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I’m speaking today on fundraising in a recession which is a huge subject.  The first thing that I wanted to get across is that recessions are not new.  We have had plenty of them, I can remember in the early seventies when we had three day weeks and then there was the recession in the eighties and in the nineties and in-between that we’ve had problems of dramatically falling stock market values for example, or of the Lloyds members crash in the insurance market in the late eighties which was deeply affecting to many previously wealthy land owners, so we’ve all sorts of problems over the past.  What is different about this recession?  Well I think there is one absolutely fundamental and critically important difference and that is to do with the fact that we have now, coming to the end I fear of what could be called a golden age for statutory fundraising of the voluntary sector.  Something like 3.26 billion pounds a year now goes from basically taxpayers money into the voluntary sector to help it to go about its work, mostly I would argue extremely efficiently.  The problem that I see is that whatever hue of government we have over the next few years, there are going to have to be very dramatic cuts in public expenditure.  

I fear that the first thing that will happen is that the pressure on losing jobs in the public sector will be very strongly resisted by the unions, that’s understandable and to be expected, and therefore the cuts will fall first on the voluntary sector, where there is no union power and no membership to fight it.  Therefore I feel that those people working in the voluntary sector on fundraising you are not absolutely honed on their fundraising skills have got something like a year at most in order to get their voluntary fundraising up to speed.  And that’s the key message that I want to get across.
But let’s just look at what this type of recession means.  Recessions are bad news there’s no question about that, the general public has less money, grant making trusts will find that their assets and their income will tend to drop.  It’s not good for anybody and at the same time we will find that most of us in the voluntary sector the need that we exist to fulfil, to meet, will be increasing and certainly not decreasing.  So it’s bad news all round.  Or is it?  I think what we’ve learned from past recessions is that the charities sector, if its swift enough and intelligent enough and often professional enough, can emerge from a recession much leaner, and swifter and more professional that when it went into it.  We certainly saw this in the early nineties, what is needed is professionalism and training and understanding of the basics of what fundraising is all about.  

But it is worthwhile looking at what sort of a recession we are talking about; is it going to be one with a swift recovery, slow recovery or no recovery at all?  That’s an appalling thought.  A consensus of opinion from the people that I have spoken to and I’ve been speaking to people in the sector who’ve been through several other recessions before, both here and actually abroad and the view is that this is more likely to be a ‘Tick’ shaped recovery than anything else.  And the real question is how steep is the angle of the tick as we come out?  Is it going to be more or less level, or is it going to be quite steep upwards?  I fear it’s going to be fairly level, that the problems will be that as we come out of the recession so interest rates will start to increase, so will people will not have the money they presently have as a result of the relatively low rates of mortgage.  So I think we can say it’s going to be nasty.  But what can we do about it?
Well I’d like really to look at it across the different fundraising methodologies we have in front of us.  I can’t cover them all in the space of a short podcast but I think we can look at the absolutely key ones and consider what difference it will make.  Let’s take for example corporate fundraising.  I think this is the one that’s shown the first real major dip, I think we saw this back in November, certainly the finance directors group of charities who’ve looked at this have indicated that this was the most likely first area to be hit, and indeed very few of them thought that there was any chance of improvement in corporate fundraising during a recession, and most thought, in fact 60% thought that it would become extremely difficult, very hard hit.  So what do we have to do about it?  We have to consider what companies are looking for now.  The old days of making donations to charity are very long gone, their going to be looking to retain customers and improve customer base, so every offer that we as charities put in front of them to fundraise our work, should be aimed to reflect what their looking for in that direction.  
Let’s turn to legacies.  Now legacy’s will always suffer in a recession because the value of houses will drop and the value of stock market investments will drop, but what matters is the number of notifications, the numbers of people who remember your charity in their will, and that’s the key.  So we really have to fight to keep that up.  Fortunately fundraising legacy’s or promotion of legacy fundraising is not a very expensive way of going about things.  Even if all you do is draw the attention of your existing supporters to the concept of leaving a legacy, you will be doing some good.  So legacy’s is in some ways the area I feel least concerned about.

