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“If you think it’s expensive to hire a professional, 
 just wait until you hire an amateur” 

- Red Adair 
 
 

“I hire people brighter than me and then I get out of their way” 
 

– Lee Iacocca, Ford 
 

 

I have been recruiting fundraisers for around seven  years and over that time have worked  on a variety 
of Fundraising positions for a mixture of organisations. From very large charities, to very small non-
profits, across a range of different causes. It’s always been challenging recruiting for fundraising roles 
and has always been a “candidate short” market, making hiring new fundraisers incredibly competitive.  

The articles in this guide, part of Carla’s  forthcoming book, focus on some of the key parts of 
recruitment, from planning to interviewing. 

I hope you enjoy the articles and can pick up some ideas or inspiration from them.  

Nick Billingham 
Associate Director – Fundraising 
020 7939 7422 
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Succession Planning 
 
Succession planning is a systematic process whereby organisations identify, assess and develop their 
employees to ensure that they are ready to take on key roles within the organisation. 
 
Succession planning is all about retention.  Not just retention of your fundraisers but also retention of 
organisational knowledge and retention of relationships with supporters. When you lose a great 
fundraiser you put at risk the relationships they hold and the organisational knowledge - and you have 
the headache and cost of recruiting and bedding in their successor. 
 

The current situation 
As a recruiter I saw great people leaving organisations that they were passionate about because there was nowhere 
for their career to go within those charities. Even worse they were working in charities where no one had honest 
and open conversations about development and as a result their managers didn’t even know they were looking for 
other jobs. 
 
Traditionally, fundraisers don’t stay long in jobs, with an anecdotal average of 18 months for junior fundraisers, and 
a bit longer for middle managers.  Whilst some fundraisers like variety and new challenges, most people would 
probably stay in their current organisation if they were happy there and were developed and promoted.  So why 
isn’t it happening? 
 
Yes, budgets are always tight at charities and few organisations can create a new position to keep a talented staff 
member - and it can set a dangerous precedent to do so anyway.   And in a small charity it’s hard to have a lot of 
levels that people can move up.   
 
But the way charities approach retention of employees needs to change.  Many charities struggle to think long-term 
generally because of the pressure to raise funds in the short-term and as a result there is no planning ahead.  If 
you’re not clear on your organisational priorities for the next 3 years then it is unlikely you will be adequately 
resourced for them. 
 
HR is often under-utilised as a strategic department as well.  HR teams should be partnering with leaders to create 
long term staff development plans that think beyond training and include retention as a strategic priority. 
 

Tips on succession planning… 
 
Talk about it - have conversations with your team about where they want to be in a few years’ time and what skills 
and experience they would like to gather along the way.  Sometimes people can surprise you with their secret 
ambitions and some people also only really shine when they reach the level of seniority that suits them.  You may 
have some great potential leaders in your team just waiting to be given permission to shine and some introverts 
who have been hiding their light under a bushel.   
 
Inspire learning - have a bookshelf of books on management, leadership, productivity etc that you encourage your 
team to make use of.  Reading can inspire us and can give us new skills and knowledge.  I particularly recommend 
“Playing Big” by Tara Mohr to encourage women to back themselves and fulfil their full potential in the workplace. 
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Spot and develop potential - look at your team and identify the people who have the potential (and the potential 
desire) to replace you one day.  In a larger organisation that might mean creating a really strong team of managers 
around you, in a small charity it might be about having a deputy who can share some of your leadership 
responsibilities and could step up into your role if you left.  I created a deputy role when I became a Fundraising 
Director and it was brilliant for me because I could leave half of the team in their very capable hands and I had a 
peer I could have honest conversations with about difficult things.  She and I helped each other through tricky times 
and when I left she was a wonderful Fundraising Director and the organisation and team had the stability of being 
led by someone they already knew and trusted. 
 
Use secondments and sabbaticals to give people an opportunity to learn and have new experiences within the 
organisation.  They’ll gain new skills and you’ll benefit form the insights they have uncovered from looking at 
fundraising from a different angle. 
 
Get good at internal interviews – internal candidates can sometimes be poorly treated.  Make sure they get the 
same communication and insight that you share with other candidates via recruiters.  And think about the 
messages you are sending to internal candidates.  
 
Give people development time – as Jenni Anderson points out in her interview, if you’re spending 100% of your 
time doing your current role how are you going to be able to gain the new skills you need for the next level? 
 

