're in a head of team position, you will be 

expected to present to the board. How can you now find 

a way so that you can present to those people, to give 

you a taste of one, what questions they'll ask you, and 

what you actually need to present to them so that they 

can make sense of what you're saying?  

 

Some of it is about taking steps up when opportunities 

arise. If your boss if off, but there's a finance committee 

that week, could you go in their place that week? Even if 

you don't say anything, you might learn from the 

conversations around you. If you want to be in a position 

where you're managing a team or income streams, you 

are going to have to step out of your comfort zones. If 

you're the type of person that doesn't like doing that, 

then don't beat yourself up about becoming a head or 

fundraising director. You are going to have to do things 

that are scary and you don't like and you're not used to 

and you haven't experienced before. 

 

Acquire the skills you need.  Like, how do you write a 

business plan? Have you done some benchmarking? 

Have you looked at your competitors? You might do that 

for an event, so if you look after a challenge event, I like 

to think you might have gone and looked at other 

challenge events and what they return. You've done an 

assessment of where your challenge event sits against 

other people’s. You just sort of have to extrapolate that 

evidence for lots of other things. Again, if you don't like 

doing that, it's going to be hard to step into a role where 

you're going to be asked to do that every quarter or 

every year.  You can only learn that by doing it. You do it, 

you present it, people ask you questions, they find holes 

in things you've written, and you go, “okay, next time I'll 

add all that stuff in”.  

 

Recommended reading… 

“Playing Big” by Tara Mohr is great if you are looking 

to feel more confident about stepping up 
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Securing the Job 
 

Nick Billingham is one of the leading Fundraising recruiters in the UK. He heads up the Fundraising team at Charity People 

and has recruited Fundraising Directors for a variety of national and international non-profits. 

 

It can be a hugely exciting time having decided 

you are ready for a new challenge and identified 

a role which seems to fit all of your key criteria, 

but equally, it can be quite daunting. After all you 

know you are the right person for the advertised 

role, but how do you demonstrate that to them? 

 

Fundraising, like most other professions in the UK, is 

typically reliant on a tried and tested formula to 

secure new talent. A role is marketed through a job 

board or a recruitment agency, applications are 

encouraged before a shortlist is identified, and 

subsequently interviewed. So there are three key 

stages of which you are in control: finding the role, 

getting an interview and impressing them once you 

get there. Across each of these stages there are a 

number of things that you can do to give yourself the 

best possible chance to secure the job. 

 

Finding the role 
Luckily we work within a relatively small sector, so 

opportunities can usually be found on one of three 

job boards. As you start to look at more senior 

opportunities the role may not be widely publicly 

advertised; instead one head-hunter will hold 

responsibility for identifying and approaching 

potential candidates. This is just one more reason for 

working on your public profile. Make sure the people 

who need to know you are aware of you. This will 

include building relationships with a selection of 

recruiters - this could be the people you have worked 

with to recruit in your teams or it could be people 

recommended to you by your networks.  

 

Beyond profile building and networking spend some 

time thinking about what your dream job is. Factor in 

where you want to be in 5-10 years and work 

backwards; what does the next role need to offer me 

to get me there? 

 

I often say to people that seeking a new role can be a 

full time occupation. It is for this reason some people 

will decide to hand their notice in and then start the 

process of applying for roles. Whether this works for 

you will depend on your own individual 

circumstances. In a lot of instances it’s not a risk 

worth taking and if so, it is worth designating some 

time each week to the job search. This will ensure you 

have time to apply for roles that come up, but most 

importantly it will mean you can do justice to any 

applications you decide to make.  You will spend this 

time each week doing different things. It might be 

enhancing your public profile or speaking to your 

network, or it could be honing applications and 

preparing for interviews. Either way, diarising some 

time each week will ensure you find the time to focus. 

 

Getting an interview 
I have written in the past about the perils of 

application forms; I hate the things and they feel like 

a bureaucratic waste of time.   However, sometimes 

they will be a necessity and its worth preparing for 

these, but hopefully you may get by with just a 

supporting statement! Either way you will likely be 

asked to present your CV and a supporting statement 

specific to that post. Hopefully you will be in the habit 

of allocating time each week to do these so either will 

be manageable. 

 

It is worth recognising your CV doesn’t have to be a 

singular document. Change it dependent on the role 

you are going for. Read the person specification and 

identify what they need – make sure you are tailoring 

your experience to this. The supporting statement 

should be personal and exquisite conveying why you 

are interested and why you are suitable. I have 

found that people can often overthink this, but it 

really is that simple. 
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For Director level hires it isn’t uncommon for the 

recruiter to be working on a retained basis, in full 

partnership with the Charity. If this is the case they 

will often hold the first round of interviews before 

discussing these interviews with the hiring manager.  

 

I have met many people who assumed an invite to an 

interview with me would be a chat over a coffee 

about the job, when in reality it is running through a 

set of pre-agreed questions specific to the role. Whilst 

the questions will typically be quite top line, don’t 

underestimate this part of the process. Perform badly 

or disinterested at this stage and you may find that is 

where your part in the application process ends. 

