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Creating your team’s culture 
 

“Culture is simply a shared way of doing something with a passion” 

Brian Chesky, Co-founder of AirBnB 

 

A strong and positive culture is at the heart of all successful fundraising teams but there is no single 

‘ideal’ culture.  I’ve seen great teams that were highly structured and also great teams which were much 

more fluid and flexible.  I’ve seen great teams that felt incredibly commercial with super high standards 

of professionalism as a priority and equally great teams that prioritised enjoyable interactions with each 

other and supporters above all else.   

 

You need to create a culture that works for your team, your organisation and also, to some extent, your 

leadership style.  If your organisation already has a clearly defined culture it is important that your team 

aligns with that.  I suggest sticking to the organisational values and focusing most on those that make 

most sense for fundraising.  The same principle applies if you’re running a team within the wider 

fundraising team. 
 

“There’s no magic formula for great company culture.  The key is just to treat your staff how you would like to be treated.” 

Richard Branson 

 

So how do you create a team culture? 
The simple answer to that is – as a team.  Changing a culture is a big endeavour.  Even if you have been hired to 

turn around a dysfunctional team or you have a clear picture in your head of what you want to create, you need to 

take everybody with you on that journey or it will be impossible to embed your new culture.  The best way to 

discuss team culture is to take some time together out of the office on an away day.  I facilitate a lot of these away 

days and here some ideas for that process which you can adapt to fit your team… 

 

Relationship building icebreaker – I often have a race to see who can find as many different things in common 

with their colleagues as possible (excluding the more obvious answers) and it’s great to see people discover they 

both love baking or horses or grew up in the same town.  The point is to remind people what they have in common. 

Set some ground rules around creating a safe space and avoiding blaming people and personal comments.  Then 

ask people to describe your team culture as it is now – the good, the bad and the ambiguous.  One safe way to 

do this is to describe the high features of a successful fundraising team and ask people to rate where they think the 

team is currently for each of those features and then overall.  You can do that physically by creating a scale with 

numbers on the floor, which gets everyone moving around. 

 

Get the team thinking about what would be a great culture to work in.  If you want to make sure everyone 

contributes ask them to spend some time writing their ideas on post it notes and then they can come up and share 

them. 

 

Building on the post it notes, brainstorm collectively around what would be a great culture to work in.  Questions to 

ask yourself could include… 

 How will supporters feel after coming into contact 

with us? 

 How will our colleagues describe us? 

 How will we deal with each other when we are 

under pressure or feeling tired? 

 How will we tackle tensions between teams? 

 How will we celebrate success? 

 How will we learn from failure? 

 How will we know if we’ve become more efficient?  

And effective?  
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Agree your top 10 list of what you want your culture to look like and then add in how you will know you have 

succeeded. 

 

Think about a creative way to represent this visually so that you can all have a reminder of your culture 

Everyone commits to playing an active role is creating and embedding this culture  

Agree how you will track and celebrate your progress 

 

Got a shy or reluctant crowd?  A bit of friendly competition and plenty of bags of Percy Pigs for the winners gets 

target-driven fundraisers involved in your various challenges, ice breakers etc.  One my clients asked team 

members to take turns to run short ice breakers between sessions on a two day strategy day and it was great to 

see the creative games they came up with. 

 

“Celebrate success. I know it's a very egalitarian sector. People say “Oh I don't know if I want to celebrate anyone over and 

above everyone else, everyone's contribution is important.” I think we thrive on a bit of a pat on the back. As a workforce, I 

think, we're clearly not motivated by personal gain otherwise we wouldn't be working in the sector. That doesn't mean we 

don't love it when people applaud us for what we do and give us a pat on the back. Small amounts of effort going into that 

can be hugely valuable.”  

Mark Astarita, British Red Cross 

 

“For me the key challenge right now is all about keeping our fabulous culture as we grow.  Yes, you know you’ve got to 

make sure the money comes in at the right return. But the team are really good at that. The team don’t need me to worry 

about that.  If they need me to worry, I know they will tell me to worry and when they need me to help me with that, they 

will pull me in to work with them.   

 

It is about not losing some of the intangible cultural elements of the organisation, the ones that actually meant that when 

we didn’t have a complex formal strategy we were still doing a great job. 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.” 

Kate Collins, Teenage Cancer Trust 

 

“I'm quite a gut feel, instinctive person. I get a sense of culture by talking to people. By hearing the words they use. I like 

environments where people talk to each other and work together as a matter of course.  When I first started at 

Breakthrough, I noticed people were sometimes emailing colleagues who sat opposite each other. That's the little stuff that 

I try and change.”   

Kath Abrahams 

 

“As you can imagine Anthony Nolan is an incredibly emotive charity to work for. The general working atmosphere across 

the charity is very good.  People are very nice to one another. I think people have a very strong emotional commitment to 

the organisation, and it's incredibly tangible. It's the most tangible place I've worked as a fundraiser - we meet the patients 

every day who are alive because of what the charity does and the money we've raised, and that's hugely motivational too.  

 

We also have an overt emphasis on people's personal development and we're very open about the fact that we're investing 

in them for what they'll deliver here, but also equipping them for their future career that might be here or might be 

elsewhere, and that's okay.” 

Catherine Miles on Anthony Nolan 
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Growth Mindset 
 

What is a growth mindset? 

Your mindset determines your beliefs about yourself, your life and the world.  It is the lens through 

which you process life’s events and it influences your actions and therefore the results you get.  Research 

by Dr Carol Dweck, a Stanford psychologist, identified that there are two types of mindset – a fixed 

mindset and a growth mindset.  

