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While at Friends of the Earth, Joe and his colleagues decided they needed to put their 
supporters at the heart of everything they were doing. And so rather than focus their energy 
primarily on strategy or processes, the way to achieve this was through culture and mindset; to 
encourage a culture that was focussed on supporters at the heart of everything, and that this 
would then help achieve the changes and make the (sometimes difficult, bold) decisions that 
needed to be made in the other areas.

‘We were obsessed with the question ‘how do we 
change the experience that our supporters have of 
Friends of the Earth, so that we can have more of 
an impact on the environmental problems people 
are concerned about?’

The traditional model of leadership, and one 
which was generally effective during the Industrial 
Revolution, was of the leader as a chess master. 
But in today’s world, which is so complex and 
where the pace of change is so fast, the leader 
who operates like a brilliant but distant strategist 
will not help their organisation succeed. This 
model places too much emphasis on the leader to 
make all the decisions, and so the people are not 
empowered to use their initiative, to solve issues 
a bit different from what was expected, to be 
proactive without explicit instruction.

The leaders who succeed in today’s world are not so much chess masters as gardeners. They 
nurture and empower, creating the thriving environment in which their people can do what is 
needed to achieve the mission. A good garden is diverse and has lots of movement in it. But 
you can’t really be in control of it all.

Every organisation is perfectly designed to achieve the results it is getting…so if you want 
different results, you need a different kind of organisation...and so the role of the leader is to 
create that different kind of organisation.’
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‘how do we engage 
supporters? and
what’s my role as a 
leader to help our 
organisation achieve 
that?’ 
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everyone a nelson 
Apparently by the end of the Battle of Trafalgar, twenty of the French / Spanish ships had been 
captured or destroyed. Not a single one of the English ships had been taken.

To Joe, what is so remarkable is that Nelson overturned how leadership worked. Whereas 
Admiral Villeneuve still operated as the one authority in terms of decision-making, Nelson 
created the conditions in which everyone could make a decision. Villeneuve was captured 
and is said to have remarked about the English he was fighting, that during the battle, it was 
as if ‘everyone was a Nelson – they were all clear what had to be done.’ Nelson created the 
conditions for success. In his book Team of Teams, General McCrystal states that to create the 
conditions for success, two things are necessary:

• Shared consciousness
• Devolved authority

Each captain needed to know the over-all strategy – and in long meetings on HMS Victory 
Nelson discussed his new strategy with the captains of all of his fleet. This enabled the captains 
to respond, ship by ship, without waiting for signalled decisions from Nelson.

In fundraising terms, everyone needs to know both the overall outcome we are striving for, and 
also enough about each others’ objectives.

1) establish a burning platform 
If you want people to create that leap into the new way, you have to be able to create a) the 
motivation to change the status quo and b) the belief that the new way will be worth it.

Joe worked hard through many conversations at Friends of the Earth to build agreement that a 
different way was the only option.

‘Good enough’ mindset
Joe tells the (perhaps apocryphal) story of NASA 
during the space race in the 1950s, working long 
and hard to create a pen that would work in space; 
and of the Russian space agency solving the same 
problem by deciding to use a pencil. Joe’s view is 
that too often charities search for over-complicated 
solutions to donor problems, like NASA in the story.

More, quicker decisions were better than getting 
tied up in knots waiting for a perfect answer that 
probably never comes.

The pace at which today’s environment is changing 
and the expectations of today’s consumers and 
donors, mean that there is rarely time to develop 
really sophisticated solutions.

Unless people truly 
connect to the
reasons why change
is essential, in terms
that matter to them,
they will not
do what it takes to
work differently.  
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2) developing a shared consciousness
‘Persuading teams to network with other teams will always be difficult, but this is a culture 
that can be planted and, if maintained, can flourish. It just requires a gardener: a human, and 
sometimes all-too-human leader… making an ecosystem viable.’ 
General stanley mcchrystal, team of teams.

Encourage people to think in terms of the overall 
goal, not artificial silos, and encourage information 
to be shared across the organisation.

If you want a shared collective team, you’ve got to 
always be modelling that you at a senior level are a 
shared collective team.

The first step is to get really determined to create 
a ‘team of teams’, a shared consciousness, in which 
everyone knows the goal and knows enough to help 
achieve it. If this is what you want, then activities 
that are across teams and across departments 
become critical, all the time. 

mixed team away days
‘The temptation in charities is to take your team for an away day…but if you want a team 
of teams who share one common enterprise, you’ve got to be constantly mixing things up, 
and not only does that help innovation, because innovation often happens when you include 
different perspectives, but it also means you’re breaking down silos all the time’. 

