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Building cultures that care 

Value us, listen to us, empower us, support us, treat us like individuals whose values are respected. 

These were the messages that resounded loudly from a group of around fifty mainly younger people 

– aged under thirty-five or so – who came together recently at an Authentic Investor workshop in 

London to share their experience of how they are treated by the industry in which they work.  

How does it feel to work in investment or financial services as someone with personal values that 

include a commitment to sustainability, and with clear views on how you expect to be treated? How 

fully can you express and apply your values at work?  

What does the culture of the investment industry need to look like if it is to attract, engage, 

motivate and retain these people? And if it is to win the trust of clients who increasingly share these 

values, and of a society at large that is moving in the same direction? 

How can investment organisations build cultures that care - about their people, their clients and the 

world around them? 

At bottom the answer is simple: treat people – all people - as you would want to be treated yourself. 

People want to be listened to and trusted. Organisations all too often claim to listen to staff but 

ignore what they hear. The only opinions that seem to count are those from the top. Staff surveys 

are conducted and no action is taken in response. People fear speaking out in case they are judged 

or told their questions are ‘stupid’. 

Instead, listen as though you really care – and mean it. Encourage dissent and opinions that 

challenge the status quo. Appreciate diverse voices and expertise – from all levels in the 

organisation. Encourage communication across teams and silos. Discuss failures and learn from 

them. Flatten hierarchies. 

People want values, and their values, to be valued. Organisations don’t live up to the values they 

claim to espouse. Short-term financial results trump the interests of the real end client. The people 

at the top don’t walk the talk. Diversity is not given priority and hiring practices produce ‘clones’. 

Personal values are considered taboo in the workplace if they don’t conform to the ‘norm’.  Work is 

seen as totally separate from the rest of life. 

Instead, hire and reward people for values as well as technical skills and financial performance. 

Encourage and welcome the expression of personal values. Involve people at all levels in shaping the 

organisation’s formal – and informal – values. Nurture empathy and respect. Talk openly about 
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whether the organisation is living up to the values it claims to hold. Encourage diversity in all its 

forms – including diversity of values and of ways of thinking, doing and being. 

People want to be respected, and to grow. Hierarchical egos and office politics can intimidate and 

dishearten. Voices at the top are louder than those lower down and drown them out. Soft skills are 

not nurtured. Judging and fear of being judged prevail. ‘Best practice’ is imposed, innovation is not 

encouraged  and feedback to the leadership is not allowed. 

Instead, invest in people at all levels through training and other development; nurture ‘soft’, people 

skills like communication, self-awareness, empathy. Sustain the culture – which will degrade if you 

do not manage it. On conference calls, ask the people not in the room to speak first. Encourage ‘yes, 

and’, not ‘yes, but’. Respect each person holistically, irrespective of their title. Allow vulnerability – 

it’s OK not to know the answer; this leads to learning and growth. 

Reflections 

Sadly many of the themes raised here are not new. The poor practices that people struggle with, the 

good practices that already exist and which workshop participants identified in their organisations, 

and new practices they would like to see, are in many cases familiar. What is perhaps new here the 

clear link between the aspirations of younger people in investment organisations and the challenge 

of sustainability. People with a strong commitment to sustainability can still face particularly difficult 

struggles with the culture of some investment organisations. Yet the innovation, creativity and 

passion that we need to bring true sustainability and responsibility to investment and finance can 

only flourish fully in supportive organisations. To achieve this goal we need to bring together the 

agendas of sustainability, diversity and inclusion, and healthy organisational development. 

 

Rob Lake 

14 March 2019 

Notes 

1. The workshop reported here drew on the themes explored in Millennial Voices, a collection 

of six short articles by millennials in the investment industry who are committed to 

sustainability. 

2. For more detail on the discussions at the workshop, see below. 

++++++++++ 

Millennial Voices workshop, 28 February 2019 

Participants at the workshop explored three questions: 

1. What does your organisation do well to enable you to express and apply your values at 

work? 