 

Impressing at interview 
“Fail to prepare and prepare to fail” is one of those 

irritating catch phrases which unfortunately rings true 

with interviews. As with the application process you 

will need to find time to spend time preparing.  

Preparation should include speaking to people who 

know the organisation or hiring manager you are 

applying to – how do they describe the people there? 

What are the key challenges they are facing? What are 

the sort of questions they typically ask at interview?  

 

If you don’t have a connection then what can you find 

out through social media? Personal social media 

accounts can offer fantastic insight into CEO’s! 

Beyond casual social media stalking, you will certainly 

need to have spent time thinking over key 

experiences that will likely be relevant to the role you 

are going for.  

 

Competency based interview questions are common 

and it is worth identifying the key competencies you 

expect them to test and ideally having examples to 

talk through for each. 

It is worth noting some examples will fit a number of 

competencies so you don’t necessarily need a bank of 

15 examples! 

 

The key with any interview is to try and enjoy the 

process. It may involve an assessment centre with 

role plays; it probably will involve a presentation, but 

whatever is included try and enjoy it and relish the 

challenge in front of you. In Britain, it seems to be 

natural to underplay previous achievement, so it 

might be worth running through tangible successes 

before an interview with a friend/family member. 

Balance is the key here; you want to ensure the 

interview panel are made aware of your outstanding 

historical achievements, but you don’t want to come 

across as arrogant. If you have pre-planned and 

practiced, you should be able to deliver this in the 

right tone. 

 

It is highly unlikely you will meet every single one of 

the assessment criteria for the post.  This is ok and 

quite common. I always think it is worth recognising 

this and countering it by being ready to talk through 

an example of overcoming a knowledge/experience 

gap. This will demonstrate self awareness and 

problem solving! As you reach the conclusion of the 

interview it is worth having a strong close pre-

planned. Genuine enthusiasm and confidence goes a 

really long way here.  

 

Finally think about the sort of questions you are going 

to ask when prompted? There are lots of suggestions 

online for these but try and think about what is 

genuinely important for you. The interview should be 

a two way process and you should be using it to 

identify if an opportunity and organisation is right for 

you as much as the other way round. 

 

Whatever the role and process involved, good luck! 
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Becoming a Generalist 

 
When you step up to lead a team that includes fundraisers from different specialisms you have to make 

a shift from being a specialist in your area of fundraising to becoming more of a generalist.  

 

Traditionally managers have the answers to their 

team’s issues but you’ll be managing people who 

know more about their area of fundraising than you 

do.  You many not have faced the challenges that are 

specific to their role.   

 

For example as a Corporate Fundraising Manager 

who steps up to lead a Corporate, Trusts and 

Statutory team you’ll find yourself dealing with the 

political landscape, onerous reporting and a lot of 

detail rather than the pitches and partnerships that 

you’ve been good at.  So how do you add value in that 

situation?  How do you even know if the person 

you’re managing is good at their job?  How do you 

manage and motivate people who may have different 

communications styles or priorities to you?  How do 

you establish credibility as their manager? 

 

When you first became a line manager you learnt a 

new way of working.  Now it’s time to evolve again 

and become a generalist.   Here are some of the 

factors involved in being a great generalist… 

 

Build trust and mutual respect 
Trust is key to your relationships with your direct 

reports and you gain trust through honesty and 

making sure your words and actions align.  I have 

always found it helpful to be upfront about the extent 

of the knowledge and experience I have of their area 

and recognise their expertise.  Starting from a place 

of mutual respect is also a good idea,  i.e. you work 

from the assumption that they are great at their job 

and they work from the assumption that you are 

great at yours. 

   

Set clear boundaries 
Ultimately you are responsible for the performance of 

your team and so you will want to have some 

influence over their activity, even though you are still 

learning about it.  Explain that you will be held 

accountable (so you’re not going to be totally hands 

off) and are keen to understand as much as possible 

and to add value. Set clear boundaries about what 

you need to know and be involved in. 

Understand what they need from you 
When you’re managing people who are themselves 

managers or heads of teams, their needs will be very 

different from junior team members from the same 

specialism as you. If they’re performing well they may 

well resent you trying to ‘manage’ them.  So find out 

what help they need from you and get really good at 

delivering that.  It might be improving relationships 

with the programmes team, pushing through change 

internally or some of your time to attend key 

meetings but unless you ask then you won’t know 

how best to support and lead them. 

 

Be their champion 
The best leaders and managers are champions of 

their team.  They negotiate internally, they fully 

support their team members, they ensure that those 

doing the work are given the credit and they help 

raise the profile of those who work for them. 
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Agree objectives and KPIs 
Make sure that, even if you don’t yet understand all if 

the detail, that you know exactly what you expect of 

your direct reports and so do they.  An objective 

setting session will also help you to understand what 

the variables that can and cannot be controlled are 

for each income stream and how to identify good and 

poor performance.  

