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ADVICE ON FUNDING

If you want to improve your chances of raising cash for your organisation you couldn't do better than turn to Michael Norton's Writing Better Fundraising Applications, published by the Directory of Social Change (January 1992, £9.95). 

It is clear, well written, down-to-earth and provides excellent advice. It ought to be, and maybe it will become, the 'Bible' for would-be fund-raisers. So that's good isn't it? Or is it? In my view it is very bad, sad, and deeply disturbing. Why? Because Norton is, in practice, right on occasions when, in all conscience, he ought to be wrong. If the current social and political climate was even marginally less corrupt and cynical, Norton would be wrong. But he is right. 

The heart of the problem is revealed when he talks about 'grant-winning ideas and fundable projects'. Norton explains that "Having good ideas is an essential ingredient of grantsmanship." What's wrong with that? Nothing, until you examine more closely his (depressingly correct) analysis of what makes for a 'good idea'. I wish to do just that. Below is listed his bullet headed advice. Against each item I have appended my own comments. What do you think?  
A good idea...

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h
Sounds fresh or interesting and captures the imagination.


It only has to 'sound' fresh. Most of the nation's important social problems are anything but 'fresh'; nor are the worthwhile remedies new, easy or instant. Norton assumes that funders would rather have their imagination captured than face the stale, messy, complex truth of social reality.
SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h
Is or sounds startlingly obvious, even though no one has thought of it before.


There aren't any 'startlingly obvious' solutions to chronic social problems, and until we face this we are not being serious about politics and social change. So, our supposedly 'good' (ie. grant-grabbing) ideas are only going to sound startling. In such a climate of dishonesty, gimmicks have a great competitive advantage over an honest appraisal of problems.

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h
Has a catchy title


Norton assumes that funders have to be 'caught'. Can't we rely on them to use their intelligence to discern the difference between veneer and reality? I fear not.

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h
Appears or is innovative


Deserving clients are not seeking innovation, they want social justice. What's new about that? Nor are the remedies new; it's just that they tend to be underfunded (and that's not new either). 

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h
Is topical - it fits within current fashions, thinking, concerns


Many, serious and intractable, social problems are unfashionable. This concern with 'fashion' trivialises both the problems and their victims.
SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h
Is different - it stands out in the 'crowd' of more ordinary applications


If you want to stand out in the crowd you generally need to wear a silly hat, dress like a clown, or find some other infantile way of drawing attention to yourself. So, it seems, with grant appeals.

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h
Has different aspects which appeal to different funding constituencies (wide appeal)      





Once again, 'appeal' is more important than.. importance.

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h
Shows value for money or leverage (a small input with lots and lots of output)



There is a difference between showing value and actually being of value, and in reality it is very hard to get a lot from only a little. Of course, the appearance of 'lots and lots' can be generated via the fashionable bandwagon and the superficial, gimmicky, much publicised, outcome. So, if you want to get a grant, it seems that you must forget reality and go for appearances.

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h
Complements and supplements existing provision or involves collaboration with other agencies.



Collaborating agencies; by deft use of 'mirrors' - duplicate reporting, advertising and accounting - can inflate solid (small) inputs into large, sparkling and gaseous results. That way lies 'success'. Grants offer small amounts of jam to those without bread since money is not available to support the bakery; that is the government's responsibility.   
SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h
Has measurable objectives and specific outcomes which are clearly of benefit.


Stage managed PR events and happenings are easy to 'measure'. Long term circumstances, attitudes, values and opportunities are much harder to pin down. Worst of all, they don't change dramatically enough for those who want 'lots and lots' out of very little. 

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h
Is realistic and achievable.


Let's be realistic: There is a chronic shortage of cash, enthusiasm and honesty concerning the real depth and nature of our social problems. So if we can entertain, distract, amuse and enthuse our clients and supporters, if only for a short time, then that will keep us in business more effectively than more sober or mature responses. But we must keep on innovating. People's attention spans, along with their sense of history, are getting shorter. And we must more on to new ideas before anyone finds out about the failures of the old.

Funding: Appearances and Realities

Funders want good public relations. They want to hear the 'good news'. The bad news is that government funding of important social priorities is in steep decline. Trusts and the private sector cannot make up the difference. But who wants to hear such wingeing, and 'unrealistic' complaint? 

Honesty about social policy problems just depresses people. Instead, serious social issues are being turned into circuses, lotteries, and public relations events. The gains, benefits and 'positive outcomes' are energetically recorded in glossy reports, videos and press releases to the media. 

The losses are ignored. What do we lose?  Nothing too serious. Just our integrity; our contact with reality; our willingness to confront painful social problems and dilemmas. Instead, we turn ourselves, our organisations and our clients into marketable 'commodities', while the nation continues in its long social, economic and moral decline. 

