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Cameron H. Becker, Manager, Strategic Donors with Médecins Sans Frontières Canada 

By Kristen Pue, PhiLab 
 
Kristen: Cameron, you work at Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF). Could you 
tell me a little bit about yourself and your role there? 
 
Cameron: Of course, My name is Cameron Becker and I work with MSF here 
in Canada as a humanitarian fundraiser. I’ve worked in the philanthropic sector 
now for about a decade and specialize in working with high-net-worth 
individuals and organizations looking to make significant, transformational 
contributions to the work of development or humanitarian organizations that 
work in communities experiencing conflict, poverty and other forms of crisis.  
 
Kristen: How did you get involved with MSF Canada? 
 
Cameron:  While I’ve only been working with MSF directly now for about 
two years, I started my “MSF career” in 2009 when I took a summer job street-

fundraising with a direct marketing organization that works with charitable organizations here in Canada - including 
MSF. From the very start I’ve been standing on street corners and knocking on doors wearing an MSF vest soliciting 
donations in Toronto, Montreal, Vancouver and across the USA.  
 
And it wasn’t long after starting this summer that I was given the opportunity to meet Chris Houston, who is a life-long 
humanitarian, MSF field worker and former member of the Board of Directors of MSF Canada. At the time Chris had 
just returned from working with MSF as a Project Coordinator in Papa New Guinea and was briefing a team of MSF 
canvassers on his time in the field. His stories were stark, harrowing and put on full display the level of humanity that 
MSF deals with every day. I walked out of that briefing knowing I wanted to devote my career to supporting the work 
MSF does in the field.  
 
So yes… it only took about ten years, but I eventually made it in the front door.  
 
Kristen: MSF, or Doctors without Borders, is one of the most well-known and well-respected international 
humanitarian movements. As a part of that movement, what are some of the things that MSF Canada is doing right 
now? 
 
Cameron: Yes! Some find it surprising to hear that MSF is not a single organization but is instead a movement made 
up of approximately 40 different entities, many of which operate independent of one another. Together they collectively 
raise over 1.5 billion euros, employ over 45,000 staff, and manage about 460 humanitarian projects in over 70 countries 
– reaching well over 10,000,000 people with medical humanitarian aid every year.  
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In total, MSF has five operational centres – all based in Europe and are primarily responsible for managing our 
humanitarian field projects – and 27 partner sections, which be found all over the world in places like US, Germany, 
Argentina, South Africa, India and Canada.  
 
MSF Canada, which as a partner section doesn’t directly manage any humanitarian field projects, is responsible for 
supporting the international movement through things like Fundraising, Communications and Human Resources. Each 
year the team at MSF Canada is responsible for representing the MSF movement’s presence here in Canada, as well as 
sending 350-400 high-skilled Canadian medical and non-medical staff to our field projects and raising about $65 million 
CAD.  
 
MSF Canada also has a Programs Department, which is responsible for a suite of projects that help support our 
humanitarian field projects, including our Telemedicine Program, E-Learning Services and other forms of support.  
 
Kristen: What is something that Canadians might be surprised to learn about MSF and its work? 
 
Cameron: Well, one thing that definitely surprised me about MSF Canada would be our Telemedicine Program. MSF 
Canada manages an international Telemedicine Platform that provides our medical staff working in some of our most 
isolated and insecure project locations access to world leading medical specialist support via internet-based telemedicine 
24 hours a day, seven days a week.  
 
It’s a pretty incredible project when you consider that MSF medical professionals working in South Sudan, Afghanistan 
or Syria are be able to access highly skilled medical expertise, sometimes at a moment’s notice, to support them with 
case management and/or diagnostic support. And the entire project is run by a small team working in an office here in 
downtown Toronto.  
 
About MSF internationally… I think the fact that we raise $1.5 billion euros from 96% private donors, the majority of 
which is unrestricted, is a pretty incredible statistic. And it entirely speaks to how MSF is able to be independent and 
runs its operations based exclusively on patient needs. It also allows us to operate as quickly and as flexibly as we do. 
Our donors trust us to spend their funding in the way we see fit, and that allows to respond to emergencies quickly and 
effectively.  
 
I’ve heard stories about MSF nurses working in refugee camps who, after seeing the warning signs of an imminent 
Diphtheria outbreak converted a Maternal Care unit into Diphtheria isolation unit overnight without having to ask 
anyone outside of MSF for permission. They just knew it needed to be done to save lives and they did it. That’s an 
incredible thing that has a profound impact.  
 
Oh! And the fact that MSF is the largest non-governmental provider of Tuberculosis treatment in the entire world. I 
think that’s pretty cool.   
 
Kristen: Can you tell me a little bit about what you do as a fundraiser for MSF Canada, and how your work connects 
to the rest of your team?  
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Cameron: My role at MSF Canada is to work with individual supporters who are making or are looking to make 
significant financial contributions to the MSF movement. As such, broadly speaking what I do is strengthen the 
relationship our highest value supporters here in Canada have with the MSF movement internationally.  
 
What this looks like in my day-to-day can take many forms, but usually entails meeting with donors to report back on 
the impact of their support or connecting a donor with a recently returned expat or an operational centre colleague who 
is able to brief them on the situation on the ground in our field projects.  
 
Kristen: What, for you, is the best part about being a fundraiser for MSF Canada? 
 
Cameron: I think the fact explained earlier about the level of funding we receive from private individual donors is it, 
really. Unlike working as a Fundraiser for other development or humanitarian organizations which rely heavily on large 
institutional or government donor support, the level of impact you’re able to have as a Fundraiser with MSF is more 
significant - because the buck literally stops with you. If you don’t do your job right and money doesn’t come in, our 
patients who rely on our medical projects can and will be affected… but the opposite is also true, because when you do 
your job well and the money does come in, you know that people who are experiencing crises or living in areas 
experiencing brutal conflict and are in need of MSF’s support, are able to directly benefit from the work you do.  
 