 

Take a coaching approach 
A coaching approach can be a great way to approach 

managing specialists.  It assumes that people have 

the ability to come up with their own great solutions if 

you ask the right questions and provide them with 

the support and confidence to do so.  It’s empowering 

for the person being coached and means you don’t 

always have to have all the answers. 

 

Get great at internal negotiation 
The higher you rise in an organisation, the more 

important this becomes.  Being able to influence 

change in other teams or departments is crucial to 

success if you’re going to help your team perform at 

their best. 

 

Be aware of your bias 
In all likelihood your specialism involves approaching 

tasks in a certain way. Some income streams require 

huge attention to detail, others need visionary big 

picture thinking.  In some areas, being brilliant with 

words is crucial, in others it’s all about the numbers.  

You are likely to have different strengths and 

aptitudes to those you manage and it’s important 

that, as well as bringing your perspective, you learn to 

think like they do and understand why they approach 

things in the way they do. 

 

Learn and fill in the gaps in your knowledge 
Learn as much as you can about the income streams 

that you are now responsible for.  Identify what they 

need from the organisation to be successful.  Attend 

events and read relevant blogs.  The more you know, 

the more you will be able to support your team to 

perform well. 
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Your first Director of Fundraising job 
 

Being a Director of Fundraising is, in my humble opinion, one of the best jobs in the world. It can also be, 

in my experience, a hard and stressful job at times. You have the opportunity to create change and make 

an impact on a scale you won't have experienced before.  

 

With that comes responsibility to deliver, to inspire and motivate a team even if the charity is going 

through difficult times and a need to be able to influence at the highest levels. For some people it is 

where they feel truly at home, for others it is a step away from the fundraising specialism that they love 

and includes a level of reporting that can seem onerous. 
 
I always encourage people to think carefully about 

why they want to be a Director. What do you think it 

will bring you? Is it influence, status, an opportunity to 

learn or a chance to lead? What could be the possible 

downsides and how will you plan for them? When you 

understand why you want to do this you will be able 

to pick the Director roles that suit you. 

 

Deciding which job to apply for 
When you are applying and interviewing for a 

Director role, be choosy about which roles you go for. 

Things to consider include: 

 

 What is their financial situation?  

 Do they struggle to raise funds or to curb their 

spending?  

 Have they been reliant on one funder or living off 

a large legacy for a long time?  

 How do the Trustees approach risk and 

investment in fundraising? 

 What turnover has there been in this role? When 

you've seen 3 or 4 Directors in as many years 

there's probably an issue there and it's good to 

find out what that is. 

 What's the culture like? What reputation does the 

organisation and the CEO have within the sector 

and with former employees? 

 Are the income aspirations for the role realistic? If 

they're looking to double income in a short period 

of time what are they putting in place to achieve 

that?  

 Is there an amazing new service or campaign they 

want to launch and is there a budget for 

investment in fundraising? 

 What is the organisation's appetite for change 

and does it match yours? If they want a change in 

income are they also open to making the required 

organisational changes? Are they looking for 

someone who will be a change-maker or 

someone to steadily deliver over a long time 

period?  
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I have seen mismatches in expectations around 

change cause huge problems and it should always be 

part of the interview process. 

 

Remember that at this level it is very much a two-way 

process. You're going to have to deliver at a high level 

in this role so you want to be sure that it is right for 

you. Ask lots of questions, meet the team and 

understand as much as possible about what you are 

committing yourself to. 

 

Nick’s chapter covered how to get the job but how 

about once you’re in it – what’s different about your 

first Director level role? 

Take an organisational perspective 
Until now you’ve thought like a fundraiser, because 

that was your job.  But at Director level you now have 

to represent fundraising but think about issues and 

opportunities from a whole organisation perspective.  

That has a steep learning curve because you need to 

learn enough about all areas of the charity’s work in 

order to be able to add value and you need to do it 

quickly. So you’ll want to get up to speed on how 

finances are run by making sure you understand the 

accounts and are looking at expenditure and cash 

flow as well as income lines.  Governance should also 

be top of mind because you’ll be working more 

closely with Trustees and will be asked to bring a 

fundraising perspective to broader conversations.   In 

your induction meetings with fellow Directors try and 

understand the challenges they face and how your 

team can work effectively with them – it will make 

future negotiations much easier if you truly 

understand where they are coming from. 

 

Being part of a Directorate 
Effective Directorates (also called Executive Teams or 

Senior Management Teams) stand together.  There 

will be times when you discuss issues at Directors 

meetings and, despite putting forward your strongest 

arguments, the collective decision is not the outcome 

that you wanted.  It is really important that you get 

behind that decision, particularly when 

communicating to your team and explain to them 

why the decision was made.  If you don’t, then you 

undermine the Directorate as a whole.   You need to 

act like a team and support each other. 

 

Embrace ultimate responsibility for income 

and your team 
As Director of Fundraising, the buck for hitting 

income targets stops with you.  So make sure you’ve 

really interrogated the figures you’re putting forward 

and can answer detailed questions on them.  Make 

sure you’ve allowed some leeway for the unexpected.  

