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iNtroDuCtioN 

Obviously, both strategy and culture are important, but it’s incredibly common for a charity to 
underperform because the culture is not strong enough for the people to do what’s needed to 
implement the strategy.

Time spent nurturing a positive, energised culture is always a good investment. When this is 
the environment they operate in, it’s so much more likely great people will want to work for 
you and people will behave in ways that deliver your strategy (and for example, raise more 
money).

ARUK has achieved fabulous growth over the last three years – more than 320% growth. This 
is the model Lucy and her colleagues use when thinking about how to achieve growth (or any 
great work as a team). 

leVel 1
Lucy believes the fundamental foundation of building a high performance culture starts with 
Relationships.

In order to build trusting relationships we need to be authentic and prepared to invest time 
and effort (ahead of just doing tasks). Humans are smart and can see through ‘fakeness’ or 
masks. One of the key elements to an authentic relationship is showing a level of vulnerability. 

By showing vulnerability we demonstrate emotional intelligence, honesty and realness.  For 
example, Lucy is dyslexic and with previous teams she managed she tried to mask this for 
fear of them thinking she was stupid and not worthy of the role she held. She’d panic if she 
ever had to write on a flip chart in front of colleagues. She now simply tells the truth or 
makes a joke of it if the occasion arises. She’s flipped this weakness on its head. Crucially, her 
willingness to be open sends a powerful signal to her colleagues about honesty.
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leVel 2
Communication

If you look back over history, most relationships have broken down due to poor 
communications – mis-understanding, poor delivery, tone, words spoken in anger or regret 
from words that aren’t said. If robust authentic relationships are established communication is 
naturally more open, honest and enjoyable. 

leVel 3
Productivity

A team that values and makes time for healthy relationships and great, honest communication 
will be more productive. They will WANT to support each other and the teams around them 
as it makes them feel good, appreciated and valued. 

leVel 4
Performance

Once a team is highly productive, performance on any project or task will be delivered to a 
high level. Results are the output of these other behaviours. When you focus on doing the 
right things as well as you can, (rather than focus on the results as ends in themselves) results 
will follow. 

tHe fisH PHilosoPHy

Both Lucy and Rob read this book years ago and 
it changed the way we think about creating a 
positive, high-achieving culture.

In the story, a fictional manager transforms 
her own attitude and her lifeless and unhelpful 
department ‘known as the toxic waste dump’ into 
a fun and effective team. Her inspiration came 
from visiting the Seattle’s Pike Place Fish Market 
in her lunch break. The book is inspired by a real 
market that is hugely successful thanks to its 
incredible, energised culture. Early in the book she 
watches fishmongers wow their customers and 
is totally taken by their passion, sense of fun and 
attentiveness to their customers. 

The book is powerful because it makes the point that if people working in a cold, wet, 
exhausting work-place can still be so energised, present and happy in their work, then it is 
possible to create a great work culture anywhere.

‘if people working in a 
cold, wet, exhausting 
work-place can still
be so energised and 
happy in their work,
then it’s possible to 
create a great work 
culture anywhere.’ 
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Lucy used the four key ideas in the book as the basis for her team to decide what kind of 
culture they wanted. The four ideas are: 

• Choose your attitude 
• Play
• Be there 
• Make their day  

Lucy wrote them up and put them on a sparkly poster for all to see. She even presented 
them to the Executive team to show them what others could expect of her team from now 
on. 

1   Choose your attitude
The fish guys actively chose their attitude each day. 

One of the fish guys said ‘When you are doing what you are doing, who are you being? Are 
you being impatient and bored or are you being world famous?” 

Lucy’s team’s interpretation of this is – we take 
personal accountability for our productivity. Every 
day we choose the attitude we bring to work. We 
choose not to be ordinary.

We are known widely as the fun team (and noisy 
team). Everyone has a bad day now and again, 
but we do our utmost not to let this cloud our 
decisions or impact on others.  If I take my bad 
mood out on those around me this isn’t going 
to foster good relationship so therefore it will 
undermine productivity and ultimately impact 
income. But a good mood and positive behaviour 
will inspire and lift people up. 

Crucially, we understand that we can’t choose 
other people’s attitudes. If someone’s having a 
bad day we don’t tell them to ‘buck up’ or ‘be 
positive’. Choose your attitude is about how we 
role model the behaviours. Be the change you 
want to see.

