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Sweating the small stuff

Liz Tait and Paul MaKenzie, Battersea Cats and Dogs Home

1. Don’t settle when finding and developing talent.

Set and stick to high standards, in spite of the pressure to fill the space. When recruiting, just 
as important as a person’s skills is what they’re like as a person. Who are they really? What 
do they value? Are they the sort of person who will really care and go the extra mile for your 
cause? How resilient do you think they are?

How could you help people learn and develop their core skills? Not only does finding a way 
to invest in people improve their ability and confidence to do the tasks that generate more 
income in the short term, it also makes them likely to stay for longer.

Liz believes that the recruitment decisions you make are likely to be the most important ones 
you make all year. This is so important to remember given how much pressure you can feel, 
from yourself and your colleagues, when your team is below full capacity and the fundraising 
work needs to be done.

Paul advises we should be tough and demanding at interview. If there is something we’re not 
sure about, explore the issue, ask the candidate, rather than later on saying ‘there’s just one 
thing I’m not sure about to do with that person in this job.’

 ‘If they came in tomorrow, would you be excited that it was them coming in?’

Note, sometimes we struggle to attract great candidates in the first place. So it is all the more 
important that we invest our energy in the following four areas that Liz and Paul suggest make 
your culture attractive to great people. 

In addition to these four key ideas, other options that can help you find great candidates in-
clude adding value to the sector in the these three ways: 

• time building your personal network; 
• speaking at conferences; 
• connecting and sharing through social media. 
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How well do you do in these three areas?  If raising your profile would hlep 
you / your organisation attract great people, what could you do to improve 
in one of more of these areas? 

?
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2. Create a culture in which they feel connected to the cause

When your colleagues feel inspired by the cause your charity serves, they will be happier, bet-
ter fundraisers.

Proactively create ongoing opportunities for people to get connected to the cause and en-
courage them to make use of them. 

For example:

1. Chances to visit or shadow your front line workers (if applicable)
2. Chances to hear talks from your front line workers (especially the stories)
3. Chances for people from all teams to share stories they have heard in team meetings
4. Encourage volunteering in some way related to the cause, even if volunteering directly for 

your organisation is not possible.

When a fundraiser feels an authentic connection to the cause your charity serves, this comes 
across very clearly to donors and colleagues.

Making this sense of connection likely to happen is not something you do once a year, it is 
about an ongoing set of activities and opportunities. They take time and energy but they re-
pay you in two powerful ways that repay the investment: how people approach their jobs as a 
whole; and in their ability to inspire donors.

3.  Promote fun and sense of humour

Deliberately model and encourage a sense of fun at work. When people are happier at work 
they are likely to work better, to form stronger relationships and be less likely to leave. All 
three benefits of a happy work place make it easier to raise funds.

At Battersea team meetings are always seen as a chance to include fun activities that improve 
team work and relationships. Most team / department meetings include an element of this. 

• Creative ways to communicate or solve work problems / plans.
• Special occasions: when people arrive, (induction); have work anniversaries (‘Batterver-

saries’) or leave, colleagues go the extra mile to make the person feel special.
• Creative, fun ways to thank other teams and improve inter-team appreciation and under-

standing.

Remember that one person’s idea of fun may be the opposite for someone else! As a lead-
er, work hard to be open to these differences. Most importantly, Paul advises that you don’t 
accept the culture you’re stuck with but which may not be supporting your charities’ current 
ability to perform at the highest level. 

Based on the vision of what your charity is here to achieve, discuss with your colleagues and 
decide what kind of culture you would need to help achieve that level of success. Then discuss 
and seek their ideas as to how that kind of culture could be created. Be willing to take some 
risks and try things, and learn from what works and what doesn’t.
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4. Receive support from the organisation

The more you do the other tactics, especially those involving and spending time trying to 
understand and appreciate other teams, the more your whole organisation will be able to work 
together towards achieving the mission of your charity.

In another interview recently, Joe Jenkins, Director of Engagement at The Children’s Society 
reminded his audience us to take every opportunity to reduce silo-thinking. The reality is, few 
leaders like narrow-minded behaviours in their organisations, but few do enough to reduce 
their likelihood. Joe suggests the following:

• setting shared objectives for project teams
• always involving colleagues from other teams in team / department away days
• promoting people who understand and promote this kind of cross team working 

The more you encourage these behaviours, and for example the activities that Liz and Paul 
mentioned which help other teams feel better appreciated, the more likely it is that other 
teams will in turn appreciate what fundraisers do. As she shows in the story of her department 
being given their own surprise thank you event, Liz has found this has a fantastic impact on 
fundraisers’ morale and productivity.

5. Promote the team culture you want

‘Every organisation is perfectly designed for the results it is currently getting’ 
Joe Jenkins

Model the behaviours you want and proactively and swiftly challenge the behaviours you don’t 
want. The latter is made easier if your charity has an agreed set of values because it should 
be possible to show how any unhelpful behaviours, such as failing to help colleagues in other 
departments, is contrary to one or more of those stated values.

Celebrate success. One way Battersea does this is through a monthly award ceremony for: 

• Fundraiser of the month
• Team of the month
• Best friend of fundraising

Every year Liz also meets everyone in her department (there are more than 50 people) for at 
least half an hour to find out what they think about the current way things are done, and how 
improvements could be made. She and her leadership team do not act on all the ideas, but this 
habit means she stays aware of things that need improving and has a constant stream of ideas 
to try to create the culture they want.
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6. Make a culture plan

In five years, Battersea Cats and Dogs Home’s income has risen from £1.5m per year to over 
£20m per year. As the Director of Fundraising, throughout this time Liz says she has focussed 
her attention on her people above all else (above donors, above fundraising techniques etc). 
Clearly these other things are not unimportant. She agrees that they matter hugely and as a 
leader she also gives them plenty of her attention. But in summing up what makes the biggest 
difference, she says: 

‘If you focus on your people, the fundraising income will come.’

If you don’t deliberately encourage the culture you want, you’re going to be stuck with a cul-
ture that happened automatically that you don’t want. Once you’re clear what kind of culture 
would serve your charity and fundraising objectives, and why that matters, make a plan for 
what you’re going to do to increase the chances that you’ll get it.

Regularly evaluate whether these activities are working, learn and adapt. Keep going.

Now encourage and build the culture that would best serve your charity 
with these three things (A, B and C) to explore:

A. If your charity is to achieve its mission to the highest possible level in the 
next five years, what kind of culture will be needed? Describe this culture, 
even if it feels very far away from the culture that currently exists. What 
would be the normal energy levels, typical attitudes to the donor / other 
teams and the typical behaviours, both within and outside of fundraising 
teams? 

?
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You’ve been working on:

C. Now go back and circle the ideas and habits that you (and your col-
leagues) would see most value in testing. Find at least two (momentum 
actions) that you can start to do something about today. Even if this simply 
means scheduling a chance to talk to colleague(s) about these ideas, taking 
some action today helps build momentum.

?

?
B. You may not be able to control the nature of your culture, but, depending 
on your role, you can probably influence it more than most people would 
have realised. Certainly this is the belief that has helped Liz and Paul at 
Battersea. Using the five areas they described as a starting point, now brain-
storm ideas for practical things you could do to encourage the culture that 
will make the biggest difference in your charity. Come up with as many ideas 
as possible initially. 