Many Fundraising Directors have conversations with 

their Finance Director and CEO about the amount of 

stretch in fundraising figures and have a more 

conservative budget that they share with Trustees 

and then a more ambitious target they are aiming to 

reach.  It is always better to exceed your income 

target than to miss it and no-one will thank you for 

promising the world and then failing to deliver.  As a 

new Director you don’t know enough about the track 

record of the various income streams, the team etc to 

be overly optimistic and it takes time to create 

change. 

 

If your team underperforms or someone makes a 

mistake, ultimately that is also your responsibility.  

You can’t blame it on an individual or poor line 

management further down the line because the 

culture, management style and performance of your 

team all fall under your remit.  Instead, make sure 

that you’re actively leading on culture, developing 

great managers and leaders and encouraging people 

to take accountability by leading by example. 

 

Be a change-maker 
Equally if the other Directors of the Trustees are 

being unhelpful when it comes to fundraising, it is 

your job to influence, educate and work with them to 

create change.  At this level you have to be a change-

maker and embrace that challenge rather than sit 

back and say “We can’t because…”.  Your internal 

influencing skills will be crucial to your success and 

you can read more about that in a later chapter. 
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Tips from the top 
Here is some advice from Alan Gosschalk, Director 

of Director of Fundraising and Communications at 

the British Asian Trust for anyone who is heading 

up an income stream and is looking to become a 

Fundraising Director… 

 

“There are several elements to the job obviously. There is 

line management and fundraising capability to start 

with. Gravitas and credibility are important, but another 

key element is that as a Director, you've got to be 

valuable to the organization beyond having your 

fundraising hat on. I think it's about getting involved in 

other areas where you can, and improving your strategic 

importance and your understanding of the rest of the 

organization, because it should be a given that you're a 

good fundraiser if you're a Head of department.  

 

Leading a ‘directorate’ is a bit different. You need to step 

out of being knee deep in the fundraising detail. 

Obviously, you've probably got a specialism in a 

Fundraising area and potentially a tendency to get most 

involved in that area, and that may not be the best thing 

for the organization.  

 

 

 

Being a Director is a lot more about managing upwards 

and sideways than managing downwards because you 

can control your area, but then you're the person 

responsible for listening to and influencing the other 

areas so that Fundraising can prosper. You're under 

pressure probably to increase your targets each year. 

The Chief Executive may or may not understand 

fundraising well, and then you've got a Board to work 

with and things will come in from left field at times, so I 

think you've got to be quite flexible and aware.  

 

I spend quite a lot of time trying to sort things out that 

are issues for my Heads with other parts of the 

organisation, and trying to establish clarity around what 

is and isn't agreed, what can we fundraise for, when 

should I be getting involved and when not. I think I've got 

on well with the CEOs that I've reported to and they've 

been very supportive of fundraising so that does make 

life easier. 

 

I think also that the Director's got a big role to play to 

role model the culture and behaviours that you want. 

You hear quite often of a change in leadership and 

someone being very different, and that having a massive 

effect on people and turnover. Good fundraisers are in 

short supply and they can move on very easily. I think 

you need to work hard at keeping people and generally I 

don't think all charities are great at that.” 
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Defining a successful fundraising team 
 
You’re reading this book because you’re interested in leading a successful fundraising team but how do 

we define successful?  I asked some inspiring fundraising leaders for their thoughts… 

 
Alan Gosschalk of British Asian Trust (and previously 

Scope) 

 

“I think they need to be always taking decisions based on 

what's in the best interest of the charity with respect to 

the supporters, working as a team and not be too insular 

in terms of who they're approaching and how. Seeing 

supporters as people in the round is vital.  

 

Relationship development is really important, both 

internally and externally, and good teams ensure that 

they're going the extra mile.  Ultimately we want to be 

people’s favourite charity so what is it that we can do to 

make them feel special about Scope and what Scope 

achieves, the information they're getting, and how they're 

engaged?”  

 

Jools Tait of BEN 

 

“A successful fundraising team for me needs to know and 

understand the brand, the organisation, the cause.  They 

need to be able to consistently give a coherent 5 minute 

elevator pitch about what the organisation stands for.  

They need to have real clarity and understanding, about 

what the organisation does, but also what their role is 

within it.  

 

A successful team also needs to have licence to be 

creative, take their own initiative, take risks.  So I think, 

one thing that stops fundraisers being as successful as 

they can be is the, ‘oh no, better not do that, because we 

haven’t sought permission to do it’ and ‘well I’ll go back 

and check with my supervisor’.  Just be a little bit more 

ballsy, a little bolder. Be proud of what you do, have the 

confidence.  A successful team always has confidence.  

 

Fundraisers need to have the will to act on their own 

initiative and, I really think this one is really important, 

not be afraid or held back because they’re think they will 

make a mistake and they’ll be berated for it or that 

they’d have to explain it.  

 

It’s that freedom to fail. Because you know what, the 

worst case scenario, it doesn’t work out then nothing 

lost, nothing gained.” 