Tips from the top 
I was really interested to hear how some of the best Fundraising Directors approached succession planning…  
 
Alan Gosschalk talked about his approach when he was at Scope said  
 
“I've really encouraged people to either try to get promoted internally or to consider being seconded, both within 
Fundraising and to other areas. For example, recently three fundraisers have gone into External Affairs. There's quite an 
active push to recruit internally, thus retaining knowledge and keeping staff longer than the stay of the average 
fundraiser.”  
 
Mark Astarita talked about retention at British Red Cross 
 
 “I think that ultimately the most important ingredient in running a successful team is about managing exceptional people 
and getting the most out of them by giving them extraordinary opportunities to stretch, hopefully in a supportive 
environment that never feels unsafe and that matters. People excel when they're in a space where it's exciting, interesting, 
fun and they're at the edge of the possible. We challenge people to be their best and we look to help them get there.  There 
is not a lot of room for the mediocre in the teams I manage… heck it stands out a mile! 
 
We've pretty much home-grown most of our first, second and third tier managers. Part of that is because there's nowhere 
else where you can do it as this scale or volume if you haven't done it in one of our four or five competitors.  
 
In terms of team structure at British Red Cross we have quite a steep pyramid. I have five or six people directly reporting to 
me, with steep pyramids underneath them. Second tier managers are my next level of talent. I'm always thinking about if 
someone gets run over by the bus, have I got someone there to replace that person? In the nicest possible way of course! I 
think I have five people who can replace me easily. 
 
Another thing I think is really important is never to be fearful of your position. If you live in fear of your position, if you live 
in fear of your staff going to do you in or take your role then you're paralyzed “ 
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Kate Collins of Teenage Cancer Trust shares her thoughts on succession planning… 
 
“I’m re-reading the ‘Happy Manifesto’ by Henry Stewart at the moment and it talks about how, in order to retain people 
who are really good at their jobs organisations tend to turn them into managers, which they might not always enjoy and 
has a very different skillset. 
 
So in terms of retention, I’d love us to be able to be creative and brave enough to have a path for people who are bloody 
good fundraisers and don’t then have to become managers to progress or be recognised. I certainly look at my team and 
look at what they do and think ‘you’re an amazing fundraiser’. So it’s a very current thing for me, thinking around ‘how do 
we help people have more internal stretch and collaboration and be a safe place to learn?’ And I think sometimes that 
within your current organisation can be the scariest place to learn, because you can feel so exposed. I think people 
sometimes feel they need to go somewhere else to do their learning. Reinvent themselves. And it would be great to not 
have to do that. 
 
And I think particularly with a growing organisation it’s about making sure we don’t lose that technical brilliance. I 
categorically know I’ve got people here who are technically better than I’ll ever be so how do we let them fly and know that 
they’re making progress without them having to move into management and away from fundraising?” 
 
And Catherine Miles talks about having the right conversations about development… 
 
“We have an overt emphasis on people's personal development and we're very open about the fact that we're investing in 
them for what they'll deliver here, but also equipping them for their future career that might be here or might be 
elsewhere, and that's okay. It's absolutely fine to have those conversations about where they want to go in their career 
very openly. I think that hopefully makes it an environment in which they feel like they're being invested in and they want 
to stay.  
 
A lot of fundraising teams I've worked in have had a very weird thing about not being open about that, or everything 
around learning and development being within either very narrow confines of which training course do you want to go on, 
or “is this definitely going to help your job right here and now?” Obviously it's important to do that, but it's also about 
developing the individuals more broadly, which will benefit us in the long run, because the more great fundraisers we're 
pumping out into the sector, in the long run the better for everybody.” 
 
Recommended reading: 
Playing Big by Tara Mohr http://www.taramohr.com/book/ 
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Attracting the best candidates 
 
It is often hard, even for the larger charities, to find the right fundraiser for the role they are trying to fill.  
They need to be ready for the role, fit in with the culture of the organisation, work well with their 
potential colleagues and, of course, they need to want to work for you.  
 

Your recruitment brand 
It is therefore really important to put some time and attention into your recruitment brand – both as a charity and 
as a fundraising team.  There are charities I could mention that most fundraisers I know would jump at the chance 
of working with.  That’s because their fundraising team has a great leader, is doing exciting things and the charity 
has a reputation as a great place to work.  And because they’ve let people know about all of that.  There are other 
charities that have a bad reputation that people in the know wouldn’t touch with a barge pole.  If your charity or 
team has had a turbulent time and things are turning around then you need to let people know things have 
changed. 
 