2. What should your organisation stop doing to enable you to express and apply your values at 

work? 

https://docs.wixstatic.com/ugd/d664fa_5afce888c9e94f70a6d935fd49ffc2bb.pdf
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3. What should your organisation start doing to enable you to express and apply your values at 

work? 

Here are the unedited notes on the discussions. 

1. What does your organisation do well to enable you to express and apply your values at work? 

 

 Senior team members and management are approachable 

 We are given autonomy and the ability to apply our values 

 Ownership model  - BCorp 

 Being asked for our opinion – and it leading to action 

 Staff were included in creating a purpose and values statement 

 Priorities are determined bottom-up 

 Acceptance of taking risks 

 Appreciation of diverse voices and expertise 

 Diversity of thought 

 There is no such thing as ‘stupid questions’ 

 The organisation nurtures passion and a true sense of mission and purpose 

 A culture of respect 

 Honesty 

 Investment in people and a nurturing management style 

 Diversity and inclusion events 

 Seeking internal feedback 

 Volunteering opportunities 

 Collaborating on developing the company’s mission 

 The mission statement is a living document 

 Flat management structure 

 No dress code 

 Staff surveys – ‘Are you proud of what we’re doing?’ – results published 

 Trustees talk to investment staff – staff were able to ask questions about diversity 

 Recruitment process includes values 

 Team all have the same objectives – small team – no hierarchy 

 Being able to meet, share knowledge and learn from like-minded people 

 Documented framework and guidelines to promote a culture of inclusiveness and 

authenticity 

 The prominence and importance of ESG allows people to express their values informally 

 Sustain the culture – culture degrades if you do not manage it 

 At meetings, the person on the conference call speaks first 

 We never say ‘yes, but’; we say ‘yes, and’. 

 

2. What should your organisation stop doing to enable you to express and apply your values at 

work? 

 

 Making assumptions 
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 Hiring ‘clones’ 

 Inhibiting the passing on of soft skills further down from senior management  

 Hierarchy 

 Office politics 

 Not listening to new employees 

 Having values set only by the founding team 

 Fear of risk-taking or standing out 

 Judging and fear of being judged 

 Comparing ourselves to other organisations 

 Rigid seating that separates front and back office 

 Assuming all staff share the same values 

 Assuming that ‘social events’ mean alcohol and peer pressure to go along with this 

 Variable pay 

 Focusing on short-term financial results 

 Not having time to do quality, thoughtful work 

 Failing to address comments collected when feedback is requested 

 Imposing best practice and not allowing feedback to leadership 

 Seeing work as totally separate from life 

 Using client focus and fiduciary duty as an excuse for not doing more on sustainability 

 

3. What should your organisation start doing to enable you to express and apply your values at 

work? 

 

 Think about real end clients - Susan, Bob, Sheila, Joe 

 Build empathy 

 Encourage challenge 

 Create an ideas forum where seniority doesn’t matter 

 Leaders and managers who walk the talk 

 Incorporate values into annual review 

 Nurture respect to allow sensitivity to others 

 Keep hierarchical egos in check 

 Champion and act on true diversity 

 Listen to employees and act on what they say 

 Bottom-up decision-making and transparency 

 Be braver 

 Trust employees 

 Better management training 

 Talk about where we aren’t living up to our values and claims 

 Encourage conversations 

 Leadership on all this from the top 

 Speak freely about failure and learn from it 

 Think longer-term – imagine the organisation is yours 

 Reduce/ban internal emails – get people talking to each other 
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 BCorp model 

 Open opinion forums – discuss/implement the points raised 

 Allow vulnerability – admit there is a problem and ‘I don’t know the answer’ 

 Hire and promote on values; use values in reward and incentives 

 Embrace dissent and know what to do with it 

 Call out those who are negative on expressing values 

 Share across the firm – take time to understand each other and each other’s work 

 Be more flexible 

 Respect each person holistically, irrespective of title 

 Change the language about work and personal life 

 

 


