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Millennium Sell-out or Celebration?
Is the hype in danger of diluting the message? A British writer examines how charity marketers are

approaching the subject in Great Britain.

B Y  P A T R I C K  M C C U R R Y

he millennium is proving
to be a godsend for many
fundraisers and direct mar-
keters, or at least that’s what
they’re hoping. 

Jumping on the millenni-
um bandwagon is an obvious hook to
any appeal. But in Great Britain,
there is some concern that with so
much millennium-centered activity
going on, the millennium as a curren-
cy is becoming devalued in the mar-
ketplace.

Catholic Charity Cafod has sever-
al millennium-oriented appeals.
These include Challenge 2000, a
parish-targeted campaign to raise
money for the basic needs of health,
education, and food in the years up
to and including 2000. Another is the
2000 Club, which is a donor recruit-
ment campaign. “We are trying to
turn direct marketing on its head by
saying, ‘Here’s a club where you don’t
get a pen, badge, or thank you letter
but just the satisfaction of knowing
you’re helping redress inequalities for
the millennium,” says campaign man-
ager Barbara Crowther.

The initial aim was to recruit
2,000 committed givers to the 2000
Club, says Cafod marketing co-ordi-
nator Michael Newson. The cam-
paign has attracted more than the
original target, and average donations
have been higher than expected, he
says. Caford has changed its motto to
reflect the importance of the millen-
nium, from “on the side of people in
need” to “it’s time for justice.” The

new motto gives more of a sense of
urgency and of restoring equality,
which is a key element of how the
Catholic church sees the millennium,
says Crowther. 

The concept of “jubilee,” in
which slaves were freed every 50
years in ancient times, is also a key
part of religious charities’ millennium
approach. Jubilee 2000 was formed
to fight for debt cancellation for the
developing world, and some of its
main founders were religious chari-
ties such as Cafod and Christian Aid.

There is some feeling among reli-
gious charities that secular fundrais-
ing campaigns are less in touch with
the real meaning of the millennium.
Crowther at Cafod accepts that using
the millennium as a marketing oppor-
tunity is inevitable–especially in Great
Britain, where the British government
has launched Gift Aid 2000, which
allows charities to gain extra tax
relief from donations with millenni-
um-themed objectives. “Millennium
gift aid for us comes with a specific
value base, although I’m sure many
charities just see it as a good fundrais-
ing opportunity,” says Crowther.

Other, non-religious charities
with millennium campaigns include
NSPCC and British Red Cross. But
the biggest is Children’s Promise, in
which individuals are asked to pledge
their last hour’s salary of the millen-
nium to seven children’s charities.
The campaign is backed by the New
Millennium Experience and Marks
and Spencer.

Sandra Horniman, communica-
tions director at the Children’s
Society—one of the groups that will
benefit from Children’s Promise—
says there is a genuine feeling among
the public that they want to do some-
thing to mark the millennium.
“Surveys have shown that people see
children’s services as a particularly
appropriate area to benefit from the
millennium celebrations,” she says.

Horniman adds that the innova-
tive mechanism of linking donations
to the last hour worked during this
century emphasizes the theme of indi-
viduals using a historic moment to
help those less fortunate than them-
selves as the world enters a new era.

Some people already feel the mil-
lennium has occurred, given the vol-
ume of publicity and media coverage.
But the fate of fundraising and direct
marketing campaigns linked to the
event will have to be judged nearer
the time.

“A lot of charities and other
groups will be counting on the mil-
lennium, but it’s impossible to say yet
how people will really react to it,”
says Horniman. ■
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