If you want to improve your recruitment brand in the sector consider doing some of the following… 
 

 Speaking at sector and fundraising events to raise your profile and the profile of your team 
 Taking part in the Best Companies To Work For surveys 
 Undertaking a staff satisfaction survey and sharing the results 
 Using Linked In to build your profile and network within the sector - connect with fundraisers who are the ones 

to watch and use Pulse to share your views and updates 
 Applying for sector awards for e.g. Best Fundraising Team  
 Encourage and incentivise your staff to share the job details with people they know in the sector – a warm and 

genuine recommendation from someone working in the charity goes a long way. 
 

Working with recruitment companies 
Firstly let me declare my bias here – I was a recruiter of senior fundraisers at Charity People, the specialist charity 
recruitment company, for a year and then became Managing Director.  But before that I had my own concerns and 
questions about the value of recruitment companies and during my time at Charity People I saw how to make the 
most of working with a recruitment company. 
 
It would be wonderful if charities were able to recruit great fundraisers easily and didn’t have to spend any money 
on recruiting.  However that isn’t the world we live in – and at the moment great fundraisers are like gold dust with 
multiple job offers on the table and counter-offers from their existing employer.  When you can’t fill a vital 
fundraising position in a timely fashion it is costing you money.  And if you settle for the wrong candidate because 
that’s all you can find then that is also going to cost you money (and energy which is almost more precious) in the 
long-term. 
 
A good recruitment consultant knows you well, really understands the job and what you’re looking for and also 
knows their candidates well.   If they’ve been recruiting similar positions for a while then they’ll have a great 
portfolio of candidates they know personally. For fundraising roles I would always recommend a charity focused 
agency rather than a more mainstream recruiter as fundraising has many income streams and someone outside of 
the sector won’t understand those.  
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The ideal route is to find a recruiter to partner with long-term.  That way they can build a pipeline of candidates that 
would fit well within your organisation, you can keep them in the loop before you’re ready to recruit and they can 
offer advice on your job description and positioning of the role.  It is tempting to work with multiple recruiters to 
“spread the net wide”.  I used to do that and wonder why I got terrible CVs.  Recruiters have lots of jobs on their 
books and lots of candidates to manage too.  They have to focus their attention on the roles that they are most 
likely to fill and if they are one of six agencies they are statistically unlikely to fill it so will spend less time on it.  If 
they are the only agency you’re working with they will work incredibly hard to fill the role for you.   
 
It is also worth meeting with your recruiter in person (another reason to just use one).  This lets them see the office 
environment, get to know you better and gets them inspired and excited about the role and the work of your 
charity.  The more they know about you, the better able they are to select the right candidates and brief them 
before the interview. 
 

First impressions count 
You may be the one asking the questions at interview but at some level it is a two-way process.  You should be 
aiming to make sure that every candidate really wants the job – then you really get to choose.  Nick from Charity 
People is going to give you tips on interviews but here are the things you should be thinking about before interview 
stage… 
 

 Take the time to make your advert and 
description of the role inspiring, interesting and 
appealing.  Give salary information or you’re just 
wasting people’s time. 

 
 Create a great candidate pack.  Too often charities 

send out job descriptions that were created for 
internal purposes or cut and pasted from old 
person specifications.  A great candidate pack is 
visually appealing, gives background on the role 
and the charity and gives a sense of the culture 
and personality of the brand.  It takes time to 
create these packs but charities like Teenage 
Cancer Trust do this brilliantly and I’ve never 
given their pack to a candidate and not heard the 
candidate say “I really want to work there – it 
sounds like such a good fit for me”. 

 
 Consider your essential criteria.  If Ernst and 

Young don’t need their candidates to have 
degrees do you?  Plenty of great candidates have 
learnt more on the job than they would have 
done at university.   

 Look after candidates when they come to 
interview – they’re nervous so a warm welcome, a 
drink of water and a smile from Reception will go 
a long way to settle them down so you can see 
the best in them.  As will running on time. 

 
 Treat people with respect in the interview.  

They’ve taken time out of their day job and no 
doubt done lots of prep to come and meet with 
you. I’ve heard of candidates travelling for hours 
only to find the interviewer has forgotten the 
interview and cancelled it.  And I know of one 
interview where the CEO took phone calls (in the 
room!) during the interview.  Obviously those 
candidates no longer wanted the job and as a 
recruiter I chose not to work with that charity 
anymore. 