 

A “fixed mindset” assumes that character, intelligence, and creative ability are set in stone and determine how 

successful we are in life.  Someone with a fixed mindset often sees failure as a sign that they’ll never be good at 

something and can avoid challenges in order to feel successful. 

 

A “growth” mindset assumes that character, intelligence and creative ability can be developed and that hard work 

and learning from failure will determine how successful we are in life.  Someone with a growth mindset sees failure 

as feedback, is more resilient and seeks out challenges.   

 

Many successful entrepreneurs, such as Richard Branson, have a growth mindset, which has allowed them to 

bounce back from failure and take more risks. 

 

“Ultimately I think that people must learn from the times that things don’t work out for them. Those can be the best 

lessons of your life.” 

Richard Branson 

 

“We all have some wins, we all have some losses. It’s a clichéd point, but the trick is to celebrate the wins and learn from 

the losses. The thing about failure is that it’s temporary and imagined, it’s not really real, it’s what you choose to tell 

yourself in your head. The great thing is you can choose to tell yourself something different. Tell yourself. ‘Okay, that didn’t 

work out, why not? Now I understand, bank that learning and move on.’ 

Richard Reed, co-founder at Innocent 

 

We all err towards one of these mindsets, although there may be areas of our lives that have different mindsets.  

For example, at work I have a growth mindset – I value challenges, I don’t take failure personally and I want to 

constantly learn.  However if you try and teach me to ski you’ll find I have a fixed mindset – I’m terrified and think I’ll 

never be any good at it because my first few attempts went badly and were no fun.  The good news is that once you 

are aware of your mindset you can take steps to consciously develop a growth mindset. 

 

Mindset and leadership 
Have a think about which mindset you err towards at work.  Do you feel like your career is full of potential and is 

what you make it and or do you feel stuck?  Do you find failure hard to accept and bounce back from?  Are you 

convinced that there are some things you’re just not good at or is the world your oyster? 

 

If you have a fixed mindset about work or some areas of work why not commit to develop more of a growth 

mindset?  You’ll find the book recommended later really helpful for that. 
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Embedding growth mindset for your team 
As a team leader it’s really helpful to have a growth mindset.  You’ll be more open to innovation, more resilient and 

can lead by positive example.  A leader with a growth mindset sees the potential in their team.  Rather than seeing 

ability  as fixed, they take a coaching approach to developing their team.  

 

Imagine if all of your team were constantly improving, learning and developing themselves and their knowledge.  If 

they could take setbacks in their stride (so important for fundraisers) and could always see the potential in a 

situation.  You would never hear “we tried that and it didn’t work”. 

 

Here are some ways to embed a growth mindset in your team… 

 Evaluate key activities regularly, making it clear that things which went “wrong” provide valuable information 

 Encourage the team to look for ways to incrementally improve the way you deal with donors 

 Embrace tough times as part of the journey towards success rather than 

 Make it okay to fail.  It’s one thing to say it, another to not look disappointed when a new fundraising idea gets a 

poor response.   

 Lead by example and admit your own struggles and failures, past and present. 

 Praise people for effort as well as achievement 

 

Jenni Anderson, Director of Income Generation & Marketing at Haven House Children’s Hospice had this to say on 

growth mindset… 

 

“Everyone has bad days, and things that don't pay off. You predominantly have to have a positive outlook on life, which 

then means that when you have setbacks and you do muck up and make mistakes, yourself as well as your team, you are 

not going to let that cloud everything else that you do.” 

 

 

Further reading  

Mindset by Carol Dweck 

 

TED talk by Dr Carol Dweck - 

https://www.ted.com/talks/carol_dweck_the_power_of_believing_that_you_can_improve?language=en 

 

NB The quotes from Richard Branson and Richard Reed were taken from ‘Mind over Matter’ a research report from 

Demos and the charity Big Change which focuses on helping young people develop a growth mindset.  You can 

read the full report at https://www.demos.co.uk/project/mind-over-matter/ 

  

https://www.ted.com/talks/carol_dweck_the_power_of_believing_that_you_can_improve?language=en
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Cross-team working 
 
If fundraising is about great relationship building then that needs to start internally – within your team 

and between teams in your organisation.  In this chapter I am going to talk primarily about creating great 

relationships within the fundraising team and avoiding silo working but you can apply these principles 

more broadly as well. 
 
Ultimately creating a culture where people consider themselves first and foremost as part of the fundraising team 

comes down to creating a strong sense of what it means to be part of the fundraising team.  If you have taken the 

time to define and create the culture of your team (see the chapter on Creating your culture) then you are already a 

step closer. 

 

In fundraising teams that haven’t got this right you often see disputes between teams over where income sits and 

tension about resources.  You also see little sharing of information as everyone focuses on their income stream and 

feels a sense of ownership over their ‘donors’.  As a result nobody is looking at fundraising from the perspective of 

the donor themselves who has no idea what ‘team’ they sit in and just wants to be valued as a person and donor.  

Quite often people in these fundraising teams don’t build strong friendships outside of their income stream and 

sometimes they are actively negative about some of their colleagues. 

 

In teams that have effective cross-team working there is a sense that you are all on the same team and working 

towards the same common goal.   They have a process in place for dealing with income that could sit in a number 

of income lines and everyone delights in the success of their colleagues.  They try and think from the donor’s 

perspective and are not placing the boundaries or jargon of the organisation ahead of building a strong 

relationship with donors.  They like each other, flaws and all, and choose to spend time together socially 

sometimes.  Speaking negatively about another colleague or team is not part of the culture and is quickly shut 

down if it happens.  

