Sharing the pivotal lessons and moments
that can help you navigate your career
Episode 7 Highlights with guest

Maheen Choonara
Diversity & Inclusion Advisor @ Cancer Research UK
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“

(Diversity & Inclusion) networks
can elevate the voices that
were not necessarily always
heard in an organisation, and if
people are part of a network
hopefully those voices can be
carried up all the way up to
leadership

”
- Ms. Maheen Choonara, 2020
Finding True North Episode 7

Profile | Maheen is a Diversity & Inclusion Advisor at Cancer Research UK (CRUK). As part of this role, she is responsible for communicating the organisation’s
diversity agenda and strategically supports 7 employee resource groups and 40 inclusion champions across CRUK. In 2019, Maheen relaunched and co-chaired the
BAME Network at CRUK with a focus on empowering ethnic minority staff and driving better representation at the leadership level. Before becoming a Diversity &
Inclusion Advisor, Maheen previously managed the communication channels for CRUK’s Early Diagnosis Programme run in partnership with the NHS and Macmillan
Cancer Support.
Maheen attended the University where she graduated with a Bachelor’s English and a Master’s in English Literary Studies. During her Master’s, she completed a
Communications internship at CRUK within their Corporate Partnerships Team. 3 months after her internship, Maheen applied and was successfully offered an
entry-level role in CRUK’s Business Operations team to start after her Master’s. Whilst working, Maheen also gained a CIM Marketing qualification.
Outside of work, Maheen’s primary focus is improving race equality. She is part of Runneymede Trust’s Reframing Race Programme, working with other activists to
reframe the public conversation around race, racism, and racial equality. Maheen is also on the Steering Committee of The Network of Networks (TNON) which
supports BAME Network leaders across the country. More recently, Maheen created @ourkeyworkers, an Instagram initiative to showcase the people, their stories,
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and efforts of ethnic minority key workers during the COVID-19 pandemic.
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PIVOTAL MOMENT

Maheen and a few colleagues re-invigorated their company’s race equality network in a big effort to achieve better
BAME (Black, Asian, & Minority Ethnic) representation; internally across all levels of the charity, and externally to make
sure all communities are equally supported.
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DIVERSITY & INCLUSITIVITY FOR SOCIAL AND CORPORATE NETWORKS

Diversity and Inclusion is about:

Employee
Networks

• Equal opportunities
• Driving creativity and innovation

HR

• Connecting with a range of audiences
• Dealing with bias in the workplace

Organisational
culture

• Making sure people are supported at work
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WHAT OUTCOMES CAN YOU GET FROM JOINING A NETWORK?

1

GREAT PERSONAL DEVELOPMENT

2

NETWORKING OPPORTUNTIES

3

EMOTIONAL INTELLIGENCE
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HOW TO CREATE AN INCLUSIVE CULTURE AND NETWORK FOR LIFE/WORK

TALK TO COLLEAGUES/ CLASSMATES/ FRIENDS

FIND OR CREATE A COMMUNITY

BROADEN YOUR HORIZONS
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3 TAKEAWAYS

1

DEVELOP YOURSELF OUTSIDE OF UNIVERSITY/ WORK

2

PUT YOURSELF FORWARD FOR NEW OPPORTUNITIES

3

JOIN A NETWORK
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MAHEEN’S RECOMMENDED SKILLS TO SUCCEED IN CORPORATE DIVERSITY & INCLUSION ADVISORY

Emotional Skills & Traits

Practical Skills & Knowledge

Resilience

Strategic planning

Empathy

Stakeholder management

Clear and effective
communication

Workshop facilitation

Influencing skills

Project management

Being adaptable

Understanding of unconscious bias

Collaborative approach

Knowledge of Employee Networks
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Q&A
Maheen asked…

Maheen was additionally asked…
Question: In your experience, how comfortable are people generally to talk about diversity and inclusion (D&I)
in the workplace?
Maheen’s answer: It depends on the topic of discussion and this will also vary from sector to sector. People tend
to be more comfortable talking about gender, sexuality, and age. But conversations around race and disability
are often excluded. Race, in particular, makes a lot of people really uncomfortable. In the workplace, people are
even more worried about saying the wrong thing, and a lot of people don't even know how to approach the
conversation. Having conversations about race and disability, and any other protected characteristic means
having to examine your own bias and privilege. As well as this, D&I is sometimes seen to be an additional
undertaking in the workplace, another consideration to factor in on top of everything else. It is not seen as a
framework that needs to be applied to all aspects of our work, and because of this is often dismissed. This is
slowly changing.
Question: When you pivoted from marketing and research executive roles to become a diversity and inclusion
advisor - how did you know it was the right pivot for you and what made you follow-through with it?
Maheen’s answer: Honestly, I didn’t know it was the right move for me. But I did know I was really interested in
culture change and I wanted to play a role in changing the narrative. Even though I had to step down as
Network Chair, this role gave me a greater platform to champion change and be involved in decision making.
Another reason for taking this role was the team I was joining. My colleague, Nicke, is someone I knew I would
learn a huge amount from, and she’s really helped me develop and strengthen my skills. As it's a small team I
also knew I would have ownership over a number of projects. Thinking long-term, and wanting to eventually
move out of the non-profit sector, I knew this role would allow for an easier transition as D&I is important in
every industry.
Want more Q&A? Watch Maheen’s Finding True North episode here.
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The Tech Allies Network immensely thanks

Maheen Choonara

for being a guest on Finding True North!
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Tech Allies Network

@techalliesntw
www.techalliesnetwork.org
www.podfollow.com/techiecpd
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