 
 Feed back about all candidates you interview and 

do it in a timely fashion.
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Tips from the top 
Mark Astarita talks about the fundraising employer brand at British Red Cross… 
 
“Our fundraising people strategy is that we are aiming to be the best fundraising shop in the sector. Known to be the best 
fundraising shop, where people want to come and work for us so that the fundraising brand is really powerful. We give 
people exceptional development opportunities, we grow exceptional talent and you know what? We know they will go, in 
time. Even after they've gone we hope they'll always tell others that they loved their time at The Red Cross.  The fundraising 
brand grows as a consequence and we continue to attract talent.  
 
Almost twenty of my former fundraisers have gone on to be directors of fundraising. That's the thing I'm very proud about. 
It's lovely that they think I was important in that because I don't always see it that way. I think they're all exceptional.” 
 
Kate Collins shares how she has been building the employer brand for Teenage Cancer Trust… 
 
“You need to be able to attract good candidates who will thrive in your culture – those two things are a rare combination.  
I’ve been quite deliberately making an effort (particularly after Stephen’s Story because Stephen’s Story is a remarkable 
story to tell) to speak at the Institute of Fundraising Convention and other sector events. Because it shows fundraisers who 
we are, what our culture is like and builds that broader sense of connection around our employer brand. “ 
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Interviewing 
 
Having reached a leadership role within Fundraising, it is highly likely you will have led interviews for your 
current or previous teams. But are these good interviews? And what is a good interview?  
 
It’s quite possible this is something you have never given any thought to, so how do we define a good 
interview? Ultimately, we want an interview to be a strong assessment of a candidate’s potential, whilst 
concurrently selling the opportunity on offer. After all, what use is an interview that clearly determines 
that ‘yes this person could do the role’, if after the process they have decided they didn’t really like the 
sound of it? As you will know, finding fantastic fundraisers can be fantastically difficult. So if you find one, 
you need to make sure you are also selling them the role throughout the process. 
 
To provide this experience, it’s unlikely you will be able to turn up on the day and expect it to take care of itself. It 
also may mean that HR’s provided generic interview questions won’t cut it. It is likely you will need to give it some 
pre-planned thought. This may mean changing the typical organisational structure of your interview process. If you 
work for an organisation who generally insists on a two or three stage interview, speak with your HR Business 
Partner and explain the staffing crisis that Fundraising operates within. There maybe times where you need to 
move quickly to secure your chosen candidate. I have worked with candidates in the past who have had up to 4 
offers of employment at the same time! Introducing unnecessary stages that add weeks to the process can see 
candidates pulling out of opportunities. This will obviously be a balancing act; you need the process to be rigorous 
enough to provide you with a strong assessment but agile enough to ensure you don’t lose any potential 
candidates. 
 
There are a number of different tools you can employ to structure your interview: good cop/bad cop (generally a 
bad idea), use of an assessment centre (although within a small sector think about how potential candidates might 
feel about seeing people they know), competency based questions, presentations, unseen tasks (written 
assessments/budgeting). And in reality, there is no one right answer as to what you should be including. 
 
Each role will be different; the income stream and seniority of the post you are recruiting will impact on how you 
should structure it.  However, for every role I would urge you to think about a few different things: 
 

 What the key factors are in determining whether someone has the right skillset for the role  
 How much time do we have, over how many days? 
 Are my questions biased to someone who understands my sector? 
 Would I want to work here after this interview? 

 
Once the above is established you can start to build the structure of your interviews and decide on what different 
tools you will utilise. At this point, think about how much work you are asking of candidates and whether or not it is 
something you would have been willing to do when you have been looking. 
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Having identified what type of skillset you need and which assessment tools you are going to use, it is worth 
revisiting the CVs of the candidates you will be meeting. You can start to think about the specific questions you 
want to ask each individual. Paramount to this is understanding the specific part someone played in an 
achievement. I have probably met 30 people over the years who claim to have been behind the success of the 
NSPCC’s Full Stop Campaign!  And in reality all of those people will undoubtedly have played some part in its 
success. But what exactly did they do? Where were things when they started. And where was it at when they left?  
 
Given my key theme in this article is securing the best talent and ensuring you consistently sell the opportunity 
when interviewing ,you might be thinking that asking these probing questions sounds somewhat punitive, but 
genuine interest and enthusiasm can go a long way to alleviating this.  
 