 

Your role as leader 
Once you have worked with your team on culture it is the role of you and your heads of team to embed that 

culture.  There are a few elements to this, which are simple but often forgotten… 

 

Model good behaviour and show your team how you want things to be done.  You can’t expect your team to not 

fight about income if they see you taking a similar attitude on any areas where you have tension with your fellow 

Directors.  Equally if you are not treating the whole organisation as ‘one team’ and are setting the Fundraising Team 

apart then you are not modelling a team approach.  Make sure that you are giving credit to colleagues in other 

departments and are not speaking negatively about any of your colleagues. 

 

Reward good behaviour and provide structures that support it.  Draw attention to teams working well together 

on projects and events during your team meetings and in your reports.  Share examples of how donor relationships 

were improved by thinking of a donor as a person who could give via their company, foundation or personally 

rather than as a ‘major donor’ or ‘trust’.  Consider putting relationship fundraising at the heart of your structure as 

Catherine Miles talks about in her interview.   You could also create a soft credits system to reflect money raised 

thanks to the support of another department – this is often used for corporate runners using community 

fundraising marathon places for example.  If there are queries over where income sits be clear on the rationale you 

use for decision-making and be consistent, creating a clear process where possible. 
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Set clear boundaries.  Don’t ignore behaviour that goes against the principles you’ve set around culture and cross-

team working.  If you are in earshot of negative comments or competition address it clearly, positively and firmly.  

There are ways of doing that and making clear behaviour is unacceptable without embarrassing anyone – whether 

by asking the right questions, overruling what you’ve heard and explaining why, or taking someone aside and 

talking to them privately.   All of that is easier if you have clearly articulated values and behaviours, otherwise 

someone may take it personally. 

 

We all want to feel valued 

If you have a team which is struggling to get along with each other it can be useful to address it openly on an away 

day.  I’ve facilitated days with unhappy teams who just wanted to feel heard - by each other and by the leaders of 

the organisation.  Give people a chance to constructively air how they felt and what they would like to see change, 

and then encourage them to take responsibility for taking the culture themselves rather than acting like victims. 

 

A really simple exercise around what makes people feel valued can be really helpful too.  Often we assume that 

everyone is like us on some level and therefore we like attention or freedom or seniority than we assume that 

everybody else too.  As a result we end up trying to motivate people using completely the wrong methods. 

 

And we also have unspoken rules around behaviour.  For example, if you are consistently late for meetings with me 

and then cut them short then it feel like you think you have more important things to do and I find that very 

demotivating.  But other people don’t feel like that and often run late and would have no idea that I am reading so 

much into their actions. 

 

Create a safe space so that no-one feels attacked and ask everyone to share on thing that makes them feel 

unvalued and one thing that makes them feel valued.   You will learn a lot about your team and about how best to 

manage and support each of them as well as what not to do.  Some people feel super valued if you make them a 

cup of tea, which I would never think of doing as I don’t drink tea or coffee.  Some people love autonomy whilst 

others love freedom – there is no one right way to make people feel valued so why not ask people instead of 

working it out by trial and error? 

 

I asked Jenni Anderson of Haven House how she tackles the situation were income sits between two teams… 

“What we raise as a team – the bottom line - is more important [than whose income line it shows in]. I am clear that our 

culture should not be about saying “That’s mine”. We set some values that say "This is how we're going to operate together; 

we're going to help each other out, we're going to let each other know when we're busy and we don't want to be disturbed, 

we're going to let each other know when we're a bit stressed". Sometimes some things are not going to work as well as well 

and others will and we'll celebrate those things together. More importantly it shouldn’t matter to the children we're looking 

after what ‘line’ that income sits in. The focus should be on them.” 

 

Catherine Miles talks about using Insights has created a shared safe space… 

“We started doing Insights profiling with the whole of the division - so now every time somebody starts, they do an Insights 

profile and they get a 1 to 1 feedback session with the coach.  We also use Insights profiling to look at how the teams work 

with each other together, with colleagues within fundraising and outside of fundraising.  I think it depersonalises things 

and gives everyone a bit of a safe shared space, particularly when you look at where everybody is in the overall divisional 

wheel.” 
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Team Building 

 
What makes a team? 

Great teams share a sense of purpose – they’re in it together.  They share a culture, a way of doing things 

and treating each other.  They’re all pulling in the same direction and everyone has a place and feels 

valued.  A great fundraising team knows that raising money for the cause is more important than which 

cost centre the income goes in and any competition is friendly and healthy.  A great team encourages 

those who are struggling and pitches in when someone is overwhelmed with work.  They’re interested in 

each other’s work and can’t wait to share and celebrate their successes. 
 

Creating a great team 
Sometimes you’re lucky enough to inherit a great team when you join a charity.  In that situation your role is to 

understand the team culture as well as possible and find your role within it.   

Spend time observing how people communicate with each other, and with you and why it works.   

See if you can collectively capture the values and behaviours that drive the culture – that will help you induct other 

new people into the team in the future.   

Adapt your leadership style to the team and organisation rather than sticking to how you have always done it – the 

last thing you want to do is disrupt a team that is preforming well. 

Be careful with how you give people your time and attention – make sure you’re not biased towards particular 

people or areas as that can create tension. 

 

Sometimes it is your role to create a better sense of team and get everyone working together more effectively.  So 

where do you start?  There are some formal things you can do to create a team culture and you’ll find those in the 

chapter on Creating Your Culture. 

 

Team formation model 
If you are creating a new team, or bringing new members into your team it can be helpful to know that there is a 

process that many teams go through.  There is a model called Tuckman’s stages of group development and it says 

that teams go through 4 stages – Forming, Storming, Norming and Performing. 