How could a job be any better than that?  
 
Kristen: Is there such a thing as a ‘typical donor’ for MSF Canada? What are some of the different categories of donors 
that you and other MSF Canada fundraisers engage with? 
 
Cameron:  Yes and no… Your ‘typical donor’ to MSF Canada would be someone who is compassionate, generous and 
understands the importance of supporting people living in communities that are not their own. But beyond that our 
donors come in all shapes and sizes – I work with high-powered executives, small and large business owners, young and 
old people – it doesn’t really come down to any specific demographic, just that they care about helping communities 
experiencing crisis and have access to the resources to do it.  
 
Kristen: Are there particular facets of MSF Canada’s work that donors tend to view as especially important? 
 
Cameron: Many of our donors originally came to support MSF because of our emergency response efforts – large 
crises like the 2014 Ebola Outbreak in West Africa, the 2010 Haiti earthquake or the 2004 Indian Ocean earthquake 
and tsunami, in which MSF’s presence drove both media and donor attention to us. So, I’d say a lot of our supporters 
have an affinity for our emergency/disaster response work, but tend to eventually realize that MSF is also responding 
to many other protracted crises and emergencies in other areas of the world, and see the importance of giving their 
longer term support.  
 
Kristen: MSF provides care in very challenging contexts. Does that affect the way that MSF Canada approaches 
fundraising or other elements of its work? 
 
Cameron: Definitely - and what I explained earlier about our funding model is a perfect example, but I’ll also add that 
MSF internationally doesn’t accept any funding from the pharmaceutical, extractive, tobacco or defense  
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industries. We consider accepting funding from those industries as a conflict of interest to the goals of our organization.  
 
Kristen: Would there ever be a circumstance where MSF Canada would decline a donation from an individual or 
organization? 
 
Cameron: Definitely. If it’s coming from any of the industries I described above, we send it back. We also screen 
corporate donations as well to avoid reputational and operational risks. And internationally, MSF only accepts funding 
from a very small list of government donors – including the Canadian government – meaning we do not approach and 
will actively decline funding coming from governments who are not a part of our short list of approved government 
supporters.  
 
Kristen: Very interesting. What are some trends in Canadian philanthropy that might affect the humanitarian sector in 
the future?  
 
Cameron: I think one key trend we’re seeing is an increase in the professionalization of Canadian donors looking to 
make large contributions to international development and humanitarian causes. Five or ten years ago most 
internationally oriented organizations relied heavily on smaller gifts from a large pool of individuals who were happy to 
give their small annual or monthly unrestricted gift without much in-depth reporting or stewardship in return. But as 
our economy is changing and today less people are giving more money to charity, international development and 
humanitarian organizations are being faced with donors who can and want to give significant donations that will have 
transformational impacts, but in turn have extremely high expectations regarding how they want their funding used and 
how they want to be reported back to.  
 
The results are internationally oriented organizations are being forced to invest in the skills and best-practices necessary 
to effectively approach, cultivate, solicit and steward high-net-worth donors.  
 
Kristen: There is often talk in the philanthropic sector about ‘strategic philanthropy’: donors increasingly wanting to 
control how their contributions are spent. Is this something that you have noticed in your work with MSF Canada? 
What are some advantages and drawbacks of this kind of trend? 
 
Cameron: This is definitely a trend we are seeing here at MSF, and other international development and humanitarian 
organizations here in Canada are starting to see it more and more. Donors want more ways to see and feel the impact 
of their philanthropy, and the result is they want more control over how their money is being used – whether it is 
restricting their gifts to specific projects or asking to be more involved in the day-to-day of the organizations they 
support.   
 
Speaking of MSF’s donors, part of me can sympathize with this mindset – our donors are contributing to a global 
organization with a 1.5 billion euro operating budget and over 450 projects in over 70 countries. I can understand why 
some donors might feel simply giving an unrestricted gift can be like throwing money into a massive bucket… But with 
that being said, I think the first step is making a point to explain the importance and value of unrestricted funding to 
your donors who are giving unrestricted gifts.  
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I always make a point when meeting with a supporter giving unrestricted gifts to share stories from our field projects 
that clearly demonstrate the life-saving implications of having access to flexible, unrestricted revenue. And of course to 
follow it up with a Thank You – not just for the gift, but for the nature of the gift – thanking them for having the trust 
in us to let us use their funding the way we see fit.  
 
Then there is the other side of the issue, which is the argument that one should recognize a useful tool when you have 
one. Especially if you know how and when to use it appropriately.  
 
From my perspective, if you’re able to use a proposal for restricted funding, be it to a specific country, project or 
response, as a means of recruiting a new major donor or significantly upgrading an existing donor giving below her/his 
potential, then you’ve proven its usefulness.  
 
The crux of the issue here is to recognize that an unrestricted dollar is always more valuable to your organization then 
a restricted dollar. But, if you can use a gift restriction as a way of either recruiting a new donor who otherwise wouldn’t 
have given, or exponentially increasing an existing donor’s giving to your organization, then you’re using gift restricting 
strategically.  
 
Kristen: Is there anything else that you would like to add? 
 
Cameron: I can’t think of anything, but thank you so much for your questions, and if anyone of your readers would be 
interested in learning more about MSF or fundraising for internationally oriented humanitarian or development 
organizations check out MSF’s website here: www.msf.ca  
 