It can be quite common for candidates to waffle when addressing an interview question, and you might feel cutting 
people off could come across as rude. However there will be times when this is necessary. You need to try and stick 
to the allocated time and you will have a number of different questions you want to get through. Avoid upsetting 
candidates by outlining from the outset that there may be times you will cut them off – particularly if they have 
already given the information you seek. 
 
Candidates waffling is usually down to nerves, but sometimes it can be down to practise. Interviewing well is a skill 
and generally the more you do it the better you will become. It may be that you meet someone who on paper looks 
absolutely perfect, but in person gives a poor interview. Try not to discount them immediately. Try and help them 
to relax, find out when their last interview was (if it has been 10 years this might explain extra nerves) and be more 
specific than you usually would with your questions. 
 
A candidate who can give a good interview is demonstrating strong verbal communication skills. But what if this 
was not a factor that was important when you planned exactly what you were looking for? If the role is in no way 
externally facing then perhaps a traditional interview isn’t the best method. 
 
Sometimes you might conclude that a candidate isn’t right for a role mid-way through the interview. Should this 
happen, don’t forget you are representing your organisation, and you never know the person in front of you could 
turn out to be someone you want to impress in the future. Instead of mentally switching off, try and use the 
remaining time to gather as much information as you can that you can feedback to the candidate. All the 
information that you provide will be of benefit to them in their next interview. And by all means keep selling the 
organisation and what you are trying to achieve.  
 
Interviewing can be great fun, but to be successful it needs to be planned and specific to the role you are recruiting. 
If you are working with a recruiter they will often have suggestions on how best to manage the interview process. 
Whilst the process itself is relatively straightforward – I ask questions, you answer - to be most effective there is 
more to think about and plan than you might have imagined. 
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Recruiting on Culture Fit 
 
The time I spent recruiting senior fundraisers and running a charity recruitment company gave me the 
opportunity to analyse what makes a successful appointment and why things sometimes go wrong. 
 
It is rare that unsuccessful placements are due to the poor performance of candidates.  It does happen but 
generally interviews and track record give a good indicator of how competent someone will be in the role, assuming 
the interviewer knows their stuff.  Much more frequently there is problem with the gap between expectations and 
reality when it comes to management style and culture fit.  And it tends to be the fundraiser who suffers in silence 
and the manager doesn’t know there is a problem until the fundraiser announces they are leaving. 
 
When I spoke to the recruiting managers about what had gone wrong I heard things like… 
 

 They couldn’t keep up with the pace 
 Their expectations of the organisation were too high 
 They weren’t formal enough when dealing with Trustees 
 They didn’t seem to get on with their fellow team members/they weren’t a team player 
 I’m not sure how they are spending their time 
 They were too direct with their colleagues 
 They spent too much time chatting and distracting the team 
 They weren’t very good at working on their own 

 
When I spoke to the fundraisers who had left jobs or were unhappy in their roles I heard things like… 
 

 My boss micro-manages me and I feel like I am not trusted to do a good job 
 I can’t get any time/decisions/input from my manager – it feels like my work is not a priority 
 There is huge pressure on me to get results and work long hours and I feel stressed 
 I don’t feel like part of a team and it is lonely 
 No-one ever makes a decision so we don’t make any progress 
 We don’t have enough resources 
 People don’t talk to each other and we don’t feel like a team 
 The office is too noisy and I can’t get my work done 
 The charity isn’t professional enough 
 It feels like working for a company, not a cause 

 
As you’ll see from the comments above there is no “right” culture – different people excel in different environments.  
And because the culture of a charity is unlikely to change, you need to recruit people who will thrive in your culture 
or who are able to adapt to fit in within their environment. 
 
There’s a chapter in this book on creating your team’s culture but you still need to operate successfully within your 
organisation’s overall culture and working environment.  And before you can recruit to fit your culture, you need to 
be able to define your culture. 
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Defining your culture 
Firstly it is important to point out that you’re not looking to recruit clones of your existing team and getting cultural 
fit right works alongside diversity and equal opportunities, not against it.  You’re looking for a diverse range of 
people, but they all need to thrive within your charity. 
 
There are some useful ways to capture and articulate your organisation’s culture.   The first place to start is your 
charity’s values.  Whilst sometimes values can feel quite generic, it is possible to create values that truly sum up a 
culture.  For example, formal cultures are less likely to use brave, trust and innovation as their values.   
 