As an example, at Friends of the Earth and again at Children’s Society, Joe took a range of 
people from across the organisation away for two days and asked the question ‘how can we 
give supporters a better experience of what we do?’ 

regular chances to share information
Every Monday at Children’s Society they have a meeting called ‘ten at ten’, which is where ‘all 
the people who have anything to do with supporters, in whatever role, come together to share 
stories about what they did last week and what they’re doing in the week ahead. It only takes 
20 minutes, and it enables us to all be thinking about this as a collective enterprise, rather than 
just doing this in our teams.’

shared objectives
Joe always sets up projects or activities with shared objectives, so that ‘it’s not just that 
everyone knows what their objective is for their own bit, but they know what collectively we’re 
trying to achieve. So, campaigns and projects are always set with shared objectives…so what 
money are we raising; what volunteers are we engaging; what campaign outcomes are we 
trying to achieve; and those are owned collectively rather than by just one discipline.’

Liz Tait, Director of Fundraising at Battersea Dogs and Cats home made the same point 
when speaking to the Members Club, saying that she and her leadership group were always 
searching for ways to create a sense of unity. ‘For instance, in most team meetings there will be 
some kind of team building activity.’ 

The first step is to get 
really determined to 
create a ‘team of
teams’, a shared 
consciousness, in
which everyone
knows the goal and 
knows enough to help 
achieve it. 
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model it 
As leaders you need to be seen to be working together on this, so this needs to be modelled 
at a senior level. At Friends of the Earth, Joe and his counterpart, the Director of Campaigns 
used to often talk on each other’s behalf. So this colleague used to stand up and talk about 
fundraising and why we need to put supporters first and Joe used to talk about important 
policy changes which were impacting the real world. 

This gave a strong sense to everyone that they weren’t separate, trying to achieve their own 
objectives, or secure resources to further their own department, but that they were truly 
working together.

3) create an environment where people can execute – devolve responsibility.
There are two key elements to creating an environment in which people feel empowered to 
use their initiative and take action. The easiest to over-look, and the most important, is your 
personal leadership style. The greater the level of trust you develop, the greater the chance 
that people will feel empowered to use their initiative and take action. 

When people come to you with questions, rather than jump straight in, find the time and 
patience to ask them what they think, first. If it’s something important, by all means offer your 
thoughts too, but do that second. And believe that they genuinely have most of the answers. 

This deceptively simple, rare leadership habit sends a powerful signal that people can and 
should use their initiative.

Secondly, understand the importance of culture to this behaviour. There are a range of tactics 
you can use to increase the chances that this kind of culture will thrive…

4) some practical steps.

relentlessly promote action as something that is valued
Joe spends lots of time just encouraging people to do things. When Joe first got to Friends 
of the Earth, there was often a sense that somebody (senior) must have to sign this off, so in 
order for this to happen it must be someone else’s job first. So we were always pushing back, 
‘why don’t you just do it?’ and rewarding those who just made stuff happen.’

Intervene if you think it will help people link up with other ideas
Get away from the idea of the chess master who has to sign everything off and can become a 
bottleneck…instead you create conditions in which you expect people to be making decisions 
on the front line. So sometimes you as a leader need to make interventions to enable that to 
happen, to connect things up with other parts of the organisation. 
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reward the behaviours you want. 
Champion the stuff that moves you in that right 
direction. Give extra responsibility to people who 
are demonstrating the behaviours you desire. ‘For 
example, at Friends of the Earth there were quite 
a number of high profile projects which were led 
by people who were quite junior because we had 
already spotted they were demonstrating the kinds 
of behaviours that we wanted and we wanted to 
show this was about who was best able to deliver. 
We were constantly recognising, championing, 
pointing out the good ways that people were doing 
things.’

Want to find out more?
1) My e-book The three keys to leadership that inspires donor focused fundraising, which is in 
the Resources section of the Club.

2) We both found Team of teams by Stanley McChrystal really helpful too.

‘how can you help
join up the dots
because as a leader
you can look further 
across the whole
piece?’ 
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You’ve been working on:

The world is moving faster, so we have to lead differently

how could you make use of these insights?

What would you like to practice, do more of or less of?

many of these changes will need the help of others. Who would it help to talk to?

?


