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Our May Quick Survey asked:

Most major national funders have clearly stated social policy agendas and will only fund programmes that meet their criteria. Many other funders are following their lead. Is this a good thing for the sector as a whole?

Thank you to the 672 people who responded.


The result was:

22% - 
Yes
59% - 
No
15% - 
Maybe
4%   - 
Don’t know
Overview
Nearly 60% of participants believed that more funders specifying strict criteria would not have a positive impact on the voluntary sector. The fear of 'mission drift' as a result of applicants simply repackaging a project or adapting what they do in order to meet the criteria has excited much discussion in recent months. In this survey, many people highlighted the danger of strict guidelines restricting innovation and the danger of funders following fashionable trends in social policy. Other respondents argued that clearer guidelines would encourage better-targeted applications, as long as some flexibility was retained.


DSC says…

This result comes as no surprise to DSC. Whilst we recognise the very understandable desire of funders to fund projects, programmes and charities which are in line with their own values, we are not convinced that this approach is always in the best interests of charities and their beneficiaries.
We believe that funders should, as far as possible, operate grants programmes with general guidelines and recognise that grassroots organisations are usually best placed to understand the needs of their beneficiaries and the most appropriate ways of serving them.
An example of a trust that has moved away from rigid guidelines is Tudor Trust which, in April this year, reviewed its grant-making programme and application process and cite the following in their guidelines:
We do not focus our funding on specific themes or programmes. Instead we want to fund a wide range of people and organisations working to achieve lasting change in their communities. Our role is to support and enable their visions, trusting the groups we fund to do the work that is needed. (http://www.tudortrust.org.uk Funding Guidelines April 2006 - March 2007)


While most people would recognise the need for guidelines and some form of direction, the 'looser' criteria now put in place by Tudor Trust means it is probably better placed to bring forth more challenging and innovative organisations and projects. This is an approach that DSC believes other funders would do well to consider adopting.

Summary of 'No' comments

“Restrictive guidelines mean no new initiatives”

Many people commented that if funders only fund programmes that meet their criteria, no new or radical initiatives would exist. Restrictive guidelines, with no room for flexibility, would discourage originality and narrow the scope of the voluntary sector. Instead, trustees should be able to assess each application on its own merits so that new ideas can be given the opportunity to develop.
"Funders should respond to need, not attempt to shape it”

With strict agendas, charities will begin tailoring their projects so that they fit in with what funders wish to fund, even if it only vaguely touches on what is really required. The sector would be controlled by funders who cannot possibly be aware of what is needed compared with organisations who actually work within the community. Funders should respond to need, not attempt to shape the need.
"Fashionable Social policy agendas threaten long-term funding”

Another concern was about 'social policy agendas'. Many people noted that these agendas were 'fickle' and 'fashion-led'. If other funders followed this lead, it would not only create major gaps in what funding would be available, but eligible projects would not receive long-term funding; after a couple of years the 'agenda' would have changed to fit in with the latest 'fashion' dictated by government. 
Summary of 'Yes' comments

"Clearer guidelines mean fewer rejections”

"Major funders have defined ideas so more transparency is good”

On the positive side, many people who answered 'yes' to the questionnaire believed that if there were clearer guidelines in place, fundraisers could direct fewer applications to more relevant bodies, reducing the number of rejections or delayed responses. It was acknowledged that major funders have more or less defined ideas about how they want to spend their funds anyway, so more transparency could only be a good thing and would save both parties a great deal of time and effort. 


Summary of 'Maybe' comments


”Specific criteria useful as long as other beneficial projects are considered”

Several people who answered 'maybe' to the survey expressed that having specific criteria could be useful, as long as funders were occasionally allowed to fund projects outside of their policy if they would clearly be beneficial to the community. The overall opinion seemed to be about communication; that funders should listen to those they fund and find out what issues exist within their community and what projects are needed to effectively tackle any problems.
Detailed responses to the survey question