 

Forming – people are polite and friendly whilst they get to know each other.  The leader tends to play a more 

dominant role and some team members may feel anxious about the new situation.  

 

Storming – tensions arise as people push against the boundaries, experience personality clashes as they approach 

things differently and everyone wants to know where they stand in this newly formed team.  If people are unhappy 

they may question your authority or the effectiveness of the new team. 

 

Norming – people settle down into their roles and get to know each other better. 

 

Performing – people are now performing well together and need much less of your time and attention. 

 

It can be reassuring to know about this process if your team is in the storming phase and it can also be helpful to 

understand that your team will need you less once they are working well together. 

 

  



P a g e  | 10 

 

The informal bit 
There is also a lot you can do informally to build a team by creating the right environment.  Researchers at MIT’s 

Human Dynamics Laboratory have found that social conversations outside of formal meetings are vital to team 

success. Their experiments showed that social time turns out to be deeply critical to team performance, often 

accounting for more than 50% of positive changes in communication patterns, even in a setting as efficiency-

focused as a call centre.  

 

Getting your time spending time together outside of formal meetings can make a big difference to the cohesiveness 

of your team.  Open plan offices (and limiting use of headphones for when you need quiet time) are an effective 

way to encourage face-to-face interaction, and people pick up what’s going on around them.  I worry about 

fundraising teams when I walk into their offices and it is deadly quiet.  Fundraising is a relationship-based job for 

many income streams and we should all be talking to each other and on the phone to supporters rather than 

relying too much on email.   

 

I’ve always sat in the open office because it allows me to be part of the team, hear what is going on (the good and 

the bad) and get to know people better.  It’s also lonely in an office on your own (though handy for meetings).  In 

small and medium sized organisations I would encourage fundraising leaders to sit with their team rather than in a 

separate office.  

 

 Here are some simple ideas that I’ve seen work well… 

 

 Lunch/breakout area 

 Sofas where people can sit and chat in a less formal setting 

 Picnic lunches where everyone brings some food and you all eat together or teams take turn to host the lunch 

 Walking meetings and meetings outside in the park in summer 

 Social committees who plan monthly activities 

 A buddy system for new staff members 

 A power walking lunchtime club 

 Volunteering together 

 

I was really interested to hear from Alan Gosschalk how Scope encouraged team building… 

“Obviously we want people within specific teams to support each other, and they're likely to be closest to each other – as 

opposed to people in other teams - but then also we get people socializing together to feel like a whole Fundraising 

division. There's a softball team, which is mostly made up of Fundraising and External Affairs staff. I also organize a work-

choir, and there's a concrete garden up here and some people have formed a gardening club. There's a cocktail club that 

people go to about once a month. There are quite a lot of fun and different things that people can engage in.  

 

Work needs to include some fun. People work pretty hard and are under pressure and so having some fun is a vital 

release. I've always done a lot on the social side and on celebrating success, for example. We have ‘Fundraiser of the 

Month’ here and you can nominate your colleagues for going above and beyond in their job or putting some of the five 

Scope behaviours into action.  The winner gets a £10 M&S voucher and a little cup to put on their desk for the month and 

people absolutely love it. Those sorts of things are really important in getting people to feel like they are a team with a 

communal aim.”  

 

Further reading  

MIT’s Human Dynamics Laboratory study 

https://hbr.org/2012/04/the-new-science-of-building-great-teams  

 

  

https://hbr.org/2012/04/the-new-science-of-building-great-teams
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Managing remote teams 
 
Leading a team and creating a consistent culture is a bit easier if all of your team is based in the same 

office.  When you have remote teams or individual remote workers you need to put extra thought into 

how you include them in your team’s activities, and not just the work ones. 
 

Put yourself in their shoes 
The best place to start is to think how you would feel if you were based outside of the main hub of your 

organisation.  Do they feel included or isolated?  What are their relationships like with those members of the team 

that they don’t work with directly?  Are they getting the information that you are communicating informally to those 

sat around you and the same encouragement and support?  Are any of your motivation tools (like a whiteboard 

with targets and progress on it) leaving them out? 

 

I haven’t worked in a remote office myself but I have managed remote teams and I found that I needed to make a 

conscious effort to consider them in the way I led the team and managed my direct reports.  They reported that 

they had felt neglected in the past and under-valued and I did my best to change that but I’m not sure I always 

managed it.  That is why I was really interested to ask Kate Collins about how she and her fundraising management 

team kept their regional fundraisers engaged, as they always seem super enthusiastic to me… 

 

 “Not always perfectly, would be what I would say. All my answers have to be qualified with that, that I haven’t quite 

worked it all out yet and I’m not sure if anybody has.  If they tell you they have, they might be stretching the truth.  But 

when it comes to dispersed teams you need to deliberately engineer the things that happen more naturally when you’re all 

working in one place. So when I was Head of Regional I spent a lot of time on the phone and I used to make sure that 

Fridays in particular would be the day I checked in with people.  You phone them up and give them a space to download 

about their week or tell you about something they probably didn’t think was exciting enough to email you about, but is 

something they really want to tell you about.  Often those are the most important things. 

 

It’s also good to get people together as a whole team or as a regional management team and we find that arranging a 

creative session or a bit of an update session the day before allows people to stay over and be sociable. You have to be 

quite a lot more deliberate about engineering casual social interaction because otherwise it doesn’t happen and 

fundraisers, I think by their nature, love contact.” 

Kate Collins, Teenage Cancer Trust 

 

Talk to them about it 
The best way to find out how your remote workers feel and to find out how you can improve things is to ask them.  

You can do this directly, or if you feel that people will be reluctant to sound negative then you could use a staff 

survey, which would allow them to comment anonymously. 

