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That was one of the first questions the reporter asked:  ‘how are nonprofits going to make up the difference once the federal budget cuts hit?’  They’re not, I told her.  Front-line service providers are already dealing with deep cuts in state funding and less revenue from contributions.  And don’t buy that argument that volunteers can fill the gap, I told her, the rate of volunteerism will not magically rise, particularly as people are dealing with tough economic conditions themselves, just because the federal government is trying to squeeze a disproportionate share of deficit-fighting cuts from investments in people and communities.

The cuts to human and community development will not only affect the many who will no longer be served in the near term and help them avoid negative outcomes in the long term, it will leave many workers in the provider agencies unemployed and in need of assistance themselves.  And the insidious thing is that it will come in waves and, as such, the impact on local unemployment figures will be relatively imperceptible.  The impact on local economies will be felt, particularly in larger cities and towns with large numbers of nonprofit service providers.

That’s the reality.  Now, what do we do?

The predictable has happened:  individual agencies and coalitions for this and that issued alerts first and now the dire results.  Proud as we are of the tradition of collaboration in the nonprofit sector, the human service sector particularly, we did not pull together to present the big picture of investing in human and community development.  Of course, the irrationality that has driven the budget cutting (have you seen the New Yorker cartoon that has legislators deciding what to cut, blind-folded and throwing darts at a list of programs?) makes it difficult to present any kind of evidence based or rational case.

No doubt we have to regroup—in our individual organizations and as a community of agencies.  Reframing, better positioning the important issues we represent, appears to be one tack that many of us are moving toward.  Independent Sector has a group working on that for the nonprofit sector, individual agencies are doing it, and the Assembly and the Collab are as well.  All of it, well needed.

What we’re talking about is communicating what we do in terms that people understand and resonate with.  Terms like human services and youth development simply don’t resonate with the man and woman on the street, even the many that thrive because those resources have been available.  And finding ways of communicating about our agencies individually only adds to the noise and sense of many competing for increasingly shrinking dollars.  
Messaging and targeting go hand and hand and who do we target?  Policymakers are the logical target because they, collectively, are doing this damage, but even friends of various aspects of human and community development in the Congress and the Administration are forced to cut-cut-cut and minimize the damage to defense and entitlements. (though it is encouraging to witness Secretary of Defense Gates eliminating unproductive expenditures, seeking efficiencies, etc.).  And we do not want to pit programmatic investments in people and communities against entitlements.  The latter, which will undoubtedly be tweaked in the current environment, are what keep many children, families, older adults and people with disabilities afloat.

When we did a “census” of the reach of National Assembly member agencies a number of years ago, the result (estimated) was more than two-thirds of the U.S. population.  Politicians listen to voters not institutions (okay, after big lobbying dollars, that is).  Is it unrealistic to think that there have to be ways of engaging our donors, volunteers and clients on behalf of the cause of investing in people and communities, helping them understand that “our” services are not just about “helping” but are about enabling the maximum number of people to become productive, contributing citizens?  Aren’t there ways of helping many more understand that it is not about saving a service or funding for an agency; it is about mixing together the right batch of developmental nutrients (thank you, Peter Benson, for that remarkable phrase) to produce the best possible yield.

The Alliance for Children and Families and the Building Movement Project  speak of helping individuals to achieve self-agency:  the ability to speak up for themselves, to take control over the trajectory of their lives, to access the resources they need in the ways they need them.  Yet on the advocacy front, whether we’re talking grassroots or grass tops, it is still mainly employees of nonprofit organizations speaking to the importance of investments in human and community development.  (Yes, constituent Hill Days are valuable but do not represent sustained advocacy.)

Is it time to do it:

· To rebrand human and community development in ways that connect with people and appeal to their sense of humanity and to their patriotism?
· To better and more systematically commit to making the case for  human and community development writ large as well as our individual causes?

· To develop ways of engaging our broad constituencies in understanding these important issues and articulating them to the right people and in the right ways?
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