 

Kate Collins of Teenage Cancer Trust 

 

“It’s a fundraising team that’s making the right amount 

of money for the organisation. And doing it in a way that 

isn’t irritating people and is congruent with the values of 

the charity. 

 

I believe that a successful fundraising team needs to be 

really behaviourally aligned.  But it’s not necessarily 

about standardising everything.  If you donate to 

Teenage Cancer Trust you might get a different ‘thank 

you letter’ depending on which way you give money to us 

but fundamentally you’ll get thanked and you’ll get (or 

you should get!) something that is friendly and warm.  

 

What makes things work at Teenage Cancer Trust, might 

not work at another charity because their culture might 

not be as strongly driven as ours is by relationships, by 

being a family, by looking after each other, by teenage 

spirit and by eating far too much cake.  In other places 

I’ve worked – and this isn’t a judgement either way - 

some of the things that work here would be really weird 

behaviour, out of step with what those charities do.   

 

So here a successful fundraising team is a team that 

really cares deeply about each other, cares deeply about 

supporters, that pitches in across teams, and celebrates 

success and has fun. And actually playing and laughing 

is really important at Teenage Cancer Trust. We are a 

young organisation, we look after young people.  And I 

would very much hope that we are raising money 

through relationships in a way that fits with the 

organisation.”  
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Conclusion 
 

To me a successful fundraising team… 

 

 is a happy team where people genuinely like each 

other 

 is brilliant at engaging donors in the cause, 

listening and creating a clear vision of a better 

future 

 is great at relationships – with donors, with other 

teams and with each other 

 exceeds financial targets 

 celebrates success and honestly acknowledges 

failures 

 sets high standards for itself, aims for excellence 

and constantly learns and innovates 

 

 

 

 

 

Have a think about how you would define a 

successful fundraising team and make a list or a 

description.  Now compare that to your team and 

map how you’re going to get there (or keep it up). 
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Your first 90 days 
 

You only get one chance to make a first impression and as a Fundraising Director you have to make a 

good impression with a lot of people.   

 

Your team will be anxious to know what your management style is and if you’re planning any big 

changes.  Your fellow directors will be assessing how you fit into the leadership team.  Your CEO will be 

looking for evidence they made the right decision in hiring you and will want to hear your assessment of 

the fundraising function as it stands.  Trustees will be keen to see results and you’ll want them to feel 

that they can trust you.  Volunteers will want to know that they are valued and key donors will want to 

feel safe in your hands, valued and inspired by the reasons you joined the charity. 

 

So the pressure is on.  That’s why it’s good to have a 90 day plan for yourself which sets out what you 

want to achieve. Your plan will help you focus on your top priorities.  It will help you feel like you’ve 

achieved something when your days seem full of inductions and information overload.  It shows your 

CEO your structured approach for getting to know the organisation and it sets expectations for when 

you’ll be making key decisions. 
 
Your approach to your new role will depend on what 

the organisation needs and your natural style.  An 

organisation in crisis needing a quick turnaround will 

need a quicker assessment and a more radical 

change plan than one that is performing well.  Make 

sure that you and your CEO are agreed on 

expectations for your first 3 months so that you’re 

not accused of creating instability or making 

insufficient impact.  The onus is on you to adapt your 

approach to suit the culture of the organisation. Be 

sure to communicate your thinking style to your CEO 

too so that they know how you like to approach 

decision-making. 

 

You can format your 90 day plan in a way that works 

for you and you’ll find lots of templates on the 

internet.  I usually break mine down into 3 stages… 

 

By 30 days – observe, meet and learn 
Who? Who do I need to meet as a priority? Who are 

our supporters?  Who are our volunteers?  Who are 

our Trustees? 

 

What? What does the organisation deliver?  What 

does the budget look like? What are the existing 

priorities? What is the organisational culture like? 

What are our competitors doing?  What’s our USP? 

How? How are things done around here? How are we 

raising money? How do we communicate? How are 

decisions made? 

 

Why? Why do our donors support us?  Why do my 

team like working here? Why do volunteers get 

involved? 

Key output – contacts made, reflect back to CEO what 

you see 

 

By 60 days – assess and audit 
Team – is there a strong sense of team within the 

department and individual teams?  Is there much 

cross-team working?  How about competition or 

tension over donor funds?  Are they all clear what is 

expected of them?  Is everyone performing well?  Are 

there any personal issues you need to be sensitive 

about?  Are managers and leaders sufficiently 

knowledgeable and good managers? 

 

Donor relationships – how do donors feel about the 

org?  Which donors have the greatest potential? What 

is the approach to stewardship and donor journey? 

 

Income streams – does the income stream mix make 

sense? What does it look like in a Boston matrix? 

Where is there room for improvement?  
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Which income streams have the greatest potential?  

What’s missing and what’s not working? 

 

Process – are the processes around fundraising 

effective?  Is risk being well managed?  Are we 

compliant with regulations?  

 

Infrastructure – are relationships good with the rest 

of the organisation?  Is the wider organisation holding 

back fundraising in any way?  Who are the influencers 

that you need to build strong relationships with?  Are 

Trustees engaged in fundraising? 