"Flexibility is needed"
"Maintains variety and breadth of voluntary sector"
"New/radical initiatives can exist, without which we'd never progress"
"Social agendas change frequently - old projects run the risk of closure"
"Too restrictive. Does not encourage originality"
"Trustees should, within wide boundaries, assess each application on its merits"
"Funds are unevenly distributed"
"Social policy has more to do with political needs rather than community needs"
" Work has to be tailored to fit with the aims of other institutions leading to failure of fulfilling objectives for which a charity was formed"
"Equality and diversity should prevail" 
"Funders should be informed but not constrained by national criteria"
"Grants-makers must be prepared to screen all applications for their worth"
"It is unfair to take money away from worthwhile projects and to rely on the voluntary sector to deliver government objectives"
"It is the smaller, more focused and less resourced charities that will lose out" 
"Voluntary sector is rapidly becoming over bureaucratic, over monitored and used as an option for delivering public services on the cheap"
"Charities will receive more funds for projects that are already well funded and new ideas are not given the opportunity to develop"
"Too much rigidity can create even more funding-led projects and programmes"
"It would exclude new groups who are looking to get started but cannot get recognised because of strict rules and regulations. Leeway is needed in how applications are assessed otherwise no new groups will get the start they need"
"The sector will be controlled by funders. It is good practice to be needs led; funders should not assume they know what is needed"
"Only people known personally and high profile charities are chosen. Small specialist groups have no change, as they have no influence with the media"
"It is becoming increasingly impossible to maintain independence" 
"Most projects deal with people who don't fit into boxes. Diversity is important"
"Social policy agendas are fickle - by the time charities have adjusted, the agenda has moved on"
"It becomes increasingly difficult to apply for ongoing work and to sustain existing staff"
"It is unbalanced for the voluntary sector to only support fashionable issues, especially when the fashion is set by government"
"It would undermine the independence of the voluntary sector and, ultimately, weaken the influence that it can exert on behalf of the disenfranchised in society"
"How can major charities be certain that their funds are being correctly allocated to social policy agendas which cover a multitude of requirements"
"Schemes tend to run for about 3 years and then fail from lack of funding - until perhaps 10-20 years further on, they are seen as urgent cases. Two years ago raising the income of older people was the priority. Now that money has dried up, everyone turns to another scheme"
"If a charity does not fit into prescribed criteria then it will be unable to find funding.
"Narrow minded, descriptive, political manipulation, exclusive of certain interest areas, does not address real need"
"Funders should respond to need, not attempt to shape the need"
"Charities cannot be truly innovative id funders have a closed agenda"
"The best form of philanthropy is when a donor trusts the organisation they fund and give unrestricted funding"
"Central government are simply trying to control all funding"
"You'll get a situation like high-street shopping where there are four major supermarkets and no corner shops"
"Many real needs identified in rural communities are unique and does not fit the flavour of the month funding streams"
"It can prevent local charities receiving assistance as they may not meet national criteria for their project. For example a rural village hall may not have the necessary 'ethnic minority' that a funder requires"
"It doesn't allow for communities to determine their own needs and find resources to meet them"

"It is easier/saves time by only approaching funders likely to fund your project"
"Most significant funders have more or less defined ideas about how they want to spend their funds anyway. So long as we retain some funders with no specific priorities, most causes should be able to raise funds for their work"
"Strategic funding to projects that meet associated policy aims is an effective use of charitable funds"
"A 'free-for-all', with little or no criteria, could create chaos"
"With the increase in the number of charities and decrease in the funds available which do not keep up with inflation, an intelligent approach with an ethical social policy behind it is the only way forward"
"It is easier when fundraisers know what funders are willing to fund rather than chasing grants which, realistically, charities stand little chance of getting because of hidden agendas within the awarding bodies"
"It is a good thing as long as it is backed up by sound research into the need for any particular criteria. Attention must be paid to emerging needs"
"If funders have a clear, open and understandable social policy agenda, it makes life much easier for organisations seeking funds"
"Funds will be targeted more clearly and carefully"
"Unless there are clear criteria, major funders would have an impossible number of bids to process. It would also lead to much more frustration for fundraisers receiving many more rejections and/or delayed or nil responses"

Comments from the 15% of participants who voted 'Maybe' included the following:

"If funder has political motive, objectives of fund seekers is distorted. But fund seekers need to look for support for their work, not the work of others"
"Clever bid writers can put a specific slant on bids and sometimes get around the main agenda of the charities"
"It could save charities time but could mean unusual work can't be funded"
"Temptation to be influenced by what is fashionable at the time"
"One of the dangers is that certain areas get covered and others not. With more work being done by the voluntary sector rather than statutory providers, there is a need for continuous funding for projects, not just for three years"
"It helps target specific difficulties"
"Funders preference is a fact. It is better to put it in print"
"As long as there is a range of funders with different criteria to access"
"Some organisations may not fall into specific categories and therefore be 'unfundable'. 
"Funders should be allowed the flexibility to fund projects that are sometimes outside of policy but really good for community"
"Funders should listen to those they fund to find out what the issues are"
"Focusing funders' giving might make them more efficient, which is good for them. It may not be so good for the sector if this creates an even more imbalanced spread of available funds. They should be encouraged to talk to each other and work together"


"Lack of consultation is to blame for fund seekers' lack of confidence in the restructuring"