The best values have behaviours linked to them.  Behaviours allow you to articulate what the values mean to your 
organisation and provide a really useful practical tool that can be integrated into interviews and performance 
management. 
 
You can also create a description of what it is like to work within your team that could be used as part of your 
candidate pack.  Done well (and with an appealing culture) this can significantly increase the number of suitable 
candidates you attract for your vacancy. 
 
You could ask your team to describe what it is like working for your organisation.  I’ve created videos in the past and 
that works well because you can see that people are genuinely happy to be part of the team but some quotes 
would also work. 
 

Setting expectations 
Apparently when you’re dating, you spend the first 6 months projecting a version of your ideal partner onto them, 
without really seeing the real person.  You also do your best to conform to the ideal that is being placed on you.  
Eventually however the cracks appear in your perfect image of someone as the real them shows up and you’re both 
a bit disappointed (or delighted if they turn out to be even better than your projection). 
 
Interviewing isn’t entirely dissimilar to dating in this respect.  Candidates are projecting their expectations around 
culture onto the job and interviewers are making assumptions about how a candidate would approach certain 
situations without actually asking them about it.  This is why a really important part of any interview process is to 
get really clear on both the culture of the organisation and the culture that would suit the candidate. 
 
These are some areas to specifically cover in interviews… 
Size of organisation – whilst some people can change their behaviour and expectations to suit any organisation, 
most people tend to be best suited to a certain size organisation.  In particular, people moving from large charities 
to smaller charities struggle with the lack of resources and processes, whilst people moving into larger charities 
often feel a bit anonymous, having been used to everyone knowing their name.  It is worth being clear on 
expectations when you’re talking to candidates moving from a very different sized organisation. 
 
Formality and hierarchy – be sure to articulate whether there are formal elements to the way your charity works 
and whether it is hierarchical or more flat in structure.  At some charities your ideas have value whatever level you 
are at, at others you practically bow when you see the CEO.  Everyone is formal at interview so interviews are not 
great refection of how well someone operates within a formal environment. 
 
How people interact with each other – if you have a panel for the interviews, how you speak to each other can 
give an indication of your culture.  The same goes for meeting the team, which can be a useful part of the process 
particularly if you’re recruiting a manager or head of a team. 
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Drive and ambition expectations – if you’re looking for someone who is going to grow income significantly, be 
sure to articulate that.  If everyone works long hours and volunteers at weekends that is important information to 
share.  If you’re looking for someone to hold the ship steady and not change things up too much, let your 
candidates know that. 
 
Independence versus collaboration – some organisations like people who work very independently, whilst in 
others being too independent makes people feel that you are not a team player.  Give examples of when you would 
expect people to work alone and what sort of things you work on together as a team.  I once worked somewhere 
where everyone in the (small) organisation was involved in every decision which brought a different quality of 
thinking to decisions but drove me crazy as I make decisions quickly.  There was nothing wrong with how they 
made decisions but I wasn’t a good fit for that organisation. 
 
Management style – this is slightly distinct from culture but it is always good to share your management style 
(giving examples), ask what style of management brings out the best in candidates and when recruiting managers 
check that their approach would work with your team and organisation. 
 
Office environment – let candidates see where they might be working.  You want them to be able to picture 
themselves working there and you don’t want them to turn up on day one and feel deflated because it doesn’t meet 
their expectations.  If you have old computers and crowded desks, find someone who is used to that and not 
someone who only feels valued with great tech and a lovely environment.  
 

Tips from the top 
I asked Jools Tait of BEN how she picks up cultural fit at interview… 
 
“You have a gut instinct feel of ‘do you know what, they will really fit the team’ or that they get the sales model.  You see 
their enthusiasm. How they communicate.  They’re not robotic in how they’ve prepared for an interview.  Also by talking in 
interview more about them as an individual and the things they do outside work and what motivates them and where 
their hobbies lie. Rather than just career skills because they practiced that and mastered that to within an inch of its life. 
 
You never go into a meeting and its 100% what you expect it to be. You’ve got to be able to think on your feet and engage 
someone with the organisation, in any situation. An MD, a CEO or whoever is in the meeting, will throw a curveball so in an 
interview, if you throw those curveballs out, its also quite interesting to see how people react in that situation. And some 
people nail it and you know they’ve got the gift of the gab and they probably could sell coals to Newcastle and you just 
think, okay they can think on their feet.”   
 