 

Ask them questions about how much they feel part of the team, what makes them feel valued and unvalued and 

how they think that you personally and the organisation can improve the situation.  If you have created a culture of 

encouraging people to come with solutions, not just problems that should help avoid a long list of moans.  And if 

they have a long list then you’ve got lots of work to do! 
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Here are some things to think about when 

working with remote teams… 

 

Bringing the team together – consider the 

practicalities for remote workers when you bring the 

whole team together.  Make sure that they don’t have 

to get up at the crack of dawn and that they have the 

option (but not an obligation) to stay overnight so 

that they can spend some time with the team socially. 

  

Embed culture - Get really clear on your culture, 

values and behaviours so that remote teams have a 

clear sense of how to work together and with you and 

don’t develop their own sub-culture.  

 

Recruitment – when hiring people who work 

remotely make sure that you check that they 

understand what their day to day working 

environment will be like and that they are able to 

motivate themselves and be self-sufficient.  

Fundraisers are sociable people and can find it hard 

working alone. 

 

Invest time upfront – when you start in the role 

make it a priority to meet remote workers in your first 

few weeks and get to know them.  They will feel 

neglected if you’ve been there a month and you’ve 

not made the effort to meet them. 

 

Visit regularly – it may not to be practical to visit 

often if you have a number of remote teams but set a 

regular schedule for visits and stick to it so that the 

team know when to expect you.  Set realistic 

expectations about your communication schedule. 

 

 

Experience a team meeting from their perspective 

– if your remote workers dial in to team meetings 

then attend a meeting from their office and see how 

well it works from a distance.  It should give you 

plenty of insight and ideas on how you can improve 

things for virtual attendees. 

 

Operate a virtual open door policy – if you have an 

open door policy where anyone in your team can chat 

to you when they want to them make sure that you 

regularly remind your remote workers that they can 

have the same access to you by phone or skype. 

 

Acknowledgement – when you’re writing reports, 

sending emails etc. make sure that you take the 

opportunity to acknowledge the work of remote 

workers by name so they feel loved. 

 

Plan for social interactions – as Kate Collins 

mentions in her interview you need to deliberately 

engineer the things that happen more naturally when 

you’re all working in one place.  When you speak to 

remote workers on the phone take the time to chat 

socially for a while first rather than getting straight 

down to business.  Either create a buddy system or 

ask team members in your main office to call their 

remote colleagues every now and then to say hello 

and see how they are doing.  Put more emphasis on 

the social side of away days then you would do when 

you’re all based in the same place. 

 

Be watchful – how will you know if a remote worker 

is unhappy?  It is often quite subtle and easier to pick 

up when you see people all the time.  Keep an eye out 

for signs like lateness and missing deadlines and ask 

people how they are feeling. 

  

 

Jenni Anderson of Haven House Children’s Hospice on keeping in touch with her retail team  

“I have a head of retail who manages our retail team. They are remote workers and this comes with challenges. Investing 

the time in visits is important, but we’ve only got four shops. If we had 20 shops, would that be a realistic thing to do as a 

Director of Fundraising? Probably not. Those staff, who are working incredibly hard, may then only see you once a year. As 

a Director who sees her team on a daily basis, that feels like an anathema to good team working.” 
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Coaching your team 
 
According to the Association of Coaching, coaching is defined as “A collaborative solution-focused, 

results-orientated and systematic process in which the coach facilitates the enhancement of work 

performance and operational effectiveness.” 

 

Unlike mentoring where the mentor shares their knowledge and experience, coaching works from the 

assumption that individuals have all the answers themselves and just need to be asked the right 

questions to help them access a new perspective and approach.   

 

The benefits of a coaching approach are that it empowers those receiving coaching to think for 

themselves, find solutions and take a positive proactive approach to improving themselves and their 

performance.  Coaching is best seen as a positive investment in an employee to hep them fulfil their 

potential, rather than a way of dealing with poor performing employees. 
 
Some charities hire a highly trained external coach, as Catherine Miles describes below.  Other charities commit to 

developing a coaching approach to line management and train managers to use coaching as a tool for line 

management.  Learning some coaching techniques can be really helpful for any manager or leader.  Even just 

knowing some good questions to ask to help a direct report shift their thinking or become more self-aware can be 

really powerful.  There are plenty of courses out there that can teach you the basic coaching techniques.   

 

Coaching has to be based in trust as it requires coachees to be honest about what might be holding them back.  

That can be really hard to share with your line manager and in fact you might be the problem sometimes!  It can 

also be hard for line managers to think like a coach i.e. impartially and committed to the development of the 

coachee as a priority, rather than thinking like a manager with their own agenda and pressures to deliver results.  

For that reason I suggest finding a few coaching tools that help you to bring the best out of your team but not trying 

to run formal coaching sessions with individuals unless you’ve had a lot of training. 

 

In my interview with Catherine Miles she shared how Anthony Nolan used coaching with their team and supporters 

with great results… 

 

Where does coaching fit in with your approach to fundraising? 

My sister is a learning and development coach, so we always had lots of chats about what coaching was and what it did, 

and then I started working with a coach who actually is now our coach in our division, and I found it really useful.  Our 

coach is trained in solutions-focused coaching, and I felt there was a really nice intersection between the theory of 

solutions-focused coaching and fundraising, because fundraisers tend to be practical – it’s about how to handle a 

particular situation better so I get an outcome that I'm looking for.  