2   Play 

The fish guys tell Mary-Jane “the benefits are many. We sell lots of fish. We have low staff 
turnover. We have become great friends, like the players on a winning team.”

Lucy’s team decided their play ethos should be “like the players on a winning team we 
embrace play and fun. Our creativity engages those around us.”

‘every day we choose 
the attitude we bring
to work. We choose
not to be ordinary.’
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Play has been an important element in setting up a regional fundraising team.  These guys are 
home based and remote which can often feel isolating. They meet once a month for a team 
meeting. So this time is precious and it’s important that they get to know each other and 
have fun. Therefore meetings are balanced with time to get to know each other over food, 
fun activities including karaoke, picnics, treasure hunts.In ARUK’s last employee survey our 
regional team were the most engaged employees with a staff turnover rate of less than 6%.  

They make play live in the office in all kinds of 
ways: ice coffee café, cycle to work, office conga 
to celebrate good news. At Christmas the whole 
charity takes part in a thanking day where we 
call our donors to thank them for their support.  
During the day we dress up, we decorate our office 
space, play Christmas music, hold a bake-off and 
play games. The atmosphere is fantastic. 

There are some misconceptions here about ‘this is 
just for regional fundraisers. It’s not important for 
my team as they are all introverts.’ We disagree. 
The value of play is important to everyone, and we 
have found the value can be powerful in any team 
- you just have to be aware and respectful of other 
people’s comfort zones. 

3   be there
The fish guys are fully present at work, focused on what others need from them. 

Lucy’s team’s interpretation ‘be there’ ethos is: ‘we fully engage with each other, our 
colleagues and supporters. We choose to give others our full attention always.’

Be fully present in conversations, on the phone, in meetings, on conference calls… we 
actively listen. 

We do our best not to be distracted by our devices and the world around us. This is not easy, 
but we know now important it is, so we work at it.

Be there is about really listening and giving everyone in the team a voice.

This behaviour seems so obvious and easy but doing it well has enormous fundraising power. 
If you find the discipline to get better in this area it pays you back. For example, ARUK now 
have a hugely successful partnership with a perfume shop (raising £200,000 this year) that 
stemmed from a fundraiser who was curious, present and brave enough to want to listen a 
couple of years ago when the (originally-small) partnership was not working very well from 
the retailer’s point of view.

‘at Christmas the
whole charity takes
part in a thanking day 
where we call our
donors to thank them
for their support’. 
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4   Make their day
The fish guys include the customers in their good time. They engage their customers in ways 
that create energy and goodwill.
  
Lucy’s team’s ethos is “we create great memories when we make someone’s day. A simple 
hello or welcome, a token gesture, a heartfelt thank you, a surprise and delight mentality.”

For example, they always nominate a ‘Starburst of the Month’ to recognise colleagues in 
other teams who have gone above and beyond. They send a note or card to say thank you or 
thinking of you.  

And Lucy encourages her team to always prioritise 
life - never miss key life events. She guarantees 
you’ll forget the meeting you were in but you’ll 
never forget if you miss your child’s first nativity. 

lucy’s takeaways

• Everything starts with taking responsibility for  
 your own attitude and communication with  
 others. 

• Team ethos matters. Name it and share it.

• Time spent actively nurturing culture is money in  
 the bank. 

• Read FISH Philosophy. 

When you are doing 
what you are doing,
who are you being?
are you being
impatient and bored
or are you being
world famous?  
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You’ve been working on:

How to improve yours with FISH Philosophy

How will you put these ideas into practice?

1   Have you watched the film in the Bright Spot Club where Lucy explains these ideas? 

2   Who could you talk to, to brainstorm ways to take any of these ideas forward? A key 
tactic we have observed is the power of involving your team in the kind of culture they 
want.

3   Lucy found it helpful to use the book FISH Philosophy as a helpful tactic. Once 
you’ve read it, if you like it, could you share it with colleagues to generate discussion? 
Another great book Rob recommends on this subject is The Culture Code by Daniel 
Coyle. Could you order either now?

4   What other initial ideas do you have?

?

We’d love to hear how you get on. Feel free to share your progress or questions in the Members 
Club Facebook Group.