 

Culture – is there a shared team vision or purpose?  

How would you describe the culture?  How s 

fundraising seen within the organisation? 

 

Projects & packaging – are there enough fundable 

projects?  Are we getting full cost recovery? Do we 

package projects and activities as effectively as 

possible? Is the balance of restricted and unrestricted 

funds right for the organisation? 

Key outputs – an understanding of the challenges, 

opportunities, strengths and weaknesses of the 

organisation for fundraising purposes.  Start to build 

key relationships internally and externally.  Start 

adding value to the fundraising and wider activities of 

the organisation through insight and getting involved. 

 

By 90 days – recommendations and action 
 Personal objectives for first 6 months & year 

 Share analysis with CEO including SWOT, Boston 

matrix and assessment of performance of income 

streams 

 Discuss organisational readiness to fundraise and 

start to influence changes 

 Thoughts on budget and reforecast if required 

 Start to lead on key relationships with donors 

 Fully participate as a director of the organisation 

 

Kath Abrahams, Executive Director of Fundraising & 

Marketing at Diabetes UK talks about her first 90 days 

in the job… 

“I suppose I've had the old 90 or 100 days piece in my 

head. That your first 100 days is the opportunity when 

you’ve still got fresh eyes.  I think I start by learning and 

listening. Just asking lots of questions, but also making it 

really clear to my team from the start that I'm not 

interested in doing their job.  

 

I develop my ideas through talking to other people. 

Building a sense of what I think about the situation, 

rather than coming in with a very fixed view. I've got 

some principles that I'd like to work. There's something 

also about making sure I don't wait too long and that I 

send some signals early. 

 

I am now 6 weeks in and I've just shared my early 

thoughts about where I think we need to try and get to, 

both with our executive team, my fellow directors, and 

then my senior management team yesterday. I 

positioned it to the team very much as “Based on the 

conversations we’ve had over the last 6 weeks, this is 

what I think we need to be trying to do. .  Is this in the 

right ballpark?”  It seemed to get a good read at first 

meeting. We're now co-creating the plan for well if that's 

right, then what are the big steps that we need to take to 

get there?” 

 

Jenni Anderson of Haven House Hospice on how to 

approach your first 90 days in the role… 

 

“First do an assessment; you look at where the gaps are, 

you look at the improvements that are already there, you 

look at what's going really well, and then you reflect on 

whether you need to make any changes or not. You are 

either the type of person who does that immediately, or, 

you maybe do it over six months to a year. Your 

personality will drive how you approach those things. I 

don't think there is a right way, and hopefully if you're 

going into a new job, you’ve been given a heads up about 

what they would like you to do, rather than you're just 

faced with the question "Is this a ‘I've got to change this 

around really quickly’ type job, or is this a ‘this team is 

doing really well and we just want to grow by X percent 

each year?’ job? Hopefully you’ll have been able to 

prepare for this in advance.” 

 

Tweetable wisdom… 

@Peacy_1 (Sarah Taylor Peace) “understand who 

supporters and partners really are and why they 

support your charity.  Are you giving them what they 

need?” 

 

Further reading… 

The First 90 Days by Michael Watkins 
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Strategy – how to approach it 
 
Writing a fundraising strategy for the first time, whether for a team or a department can be a bit 

daunting, but actually it is a brilliant way to clarify your thoughts, engage your team in future thinking, 

have important conversations with colleagues, and set priorities. 
 
A strategy is simply your plan for the future.  It 

considers… 

 

 Where are you now? 

 Where do you want to be? 

 How are you going to get there? 

 

Depending on what is going on for your organisation, 

your fundraising strategy might be for 3-5 years or it 

could just be one year if the charity is going through a 

lot of change or you have started at the end of an 

existing strategy period.  What is crucial is that your 

fundraising strategy is created in alignment with the 

organisational strategy and the other areas of your 

team or organisation. 

 

Where are you now? 
Before you can plan the future you need to have an 

accurate understanding of your current situation.  It is 

good to do this thinking collectively as a fundraising 

team so you can look at the bigger picture, and also 

for individual teams to do it together in more detail.  

Often this is done as part of an away day, in which 

case be sure to circulate questions beforehand so 

that everyone can come prepared, particularly those 

who like to take their time to think about things 

rather than come to an immediate conclusion.  Asking 

people to come with their thoughts is also a good way 

of making sure that everyone contributes and that 

everyone feels their contribution is valued.  The 

perspective of a junior staff member is often 

surprising and very valuable for heads of teams who 

are usually thinking about different issues. 

 

You might want to try these approaches to auditing 

your current fundraising activity… 

 Review performance against budget and against 

objectives 

 Review of the year/previous year successes, 

challenges and what you’ve learnt – it can be good 

to ask everyone to share their personal review 

and their perspective on the team’s performance 

as a whole 

 Seek feedback from donors, volunteers and 

colleagues on what you’ve done well and where 

you could improve 

 Ask each other how you’ve worked together this 

year – what’s worked well and where have there 

been tensions?  How were decisions made to 

resolve those tensions?  Does everyone feel 

valued and able to contribute? 