 

We did Insights profiling as an organisation first, and I thought Insights was really interesting. We started doing Insights 

profiling with the whole of the division - so now every time somebody starts, they do an Insights profile and they get a 1 to 

1 feedback session with the coach.  We also use Insights profiling to look at how the teams work with each other together, 

with colleagues within fundraising and outside of fundraising.  I think it depersonalises things and gives everyone a bit of a 

safe shared space, particularly when you look at where everybody is in the overall divisional wheel. 

 

Out of interest, what colours were prominent? (Insights profiles people by colour) 

Like a lot of fundraising teams we have a fair amount of reds and yellows, and more greens than we thought we had. At 

that stage I'd been trying to do some training sessions where I'd very much been talking at people - death by PowerPoint. 

Things were moving a bit, but I wasn't quite getting the full response that I wanted, and when I sat down with the divisional 

wheel with my coach, I realised “Oh my god, this is why it's not working. We've got a whole bunch of earth greens who 
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really don't like change and are worried about change, but won't tell you they're worried about change - so they're sitting 

there nodding politely during these sessions but not then putting it into practice.” I was doing it as a red would, i.e. “Here's 

the factual information, now go and put it into practice”, but actually, what greens need is to understand and emotionally 

want to commit to doing it and know that they’re going to go on that journey.  So we completely changed how we were 

doing the training and we do things in a very, very different way now.  

 

I think Insights has that mix of the intellectual background and robustness and it creates a common language, a shared 

space. You can imagine when new people start and we’re all talking about colours they worry they’ve joined some sort of 

cult! We used to do the profiles very early, and then we realised it could feel a bit weird in your first couple of weeks if you 

got asked to do this. We give people a few weeks now, and then we show them what a profile looks like and are clear they 

don't have to do it. It's always done in a supportive way, but also it's quite a big thing, because you do literally get this 12 

page report, and some people really don't like it and feel that they're being put in a particular box. We never make 

someone undertake the profiling if they’re uncomfortable – it’s totally voluntary.  

 

And how do you structure the coaching? 

We provide 6 sessions of 1 to 1 coaching for different fundraisers at different times. There are always coaching goals set 

with their line managers and there are 3-way meetings between the coach, the fundraiser and the line manager at the 

start and the end of the process. So they're always working on specific things about their personal development, but we 

particularly use it if people are stepping up into management positions for the first time, or stepping up to head of team, 

or if that team is working on something particularly big.  We use it as a really intensive support mechanism when there are 

really huge things going on in people's careers. Those sustained 90 minute sessions are always very practically focused 

around what they need to be doing with their supporters. And you have to have the right coach that fits with your team, 

because if people just don't like them, it just doesn't work. 

 

How are you justifying the investment internally, because as a coach, I would love to see more charities 

investing in coaching? 

Not every charity is going to do it. I think it is really reasonable compared to external training programmes.  It’s tailored 

and it gets results so I think it's great value for money.  I suppose we've also been very fortunate that as a charity, most of 

the Anthony Nolan directors have coaches, so it's very much something that goes on within the charity. The Chief Executive 

supports it and she has an HR background, so that helps as well.   

Each time we’ve requested investment we’ve specified the things we'd like to do, and obviously we've always fed back on 

results, and we can show it's really driving tangible benefits, so we've been able to make a very strong business case. 

 

We've always done things gradually too.  One of the things we also did with the coach was 6 sessions over 6 months of 

advanced coaching and leadership training for myself and the heads of fundraising. We felt that was useful in terms of our 

own management and leadership styles, so we then did a different bespoke version of that course for the management tier 

below us, and that group included people who might be moving up into management. You know, that classic thing that 

charities never do - they never pre-train people. They plonk them in and 9 months later you might send them on a course 

after their lack of management experience has to led to problems.  So we were trying to build in that future capacity. 

 

Our HR team can see that our staff turnover is better than the sector. They can hopefully see evidence of good 

management practice, and of course they give us a huge amount of support as well on that. We do the “Best places to 

work survey”, and the fundraising team  has come out as a 3 star division every year we've done and we've always been 

ahead of the overall organisational score so the HR team can see quantifiable evidence of a high performing team where 

actually there's lots of good investment in staff development going on.  If we weren't growing income and delivering our 

most important role for the organisation, then the conversations probably would be quite different.  
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Leading volunteers 
 
Most fundraising teams include a dedicated team of volunteers who help keep the organisation going, 

whether by working in the office, helping out at events or running committees.  I’ve seen some teams 

involve volunteers wonderfully and other teams where the needs of volunteers and their role in the team 

aren’t really considered.   

 

Motivations 
Much of leading is based on motivating people but the motivations of volunteer are far more varied than those of 

the staff team.  Volunteers are there for any number of reasons.  Many have a very personal connection to the 

cause as a beneficiary or because the charity has supported a loved one.  Others want to be part of their local 

community.  Some people want to feel useful or less lonely after retiring.  Some people are looking to gain 

experience in the sector and new skills to make them more employable.  And others love events and want to be 

part of a team and make a difference.  My point is that unless you ask each of them individually then you won’t 

understand how best to make them feel valued and make sure that their experience fulfils their needs as well as 

the organisation’s needs. 

 

Audit your volunteering programme 
It is a good idea to audit your volunteer programme every few years to make sure that it is as effective as possible.  

You should consider anonymous surveys, focus groups of volunteers and asking staff for their input.  You could 

look at the following areas… 

 

Recruitment – are you recruiting enough volunteers?  

Do they have the skillsets you need?  Can they work 

the hours you need?  Where are you finding your 

most skilled volunteers?  Why do people want to 

volunteer with your charity?  Is your recruitment 

meeting equal opportunities guidelines? 

Retention – how long do volunteers stay?  What 

makes them want to stay?  Why do they leave?  Do 

they tell you they are leaving or do they just drift off? 