Kate Collins of Teenage Cancer Trust talks about the sort of person that thrives in their culture… 
 
“I think somebody who believes that fundraising can make a difference to the lives of young people with cancer and is 
hungry for and comfortable with accountability.  Someone who is able to say ‘yes I’ll make something happen here, but 
also I’ll be accountable for what happened if it wasn’t brilliant and I’ll learn.’  Someone with a really curious mind who asks 
how they can learn and improve. You can’t reverse engineer attitude. 
 
And you need to be able to attract good candidates who will thrive in your culture – those two things are a rare 
combination.  I’ve been quite deliberately making an effort (particularly after Stephen’s Story because Stephen’s Story is a 
remarkable story to tell) to speak at the Institute of Fundraising Convention and other sector events. Because it shows 
fundraisers who we are, what our culture is like and builds that broader sense of connection around our employer brand.” 
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Recruiting from the commercial sector 
 
Charities can be very risk-averse when it comes to recruitment, tending to opt for the candidate who has 
done the job before wherever possible.  And when the pressure to bring in the funds is substantial and 
the budget and time to train staff are insubstantial you can understand why that is the case.  But as a 
result the sector is missing out on the fresh perspective, enthusiasm, commercial approach and contacts 
that candidates from the commercial world can bring. 
 
As a recruiter I would have daily conversations with candidates from the commercial world wanting to move into 
the charity sector and do something more meaningful with their careers.  And there were very few roles that I could 
put them forward for outside of a handful of the largest charities that actively recruited commercial candidates for 
particular teams.  As a sector we also lack generic management positions and expect all but the most senior 
mangers to be hands on specialists as well - so there are not many roles that someone with an unrelated skillset 
can successfully apply for. 
 
The reality is that we have a shortage of great fundraisers, and small and medium sized charities often have to 
advertise multiple times to get a candidate they actually like.  So it is time to get creative about how we bring people 
into the sector and how we train them as fundraisers (which is so much more complicated than sales and I say that 
as someone who has done sales too). 
 
Here are some things to bear in mind when recruiting from the commercial sector… 
 

 Every commercial candidate will talk about their transferable skills but you need to understand which skills 
transfer across and which need to be adapted.  An ability to build rapport and relationships and to anticipate 
and meet a customer’s needs is completely relevant but making a sale in the commercial world can be very 
different from making an ask in the fundraising world.  The better you can articulate the differences (or ideally 
they can having done their research), the more expectations will be aligned. 

 
 Ensure that the candidate is not wearing rose tinted glasses.  I have met people who moved to charities from 

the corporate world and expected everyone to be super-nice all the time and for there to be no tensions.  
Organisations by their very nature have tensions and challenges - and charities are no different.  And yes, 
people choose to work in this sector to make a difference but that doesn’t mean that they can’t be grumpy, 
negative and unhelpful at times – they’re only human.  Make sure that your candidates have realistic 
expectations about the fact that this is still a job and it will have frustrations as well as satisfaction and the feel 
good factor. 

 
 Talk long-term goals with candidates from the commercial sector.  I have seen a lot of commercial candidates 

take a first job in fundraising at a big salary drop and then expect to move up to Director level (and closer to 
their old salary) very quickly.  Exceptional people can do that (from within and outside of the sector) but if 
someone’s performance is average or good then they won’t be moving anywhere very quickly.  Sharing a typical 
career path within your organisation can help candidates understand the timeline for getting back up to their 
former salary levels. 

 
 Think about how you can train a candidate who has lots of potential but doesn’t yet understand fundraising.  

Think beyond courses – who could they shadow?  What do they need to learn?  What could they read?  Could 
you introduce them to a mentor? What do you wish someone had sat down and told you about fundraising that 
isn’t written in any text book? 
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 Ask commercial candidates what research they’ve done to understand fundraising and what they think the role 
involves on a day to day basis.  A great candidate will have spoken to people in fundraising as well as read 
relevant books, articles etc.  I’m amazed how many candidates haven’t even done basic research on what their 
chosen new career involves. 

 
 When you’ve recruited someone from the commercial world be sure to be open to what they can bring.  That 

external perspective won’t last long so ask them lots of questions about their first impressions and how they 
would approach the same tasks in the corporate world.   
 

I think the sector would really benefit from bringing in people with different experience and new perspectives so 
perhaps it is time to look at how we fundraise and whether we can be more commercial about that. 
 
 
 
 
 

------------------------------------------------------------------- 
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