Turning now to event fundraising.  I think it’s true that well established events, special events, should hold up because they are part of peoples lives, but responses to glitzy events will probably fall, because people will not want to be paying premium prices and perhaps won’t want to be seen to be ‘showing off’.  Sponsorship levels from companies for events are likely to level off if not decline quite sharply.  So if a charity is thinking of starting an event fundraising it should probably think hard first.  Maybe events at this time should possibly be viewed more as awareness raising than pure fundraising happenings.  
Fundraising by direct response methods and e-fundraising.  This is a particularly difficult area I think, recession makes donors shop around more and have expectations of service and value.  So charities can’t afford anymore simply to push their cases, they must be much more personally treated.  Website and email communications will have to be much more user friendly than before, and I think above all I think the message is stop annoying people by sending them pens, umbrellas whatever free gifts, it’s not what their looking for.  

Community fundraising.  Established loyalties will be even more important and will certainly need underpinning, more volunteers maybe available, perhaps one of the upsides of a recession, with more time on their hands.  Especially maybe younger people, people may be able to give more of their time rather that financial investment and now maybe the time to use loyal volunteers to introduce new donors.  
Trading is of course a vast subject and maybe affected by a recession in so many different ways, one needs probably a two hour session on it.  But it’s very important to understand how a recession will affect high street/internet retailing.  For example more high street shops will become available, but for how long and it’s important to consider the effect on shoppers of major increases of charity shops on high streets.  Do we want to go to a high street which is mainly full of charity shops?  Donated goods will definitely become harder to come by but maybe volunteers could be asked to do more donated goods collections than numbers in the past.  Obviously slash unnecessary overheads, improve stock turn by reducing reorder lead times and develop web shops of relevant merchandise rather than catalogue based mail order obviously.  
And lastly maybe this is the time to look at selling your advise or other services that you have, the expertise within your charity if your not already doing so.  

Grant making trusts.  This is an area which many people would feel would be greatly threatened under recession.  But the fact is that some trusts are not doing really not that badly at all.  For major grant making trusts spending is based on a spread of income and long term investment, so maverick behaviour is fairly unlikely.  The thing that GMT’s fear most are government cutbacks and the enormous pressure that it’s going to bring on them.  Maybe one can say that above all GMT’s will be even more likely to support the less popular causes, so the answer is to try to build even closer relationships with GMT’s so that they may even anticipate your applications coming.  

Major donors have been the growth area in recent years there is no doubt about that, maybe it’s your big chance now.  But it takes time, great skill and perseverance but it is likely to be highly cost effective.  If your not already doing so, at least start research to establish your potential major donor leadership and ensure that your case for support is truly compelling, before going out there and approaching major donor people, that is tot say people with major financial influence.  
Can I just suggest four reasons to be cheerful?  There are doomsayers always around us, but fundraising is not about rational thinking.  Many donors will give less but most donors will still give if treated properly, some may even give more and some people are having a good recession, it may no longer be cool to be rich unless you give big chunks away, lets hope for that.  It’s not all doom and gloom.  

And in summary I would say probably, possibly delay major capital deals for a number of years but keep planning for them.  Withdraw from nonviable income streams, seek to protect reliable income streams, remain true to your principles, and remember that a good cause presented to the right people, for the right amount in the right way at the right time will always succeed.  Remain positive not negative, plan for the future, not merely reflecting the past but don’t expect quick fixes.  Fundraisers are not asking for themselves, they should feel proud not embarrassed to be asking for money for a good cause.

Finally the UK’s charity sector has grown dramatically since the end of World War Two, despite setbacks during past recessions, new opportunities will arise but we will have to create them.  However unlikely it may seem if you ask properly you may still receive.  Good fundraising in a recession is much the same as good fundraising outside a recession, if your already doing the best you can there may be not much more you can do.  But are you doing the best you can?