Job description – how accurate are your job 

descriptions for volunteers?  Do they need to be 

updated?  Do you need to create some specialist 

volunteer roles? 

Task appropriateness – do you have enough 

relevant tasks for your volunteers?  Are they twiddling 

their thumbs?  Do they end up waiting on staff for 

input?  Are the tasks meeting their needs in terms of 

experience and enjoyment? 

Inclusion – do volunteers feel part of the fundraising 

team and as valued as your staff team? 

Support & line management – are you offering 

enough support for your volunteers and is it the right 

kind of support?  Do they each have someone who 

line manages them and looks after their welfare?  

How much time is supporting volunteers taking?  

Could that be made more effective? 

Policies & procedures – do you have all the policies 

in place for working with volunteers?  Do you have 

procedures outlined for the main volunteer tasks so 

that it is easy to brief people and clear what you are 

expecting?  Are you volunteers aware of any legalities 

around the fundraising they are helping with? 

Quality – is the work done by your volunteers of a 

high quality?  If not, what are the issues and how 

could they be addressed? 

Thanking – how often do you thank volunteers?  Do 

you have a Christmas lunch for them?  Is there a 

recognition system for long-term volunteers? 

Practicalities – do you always have a desk for office 

volunteers?  Do they have access to the stationary 

they need?  

 

That should give you a list of things that you could do to improve the volunteer experience and the effectiveness of 

volunteers. 
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Making volunteers feel part of the team 
Managing volunteers is a job in itself and it is a good idea to have someone who leads on this within your team so 

that it is considered a priority.  This could be a head of a team, someone taking on their first management role 

(they’ll need support) or if you have a lot of volunteers this could be a dedicated staff member. 

 

Invite office volunteers and any other fundraising volunteers who are close to the team to take part in away days – 

it will provide an interesting perspective which you wouldn’t otherwise be able to access.  If you have a wall with 

photos of the team make sure that your volunteers are on there as official team members. 

 

Include volunteers in invitations to social events and make those events at hours that work well for volunteers if 

possible.  As a volunteer it is lovely to be invited into the office because you are liked and part of the team and not 

just when your help is needed.  I am writing this at Christmas and it occurs to me it would be nice to include office 

volunteers in your Secret Santa.  

 

Recognise the contribution of volunteers wherever possible – on your website and in your annual report and event 

brochures.  You could also have an annual volunteer lunch hosted by you and the CEO.  And invite volunteers on 

project visits so that they can see the difference that they are making. 

 

Further information on volunteering can be found on the NCVO website  

https://www.ncvo.org.uk/ncvo-volunteering 
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Top communication tools for Fundraising Directors 
Ask most people what their biggest complaint is about management at their organisation and they’ll talk 

about poor communication.  And yet Fundraising Directors spend a lot of time communicating so how 

can you do it more effectively?  Here are the tools I’ve seen used most effectively… 

 

Whiteboards – whether to celebrate successes, share 

targets and progress or just leave updates and 

messages, a great big whiteboard is an invaluable 

communication tool.  At Rainbow Trust we had a 

whiteboard where we shared all the things we were 

proud of and as Fundraising Director I made an effort 

to always chat to whoever writing their items on the 

board, giving them a bit of my time and attention.  It 

took a while to bed in but it worked remarkably well. 

Fundraising report – use monthly reports to 

communicate to the rest of the team about your 

activity, successes, upcoming plans and to thank 

people who’ve helped you out.   Particularly helpful if 

you’re looking to help people understand how much 

activity is going on and why it matters (or if you need 

to motivate a manager not achieving much) 

Monthly meetings – get really focused about how to 

make the most out of your team meetings.  You might 

want to have a problem-solving session, understand 

each other’s biggest challenges and how you can 

help, teach each other some skills or share stories 

about your beneficiaries. 

Calendars – keep them up to date with where you 

are so that your colleagues can helpfully answer any 

calls for you when you’re away. 

Away days – a great opportunity to consciously 

develop team culture, create strategy and have some 

fun in the process.  If you’re leading it, take some 

Percy Pigs alone to incentivise participation.  All 

fundraisers love Percy Pigs! 

Celebration ritual – what do you to consistently 

celebrate success?  Why not come up with a ritual.  

Alan Gosschalk shares how it worked at Scope… 

We have a thing called Fish, which I never invented, but 

when there are successes, someone send around a Fish 

email. It comes from one of the markets in New York 

where they chuck these fish at each other, and so when 

people have successes, they'll email round about those 

sorts of things. Some teams will do different things, like 

the events team has got a success chain that they've got 

a running email that they just add to when they get nice 

feedback from people. 

Chat over coffee – if someone is new to the team, or 

you’re struggling to see eye on eye on work topics 

why not invest a bit of time in building a relationship 

with them over a coffee.  Or even just start with 

making them a cup of tea.  You’ll be amazed by the 

little things you discover you have in common once 

you start to spend a bit of time together and how 

helpful those relationships can be to your working 

day. 

 

Kate Collins of Teenage Cancer Trust talks about the importance of taking the time to chat… 

Since I became a director one of my learnings has been to understand what makes me productive in a different way.  I’ve 

realised that actually being good at my job isn’t about strategies and budgets.  Those are important, but those are almost 

the hygiene factors, it’s kind of a given you can do those. It’s all the other stuff, the soft stuff. 

 

Because when you need to have a difficult conversation or something comes up that’s a challenge within or for the 

organisation, that’s when you need to have the bank of goodwill and trust and connection.  And if you haven’t invested the 

time in people to have goodwill in the bank, you could be technically brilliant but if you’re on your own, it’s pretty bloody 

lonely. 