 Use models to review the performance of your 

products such as Ansoff’s Matrix and product life 

cycles 

 Undertake a SWOT (Strengths, Weaknesses, 

Opportunities & Threats) analysis, including 

feedback from other teams 

 Undertake a PESTLE (Political, Economic, Social, 

Technological, Legal and Environmental) analysis 

to understand the external environment that you 

are operating within.  Fundraising never happens 

within a vacuum and the environment for 

fundraising is changing a lot at the moment. 

 Look at what competitors and high growth 

charities in the sector are doing, particularly those 

that were the same size as your charity a few 

years ago. 

 Do a risk analysis to identify the areas where your 

income (or other key resources like fundraisers) 

could be vulnerable. 
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Where do you want to go? 
Next you need to think about what you want to 

achieve.  Again an away day is a great way to do this 

collectively so that the team feels a real sense of 

ownership over the strategy.  It is hard to engage 

people in a strategy when they don’t have any real 

say in it or when it is presented as a fait accompli.  

Don’t tell people you’re consulting them if you have 

no intention of taking their feedback on board – that 

is presenting, not consulting and it really alienates 

people. I always start these sessions with a 

brainstorm and then narrow it down to more realistic 

options from there. 

 

Things to consider include… 

 What are we raising funds for and how much 

does the organisation need us to raise? 

 How much do we think we could raise based on 

what we know about past performance and 

future plans?  How could we increase that with 

additional investment or other input such as 

resources, a CEO who is happy to ask for money 

etc.? 

 Which areas of fundraising have the greatest 

potential for growth?  What could they look like in 

a year/3 years? 

 How do we want our donors and volunteers to 

feel about us? 

 How do we want to feel at the end of the year/3 

years? 

 What are our colleagues planning that we can 

utilise for fundraising e.g. campaigns, projects, 

partnerships? 

 

From there you can create some fundraising 

objectives for your team which summarise your key 

priorities and against which progress can be 

measured.  Make sure that you are using the same 

structure for your objectives and strategy as the rest 

of your organisation. 

 

How do we get there? 
This is when we get into the detail of your plans and 

budgets.  The areas you’ll be thinking about are… 

 Objectives for each income stream with 

associated budgets and cash flow 

 What activities are required in order to achieve 

those objectives? 

 How are we dependent on other teams to 

achieve our objectives and how they are 

dependent on us?  It’s good to formally consult 

relevant colleagues so that all essential activity is 

factored into plans. 

 What resources are required? 

 How will you package and market any new 

activities?  What collateral do you need e.g. 

brochures, Case for Support etc.? 

 What is your timeframe?  It can be good to also 

summarise this as a month-by-month action 

plan that shows where the times of pressure may 

be. 

 How will you know that you’ve achieved your 

goals?  Make sure that you have KPIs that are 

clear and measurable and that you are 

monitoring progress quarterly. 

 

I recommend reviewing progress against strategy on 

a quarterly basis at a team meeting so that you can 

reforecast as required and change anything that isn’t 

working.  Plans are great but circumstances change 

and sometimes things don’t work or perform better 

than expected and it is helpful to take time to review 

and amends plans with that new information. 
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Mark Astarita of British Red Cross on his approach 

to strategy… 

“I know some people refer to their strategy all the time, 

but it's not the way I operate. I almost always know 

where we are going, but I need to make sure everyone 

else knows where we are going too. So yes our strategy is 

highly visible but we tend to live and breathe it rather 

than use it as a totem pole. 
 

People like to think it's all about the strategy and it's all 

written down like the gospel. I believe it's about having 

people who adjust daily, respond to the insight they 

gather and adjust to their environment.  I'm surrounded 

by hundreds of years of fundraising experience. All my 

senior managers have been with me for nigh on ten 

years, and just get it. They don't make the mistakes that 

they did when they were a lot younger because like me 

they’ve already been there, done that and made mistakes 

in the past.  

 

None of our great successes at The Red Cross were 

delivered by one big decision.  It was more about the 

decisions being taken everyday that myself, and my 

managers in particular, knew were the right decision to 

take that day and next week and next month. 

Cumulatively they add up to a big thing.  So this idea it is 

one big thing bothers me I think it is a product of our 

cumulative actions.  Many of the things that have made 

the biggest difference grew from tiny shoots and featured 

strategically for example growing regular giving might be 

the big goal but the path to that goal had many 

variations and products and not all were apparent at the 

outset. “ 

 

Jenni Anderson of Haven House Children’s 

Hospice… 

“I like seeing how growth models and theories can be put 

into practice. One of my favourite models is Ansoff's 

Growth Matrix. You can always make improvements to 

your existing products in your existing markets but if you 

want to grow, you've often got to go in different 

direction. It also encourages you to look at your 

competitors to identify your gaps. So we analysed what 

other hospices were doing, what sectors or activities they 

were working in and where they were seeing a good 

return.” 

