Martha Lane Fox

Sahara Quli:  Martha Lane-Fox talks about charities embracing e-communications to raise their profile and to communicate the impact of the work they do.  She calls this the brave new world.

Martha Lane Fox:  I’m Martha Lane-Fox, I am co-founder of lastminute.com and more recently founder of my own charitable trust antigone.co.uk.  Having come from the world wide web I think I have a different kind of insight about how technology can perhaps help create change within the charitable sector.  When I embarked on the exciting journey that is starting your own foundation, I was very concerned to try and get it right and to make very clever grants to organisations that are doing good things.  And even though we are only giving away small amounts of money it became clear very quickly that the cash is only quite important to many of these organisations, but actually what they really wanted was some help thinking about technology and in particular, thinking about the web and other tools for communicating with either their potential clients or perhaps their fundraisers.  

  It has occurred to me over the past six months just how complicated and frankly scary this whole world can be.  If you don’t have the luxury I guess like I do of coming from the technology world, it’s hard sometimes I think to cut through a lot of noise about different technologies and what is really useful for your organisation.  And I guess I think a couple of things are really important when you’re thinking about this brave new world.  

  The first thing is that it’s exciting and I do really believe that just like in business, where the web is disrupting all sorts of business models and creating more opportunities, the same is absolutely true for the charity sector.  There is more opportunity to reach more people with your message, to raise money from different sources and ultimately to do a better job at delivering value for both your funders and your ultimate end users.  Not only can technology help internally in running your organisation, investing in computers I’m absolutely sure will make any small charity run more effectively and efficiently.  But interestingly I think it can really improve the reach that you have to potential people that you’re trying to raise money off.
  So my two top tips I guess would be, first of all don’t get too flummoxed by the enormous array of tools on offer.  Should you be facebook, should you be Twitter, should you be doing LinkedIn, should you be on MySpace, should you be setting up websites?  What I suggest is that you pick one thing and that you do it really well, because technology is confusing it is difficult.  There is now reason why a small organisation should be across all of these different media.  It’s much better I think to pick one thing and try to do it really well.  If I look at a charity I’ve supported for a very long time called Reprieve that sends lawyers to help fight the cases of people who face the death penalty across the world.  They have done a very good job in creating a very nice website that shows the stories and the messages form the people they’ve helped around the world, as well as giving the opportunity to raise money right there on the homepage with a big donate now button.  Now Reprieve took a while to get this website right, I don’t think they would mind me saying that, but I think when they decided they were going to focus on it and that was where they were really going to put their attention, they’ve done a very good job of creating a very compelling place both to broadcast their message and also to collect stories and money and ideas from other people.  So I think the most important thing is that you pick one thing and that you do it well and you don’t have to be across every single type of media, or every different type of e-communications.  

  I think the second thing is to think, what does technology enable that perhaps wasn’t possible before?  The beautiful think for me about what’s happening on the web is about hundreds of different types of conversations.  So as whereas perhaps before you would say your message and that was it, there wouldn’t be any comeback from people as there was no interactivity.  Now it’s possible to open up what you’re thinking about and get other peoples comments and views and that is very powerful thing.  I think if a charity can get it right, rather than telling the potential audience exactly what charity thinks about an issue or how it’s progressing and instead invite comments and feedback and encourage what the web is best at which is that incredible interaction between lots of different people, then that can also be a very powerful and helpful thing, because it can make you better in your own organisation.

  So a lot of different ideas there for charities but I think my overall message is that this is an exciting time and that by investing in technology and looking at it carefully charities can reap the rewards.  But focus carefully on one thing don’t try and do everything, and remember that it’s a conversation.  Thank you.