 

I used to spend almost all my time in the office in pre-arranged back-to-back meetings. By contrast, today I’ve had loads of 

meetings, but many of those have been informal, unplanned conversations that have needed to happen. And planning for 

informal interaction has become really important.  I now give myself time in the morning to chat to people and I believe 

that a lot of my job is about relationships, connections and talking.  If I look at my diary and think ‘I’ve only got one 

meeting, is it worth going to London?’ that’s probably the day I most need to be in London because I’ll get such richness of 

connection and conversation.  What I shouldn’t do is try to write documents on those days, because there’s no point 

coming to London and sitting behind a closed office door. 
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Understand your colleagues’ unspoken rules – 

can’t stand people turning up late to meetings?   Like 

a bit of small talk before someone launches into a 

work discussion?  Feel valued by someone making 

you a cup of tea?  We all have things which make us 

feel valued and things which make us feel unvalued.  

But they’re often very different.  For some lateness 

equals rudeness, for others it’s just not a big deal.   

 

So why not take some time as a team to understand 

how your colleagues like to be treated and share 

what makes you feel appreciated?  It can help to 

develop some shared ground rules too like starting 

and ending meetings on time and not holding non-

essential meetings. 

Get sociable – Alan Gosschalk talked me through the 

social activities at Scope  

 

“There's a softball team, I was organizing a choir, and 

there’s a concrete garden here, and some people have 

formed a gardening club. There's a cocktail club that 

people go to probably once a month. There's quite a lot 

of fun, different stuff that people can engage in. It should 

be fun. People work pretty hard, and mostly under 

pressure, and so having some fun is a good thing.” 
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Change Management 
 
“Change is hard because people overestimate the value of what they have and underestimate the value of what 

they may gain by giving that up” 

James Belasco and Ralph Stayer 

 

Change is a fact of life and happens in all organisations but it is something that people often find hard to 

embrace, for reasons the quote above describes perfectly.  As a leader it is important that you get 

comfortable with change ,and not just the change that you want to create.   
 
There is only so much that you control.  Unexpected things happen.  You could have the perfect team and culture in 

place and then two key staff members announce their departure.  Or your biggest donor could choose to stop 

supporting you.  The boss you know and love could leave and be replaced with someone you find harder to work 

with.  Your methods for raising your main source of income could come under fire from the media and be subject 

to regulatory changes.  Those are just some of the variables outside of your control and you need to accept that 

and be ready for when circumstances change. 

 

As a leader you may also need to implement unwelcome changes including culture change, redundancies and 

restructures.  Whether change is planned or unexpected, how you deal with it yourself and how you lead your team 

through it are important. 
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Kotter’s 8 Step Change Model 
If you are planning change it is useful to have a model that helps you to embed that change and take people with 

you on that journey.  Kotter’s 8 step change model is the best approach to this that I have found. 

 

Create urgency – demonstrate that there is a need 

for change to happen and to happen now.  Start to 

talk about the need for change and the challenges 

and consequences of things remaining as they are.  

Make a business case for the change bringing in key 

stakeholders.  Kotter says that for change to work you 

need to have 75% of people on board with the 

change so take your time to really get people to that 

stage before moving to the next step. 

 

Form a powerful coalition – identify the people who 

will help you to lead the change and get them fully on 

board to advocate alongside you. 

 

Create a vision for change – clarify what the change 

looks like and what the team or organisation will look 

like when it is done.  Make this a compelling vision 

with a plan for getting there and a clear picture of the 

end result that you can share with people.  It could be 

simple – where you are now, where you want to go 

and how you are going to get there. 

 

Communicate the vision – share your vision with 

people.  Share it in a formal meeting but also build it 

into other conversations and communications to 

really embed it.  Give people a chance to discuss their 

concerns and speak openly about it. 

 

Remove obstacles to change – make sure you are 

making it easy for the team to implement the change.  

Review your systems and structures in the light of the 

change.  Work with people who are resisting the 

change and praise people who are embracing it.  

Tackle obstacles quickly when they arise. 

 

Create short-term wins – these show people that 

you are on the right track.  Don’t make the first 

element of your change programme be something 

long and difficult, instead choose something bite-

sized that can act as an inspiring example. 

 

Build on the change – don’t celebrate too soon.  

Keep taking action to embed change, from evaluating 

what is and isn’t working to looking for continuous 

improvements. 

 

Anchor the changes in corporate culture – talk 

about the progress that you’ve made as an 

organisation and the positive impact it is making.  

Embed the change in your recruitment processes. 

 

It can also be helpful to consider adaptable as an important trait when recruiting.  Fundraisers who can embrace 

change rather than being fearful or unwilling to change will make it much easier for your team to adapt to changing 

circumstances. 

 

If you’re struggling with change have a read of the chapter on Resilience, which has some useful tips.  My approach 

to change is to try and shape it so that it works for me in some way - for example how could this situation teach me 

something?  What can I learn?  How can I innovate as a result of this change?  If I can’t find anything positive then I 

try and accept it and embrace it – there’s no point in fighting a battle you cannot win.   

 

“I think you have to be comfortable with a certain amount of ambiguity. You have to like it, I think. If you want to live in a 

certain world, it might not be the role for you, particularly in the current environment.  I often have to give people the 

comfort and the confidence that it will be okay. Even though I don't know exactly how it will be okay, I do know it will be.  

It's navigating people through when actually everything around you is uncertain. People look at you to be the one that is 

upbeat, energetic, whether that's within the team or outside in the rest of the organisation. People want their Engagement 

or Fundraising Director to be inspired and inspiring. You need to bring that. You need to like that.” 

Kath Abrahams, Diabetes UK 
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