 

Recommended reading… 

If you are in your first head of team or Director of 

Fundraising role I would recommend reading 

Fundraising Management by Adrian Sargeant and 

Elaine Jay which has a really structured and detailed 

approach to planning and addresses each income 

stream in detail.   
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Team Objectives 
 
Fundraising strategies often have two downfalls that mean that they aren’t as useful on a day to day 

basis as they could be.   

 

Firstly, as a rather large document, once your fundraising strategy is written there is a danger that it sits 

on a shelf (albeit a virtual shelf these days) and isn’t referred to again other than the odd mention of 

strategy at meetings.   

 

Secondly, most fundraising strategies contain so many objectives that they cannot all be remembered 

and those objectives are rarely prioritised.  That is why I was really interested to come across this idea of 

OKRs (Objectives & Key Results), which is widely used in the corporate world, in particular in technology 

companies. 
 
I highly recommend reading the short book “Radical Focus – Achieving Your Most Important Goals with 

Objectives and Key Results by Christina Wodtke.  I could only find it on Amazon as it doesn’t seem to be published 

in the UK.  It is a fairly short book that shows you how OKRs work in practice but in the meantime I am going to 

attempt to summarise the principle for you in this chapter.   

 

They key benefit of OKRs is that they enable the whole department or team to align behind the same objective for a 

period of time, making it more likely that you will reach that goal and preventing you from losing focus.  The main 

principles behind OKRs are: 

 

 Set inspiring and measurable goals 

 Make sure you and you team are always making progress towards those goals as a priority 

 Use a framework that makes you that you all remember what you are trying to accomplish and keep each other 

accountable. 

 

Setting Objectives & Key Results 
The Objective is what you want to do.  Objectives are a single sentence and are inspiring – they should make you 

want to leap out of bed in the morning.  Objectives are set as part of your annual strategy and align with your 

organisational vision.  Each team has one objective per quarter and it should be achievable within that 

timeframe.  The best objectives focus on things that your team can control. 

 

Key Results are how you know if you have achieved your objective – they quantify your objective.  Ask yourself – 

how would we know if we met our objective?  Key Results involve numbers and should be stretching.  It is 

typical to have 3 Key Results and they can measure things like growth, engagement, revenue, performance and 

quality – anything you can quantify in some way. 

 

In the corporate world OKRs are stretch goals, used to improve performance and think bigger.  A typical OKR 

might have a 50:50 chance of being achieved – but even if you  

don’t achieve it, you will have pushed yourselves further as a team than you do currently.  I would suggest taking a 

slightly more moderate approach in fundraising, only because the consequences of failing to meet financial targets 

are greater in our sector.  You might want to start more cautiously and then get bolder as the team gets used to 

working with OKRs.  They are a great way to build energy and motivation around some key goals. 
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Here is an example of OKRs across a year for a major donor team… 

 

 

Quarter Objective Key Results 

Quarter 1 Recruit an incredible Development 

Board 

80% of invitations to join Board accepted 

10 Board Members recruited 

Quarter 2 Make our annual donor dinner the 

best yet 

All seats sold 

£1 million raised 

30% of attendees new to us 

Quarter 3 Successfully launch new campaign Existing donors bring 100 new prospects to launch event 

Lead gift of £750,000 secured 

5 new donor giving £50k+ 

Quarter 4 Build amazing relationships with our 

major donors 

75% of donors met in person or visited project 

20% of donors introduce us to new contacts 

 

Cascade OKRs 
OKRs then cascade down the team and each team’s OKR for that quarter are focused on what they need to do to 

help the overall Fundraising Team reach its OKR.  So if your overall Fundraising Team objective for this quarter is 

“Turning our supporters into passionate advocates for our charity” then in the corporate team the objective might 

be “Make our account management of corporate supporters the best in the sector” and a community fundraising 

objective might be “Create a team of community ambassadors”. 

 

Weekly progress updates 
Weekly updates on progress by each team keep OKRs front of mind.  The author of Radical Focus lays out a very 

comprehensive structure for these meetings but to start with I suggest that you stick to: 

Progress on last week’s top 3 priorities 

Top 3 priorities for this week 

Projects/activities for the next month (so that you can see what other teams are planning) 

These could be shared weekly at very focused team meetings or on a weekly email update and then you can check 

in at a monthly team meeting. 

 

Implementing OKRs 
You could also agree how you celebrate if you achieve your OKRs and how you debrief and learn each time.  OKRs 

can take a while to get the hang of and you can adopt them to work for your team.  Even if the only thing you get 

from this concept is the idea to focus the team on one shared objective each quarter that would improve the 

quality of your fundraising I think that could add a lot of value. 

 

You can also set yourself personal OKRs.  If like me you start the year with a long list of things you’d like to do, see 

and achieve then the focus of OKRs means that you can really get things done.  This quarter for example my 

objective was to get this book written and I have set aside other things to make sure that it happened. 

 

Recommended reading… 

“Radical Focus – Achieving Your Most Important Goals with Objectives and Key Results by Christina Wodtke. 
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