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Cultivating
diversity
carol akiwumi explains the work of Black
Fundraisers UK, its Avocado Project
and how there is still a lot to be done

Serving on the Institute of
Fundraising’s Black Fundraisers UK
(BF-UK) committee for six years,
the last five as chair, was probably
one of the most challenging roles
of my career. It was also one of the
most rewarding as I had the privilege
of working directly to empower our
beneficiaries, which very few
fundraisers get to do.

communities is often tough, requires
a lot of sacrifice and is sometimes
frustrating when faced with a huge
need and limited budget.
Unsurprisingly, only two of us have
served the maximum two terms.
The group was set up in 2006
by such talented fundraisers
as Paul Amadi, Mide Adewusi and
Lara Rufus to encourage BAME

“The commitment to a more diverse fundraising profession
requires many more players and much more action”
During this time I have been
able to meet, interact and work
with many talented professionals
and fundraisers, many more than
I did in my day job. The business of
volunteering for those from black,
Asian and minority ethnic (BAME)
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professionals to join and stay
in the sector. Not long after, the
group joined forces with the IoF
and has since operated as one of
its special interest groups. Its
mission these days is to connect
and support fundraisers from

BAME communities by ensuring
they have access to training,
resources and support that
are relevant, affordable and
of the highest standards.

BAME support
During my tenure, we ran an average
of four training and networking
events a year. With such limited
capacity, I am not entirely sure
how we pulled it off, but we were
spurred on by the huge demand for
our events, the anecdotal evidence
we had from interacting with many
BAME individuals and the regular
stream of emails from groups and
organisations asking for help.
More importantly, we were
keenly aware of the risk for
beneficiaries and the knock-on
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effect on society if these groups,
which are rooted and embedded
in these communities and often
engaged with local problems,
disappeared due to a lack of
competency and capacity – two
things that could be fixed.
Undoubtedly the biggest “dream
come true” for me was persuading
the Tudor Trust to fund and let
me run BF-UK’s Avocado Project in
2016. This is a two-year programme
that is delivering capacity-building
support to BAME groups; improving
their operational excellence and
funding success.
In addition to attending relevant
fundraising training courses, each
group is assigned a consultant who
offers a bespoke mix of mentoring,
coaching and fundraising support
activities. We named it after the
avocado because despite being
high in nutrition and flavour, these
eponymous fruits can be quite
challenging to grow. Sometimes
avocado plants will begin to grow
fruit after three or four years, but
others take 15-plus years, and some
never do. This very much reflects
the kind of groups that BF-UK
is supporting.

Raising the profile
As well as reaching over 100 BAME
organisations in the last year, the
Avocado Project has helped to
raise the profile of the IoF and
professional fundraising within
the BAME voluntary sector. And
that is no mean feat. I have also
observed that the conversation
around diversity in fundraising,
while it remains insufficient,
seems to have accelerated.
Having transitioned to fundraising
accidentally after a career in the
private sector, I am baffled by the
slow pace of change and what
appears to be a limited appetite
for meaningful action in spite
of the sound business case.
There is no doubt that the lack
of diversity in the sector is a real
problem, which is not only
hampering growth and innovation
within fundraising, but also costing
charities money whenever wrong
decisions are taken or campaigns
fall short of their potential due to
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a lack of cultural (or other) insight.
Even more concerning is that apart
from diaspora organisations, most
development agencies don’t seem
to be successful at gaining the trust
required to attract funds from
potential supporters that are sent
via remittances for similar causes.
Whilst BF-UK has been a key part
of the growing movement to address
issues around the subject, it is clear
to me that the commitment to a
more diverse fundraising profession
requires many more players and
much more action. I have been
impressed (sometimes even
pleasantly surprised) by those
who have weighed in on the issue
and a few that have simply started
doing something about it within
their own teams or by influencing
wider organisational strategy and
thinking. It is those who can speak
out but choose not to who baffle
me, as well as those who admit
that it is a good idea, promise to
do something about it and don’t.

Biggest challenges
I am convinced that two of the
biggest challenges of the sector’s
diversity deficit is the ambiguity
around leadership and the lack of
a unified Big Audacious Diversity
Goal (BADG). Who is willing to
publicly lead the way and to set
an example? The IoF has taken
some steps, but I would also like to
see the Fundraising Regulator, big
charity CEOs and their fundraising
directors start to develop
meaningful and effective long-term
strategies to attract, develop and
retain more diverse individuals
on their fundraising teams.
To do this, the culture of these
organisations must proactively
address bias, prejudice and
discrimination, as well as support
and value diverse individuals.
Alongside that, they would need to
set specific, measurable, attainable,
relevant, and time-based (SMART)
goals, and monitor and report
against them, regularly and publicly.
Undoubtedly, the long road to
diversity is uncomfortable – after
all, we all have unconscious bias.
For some it appears quite daunting,
but if you look hard enough, it is

First steps
At the beginning of this year, the IoF announced
the appointment of an Expert Advisory Panel on
Equality, Diversity and Inclusion. The move is
part of a new strategy that commits to developing
fundraising as a profession that attracts and retains
talent from diverse backgrounds. The panel has been
established to advise on how the IoF should address
both its own internal practices to become an
exemplary employer and professional body, and
on how to support the profession to become more
diverse and inclusive, better able to attract funding
from a diverse donor base. The panel will advise
on a range of issues including barriers to entry to
the profession, attracting and retaining fundraisers,
and changing the perception of the profession
within BAME and other communities.
The panel, which is being independently chaired
by Sufina Ahmad of the City of London Corporation,
held its first meeting last month and will end its
remit at the IoF Fundraising Convention in July 2019.

All change at BF-UK
Following the AGM in November last year and the
addition of a few new members, BF-UK made a raft
of changes to the make-up of the committee. It has
installed a new chair, treasurer, training lead and
secretary. These are:
• Chair – Kemar Walford, founder of KN Walford
Consultancy Ltd – a fundraising consultancy
based in London
• Secretary – Dawn Morris, founding partner of
Liverpool-based City Business and Accountancy
Service Ltd
•	Treasurer – Tanya D’souza, fundraising manager
at Sound Seekers
•	Training lead – Denise Mensah-Domfe, senior
trust fundraising officer at the Brain and Spine
Foundation.

intensely optimistic. Intensely
optimistic because we live in a world
that expects no less; we work in a
sector that advocates much more;
and the business imperative offers
us the best chance for survival,
innovation and growth.
Carol Akiwumi is a fundraising
specialist, consultant, trainer
and inspirational speaker

@AmickyCarol
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